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              Prologue:              
 
She said she wanted to kiss the sky.
At first, he laughed, as many others did.
But then his laugh stopped short.
It was not because he found the phrase any less amusing.
It was simply the grave look on her face
And the glow of admiration in her eyes.
It was then he realized that she was completely and absolutely
Serious
 
Watching her clench her little fists
Her hair fighting to veil her gaze from the midnight sky
He permitted himself temporary reprieve from his duty
The grip on the hilt of his blade relaxed
For he wanted to see what she saw
If only to begin to fathom what she perceived -
Epiphany
 
His breath fluttered further away than any battle could ever take him
Never had he seen the sky through such meditation
Always taking for granted its majestic shine; its dazzling invitation to stare
Tranquility brushed his heart, desiring attention
His next breath carried his hand back to the hilt
As he understood her words now -
Clearly
 
Despite the turmoil, death, and relentless pain
The sky remained stoic, unchanged
Unlike her beloved countryside
Peace still resided in Paradise; hope not yet extinct
So at the fragile age of four
Just for being gorgeous, the sky deserved a
Kiss
 
Maybe you can someday he said
Whispering, despite their relative solitude
A nod and a smile violently melted his resolve 
All it took for a monster to remember…
He once had a heart
A murderer now a protector, his life now…
Hers
 



Chapter 1 – Exposed
 
The Quietus crawled on all fours like a bloodhound, sniffing the smoldering crater yet paying little attention to what his nose picked up. Nearly a day had already passed and the ground was still hot from the dead Sage’s power, which was quite damaging to the nose. From what he figured, there was no need to sniff so close, especially since the fugitives they were looking for were nothing by comparison. She had been the real threat, and it didn’t matter if she had fought valiantly against his brethren…in the end, she fell as all who opposed the Quietus tended to do. There was no reason to think she had survived her kamikaze attack. So all that left was a large search party, wasting valuable resources and a considerable amount of time for what? A couple of young ones?
Sure they were tricky, but not dangerous. Just tricky. From what he heard, they had ran to the middle of the crater and then somehow vanished into thin air – which was just…impossible. No one left Quietus without a trace, not unless they were of Zen-echelon, and they most certainly were not of that mysterious place. No…they were just hiding somewhere close, trying not to breathe and using their Sage tricks to conceal their whereabouts. It was the only explanation to why none of the scouting teams had found a whiff of them within the Kingdom walls or in the Quietus forest. It was because they were still here, waiting, hoping for someone to save them.
No one would. 
In the scuffle their King had been murdered. Somehow…their greatest warrior had fallen, and they needed answers. Witnesses said the young boy delivered the final blow, and so he had to be found no matter the cost. And since the crater was the origin of their disappearance, teams composed of the best trackers in the Kingdom were laboring tirelessly, day and night, searching the same spots over and over, looking for a sign, a clue, a…
The Quietus stopped and narrowed his eyes as his neck stretched upwards instinctively. He had run into a protrusion. A section of the ground that was raised just slightly higher than the rest of the crater floor. It was nothing really. Their crater was not known for its smooth exterior, but… now that he thought about it...he remembered that the dead Sage had leveled the floor with her power – which meant this patch of earth should have also been flattened. 
The Quietus sniffed the dirt around it, bobbing his head up and down with each whiff. Finally, a faint scent caught his interest. 
It was of a young Allayan male. 
He tried to investigate further, to acquire more information, but as soon as he bent his head back down to the source, the scent vanished…just like the young Sages…
They’re still here. He thought, smiling devilishly. A few Quietus nearby noticed his eerie grin and gave him an inquisitive look. He nodded in their direction and they quietly crawled over to his location. Together, they began sniffing around and upon the raised ground, inch by inch, millimeter by millimeter…
 
*              *              *              *              *
 
Catherine sat on the small, wooden wharf, swinging her legs back and forth as she whistled a tune she had heard as a child but had long forgotten the lyrics. She closed her eyes and let the breeze brush past her cheeks like a whisper, her hair being buoyed gently as the wind brushed through it with its fingers and the toasty warmth of the sun made her skin feel like it was humming. It was so relaxing that she nearly forgot the situation at hand. That no matter how much beauty was in abundance, something ugly was always nearby, ready to dash in and taint it.
His wincing broke her trance and she turned her head in concern. She didn’t bother asking him what he needed. Each time she did, he assured her there was nothing. Catherine wasn’t used to this – sitting around and enjoying the ambience while someone she cared for was suffering just a few feet away. At least she could offer him comfort through her company.
“Hey, Girl,” James chuckled weakly through an agonizing face and gallons of sweat. 
“Hey, tough guy,” Catherine said as she sat down next to him. She knew it distracted him, but it was the only way she knew to soothe him. He was sitting a few away from the dock’s edge, legs crossed and staring straight ahead towards the sun. Since it was part of his manifestation, she was sure staring into it wouldn’t cause his eyes any damage. Still, she couldn’t shake the thought that he was slowly going blind with how intense he was glaring at it.
“It’s getting harder to maintain this,” James’ voice cracked.
“What happened to three days?” Catherine asked, hoping she didn’t come off as sarcastic.
“Something’s wrong,” he shuddered, bowing his head. His whole body was beginning to quiver and his muscles were beginning to freeze up.
“What if you don’t keep everything together? Just the ground for us to stand on? No water, no wharf, sand…nothing unnecessary?”
“But then you’ll have nothing to enjoy,” he said, looking at her out the corner of an eye.
“James, survival is the priority, and I’ve enjoyed this view for hours already. No reason to strain yourself any more than you have to. If this manifestation breaks, and we’re left to the mercy of the Quietus, we’ll be killed; the mission will be a failure.”
“Fine,” he muttered. Catherine let out a yelp in surprise as the wharf disappeared from underneath them, sending her falling a couple feet down into a blanket of sand that had not been there previously. James barely moved as he fell, keeping his concentration at the forefront. But when he landed, it was apparent that he was feeling better already. James sighed in relief and stood to his feet casually, the sweat drenching his clothes being the only evidence of his previous ordeal. 
“Feel better?” Catherine asked, holding back a giggle. His shirt was drooping off him like it had been designed for a Langoran. 
“Lots!” James exclaimed as he looked out towards what used to be the water. His countenance fell as Catherine saw the concern in his eyes. She turned and suddenly wished she had taken one last glance at the ocean before it disappeared.
It was completely gone, and in its place was an endless expanse, covered in flat, tan sand. In the far distance was the sun, barely peeking over the horizon and lighting their area. The previous beauty was nowhere to be found, and what remained was a strange and unnatural view, making the world look very alien. 
“I’m sorry I couldn’t hold it longer,” James replied, but Catherine immediately turned to him and flashed him a smile. 
“This is probably more my thing anyways,” she said. “All that beauty was making me feel all mushy and emotional inside.”
“Totally not like you,” James grinned. “You were actually scaring me a bit back there. You were enjoying it so much that I thought you were going to start making dresses out of the trees and washing yourself in the ocean because you felt icky.”
“You wish, you perv,” Catherine shook her head. “But seriously, are you sure you’re fine?”
“Definitely,” James replied. “At this rate, we can survive until the third day is over.”
“Maybe we won’t need that much time. Seeing you suffer like that…it really brought me back to reality…of what we should be doing.”
“Catherine, we have to wait here. Kyran will be looking for us.”
“But there’s no guarantee that you’ll be able to hold this place together, or that the Quietus won’t discover us. We have to start thinking proactively. I’m done sitting around.”
“Catherine…”
“Don’t get me wrong, I’m grateful for the reprieve. But now it’s time we get back to the task at hand – what we came here to do.”
“I’m not ready to go back out there.”
“And I’m not comfortable sitting here while Arimus and the others are fighting for their lives. If we can somehow get out of Quietus, perhaps we can rendezvous with the others. They would be heading to Prattle by now. We can intercept them at the Conun lodge.”
“There are Quietus everywhere. How do you propose we get past them?”
“You know…”
“No, Catherine,” James shook his head violently. “I won’t allow it.”
“And you’re in no place to be giving the Princess orders!”
“…what if I come up with an alternative?”
“Such as?”
“Do you remember what happened when I attacked the King of Quietus? I know it was kind of chaotic…”
“I remember Dominic holding me back, and your eidolon cracking,” she said low. She cleared her throat and continued. “Kyran was trying to break free from his grip.”
“Catherine…I’m half Quietus,” James admitted, staring directly into her eyes. He regretted saying the words, but it was the only way she would listen to his plan. He had to tell her the truth, no matter the consequence. Their lives depended on it. 
“You look nothing like a Quietus,” Catherine said, her eyes steady onto his.
“I take after my father in looks,” James chuckled nervously. “But I’m serious…my mother, she’s a Quietus.”
“This doesn’t make any sense,” she said. “If a Quietus was in Allay, that would mean they can alter their appearance and their strength. And that would mean she was around during the age of the Sages. How would that be possible? How could she live under them undetected?”
“I don’t know,” James replied. “I can barely recall what she looked like, let alone what she was doing. I was a toddler.”
James refused to look away from the woman he loved, searching her face desperately for cracks in her rocky gaze, her contemplative demeanor. She was trying not to show her true feelings, and it was beginning to scare him. Suddenly, thoughts of Achan flashed through his mind, his best friend and confidant that had been killed not long ago. In all the turmoil, he had placed his death to the side, knowing that the enemy lurked at every corner and they needed to devote their full attention to living, not to mention the manifestation James was constantly updating with new shielding and invisibility, trying to keep the Quietus at bay. A single trace would be their undoing.
They had killed Achan so easily; even now it didn’t seem real. As if he was off with Kyran and Dominic, heading straight for Zen-echelon. But the way he had died…there was no point in denial. His friend was gone.
And yet, death was not what James feared most. As he had said, his life was on borrowed time ever since he saved Catherine from Kyran’s dangerous exam. No, he was thinking of something far worse…he feared that Catherine would lose interest in him. It wasn’t impossible.
It happened to Achan, back in Languor. He had confessed to the Princess that he had been a spy all along though he swore that he had no intention of betraying her. Catherine had forgiven him, but she was adamant in one stance: that they could never be a couple. Achan was heartbroken, but he understood, knowing that the Princess could never completely trust him again. He could not be her lover. He could not be her King…
And he had been so in love with her, that he actually put all his selfish desires aside to serve her while James, the other man in her life, still got into fights, joked around like a child and put his yearning for Catherine above the mission and the lives of his fellow bodyguards. 
Achan, as he had said to himself many times before, was, and always would be the better man for Catherine, and the rightful King of Allay…but the moment Catherine learned of his secret, he was no longer a viable option. 
Catherine was not a romantic, though this did not mean she was incapable of love or romance. All it meant was that she was a Princess and the future Queen of Allay first. The citizens of Allay were her priority, and she was willing to sacrifice happiness, her life, and even her very soul for them all. No one understood where such dedication came from. All they knew was that it was so deeply rooted within her that nothing short of death itself could remove the bond between her and Allay.
The moment James heard the dark voice within him speak, he knew this day could come. And at first it didn’t scare him – to tell her that he was a Quietus. But then Achan told him what had happened between them… 
After that…he couldn’t do it…
He couldn’t bear the thought of her refusal. Her unrequited love. Sure, Achan had remained strong and fought by her side, but could he? She was all that mattered. Not even the mission came close by comparison. Why couldn’t Catherine see that she was his world? That Earth and Paradise could perish, but as long as she remained, all was as it should be?
What would happen if she…refused him as she did Achan?
Achan was a Langoran. He was a Quietus…but the deal-breaking similarity was still there:
They were not of Allay.
“James?” Catherine asked. “Is everything okay?”
James cleared his throat and straightened himself up, building up his resolve and pressing the dried sweat clothes against his skin. He had to be strong, if for no one else but himself. He had promised that he would mature and be the man that Catherine needed. No matter what that meant…
“I think if we find my mother,” James sighed, “we might be able to find sanctuary, maybe gain some insight into how to leave this Kingdom for good. She should be around here somewhere.”
“We’ll still have to fight.”
“But not as long. And you won’t have to use the stone more than what’s necessary.”
“Where would we even start?”
“The village under the dome. We’ll have to break through the entrance, of course, and I don’t remember much of what she looks like, but with my eidolon, I think I can find a match.”
“So…” Catherine’s voice trailed. “Is this what you meant earlier? Of how you can keep this manifestation up for days all of a sudden when it used to break in minutes?”
“Yes,” James closed his eyes. “It’s because I have two eidolons. Both representing a part of me. One is the Allayan side. A white sword. Then there’s the Quietus – a black one, but far more powerful than the other. When the King was about to break my Allayan eidolon, I released my Quietus blade and struck him down. I used that blade to call this place forward.”
“If your Quietus side is so strong, why were you struggling to keep this place together?”
“I’m not sure. It felt like…it was starting to sheathe itself. It’s almost like it has a mind of its own.”
“Then that doesn’t sound like it’s supposed to be a part of you,” Catherine said. “Something’s wrong. If it’s part of your soul, it wouldn’t be fighting back.”
“Either way, it’s in there for a reason.”
“So what are you using now? Your Allayan eidolon?”
“Unfortunately.”
“Then even though you feel fine right now, we’re not guaranteed to last for the whole three days, given its instability. We have to move on.”
“Catherine, wait!” James said, grabbing her arm as she turned to leave. “At least give it another hour. We’ll have time to strategize.”
“Okay,” Catherine agreed, examining his face. “But not a minute more.”
“And before we work out the details of our next move, I have to ask you something.”
Catherine waited patiently, wiping one of her locks from her eyes.
“Does this change anything?” James whispered. “Between us? The fact that I’m part Quietus?”
“James, is that what’s worrying you?” Catherine scoffed.
“I was just thinking of Achan, and how you said the two of you couldn’t  –“
“- he told you his secret?”
“Back in the Langoran forest.”
“Then let me explain. I didn’t reject Achan because he was of Languor. I’m not that petty. It was because he was a spy, and he had been raised as one since he was a child. Given the fragile status of our Kingdom and the fact that the organization he belonged to is still functioning, I wasn’t feeling inclined to give him my heart.”
“I just wanted to make sure.”
“I hope this helps,” Catherine said, walking towards him and giving him a tender kiss on the lips. James smiled and took her into his arms. Catherine smiled and hugged him back, nuzzling her head into his chest just as the sound of nails scraping against glass broke through their embrace.
A literal tear had appeared in the sun as if it was made out of paper.
And a smiling Quietus was standing on the other side.
 
*              *              *              *              *
 
“Kyran! Kyran, wait!” Dominic yelled as loud as he could, but the assassin refused to slow down. The moment he decided it was all clear in the meadow; he took off without hesitation, leaving the Quietus forest and thoughts of current events to the side. It was no time for a touchy-feely Kyran. That man wasn’t supposed to have been born in the first place. He was inherently flawed and considered an unrealistic future. That man began to actually look forward to a time in which he could spend every day with the woman he loved and married. 
That man was a fool.
“Kyran, please!” Dominic shouted again, and Kyran considered stopping but then quickly dismissed the notion. No, there was too much at stake. James couldn’t keep the Princess safe forever, even with that impressive construct he had created – a construct that she had taught him…she…she…
“KYRAN!” Dominic screamed, bringing the assassin to a sudden halt. The young Sage nearly bumped into him. Kyran refused to turn around, even with the sun baking him under his long, black trench coat.
“What is it?!” Kyran whispered harshly from behind his collar. Dominic leaned onto his knees, gasping for air.
“There’s...there’s no one chasing us. We don’t have to run so fast.”
“James and Catherine will die if we don’t complete our mission soon,” Kyran said matter-of-factly. “And we already spent too much time in the forest waiting for the chance to leave. How are you tired already?” Kyran began to walk off.
“Wait!” Dominic pleaded, waving a hand in surrender. “I need a moment to rest. We’ve been running…for hours now. I don’t remember the forest being that massive.”
“We’ve only reached the edge of the meadow,” Kyran said flatly. “It’s almost as if the forest grew larger in our absence.”
“Didn’t Arimus and Scarlet burn half of it down?”
“They did. But the forest may have properties similar to its masters. It may be able to regenerate, and with a vengeance.”
“Do you have an idea where they are? I can’t sense them.”
“I surmise they would be at the Conun lodge if they survived. In any case, we’re going straight to Prattle.”
“But they wouldn’t head to the lodge without us,” Dominic said, wiping his brow. “Not unless something was wrong.”
“There is a lot wrong,” Kyran glared at him from over his trench coat collar. “But that is to be expected, considering where we were.”
“How are we going to do this?” Dominic said, shaking his head. He plopped backwards onto the meadow grass, brushing the palm of his hand across its surface. The noon sun was high in the sky, baking them both in its merciless rays and making the air thick and stifling. Yet Kyran barely felt the discomfort. He had only one thought and one thought only: to complete the mission. Anything else would draw his attention to her. The woman whose name he wanted to forget. 
“This mission is a bust,” Dominic said to the ground. “We should consider just going back to Allay.”
Kyran sneered at the response, looking back at the young, muscular Sage, brimming with more physical strength he could ever muster, and yet had the gall to speak of quitting.
“I thought you were powerful,” Kyran said calmly. “James, a commoner, is still working toward our success. Why aren’t you?”
“WHAT?!” Dominic barked, snapping his head up in fury. “That hobo back there is not working! He’s barely lifting a sword! Right now, he’s with Catherine and having a grand time, consoling her....making her laugh…putting his dirty, putrid, vile, common lips to hers. No, Kyran, he isn’t thinking of the mission at all!”
Dominic rose to his feet in rage, staring boldly into the assassin’s eyes and clenching his fists to the point that his fingernails began to cut into his palms. Kyran was unmoved, his small dark eyes steady, as he listened attentively.
“We’re in this predicament because of him!” Dominic yelled in Kyran’s face. “If we were focused at all times then we would have come to Quietus unified! We wouldn’t have been distracted by empty hopes and wishful thinking! The Princess would have had her head on straight and we would not have lost people! We don’t even know if Arimus and Scarlet are alive! James’ could lose his concentration and break their protection any second! We wouldn’t have lost Achan to those swine! Chloe wouldn’t have –“
Kyran swung his hand forward and grabbed Dominic by the throat, cutting off the young Sage’s ranting as he sunk his fingernails into his veins. The assassin grit his teeth and stared intensely into the eyes of his cohort, choosing his words carefully.
“Don’t ever say that name again,” Kyran seethed in anger. “Never.”
“Let me go,” Dominic strained to say. He grabbed Kyran’s forearm with both his hands but somehow his teacher had gained some uncanny strength. No matter how hard he tried to pry his fingers away, Kyran would not budge.
“Remember what I said,” Kyran said sternly before releasing his grip. Dominic coughed and clutched his throat while he reached for Kyran.
“No matter what is said,” Dominic groaned. “We have to face reality. We may be the only two Sages left to get this done. And no matter how much you don’t want to admit it, that’s not enough. Prattle…maybe. But Zen-echelon? Doubtful. Especially if they’re supposed to be our greatest threat. We should take the stones, rebuild Allay, and wait for the attack, if one ever comes.”
“Only a coward would say that,” Kyran said, looking down at the hand gripping his coat. “We move forward.”
“We need the others,” Dominic said, gaining his resolve. “Bottom line.”
“And we would have them,” Kyran said, removing the young Sage’s hand carefully.
“If not for James,” Dominic spat as he rose to get into Kyran’s face.
“IF  NOT FOR YOU!” Kyran snapped at him. Dominic was taken aback at the emotional display and took a step away from him. “YOU ARE THE REASON WE FAILED! WHY THERE IS SO FEW OF US! OUR MISSION WAS STEALTH, BUT YOU BECAME EMOTIONAL! YOU COULDN’T STAND TO SEE JAMES WITH CATHERINE AND YOU ALERTED THE QUIETUS OF OUR PRESENCE! WITHOUT YOU, CHLOE WOULD STILL BE ALIVE!”
Kyran suddenly lunged forward with blinding speed and stuck his invisible dagger into Dominic’s heart. Dominic didn’t even see it coming. He clutched Kyran’s arm and stared into his eyes with confusion as his vision darkened. The young Sage tried to speak, but he had suddenly lost the strength to call the words forth. 
Kyran’s body had moved on its own, before the thought of killing Dominic even came to him, but still he felt no remorse. And to prove it to himself as well as the young Sage, he dug the dagger in deeper and twisted, making his fate certain. 
Once he was satisfied the deed was done, he removed the blade, grabbed Dominic’s shirt as he fell, and wiped the blood off of it. He let the young Sage fall to the grass, and there he stayed, only his eyelashes twitching and his lips trembling, still trying to ask “why?”
Kyran scanned the young Sage’s body for any items of interest, saw there was none and patted his coat’s right pocket. The stones of power were still there: Quietus and Languor. Kyran readjusted his collar so that it covered the lower half of his face. He wiped his hair forward to cover most of his eyes, and then he turned around and walked away from Dominic’s fallen body, strategizing on how to best retrieve the stone of Prattle.
 



Chapter 2 – Bloodline
 
“James, hold on,” Catherine sobbed. “Just hold on a little bit longer.”
“I can’t,” James cried, clutching his temples with the palms of his hand. His eyes were wide and bloodshot, his breathing erratic as he fought to keep the manifestation together. Catherine looked back at the Quietus that had reared its ugly head at them beyond the tear. From the way his eyes were darting back and forth she figured that he couldn’t see them just yet. But it was just a matter of time. The fact that a tear had appeared in the manifestation at all was evidence enough. 
“They’re all around us,” James whispered as she could hear the scurrying of Quietus joining their suspicious brother. Catherine sighed and began concentrating on the stone within her. It was always so strange activating it. She never felt it there, clinging to her heart like a parasite, draining her life force away with every use, yet she never forgot about it. And whenever she began to transform, she stared at the change in her body with wonder and puzzlement. What was the source of such power? Where had the stones come from….really? She never had the time to dwell on it. Her focus was always on the mission, on protecting Allay and its inhabitants. And from their travels it seemed like the other Kingdoms treated their respective stones the same. They just used it power, fused it within their own bodies or their loved ones, and relied on it to keep them safe from foreign armies, but what was their origin? Who had crafted such masterpieces? Was it the Maker? The Dark One? Or something even more mysterious?
“Catherine, stop,” James said weakly. “I’ve got this.”
He was glaring at her with maniacal eyes, seeing his failure coming to fruition. But she didn’t care about his protests. She was going to use the stone, no matter the cost. She felt her curls straighten and begin to reach out to the sky like each strand was trying to fly. Her body begin to glow a strange electric purple and unknown symbols began erupting all over her skin, tattooing her body and branding her from head to toe. Violet bracelets, fused with powerful energy wrapped around her wrists, and she felt her muscles constrict, shedding the little fat upon her. Her adrenaline was pumping but the stone guided it from within to maximize its’ efficiency and her eyes felt like they were on fire. James’ mouth dropped as the world around them began to crack and tear. Catherine walked to him, radiating with power, cupped his chin in her hand and lifted his eyes to hers, paying no attention to the destruction of their haven.
“Let go,” she whispered, and then she leaned in, and kissed him. James eyes widened even further, but the emotions flooding through him was enough to knock him off balance. He couldn’t hold on anymore…so he gave up on the manifestation, letting Catherine take over.
“Thank you,” Catherine whispered, allowing her lips to part from his. “Now sleep.”
James closed his eyes and she gently guided him down to the sand beneath their feet, which was beginning to shake like it was in the birthing pains of an earthquake. He began snoring almost instantly, and Catherine smiled. 
Finally! She thought. I can do something!
Catherine watched in awe as the manifestation disappeared abruptly. It was as if someone had taken a rag and wiped it away like dirt. In one instance they were there, and in the next, they were back in the middle of the crater. 
The Quietus sniffing around them jumped back in surprise as the couple appeared out of thin air. Some of them had been only inches away, and with a yelp of shock, they scurried a few feet away to gain their composure. Catherine grinned and waited, ready to cut them down one by one. She remembered Chloe’s death all too well. How she had taken on over a thousand warriors, but had underestimated their collective power. She had gotten desperate in the end, too worried about protecting her friends and her Princess. Catherine was not going to make the same mistake.
She numbered them as they circled her. There were at least a hundred. Not elite warriors, but dangerous nonetheless. And James was still sleeping soundly behind her. She had to ensure his safety too. Catherine clenched her fists and gathered the energy circling her to them. 
She refused to move from her spot. 
A Quietus unsheathed a scythe from his forearm and lunged from her left. Catherine snapped her head toward him, scowled and pointed a finger his way.
He turned into dust instantly. 
The other Quietus began murmuring amongst themselves excitedly. Their brother’s death had the opposite Catherine had intended. 
They began jumping towards her in unison, yelling proudly and raising their scythes high in the air. Catherine knew she didn’t have the sense of a Sage at her disposal. The stone granted her only raw energy, but she had to work with what she had. 
She sent out a pulse, in the form of a visible, electric purple breeze that rippled over the crown of her head and spread to the other end of the crater. As the pulse hit each Quietus in the air individually, it cut their attack short, keeping them stationary in the mid-flight as they flailed their arms for traction. Once she was certain that she had caught each one in her proverbial web, she sent out a burst of energy this time. It rippled just like the pulse, but once it hit each Quietus, it disintegrated them on impact. The last Quietus on the outskirts of the wave cried out in rage as he too was consumed and turned into dust. Once the ashes settled and Catherine was certain there wasn’t anyone else nearby, she decided to move.
She scooped up James and threw him over her shoulder, surprised by how much brawn the stone was giving her. She began running, straight up the crater toward the Quietus King’s throne. On the other side of it was a part of the forest that eventually led back to the meadow and Prattle. 
It was the smarter move. 
Sure, they might be able to get more rest and information looking for James’ mother, but it was a risky move. If she had left James’ father for her Kingdom, why would she help them? And what if it just ended up being a trap? They would be at the mercy of their sworn enemies. And besides, Dominic and Kyran had gone through the forest.
She picked up the speed as the incline grew steeper, happy to see that there weren’t waves of Quietus waiting for her.  Once she jumped over the hump at the top and reached the throne, she stopped and put out a hand in front of her to attack. 
So…there was one Quietus after all…
But it was just her…if it was a her. The only real indication was the softer face. Other than that, she looked very much like an ordinary Quietus. The same pitch-black rippling skin. The slicked back hair. The scythes protruding from her forearms. Her chiseled frame…
Catherine ceased her examination and got ready to defend herself when the Quietus smiled and pointed towards James.
“And where…are you going with my son?” she asked, her voice calm and soothing. Catherine’s eyes widened as she glanced momentarily at the body slung over her shoulder. 
Was this a trick?
“Get out of my way before I’m forced to use my power. I have no quarrel with you,” Catherine said firmly. The Quietus didn’t budge. Its smile was beginning to make her nervous. 
“You have two options, Princess,” the Quietus replied. “You can come with me now and meet your true enemy, or you can leave, and fail at the mission you and your Sages have staked your lives upon.”
Catherine sent out a pulse from the aura radiating from her body, informing her that no one was trying to creep up from behind. As far as she could tell, there was no trap being laid. 
“What enemy?” Catherine asked, remaining cautious.
“While you were in hiding, a…I dare not say a man…came through our Kingdom walls and began killing our brethren. You can only imagine how disconcerting that was for us considering recent events. We gathered arms against him, and he surrendered once he saw our numbers. But he won’t provide us any information as to who he is or his origins. He says he only wants to talk to you or James, and that you’ve been hiding in the crater all along.”
“Quietus rarely take prisoners,” Catherine said, attempting to interpret the Quietus’ thick accent. “And considering he killed some of your people, I’m surprised he’s still breathing.”
“We’ve already tried killing him,” the Quietus’ demeanor wavered. “Our scythes and our swords cannot pierce his skin.”
Catherine felt a shudder ripple throughout her body. A man that a Quietus couldn’t wound? Who did she know that could possess such power? She had seen the might of the Langorans, witnessed firsthand the tactical mind of the Prattlians and saw friends crushed under the raw power of the Quietus. No Kingdom boasted an invincible warrior. Even the Quietus King had been killed…so who was this man? Could he be…from  Zen-echelon?
“How can I trust you?” Catherine said finally. The Quietus sighed and relaxed her stance. Immediately, her tar like skin began rippling from her fingertips and towards the center of her chest, revealing tan human skin underneath. The rippling black was sucked away from her limbs and eventually disappeared somewhere beneath her skin. Her scythes retracted and her hair softened and fell apart into loose, fine strands of brown. The Quietus had become a woman, wearing nothing more than a loose green t-shirt and a pair of leather pants. Catherine noticed her own throat began closing up the moment she saw the color green, but she maintained her gaze, and refused to power down, despite the woman’s show of faith.
“Will this do?” the woman asked, her voice much softer and motherly. Catherine searched her eyes and her attire, seeing the similarities between her and the young man she carried on her shoulder. He didn’t have her color hair, but surely the shape of her eyes, her nose and lips. The woman smiled warmly once she realized what Catherine was doing.
“Of course, while we take care of business, we’ll also have to discuss just what your relationship is with my son!”
“Don’t try to disarm me,” Catherine warned, her purple aura flickering. “For all I know, the moment I power down, I could be attacked and killed.”
“I don’t know how else to convince you…if it makes you feel any better, no one will make an attempt on your life unless I give the order. The villagers obey me.”
“Why should they? Who are you?”
“I am their leader, their voice against the King of Quietus,” she said proudly. “Sure, the King has his warriors and his followers, but they are the nobility. The commoners of Quietus never wanted him to rule our Kingdom. So they listen to me.”
“That doesn’t make me feel better at all,” Catherine replied truthfully. “If anything, it just makes you sound more dangerous.”
“Then leave,” she replied quickly, “and let us take care of our own.”
The woman stepped to the side to let Catherine escape but the Princess contemplated the situation. Kyran would be running back to Quietus if he was successful in retrieving Zen-echelon’s stone, and James was certainly in no condition to fight. If they came against any kind of trouble on the way out, she would be forced to continuously use the Allayan stone until James regained his strength, and there was no telling how long that would take…or even if she had enough years in her life to expend so much energy. She had to make a wise decision, and quickly, while James’ mother was still acting friendly…
And what she had said earlier had struck a nerve with her. 
When she said, ‘let us take care of our own.’ There was so much bitterness and hatred simmering behind her words that she could barely contain it. The fact that they saw each other so differently, treated each other as less than themselves, it was something Catherine noticed throughout all their travels. Each Kingdom hated the others, and although they each had their reasons, most of them were fueled by vengeance and a lust for blood. No one trusted one another and it showed, even in the actions of her Sages. They saw only the mission, and cared little for what damage they caused to their neighbors. 
And what kind of relationship was that? How was she going to be able to take care of her people as Queen when they were too busy fighting against a vengeful Languor? Or a rebuilt Quietus? When was the violence going to end? When were they all going to unite and actually turn their attention to an enemy that had secretly declared war on them all?
And now, here she was, listening to a Quietus leader telling her that their collective enemy was waiting for them, and yet she couldn’t bring herself to investigate.
Because she still remembered the siege…
Her mother’s cries that rang through the air so violently and often that she lost her voice.
Her father’s head hung low as he realized that for all his authority, he had none under the might of another. 
Her beautiful Kingdom, being ripped and torn apart as she simultaneously realized her weakness.
It didn’t matter who was the mastermind behind it all, Quietus was all she saw, and for the remaining years of her life, that’s who plagued her nightmares and became her boogeyman. It wasn’t a vague enemy like Zen-echelon. To her they were like a lion prowling the wilderness. A predator that would only attack if provoked or if you walked onto its territory. 
But the Quietus, they had made a personal mark in her life, and she had vowed, silently, fervently…that she would return the favor someday.
She had lost Achan to them. 
She had lost Chloe to them.
She may have even lost Arimus and Scarlet…
And now a Quietus was asking for her trust, to follow her against all logic into their hearth, where she would only be more vulnerable - where the mission was even at greater risk…and yet…there had to be an end. At some point there had to be a stop to the bloodshed. At some point the healing and mending had to begin, and it had to start with Allay. It would be meaningless to spout off words of love and unity after the mission was completed. After the Sages had thrust themselves into their homes and made their lives even worse. Cutting down their leaders, taking their stones – their only sources of power. Turning their buildings into ruins, scarring their children, devastating their homes.
How was she any better than they? 
“I want to trust you,” Catherine said low, her aura disappearing and the symbols on her body fading away. “Based on our history, I have no reason to. But as you said, we both have a true enemy, and it’s not each other. If you would be so kind, I would like you to take me to him, and tend to James as well.”
“That is very gracious of you,” James’ mother said. “But are you sure you want to come into the Quietus village? There is only one way out. Very hard to escape if danger arises.”
“I can take care of myself,” Catherine said. “And I’ve made my decision. Now, let’s go.”
“Follow me,” she chuckled as she took two steps forward, and then leapt into the air towards the crater floor. Over the horizon, the sun was beginning to fall and the various Quietus warriors that had been watching their conversation began to blend in with the darkness. Their eyes shined off the glint of the sunset and they watched the Princess of Allay curiously as she followed her enemy. Once they reached the bottom, they walked casually to the entrance of the village - a plastic looking white door with a handle in the likeness of a Quietus head. James’ mother opened the door with little effort and held it for Catherine to stroll through. The inside was nothing like the out. 
From the forest to the crater arena, the Quietus Kingdom was like one giant wilderness, simply a place where the Quietus could run and jump freely. Nothing was crowded. The village, however, was the exact opposite. The ceiling above them (which was the dome they saw earlier) was only a few feet above their head. Ahead of them were wooden huts fashioned from the trees of their forest, and they were placed together in alarming proximity. There was absolutely no privacy and the only place to walk freely was a dirt path that winded around each of the huts and throughout the village. The place was dimly lit, with lanterns hanging from the ceiling that were in need of fuel, and it gave the atmosphere a drowsy ambience, making it seem like her eyes were barely open and she was half asleep. The commoners of Quietus were living in terrible conditions, and made the village of Allay look like an oasis. Did they choose this kind of living in order to give them the space to run around on the outside? Or was this the King’s doing?
“Didn’t expect this, did you?” James’ mother chuckled as Catherine watched several Quietus scurry on all fours across the tin rooftops. It appeared that was the fastest way to travel rather than the one way road. 
“Why is everything cramped?”
“The King gave his elite the luxurious tree houses about thirty miles north of here. But us…we’re forced to live in more humble abodes, to ensure that if there’s ever a revolution, he can crush us with one fell swoop. As I’ve said, it’s very hard to escape once you’re inside.”
“I see…uh, what is your name?” Catherine asked, feeling strangely at ease. “I don’t want to refer to you as James’ mother the whole time.”
“Nadia,” she replied, before leaping effortlessly to the roof in front of them. “Come, I will take you to my home. James can rest there. I hope you don’t mind running.”
“Not at all,” Catherine smiled as she saw a Quietus nearly fall off the roof in shock over seeing the Princess of Allay in their neighborhood. 
The two of them ran as they talked, allowing other Quietus to pass whenever they met head on. Catherine noticed that the common Quietus were far different than those she was accustomed to. Quietus were ruthless and always in wait of the next hunt, but these appeared to be more nervous of her presence than she was of them, and their eyes shifted anxiously to the side whenever they met hers. They were a lot smaller than the ones Chloe faced, and thinner.
“Is there a revolution?” Catherine asked suddenly, seeing one particular Quietus examining his pencil thin scythe.
“No reason for one now since the King is dead,” Nadia said. “Our focus is to rebuild and figure it out from there.”
“Was there a plan in the works though?”
“Hardly. Sure, the usual complaining and zealous talk, but no actual strategy in place. No committees or order. We all know we were no match for the King and his elite guard. Funny enough though, we’re the only ones to survive the conflict with you and your Sages. All because we’re too common to participate. I don’t think the King expected even half of his warriors to be killed by your friend.”
“She was one of our best,” Catherine sighed. “She gave it her all to save our lives.”
“And yet she wasn’t the one to strike down the King, was she?” Nadia looked to her curiously. “I heard it was one of the males.”
“Yes,” Catherine said, studying the Quietus. “It was James.”
“James is a Sage?”
“He is. He’s been with us since we left Allay.”
“It’s nice to hear that my son became something in my absence…tell me, is he really that strong? To defeat the King?”
“I’m not sure,” Catherine said, glancing at the boy on her shoulder. “He caught the King off guard with his power. Which brings up a question I have for you. You’re Quietus, and James’ father is Allayan. I don’t care to know the particulars of how that union came together, but I would like to ask how that affects James. He in fact, has two eidolons. One that declares his Allayan side, and one for his Quietus. How is that possible?”
“Is it that hard to understand? His heritage is of both.”
“No, I mean…the way they act, it’s as if he has two distinct souls, which is impossible.”
“I don’t know enough about how your stone works to give you a proper answer. All I know is that he’s my son, and that makes him half-Quietus. Does that bother you, Princess? Knowing your warrior is not just from your Kingdom?”
“Would I be following you to the heart of your village if it did?” Catherine said, looking into her eyes steadily. The Quietus smiled.
“I like you,” Nadia replied, chuckling again. “If only your Sages were as amicable.”
“Are we almost there?” Catherine said, clearing her throat. Nadia continued to look towards her as they continued running.
“In fact we are,” she replied, refusing to avert her gaze. She suddenly fell from the rooftop as if a hole had opened up underneath her. Catherine skidded to a stop and looked around for her escort until she saw Nadia’s hand peeking out from a hole in the blanket of roofs, waving her to the proper destination. Catherine jumped down into the hole and tried not to stumble into a rotting wood shelf that kept Nadia’s pots and plates neat and tidy. 
Catherine grunted as she kept still, trying to take in the 20x20 foot space, cluttered with two twin beds, shelves filled with dishes and makeshift wooden ornaments, cracked jugs of clay and a curtain that led to the one-way dirt road. Nadia pointed to the bed signaling where James was to lay. Catherine obeyed and placed him gently on the dirty sheets, then watched as Nadia pulled a blanket from underneath the bed over him, tucking him in meticulously. Nadia stood up and motioned for Catherine to follow her outside to the road.
“James will be fine,” Nadia said, seeing the worry in the Princess’ face. “And we’ll be right outside. The path is the most spacious area we have for this kind of thing.”
“What thing?” Catherine asked as they stepped out onto the road, which had now stopped winding and became a long stretch for nearly half a mile before it resumed its normal shape, taking on another set of huts in the distance. 
“Interrogation,” Nadia said in a serious tone. “My men saw me running across the roofs so they’ll know I’ve arrived. Look, out there in the distance.”
Nadia pointed down the road and Catherine squinted to see the outline of three figures coming towards them. One was much shorter than the two of them, and…no…it wasn’t that he was short…he was actually bound to a chair and the other two were carrying him forward. Was this the true enemy Nadia spoke of?
Before she could even see his face she could sense the danger emanating from him. As if he was the one who had taken them all hostage and not the other way around. She immediately realized that he could break from his bonds at any second, and that knowledge scared her more than anything they’ve faced so far. What kind of a man just let himself get captured by Quietus?  And who was so strong that their scythes couldn’t penetrate?
“I’ll understand if you activate your stone,” Nadia leaned to whisper to her. “And I hope you don’t mind if I transform a little. I don’t feel comfortable around this…monster.”
“Don’t mind at all,” Catherine shuddered as the white hot symbols began erupting from her skin, her electric purple aura flaring up and lifting her hair towards the dome ceiling.
When the captured man came into view, he looked nothing like she expected. He was wearing baby blue colored pants that were far too baggy, and a black suit jacket that covered up a plain white t-shirt underneath. His feet were hideously large and splashed in puke green slippers. His hair was straight and combed on the left but wild and dirty on the right, dyed a myriad of colors and hues. His eyes were normal at least, and were actually quite attractive, giving off a gorgeous hazel. But his smile…his smile was abnormally large, as if the ends of his mouth could stretch to the back of his neck if he desired. His teeth were unbelievably perfect in structure and color, and he wasn’t shy about showing them off to the world. 
“AH, NADIA!” he called out as soon as he saw her. “I was wondering when we would see each other again. I was beginning to think something horrible happened to you.”
“How does he know my name?” Nadia demanded to the Quietus on the left. Both were in full Quietus form but still Catherine could see the fear in their eyes. Nadia was undoubtedly their leader.
“Don’t scold,” the bound man replied. “They haven’t said a word. I just know these things.”
“Is that so, Monster?” Nadia said, scowling down at him as they men stopped walking. They now stood only a few feet from their leader and Catherine.
“Now, now,” he smiled. “Shouldn’t you be a little kinder to your captive? I mean, he might just start to feel unwanted, and when people feel unwanted…they do things to get attention.”
“Let’s stop the games. I know full well you can break out of those ropes whenever you please.”
“Then why the pretense? Why can’t we just go inside your lovely crawlspace and have some tea?”
“I have questions.”
“And there are answers. Doesn’t mean they are the right ones. Doesn’t mean they are the ones you want to hear. Seriously, how do I even know if you have the right questions?”
“Where did you come from?”
“You already asked that one. This is boring.”
“You haven’t given me a straight answer yet.”
“Because I see no reason to. Now, if you had the power…like say, your new friend here.”
The man turned his gaze to Catherine and smiled wider. Catherine reeled her head back in disgust but maintained her gaze.
“My name is Jester,” the man replied. “And you must be Catherine. I’ve heard a lot about you. Tell me, what are you doing here in the middle of the Quietus village? Didn’t they slaughter your people? Rip their stomachs open, take the guts and –“
“SHUT UP!” Catherine shouted in his face. Jester didn’t budge.
“You’re cute when you’re angry. Can you make that face again?”
“Who are you?” Catherine shouted, pointing a finger at him. “Tell me or I will use my power.”
“Threatening is not your strong suit,” he laughed. “You should leave that to your Sages. They’re much better at this than you are. I mean, just look at what they did to Languor. They were a thriving, successful Kingdom that left yours alone even though you took their people on a regular basis for your sick games. And then you have to go and murder their King and Queen in cold blood! Really, you should be the one bound to this chair!”
“You’re lying,” Catherine stammered, her heart pounding.
“Oh, I always tell the truth. You’re the one fibbing right now. Don’t start blubbering and act like you didn’t know. Deep down, you knew. You knew what your mentors did. You know who the real monsters are. You Allayans. Taking the stones of each Kingdom for yourself while you say it’s all to remove an ether from the sky. What a joke. Even I don’t think that one’s funny. Tell me a different story.”
“You are a monster,” Catherine said low as she took a step back. 
“Looking in the reflection of my eyes, Princess?” Jester laughed. “Oh man! This is great guys!” He looked from the Quietus on his left to the one on his right. “I didn’t know you were going to surprise me with games! I thought it was going to be all ripping limbs off and torture! Oh, you two!”
“Is this true?” Nadia turned to Catherine. “Are you collecting the stones of each Kingdom?”
“It’s not for ourselves,” Catherine said quickly, sensing a number of Quietus creeping towards her from the rooftops. “We need them all to stop the ether that’s covered our Kingdoms. This ether prevents our souls from reaching Paradise.”
“That sounds ridiculous.”
“It’s true,” Catherine said nervously, sending out a pulse to know how many Quietus were in her vicinity. “My intentions are pure.”
“Perhaps yours are,” Nadia said. “But what of your Sages? It sounds like the perfect plan to me. Let them do all the dirty work so you can remain clean. You can throw up your polished hands in the air towards each of the Kingdoms and say you had no part. Try to keep them at bay while you master their stones in private.”
“Listen, Nadia. He’s trying to turn you against me. One of my Sages already has the Quietus stone so what reason would I have to go into your village? With the Allayan stone I could have easily escaped you and the forest. But I didn’t. Because at some point we really do have to stop killing one another and focus on what you’ve said: the true enemy. He’s right here before us. You can sense his power, and yet somehow, I’m the one being questioned.”
“Did you know about the Langoran King and Queen? Their deaths?”
“I…suspected,” Catherine sighed. “But I didn’t want to believe it…my Sages…they’re all my friends and mentors…it’s hard to think of them in a negative light. But whatever damage they’ve done for the good of this mission, I will make it right. I promise that.”
“The murderer’s good,” Jester chuckled. Catherine faced him once more.
“The Quietus have always been an enemy to me,” Catherine declared loudly. “But not anymore. Against my better judgment, I trusted one, and now we’re in a position that no one could see coming. An Allayan and a Quietus, working together. This terrifies you, doesn’t it? That’s the reason you’re trying to poison us with your words.”
“You don’t scare me at all,” Jester said smugly, smiling wide as he squint his eyes. “And neither would an alliance of such weak individuals.”
“Would you call this weak?” Catherine said as she let the stone’s energy surge into her fist. Jester was not fazed.
“I know you won’t hit me,” he said, eyeing her fist. “Not someone who’s defenseless. But, if you happen to surprise me and decide to go through with it…” His eyes narrowed. “I’ll kill you, James, and every Quietus in this Kingdom within the next fifteen minutes.”
Catherine’s eyes widened as she felt an alarm go off throughout her body. When he said those words, she immediately believed him, and suddenly she felt weak – as if the stone’s power at maximum wasn’t enough to take him down. Nadia felt it too, and she hugged herself in response, rubbing her shoulders absent-mindedly. 
“Ah, there we are,” Jester said, leaning back in his chair. “All is as it should be. The fear is back in you all. Now, since you’re all humbled, I’ll give you a little snack for being such good little kiddies. You were right in your suspicions. I am from Zen-echelon. I serve a master so powerful, it would make me a dust mite by comparison, and as for what I’m doing here in Quietus…well…” Jester paused and smiled warmly at Catherine. “I aim to rip the stone of Allay from your chest and watch you choke on your own rich, royal blood.”



Chapter 3 – Rebirth
 
Arimus’ eyes snapped open to see a familiar ceiling above him but he gave it no further attention. Moving his fingers gently he could feel the soft cotton bed sheets underneath him and he grunted in frustration. This was not the familiar grass he last felt as he lay dying next to the Quietus forest… 
He turned and noticed the pillow under his head was so large that it gave him a crick in his neck so he decided to raise it. Familiar indeed. The polished wooden walls, the homemade mirrors and the smell of fresh tea seeping into the room from under the door. He was undoubtedly back at the Conun Lodge, located at the base of the mountain where the Kingdom of Prattle resided. But how did he get there? He had been in Quietus when he went unconscious and was surrounded by warriors. One in particular was even gnawing at his…
Arimus glanced at his dominant, right arm and found it hard to look away. It had been cut in half, from the elbow on and cauterized at the stump - no doubt Scarlet’s handiwork. He reached out with his left hand and pulled up his sleeve, revealing his burned and mangled flesh. So she had been the one to save him. At least they had survived…but what of the others? What of the mission?
Arimus jumped out of the bed and immediately regretted it, cringing under the ache that nearly knocked him off his feet. He stumbled and held onto the bed post as Scarlet burst into the room. Arimus squinted through the pain to see a pained expression on her face, but it passed just as quickly as she grabbed one of his arms to assist him. Arimus chuckled to himself. If Scarlet was worried about him then he truly was in bad shape. 
“What’s the situation?” Arimus groaned as Scarlet sat him down gently onto the bed.
“Straight to business?” Scarlet snickered. “Even though you can barely stand?”
“Apparently I have you to thank for that.” Arimus said. “And for saving my life.”
“It all just fell apart,” Scarlet muttered as she looked to the cabin floor.
“Just tell it to me straight.”
“You were going to die out there,” Scarlet said solemnly. “I had to bring you back.”
Arimus studied her face.
“So you left the others in the Kingdom of Quietus?”
“Kyran told me he’d take care of the others. I…I was already pretty wounded…we would have been useless staying behind.”
“Scarlet…” Arimus chose his words carefully. “No matter what happens to me, or anyone else in the group, the mission must go on…if you were still mobile, then you could have assisted them. Now we have no idea of what to do next. What if the stones are still in Quietus? We would have to go back before they’re found, or worse yet, mastered by a new King or Queen.”
Scarlet remained silent as she walked over to the mirror on the far wall. She took a deep breath, and then smashed a fist into its center. Glass shot out in all directions as her hand blew through the wooden wall and into the next room. Dislodging it from the wall, she turned to face Arimus - her jaw clenched and her eyes enraged. 
“If we lose our leader, then what hope do we have?”
“Catherine is our leader,” Arimus replied as he looked steadily into her eyes. 
“Then I should have left you for dead.”
“Well,” Arimus sighed, seeing the conversation wasn’t going the way he intended. “We can’t change anything now. We’ll have to go back though, as soon as possible. And in my current condition, I doubt I’ll be much good. I don’t even think I can handle a sword properly.”
“It’s part of your soul,” Scarlet snapped. “I’m sure you’ll be fine.”
“I didn’t mean to upset you, Scarlet…I’m just…distraught that we may be back to where we started, and with less numbers…”
“Do you think we should go back to the Academy? See if we can gather reinforcements?”
“No time. We have to get those stones.”
“Already have them,” a voice grunted from behind them. Arimus and Scarlet glanced at the doorway to see a beaten Kyran shuffle through. Scarlet’s eyes widened in shock but Arimus could only give a smirk.
“Out of everyone there, I knew you would survive,” Arimus said. “Our invisible warrior.”
“This is not the time for compliments,” Kyran muttered as he reached into his pocket and pulled out the stones of Quietus and Languor. 
“Where is Catherine’s?” Arimus asked, afraid of the answer.
“Still with her,” Kyran replied. “And James. Do you remember the manifestations James was playing around with on our journey?”
“Of course.”
“They are in the midst of one right now.”
“They’re in the middle of Quietus? Right now?!” Arimus tried to stand to attention but his burns reeled him back, pulling him back like an anchor to the bed. “This isn’t good. Why didn’t they come with you?”
“Too chaotic,” he said flatly, no emotion whatsoever coating his words. “Chloe and Dominic are dead.”
“Chloe…” Scarlet began to inquire further, but Kyran her an intense glare.
“Not now,” he said as Arimus studied their interaction.
“If you have the stone of Quietus,” Arimus cut in. “then I presume the King is dead. Furthermore, this means we should be able to procure the stone of Prattle easily since we’ve taken out their enemy. All that remains is Zen-echelon. And if Catherine is willingly staying in Quietus, that must mean she’s expecting us to either save them, or bring the stones to her location. I assume it’s the latter.”
“Then Zen-echelon is our next stop,” Scarlet said, still staring at Kyran curiously with folded arms. “But Arimus, you are in no condition to go there. You have to stay behind.”
“Unfortunately, I would have to agree,” he sighed. “I would simply be a hindrance. But, you can place the stones in my care before you leave. The Conun lodge is known for its neutrality and if Zen-echelon ends up being our greatest threat, there is no point in bringing so much power to their doorstep.”
“So you’re saying that Scarlet and I should go there alone?” Kyran asked.
“Is that a problem?” 
“Can I speak to you in private?” Kyran said as he cleared his throat. Scarlet snickered and walked out the bedroom, closing the door behind her. Kyran waited until he heard her footsteps became more distant.
“What is it, old friend?” Arimus winced as he shifted in his seating position. Kyran didn’t move a muscle.
“Should we all survive this, and we return to Allay…I want you to know…I’m leaving forever.”
“What are you talking about, Kyran?” Arimus said as he rubbed his right shoulder.
“Your composure bothers me,” Kyran growled as Arimus shot his eyes toward his friend’s. The two of them locked their gaze as Arimus gave a nod.
“Don’t hold back your words on my account. Speak freely.”
“I consider you a friend,” Kyran said flatly. “I always have. But one thing has never stopped irritating me…the fact that you see me more as a weapon than a comrade.”
“Kyran, it’s just because you’re the only one I can trust to get the job done.”
“And that’s what’s wrong. It’s always about the mission, regardless of what it does to the people involved. I really have no place saying these things. I feel less than you all…but I do know this. Catherine is right. We cannot just treat every situation with logic. Not when we as human beings possess emotion as well.”
“Kyran…” Arimus trailed off. “I’m sorry about Chloe. She –“
“- no, you’re not,” Kyran snapped. “You’re not sorry that I lost my wife. You’re sorry that you lost our greatest weapon. That’s what disgusts me about you.”
“And what do you want me to do about it?” Arimus barked before sighing and forcing himself to calm down. “I…can’t even imagine what you must be going through, but there’s no time for this. I need you still, and the mission’s success rides on your ability to overcome your emotions. We can deal with this later.”
“And that’s why I will be leaving. I cannot carry out the missions you’ve given to me anymore. Once we get to Allay, we are done.”
“Would you rather I go to Zen-echelon in your stead?”
“No, you’re too weak physically to make the trek, let alone fight. But from now on, I will not follow your orders like a ravenous dog. Know this.”
Kyran turned to leave as Arimus chuckled and shook his head.
“You really did love her after all.” Kyran turned to face his friend violently.
“You have no place discussing our love,” he spat at him. “If I was in your shoes, I would be scorching the earth with my vengeance over what’s been done to her. Yet you are so calm.”
“Why do you think I’m here?” Arimus asked casually. “Apparently, you don’t know me as well as you believe. When a man works towards a goal, there are really only three motivations that could drive him to the bitter end: power, vengeance and love. I’m not so cold and logical that I don’t remember that she is out there somewhere and trust me, I have been searching for her in our travels.”
“Well,” Kyran said. “If there are only three things that motivate a man to the end, the next few days will be very interesting.” Kyran began walking out the bedroom and held the door open for a second. “Because for me, Arimus, only one of those still remain.”
Kyran threw the stones at Arimus, and then walked away.
 
*              *              *              *              *              
 
“All set?” Scarlet asked as Kyran slammed the lodge entrance behind him. He glared at her for only a second and then began walking. Scarlet rushed to catch up.
“Do you even know where you’re going?”
“Yes,” he stated flatly. Scarlet waited to hear more, but seeing that Kyran wasn’t going to continue, she asked for more.
“And would you like to tell me where that is?”
“No, I wouldn’t.”
“Kyran, we have to put our personal feelings aside for now. There’s only two of us, and we could be facing a Kingdom worse than Quietus.”
“That doesn’t sound like you,” he replied. “Normally you would scream and cry out how the enemy was going to fall on your sword.”
“Maybe I’m not so ready to rush into battle anymore.”
“Because you’ve lost your drive?”
“What drive?”
“The only reason you’ve been so eager to finish this mission is so you could proceed with your true goal. A goal that has been accomplished without you having to lift a finger personally.”
“As much as I hate to say it, we need her right now,” Scarlet said with a scowl. “What are you saying? I’m such a psycho that I didn’t care when Chloe died? Even if it jeopardized the mission? Kyran, if I didn’t at least respect her fighting prowess, I would have fought and killed her a long time ago…before we set out.”
“So you are not happy at all that my wife is dead?”
“I know what you’re trying to do,” Scarlet chuckled. “You’re looking for a reason to strike me down. Well, you won’t get it. I’m sorry, but as much as I hated her guts, Chloe was vital to our success.”
“Whatever,” Kyran grunted as he picked up the pace. Scarlet laughed heartily and left him alone to sulk or whatever it was men like him did.
Of course she was happy Chloe had died. She was absolutely thrilled. Ecstatic. Elated. Break out a thesaurus and take your pick for any synonym related to the word: joy. As soon as Kyran has mentioned her name on the death list, she had to fight every twitch, every muscle, every bone in her body from leaping into the air. 
She wasn’t stupid. If she didn’t keep her real feelings hidden, Kyran would have attacked and Arimus wouldn’t have been able to do much in his condition. But the situation was a lot worse now that there was just the two of them. Even if they managed to refrain from battling one another, they would have to work together once they came to Zen-echelon, and their teamwork at best was non-existent, if not detrimental. Odds were, one of them was going to end up stabbing the other in the thick of it, but she wasn’t worried. She had been in worse predicaments, and the fact that her sworn enemy was dead was more than enough to give her newfound strength. It was all she wanted for years, and she never thought the day would arrive. 
Now that it had…what was next?
Scarlet frowned at the sky as she walked, the black of night spreading out above her. What was next? Of course, she had to learn to keep her joy from bursting out. It was similar to anger in its explosive capacity, but much different…that was something to work on. But otherwise, what did she have to look forward to?  
Scarlet looked at Kyran striding forward with his tense shoulders, his black trench coat blending into the shadows and his fists clenched, ready to remain in that state. Suddenly she realized that she no longer had that to look forward to. No purpose. No goals. Nothing. And that’s when the emptiness hit her in the stomach. Was it because she didn’t slay Chloe herself? Or was this an omen of something far worse?
Scarlet shuddered as she saw Kyran look back at her, and then continue moving forward. What she had felt towards Chloe, he was feeling towards her. And now that she was on the receiving end, she definitely didn’t like how that felt. She felt defenseless. Where was her fighting spirit? Her rage? Her anger?
Up ahead, Kyran’s eyes smiled as he sensed the change in the air. It was indistinguishable. 
Scarlet was afraid...
Of him…
 
*              *              *              *              *
 
His eyes shot open and immediately his retinas cowered under the flood of light piercing through. His breathing became erratic as he scurried to his feet in terror, stumbling three times before he was able to plant them firmly into the mud without falling. He studied the view around him and brushed his hands across his forearms. He was warm. 
He touched his forehead and winced at the touch. The sun had been beating down upon him for…several hours it felt like. Especially for his sunburn to be that advanced. His clothes were baking, and he felt lethargic. It was silent. Not an insect or bird in sight. 
But despite the lack of noise, he was confident this wasn’t Paradise. 
After all, he died under the ether, and he knew that meant his soul couldn’t be freed. But…didn’t that also mean he should be in Oblivion? 
He looked around for a familiar sight and felt a wave of relief and dread upon seeing a distinct marker in the distance: the Quietus forest.
Yes, he was still in the meadow. But how? Kyran was an assassin. He wouldn’t have missed unless he wanted to…
“He didn’t miss at all, if that is what you’re thinking,” a voice said. Dominic blinked in surprise and nearly tripped again. One second no one was in front of him and in the next, a stranger had appeared. He wasn’t very tall, and he didn’t appear very strong though he was not fat or lanky by any means. He looked no more than thirty years old and he had a smooth, baby face that was also riddled with deep, jagged scars. His eyes were a foggy green and he wore casual clothes - just a dark blue t-shirt, with no lettering or distinct symbols, and a pair of wool pants. He didn’t appear menacing, but his voice sounded powerful yet distant, as if Dominic was hearing the tail end of an echo.
“Excuse me?” Dominic asked, studying the stranger further. At least he wasn’t armed…unless he was a Quietus in disguise.
“I said that Kyran did not miss. That, I can assure you.”
“Then…where am I?”
“The meadow next to the Quietus forest. Though you were dying, you are very much alive now. Though…we can’t talk long. I have guests on their way to my palace.”
“Who are you and what do you want?”
“I am the King of Zen-echelon, and I come to you with a proposition.”
“Why would I talk to you?” Dominic spat. “You’re my enemy.”
“Funny, considering I wasn’t the one that killed you.”
“Where’s Catherine?! What did you do with her?”
“I said I don’t have much time,” the King scowled. “So try to refrain from talking while I explain. I’ve been observing you all, and I’ve noticed that you are the runt of the litter. Misunderstood, neglected, denied, overshadowed…murdered. You have no place with the Sages. And James has no place by Catherine’s side. I wish to restore all to its proper place. Join me. Assist me in my ambitions, and I will not only give you power beyond your imagination, I will also give you the Princess, and the head of James on your wall.”
“And what is your ambition?”
“Now…that doesn’t matter, does it? All that matters is that you get what you desire. Who cares what happens to everyone else? Follow me, and I will give you immortality.”
“If you can grant me what you say, then I will be your warrior. I haven’t felt like I belonged with him for a while now. But tell me, how did you bring me back to life?”
“As long as your head isn’t severed, resurrection is not out of my grasp,” he stated. “And if you had denied me…death would have welcomed you once more.”
How could he have so much power? Dominic thought as the King of Zen-echelon stretched out a hand. Dominic smiled, shook it, and in an instant, they disappeared.
 



Chapter 4 – The Kingdom of Zen-Echelon
 
The Quietus stared in awe at the power of the Princess - winds originating from the stone swirling around her like a miniature tornado, her hair stretching to its limits towards the ceiling and the strange markings blazing so hot that the sight of them made the viewer temporarily blind. Her eyes had lost their pupils and the raw energy pouring out of her was nearly sending Jester off his chair and into the dirt. Jester was laughing manically as she contemplated her next move.
“WHEW!” he laughed. “Before you blow dry my hair, can I get a shampoo?”
“How do I get to Zen-echelon?” Catherine ordered, but Jester just smiled.
“I already told you. Your threats mean nothing. You carry them out and people die.”
“We can defend ourselves,” Nadia declared.
“Maybe,” Jester said, “but the Princess doesn’t believe you.”
“If you’re here to rip out my heart,” Catherine said. “Why haven’t you done it yet?”
“Because I’m having fun. Simple as that.”
“Is there any way we can get the answers we need?” Catherine asked, turning to Nadia. “What of the warriors that encountered him?  Did any of them provide any vital information?”
“They’re not too much help,” Nadia admitted. “After Jester surrendered, it was like their minds got scrambled, like he infected them with a disease.”
“What are their symptoms?”
“They’ve gone deaf and blind, and they babble on and on. Nothing coherent. We haven’t figured out what to do with them yet.”
“Can you bring one of them to me? Preferably one that used to be quite bright. “
Nadia nodded towards the rooftops and the watchful Quietus began scurrying away to follow their leader’s orders. Catherine sighed and powered down, her hair falling back into its bouncy curls, the symbols crackling back under the surface of her olive skin and her beautiful green eyes flashing back to normal. Jester chuckled as he watched and closed his eyes as if he was to take a nap. Nadia and Catherine didn’t antagonize any further, deciding to wait for the soldier to return.
After a few minutes, a shuffling was heard from above and two Quietus villagers came down with the prize in tow, held up by the arms on both sides. The former Quietus warrior was babbling alright, foaming at the mouth and letting his scythes unsheathe in and out of his forearms wildly. Catherine could see that the two who retrieved him had already been cut multiple times. One of them had sustained a deep gash across the abdomen and was already trying to regenerate it. 
They placed the warrior in the dirt, a few yards from Jester, and there he sat with maniacal eyes, staring at the ground like it was the most fascinating thing he had ever witnessed, still releasing and retracting his blades back and forth. Catherine walked towards the man and sat down next to him. Nadia became alarmed and reached out to pull her back but the Princess put up a hand to stop her. 
“No, Nadia,” Catherine said. “This has to be done. Please don’t interfere.”
“I can’t promise he won’t attack you.”
“I know,” she said. “But this is the only way.”
Catherine closed her eyes and reached the palms of her hands forward, slowly extending toward the babbling man’s forehead. As she approached, his mumbling became less erratic and his twitching slowed, but his scythes were still moving at its frantic pace. Catherine ignored the warnings and plunged ahead, suddenly grabbing the temples of his head and powering up simultaneously, her hair exploding and the purple winds surrounding them both. 
Catherine grit her teeth as she focused on healing his mind to unlock the treasures stored within. There was no guarantee it would work, but she was willing to give up many precious years of her life in order to find out. 
After only a few seconds, the man’s scythes sheathed and stayed put. His babbling ceased and his eyes were becoming steady. Soon, he looked directly at Catherine, studying and admiring her. The Princess was sweating now, and her curls had lost its buoyancy, becoming limp and damp. Seeing that she was stressed, the man suddenly grabbed her cheeks with the palm of his hands, making her snap open her eyes in shock. The man smiled. 
“Hi, my name is Lex,” he said seductively. “And what type of angelic creature might you be?”
“Lex, shut up,” Nadia snapped. “Geez, only two seconds back in reality and he’s already making moves.”
“No, Nadia, she’s different,” Lex said as he studied Catherine’s lips. “I think I might be in love with this one.”
“Catherine, are you okay?” Nadia asked, ignoring him. Catherine blinked and then took a deep breath before carefully removing Lex’s hands from her face. She stretched out a hand and together they helped each other stand to their feet. Jester tried clapping in the background but then realized he was still tied up. He began pouting as Catherine wiped the sweat from her brow. 
“Lex, we need your help,” Catherine said. “I understand you faced the creature behind me.”
“I have,” Lex said, glancing behind her, “but that’s kind of a sore memory. You can understand. Gorgeous specimen like myself drooling and foaming at the mouth is not exactly the look I was going for. The ladies were probably horrified! But…that doesn’t matter anymore. I have you now.”
“Lex,” Catherine blushed. “Please. You have to focus.”
“Tell me who you are first and then I’ll be very forward. And I do mean forward…about anything.”
“My name is Catherine, and I -” she began before Lex cut her off.
“Ah! So that’s what this goddess is called. Thank the Maker I have had the pleasure of –“
“LEX!!!” Nadia shouted. “Please answer the Princess’s question!”
“A Princess?” Lex said in surprise as Catherine shook her head in disbelief.
“This is important, Lex.”
“I’m sorry,” he said, matting his hair and straightening his clothes. “Sometimes I get ahead of myself.”
“Do you know anything about this man? He claims to be from Zen-echelon.”
“I don’t know him too well,” Lex said, looking back again at Jester. “I was in the back of the mob when we engaged him…but Zen-echelon. That I do know…hey! What do you know? I can talk about it!”
“I…don’t understand,” Catherine chuckled as he straightened himself up again.
“I’ve traveled to Zen-echelon actually,” he said. “But when I returned, it was like a spell was placed upon me. Every time I tried talking about it, my words would gain a life of their own and I began to mumble nonsense. It just got worse over the past few years and once that creature arrived, I completely lost my mind.”
“You have Catherine to thank,” Nadia replied. “She’s the one that healed you, with the stone of Allay.”
“Allay?” Lex said in awe. “After our history together, you would come to Quietus? And heal a stranger like me?”
“Lex, please,” Catherine said. “Tell us more.”
“Well, I was with a group of young warriors who decided to go against reason and throw away their lives by traveling to Zen-echelon. It’s only the young that take on such a foolish challenge. But I had grown weary of the village life and I needed some excitement, so…I decided to be a guide of sorts. From bits of information thrown around the Kingdom here and there, we have a general sense of where Zen-echelon is located. Especially since all who attempt to uncover its secrets announce where their headed so should they return, they will receive all the glory and prestige…anyways, I was ready to die as a Quietus should. Getting past the Prattlian patrols were simple enough as we headed northwest, past the swamps and the volcanoes, past the rocky terrain known as THE END. As impressive as some of the indigenous creatures we encountered were, we were no match for them. And so we traveled, and traveled, thinking that soon there would be no more land left, until…we reached it.
“It wasn’t the kingdom of legend I expected. It didn’t sit atop an unclimbable mountain. It wasn’t engulfed in a shield of fog. It wasn’t surrounded by monsters taken from the depths of our nightmares. It was just…there. Just a castle or a big house, if you will, simply looking worn and unkept, sitting on the edge of a cliff and staring out over the ocean. I didn’t know what to make of it at first, and to be honest, I was still trying to decide whether it was Zen-echelon or not, but I couldn’t deny the feeling it was giving me: Fear. Now don’t misunderstand me, Princess. I see the skeptical look in your eyes. I see your thoughts playing with distant memories of fear like you actually know what it is. Like you’ve been friends all this time, indulging every little secret about yourselves. No, you have not felt what I have. As a Quietus, we pride ourselves on being fearless, but this…I could not deny. It felt like I was standing before a god…now, I don’t believe in the Maker, but I imagine if he did exist, it would feel very close to what I experienced that day. There are few words that can describe it. It’s like you’re a newborn infant with the awareness of an adult. All you can do is lay there in your own filth and cry, hoping someone will come to save you from your horrible ordeal. 
“There were eight of us in the beginning. As soon as we arrived, one ran away, headed home. The shock of seeing a Quietus running from something made us all nervous, and we remained frozen in fear. I’m thankful I did, because he only made it a few yards when the dirt reached up, in the shape of a claw with teeth, and crashed down on him. He died instantly, and his remains ran along the outline of the dirt-claw freely as it sank back to whence it came. Only a puddle of entrails remained where he once stood. The others lost their mind and began running. I watched as they all died in different manners. One just disintegrated. One was shredded by a swarm of small thorns that flew at him from a passing breeze. Another was decapitated by an invisible force. It was…horrible. I’m not ashamed to say that I defecated on myself. And I do not say this to be vulgar. I just want to tell you, Princess, that if you are contemplating going there, you mustn’t. There is nothing but death.”
“You survived,” Catherine stated. “Perhaps I will too.”
“No,” he shook his head. “No, I was allowed to live. When I became the last, a voice whispered in my ear, ‘Go, and be a witness to the horror I will bring to this world.’”
“Who could have -“
A blood-curdling scream escaped from their captor, and everyone turned to face Jester who was now bent over, and laughing hysterically. The two men by his side looked at Nadia for guidance as she held up a hand for them to stay vigilant. Catherine couldn’t help but notice that Lex took a few steps back.
“What’s so funny?” Catherine asked turning to the captive.
“Oh, oh, oh,” Jester tried to gather himself. “It’s just I love the way my master makes his plans. Your story was just so hilarious!”
“Seven Quietus lost their lives,” Catherine said angrily. “I hardly think that’s funny.”
“Oh, and it’s gets better! See, this Quietus’s story was the signal!”
“The signal?”
“Yep! My master sent me here saying that I’ll know when to act once I get the signal. And that signal, will come from the mouth of a Quietus, who will tell a story about the decimation of his group. The only Quietus my master has ever left alive! Now, I can begin my work. I hope you’re ready for a little heartburn, Princess.”
Catherine began powering up the stone just as Jester shrugged his shoulders and the ropes were torn apart into tiny pieces. He smiled and reached out to her just as Lex stepped in the way. Jester didn’t hesitate to plunge his hand right through the Quietus’ chest. 
“Run, Princess!” Lex cried out as his body went limp. The two men who had been next to Jester lunged forward with their scythes but Jester ripped the scythes from their forearms and in one fluid motion, stabbed them in the chest. Nadia began transforming but Jester pushed her aside hard, sending her flying into one of the huts that immediately crashed down upon her. Catherine grit her teeth and punched toward Jester with her right hand but he caught it, smiled, and gave it a peck from his lips. 
Then he broke her wrist. 
“Oh, Catherine,” Jester mused as she screamed. “You’re so feisty. Such spirit. I think I could fall in love. Show me your heart.”
Catherine threw a punch with her left, but Jester caught it also with the same hand, his fingers stretching over both of her closed fists and wrapping around her wrists. As he held onto them, he reached forward with his other hand towards Catherine’s chest, slowly inching his way menacingly as she fought against his strength. Just as the tips of his fingers began piercing the outer layer of her skin, she screamed for him to stop. Jester looked up with a quizzical look and she powered down the stone enough to bring back her green eyes. Jester smiled.
“Yes, Princess? Need time to stall?”
“I surrender,” she said, fighting through the pain coming from her wrist. “I surrender to you and your master.”
“Oh?”
“But only if you leave the Quietus alone. Don’t kill anyone. Do that and I’ll come willingly. Isn’t that better than having to fight?”
“I don’t know,” Jester said, looking at her chest. “Seems like I already won to me. Why make a deal?”
“Because I’ll fight you with all the power I can muster to the very end. And it doesn’t matter if I can’t win. I’m sure I’ll be able to rip off a limb or two.”
“You make such compelling arguments,” he chuckled. “And I applaud your request. I agree to your terms. But only because my master would be quite angry if I took all the fun for myself. Before we head off though…let me fill you in on something. The Quietus…they are not human. Did you know that? These creatures you’re so willing to throw your life away for, they’re nothing but pawns. Are you so ready to take a deal after hearing that?”
“I don’t believe it,” Catherine said adamantly, glancing at the Quietus above them, waiting for Jester to drop his guard. “I don’t believe it for one second. They’re no different than I am.”
“That’s where you’re wrong,” Jester giggled. “See, they were created by my master a long time ago, experiments gone wrong you could say. Think about it. Prattlians look human. Their stone just grants them higher intelligence. The Langorans, they look human. Their stone just gives them more mass and strength. You Sages make your eidolons out of your soul, which all humans possess…but the Quietus? No. No. No. They were created as slaves for Zen-echelon. Servants. It was just that they were deemed so ghastly to behold that they were cast down to rummage and scavenge and develop their own society. Look at them. They look like monsters. Sure, they camouflage their true form in human skin, but ultimately, they’re nothing but a bunch of chemicals and failed concoctions. Much like your James back there.”
Catherine’s tried not to waver when she heard his name. She hadn’t forgotten him for a second. Not the whole time she was trying to interpret this Jester. She knew that surrendering seemed foolish. But there was no other choice. At least she could buy herself some time, give James the recovery he needed. With the power he had displayed earlier with the King of Quietus, he had shown her that he had great potential to become a powerful Sage, and Allay needed its warriors. There was no telling how many were left, and with his connection to Nadia, he might be able to rally the Quietus against Zen-echelon…
“Did you hear me?” Jester snapped, getting closer to her face. “Your boyfriend is nothing more than a failed experiment. Doesn’t that disgust you?”
“No,” Catherine declared with fervency. “Even if what you’re saying is true, it doesn’t change anything. As I’ve already said, the Quietus are no different than us.”
“I wonder if you would be so strong if I took his head.”
“Try it, monster,” Catherine said. “You won’t succeed. He’s stronger than you are.”
“Oh, is he? I don’t know…from what I’ve seen, he needs a lot more practice, but…now you’ve gotten my attention. Hmmm. Tell you what, I’m feeling generous. I won’t kill him now. How about we go somewhere and wait for him? I’ll leave a trail that an idiot can follow, and then we’ll clash head to head when he arrives. Winner gets your heart.”
“Your puns are beginning to annoy me.”
“Well, get used to it. We’re heading off now. You can walk freely behind me until you try something. Now, let’s see…ah! You!” Jester shouted towards Nadia who had just removed a little of the rubble smothering her. Only her face showed. “Get your son ready for battle! In 24 hours, I will kill the Princess. He has until then to stop me. Do you got that?”
Nadia sneered and growled his way, showing off her razor-sharp Quietus teeth.
“I’ll take that as a yes. To-da-loo!” 
Jester skipped away as Catherine reluctantly followed, looking sorrowfully into Nadia’s eyes and praying that James would recover in time…  
 
*              *              *              *              *
 
“Is that it?” Scarlet asked as Kyran ignored her. They were both lying down in the mud and had been waiting for over six hours, searching for any signs of life, but there was only dead silence. No animals, no insects, no wind. Nothing. It disturbed Kyran to no end. Being accustomed to stealth and the way of shadows, he had never seen anything like it. If one stayed still long enough, no matter the location, there was bound to be movement of some kind. Whether it was the leaves of a tree reaching out to the sky for rain or an ant scouting for nourishment, there was always life, even in the most deserted of places. But from what he could sense, there was only death here. He hadn’t felt this uneasy since childhood, back when he would try to sneak up on Chloe and she would catch him every time. 
He felt watched, and it made his stomach churn. 
Was this how I made people feel? He thought as Scarlet nearly moved her pinky a millimeter forward. Kyran’s eyes shot her a death stare at it and Scarlet immediately ceased her intrusion. If they were going to break into Zen-echelon undetected, it would do her well to learn the way of Kyran. 
“Kyran, it’s empty,” she whined as a strand of her hair fell and tickled up against Kyran’s cheek. Just seeing the scarlet color enraged him and floods of murderous intent pumped through his veins, but he held back. Murder usually left evidence.
“Shut up,” Kyran said against his better judgment. “It’s not empty. Someone is there.”
“Then why haven’t we moved? You should have analyzed its movements by now.”
“I can’t see it. Just sense it.”
“You actually didn’t get confirmation that anything’s out there? Are you serious? We’ve been laying here for hours, and the branches are beginning to dig into my skin. Let’s get moving before the owner comes home or at least adjust ourselves to a more comfortable position.”
“This is all wrong,” Kyran sighed. What was it that bothered him? He felt like a rat navigating a maze for a piece of cheese and he had just noticed the several human faces watching him from above, tracking his progress, waiting for him to take the bait. His senses told him where to go, what path to accept, what to bite into, but he just couldn’t shake the feeling that it was one big trap.
“It’s just a castle,” Scarlet scoffed. “And a small one at that. We could have scoured that entire place by now…are you sure this is Zen-echelon?”
“Yes,” Kyran said. “It may just be a castle, but I can guarantee there’s more to it than what we’re seeing.”
“Perhaps it’s underground,” she suggested. “Maybe it’s invisible. You have that ability. Why can’t anyone else?”
Maybe that’s it. Kyran thought nervously. Maybe they were invisible. But if so, he still should have sensed a slight variation in the sand, heard a heart pumping, something for his eidolon to pick up on. But it was all void.
“Maybe we should wait for Arimus,” Kyran said as Scarlet swiveled her head angrily.
“NO!” she whispered. “If you go back, I’m storming this place.”
“You can’t go in there.”
“Since when do you care if I live or die? I’m going in, Kyran. With or without you.”
“No!” Kyran shouted but it was too late. Scarlet rolled away from him and snapped to her feet, running at full sprint past the bushes, the forest line, and out onto the rocky sand, damp and riddled with pebbles. As soon as she took a step forward, his suspicions were confirmed. On her first step out into the open he heard a crashing of the ocean waves by the cliff. 
It was like the ocean had been completely still. He thought. And that was impossible, wasn’t it? Six hours of zero activity from the ocean? Especially one so close to a cliff face? Maybe in the middle of it all, sure, but not by the shore. Yet Scarlet’s arrival had triggered the noise. Suddenly there were squawks coming from seagulls in the sky. The winds brushed past his hair and the trees swayed. Sand began rolling away from its surface gently and in the distance, he could hear creaking floorboards coming from the castle.
Even Scarlet noticed this, and she stood completely still as the entrance of the castle, a small man-sized door, suddenly slammed open. Out stepped an obscure figure, appearing to be nothing more than a shadow, walking towards her casually as if they had a meeting scheduled. Kyran fidgeted in discomfort but knew it was best to stay put, no matter what happened. The mysterious shadow may be aware of Scarlet, but there was no guarantee he had been detected. With Scarlet’s foolishness, he might be able to accomplish two missions in one. Not only would the scarlet haired lioness be killed, but he could get to the castle during the distraction and look for the stone. 
Bringing Scarlet was good for the mission after all. Kyran chuckled to himself as the shadow was suddenly washed in light. Kyran noticed the man was about his age, with a countenance that looked all wrong. It was smooth and youthful, yet it had numerous jagged scars. He was wearing a dark blue, wool cloak like they had all worn when they left Allay, and he had green, distant eyes. Kyran didn’t know what he expected the keeper of the castle to look like, but it was not this. Perhaps it was only a servant. 
The man stopped right in front of Scarlet and studied her face as she remained uncharacteristically silent. The man smiled warmly and extended a hand out for her to shake.
“Welcome. My name is Thorn, King of Zen-echelon.”
Scarlet refused his hand and he let it fall to his side.
“Well, Scarlet, didn’t your mother teach you better manners than that? Or are you still trying to prove your individuality because that’s what fuels your rebellious nature?”
Scarlet was taken aback as Kyran narrowed his eyes. If he went invisible and took his time, he might be able to get into the castle from the right. Going slow, it would take no less than fifteen minutes however. It would feel like a lifetime before he reached the door.
“You know me?” Scarlet asked as Thorn smiled slyly. 
“I know everything about you. Even Kyran…KYRAN! Come out, would you? We must talk! C’mon! Stop hiding!”
Kyran froze and glanced up. Thorn was looking directly his way.
“You can come out of your own volition,” Thorn said. “Or, we can fall upon the other option.”
Kyran grunted and climbed to his feet, brushed as much mud as he could off his trench coat and began walking forward.
“You two have made quite the trek,” Thorn smirked as Kyran approached. “I’m sure you’re tired. How about the two of you stay the night as my guests?”
“So you can kill us in our sleep?” Kyran asked casually.
“Of course not,” Thorn chuckled. “You feel it, don’t you? The moment you looked out upon my land? I can kill you all on my own, at any time, and quite clean I might add. Your eidolons are no more of a threat to me than a bee’s stinger.”
“Then there’s no point playing around,” Scarlet said. “You know why we’re here.”
“Again with the lack of manners,” Kyran laughed. “Of course it had to be the two of you in the end. The anti-social. Where is Catherine and her charm? Or Arimus’ condescending warmth? Tell me, is he still recovering at the Conun lodge? Because I can have someone pick him up if you think that will add to the entertainment.”
Scarlet didn’t say a word, but Kyran clenched his jaw tight.
How could this man know all this? Was this power of Zen-echelon’s stone? Omnipotence?
“Don’t act so surprised,” Thorn said, looking back and forth at the Sages. “I already told you. I know everything about you. Now, come with me or there will be consequences. We’ll talk more once we’re inside. It will be night very soon and it gets cold.”
Kyran and Scarlet obeyed as they followed the King inside the castle. As soon as they entered, they were greeted by a ragged teenager that held out a tray of apples. Thorn waved him away and escorted his guests to a room to the right, leaving them to catch only a glimpse of the inner lobby. A dim, but luxurious and spacious room that had a wide stairway in the middle that winded up and up, leading to multiple floors. Lanterns, in which only half were lit were on the walls in abundance and there were at least three other doors on the left-hand side of the bottom floor that led to more mysterious parts of the house. The floor was carpeted with the skin of an unknown animal of very dark-red fur and the paint on the walls consisted of the same color.
Thorn laughed at their inquisitiveness. 
“Oh please, you will find nothing valuable snooping around. It’s all random and of little use to me.” He motioned the two over to a loveseat while he sat in a padded, red throne chair. They obeyed his wishes, sat, and waited for him to continue speaking. Thorn adjusted his seat to better face them and then sat down, a large, warm smile plastered onto his face. 
“Now, we can converse in comfort. Scarlet, I believe you were spouting off some drivel about me knowing why you’re here. Please continue.”
“I was saying that you know our mission. You know what we want from you.”
“The stone of Zen-echelon,” Thorn said with grandeur, waving his hands up in circles to the sky. “Yes, I’ve seen what you’ve done to Languor and Quietus. Excellent work.”
“How did you hear about it?”
“I said I saw it,” Thorn corrected. “Not heard. I can see everything.”
“Okay,” Scarlet scoffed as Thorn wrapped his wool cloak further around him.
“So, you want my stone to conclude this irrelevant quest. I understand that, but let me ask you this, why would I do so? After all, you’ve read the letter from Catherine’s father, let’s see, Kyran – three times, and Scarlet – six? It comes right out and says I’m the enemy. I’m the cause of the verdant ether that nearly covers the skies of all five Kingdoms. So why would I help you? Shouldn’t I just execute you right now?”
“It’s a valid option,” Scarlet replied with a grin. “But of course we’d fight back.”
“If you can call it that,” Thorn laughed. “Eidolons. What a joke.”
“So what happens now?”
“Is that it?” Thorn said in surprise. “Conversation over? No negotiations? No begging for your life? Just hey, we’re enemies so let’s kill each other? I really wish Arimus was here. He would appreciate the art of mutual respect despite the circumstances.”
“What do you propose then?” Kyran asked. Scarlet stared at him in shock. What was he doing?
“Let me break this down for you. I didn’t have to invite you into my home. I could have killed you over six hours ago when you first arrived. Heck, even back in Allay before you left, but I didn’t, because I’m not ruthless. I understand that people need a chance to fight against the powers that oppress them. Trust me, I know more than anyone. So just because I can annihilate you all, this doesn’t mean I just should. I do enjoy the occasional talk, a little worship here and there. Am I making sense?”
“You think yourself a god,” Scarlet scoffed. “And we’re just bugs.”
“A crude metaphor, but sufficient. Yes. Though you can relate. As human beings you can look down at your feet and appreciate the structure of the anthill, the organization of their collective and their persistence despite insurmountable odds, yet that doesn’t stop you from crushing their home underneath your shoe if you see fit to do so. It’s not that you hate the ants. The most they’ve ever done to you was tickle the hairs of your arm. But you do it anyways. Because you can. Because something within you yearns for supremacy. For purpose. That you matter as an individual amongst other individuals. I was very much the same way in the beginning, and I had to go through a lot of torment to achieve the status I’m at now. Pain doesn’t even begin to describe what I’ve endured. No word, no feeling you’ve ever experienced can. Most, no, all have died trying to achieve such a feat, and yet, here I am. And now that I’ve ascended, I don’t want to destroy you all just because I have the power.”
“You want to control everyone,” Kyran said flatly. “And everything.”
“Precisely.”
“Then do it. You claim to have the power.”
“It’s not that simple, my beady eyed friend. We all know what would happen. I slam down the gavel of judgment with all my might, and you’re all fashioned into slaves and ordered to follow my decrees and it would be great fun for a while…but two problems remain. Two, very disturbing problems that I am in the process of fixing.”
“Go on.”
“First, I am still bound to mortality. Alas, I may be able to stretch out my years by absorbing others like the Quietus do, but in the end, I will still die. This, I am seeking to fix above all else, while simultaneously solving the second.”
“Which is?”
“Eliminating the human equation, of course. Throughout the course of history, no matter who is the oppressor and the oppressed, there will always be uprising and revolution. No matter how good or bad a people may live, they inevitably rise up for more, or to overthrow their ruler altogether. Again, I understand, but since I’m on the ruling side, I want to ensure this doesn’t happen.”
“And how will you do this?”
“Now, there’s no reason to reveal everything,” Thorn laughed. “I just wanted to see your reactions and whether you believed me so far. When I give my victory speech on how I’ve become god of this world, I want to make sure it’s a good one.”
“You sound ridiculous,” Scarlet scoffed.
“It seems you two just can’t appreciate a good monologue,” Thorn sighed. “And I’ll admit, my patience is running a little thin. But, perhaps you can only think of yourselves and what interests you. I’ll switch topics…how would the two of you like to join me?”
“No, thank you,” Scarlet scoffed. 
“I’ll have to decline,” Kyran said as Thorn nodded his head.
“I thought you would say that, but how about if I make the offer sweeter? What if you could see your loved ones again? Chloe, your wife, and for you, Scarlet, your brother Lem?”
“That’s impossible,” Kyran said as Scarlet shot up to her feet.
“Don’t you ever say his name again?!”
“What, Lem? That is your brother, isn’t it? He can be here within minutes.”
“STOP IT!” Scarlet screamed as she reached over her shoulder and with a sudden flash of light, unsheathed her halberd eidolon, and stuck the long staff into the King’s face. Thorn smiled and sat calmly.
“Strike me down if you like. It won’t work,” he said as Kyran put a hand to her shoulder.
“Calm down,” Kyran said. “I want to hear what he has to say.”
“Are you joking?” Scarlet yelled, sheathing her eidolon. “He can’t bring the dead back to life!”
“I’m very capable,” Thorn assured her. “And I wouldn’t even be so cruel as to ask you to combat your friends. All I want is for you to cease your mission and stay out of my way.”
“Why?” Scarlet scoffed. “Because you’re afraid of what we can do?”
“Not particularly, but one can never be too careful. See, there is a reason I’ve kept my ‘Kingdom’ secret for all these years. In the beginning, I was quite vulnerable. You or Kyran could have dispatched me without batting an eye, but I’ve worked hard, and those times are now behind me. With most of my preparations completed, I’m no longer afraid…of you or anyone else. Not because you can’t fight back, but because my power far exceeds your own. It’s just a fact that one way or another, you will have to deal with.”
“If you’re so powerful,” Scarlet said. “Why are you hanging around the house all day? Why don’t you just attack us?”
“Because my dim-witted friend,” Thorn chuckled. “The ether has not yet covered your Kingdom. But ask me that same question tomorrow and I promise that my answer will have changed…”
 



Chapter 5 – Monsters
 
“CATHERINE!” James shouted as he sat up quickly in the bed. He winced and rubbed his forehead, then squint his eyes to examine his surroundings. It was completely foreign to him and that immediately put him on guard. Thankfully, there were no weapons on him that an enemy could confiscate. All that he needed was inside him.
James threw off the blankets and wiped the sweat from his arms, trying to think of what to do next. Run off and hope for a familiar marker? Wait for someone to return? What happened to Catherine? Did she drop him off at this place to recover?
James grunted and ran a hand through his hair as he heard the sound of two cups clang together. He turned and saw a woman staring at him, her eyes glowing with excitement and recognition. He couldn’t identify her, but she was eerily familiar, like seeing an old photograph as an infant. The woman cleared her throat and put up her hands in surrender as she slowly approached.
“No further!” James shouted and she stopped. She brushed her hands on the dirty apron strung over her shoulders and smiled warmly.
“James, you probably don’t remember me, but…well, I’m your mother.”
“What?” James snapped in shock, then he promptlyclutched his head in agony. Keeping that manifestation together had done more damage to him than he thought. The woman who claimed to be his mother took the opportunity to scurry over and sit beside him. James glanced at her and studied her face. He was just about to dismiss the possibility when he finally settled on her eyes. 
There she was.
Perhaps they had seen a lot of suffering, stung by rivers of tears and bloodshot with a combination of stress and old age, but there she was nonetheless. The same eyes that stared deep into him when he was child, rocking him to sleep, humming lullabies and whispering tips of how to become a man though he was still a baby... 
But why was she here? Why now?
“You are my mother,” James said emotionless. Neither budged from their position.
“You must hate me for leaving you.”
“No,” James chuckled. “No, I hate my father, especially for not playing his role properly, let alone yours. You, I don’t feel anything for, whether it’s hate or love.”
“Fair enough,” she said, folding her hands in her lap. “But can I at least tell you why I left?”
“What are you doing here, anyways?” James asked as he shook his head in disbelief. “Why appear now?”
“I can ask you the same question, son,” she said. “You’re the one who appeared in Quietus.”
“Is this where we are?”
“Yes. A lot has happened since you went unconscious. I intercepted Catherine, and we had a mutual understanding. Don’t worry, there’s no animosity between the Quietus villagers and the two of you. All that endangered your lives are dead.”
“Then where is she?”
“I’ll tell you,” Nadia said as calm as she could. “But I have to tell you the truth first.”
“It can wait.”
“No. No, it can’t. Because I’m certain that I won’t see you again once you leave.”
James looked at his mother curiously but nodded in her direction, giving her permission to continue.
“You’re half-Quietus, James,” Nadia sighed. “I’m sure you’ve realized it by now. Perhaps if you had stayed in Allay where there was nothing to trigger our warrior blood, you could have lived a normal, human existence, but since you joined Allay’s soldiers, I’m sure you’ve…transformed by now.”
“Twice,” James stated truthfully. “And both times I had no clue what was happening. In the first occurrence, I was being tortured. I don’t remember much of the ordeal, but I know I killed a lot of Langorans.”
“Your awakening,” Nadia said. “That’s what we call it. The first time a Quietus transforms. It’s our version of puberty. From that point on it gets easier, but in the beginning, it’s always bloody. We usually quarantine a young one when we suspect they’re close…so, what about the second?”
“I was already a Sage,” James sighed. “I was fighting another Sage that was stronger than I was. He struck a fatal blow and I heard a voice speaking to me. It came from somewhere deep inside…I don’t know. It was something like that. Anyways, it spoke…and afterwards, I pulled out another eidolon, far different than the first. It was of my Quietus side, I think. It looked black and rippled with energy – a whole lot stronger than my Allayan one too.”
“Fascinating,” Nadia said in awe. “Kingdoms don’t mix their populations so it’s very rare to see a child like you exist, let alone one that is able to harness the power of both people.”
“Yeah, how did that work? Dad…um, well, he doesn’t have a lot of charm.”
“Oh, no,” Nadia laughed. “Absolutely none. I can’t say I was in love if that’s what you’re wondering. No, I was a Quietus trying to get away from her Kingdom, especially since the King you killed took the throne. He cared nothing for us. It was all bloodshed and fashioning an elite army. The general public barely gained his notice. Well, I grew tired of the deteriorating conditions in the village and I left. I figured Allay was my best bet since I couldn’t mimic the massive size of the Langorans. Prattlians would execute me on sight if I was discovered and Zen-echelon was a death sentence. Allay was really my only option. But I was so naïve and young. By the time I made it there, I was exhausted, hungry and unable to keep this form. My hunger was so ravenous I was beginning to dream about eating others.”
“Gross.”
“Don’t judge, James. Sometimes it’s our only option when food is scarce.”
“Okay, whatever. Go on.”
“Your father found me in the forest beyond your Kingdom. By then I was on the brink of death. He had been hunting when he came across me, panting and crawling on my belly in the dirt. I was obviously in my full Quietus form and I was ready to gobble him up if he got too close. But do you know what he did? He just knocked me out with a nearby rock, put me in a large sack and brought me to his home.”
“That’s insane!”
“I know,” she laughed. “And I wasn’t grateful at first either. I was trying to swipe at him any chance I got, but he had tied me to the bed and took care of me well. He fed me, washed me and made sure I made a full recovery. Once I was in my right mind, we would talk, first as enemies you could say. But eventually, we reached an understanding. I told him my story, and he accepted me. For him, it was also beneficial as he said he was lonely and hadn’t found a suitable companion.”
“I can only imagine,” James chuckled.
“So life was actually quite good, and occasionally thoughts of a life together would swim to the surface. That is how you were conceived actually.”
“Again, gross…so what happened? Why did you leave?”
“It was around the time of the siege, and James, this also why you must never again listen to that voice within you.”
“What do you mean?” James asked in alarm.
“Quietus are not completely human,” Nadia said. “Everyone in the other Kingdoms are different. They’ve just been given powers from their stone. But not us. Every Quietus has some human tissue within them, sure, but primarily we were genetically created from a mixture of chemicals and rare elements.”
“I don’t understand. How would you even know that?”
“I’m not sure if it’s the most reliable source, but when the King of Quietus took the throne, he gave a speech discussing how he would lead our Kingdom into a great age, specifically because of the knowledge he acquired of our origins. He told us we were made unique, and that we were slaves to a being that had yet to reveal himself. In order to please this being, we had to offer our allegiance and follow the King’s every command. Few believed him, until the siege of course.”
“What happened?”
“That voice you heard. I’m not sure of its origin, but it has the power to control us if it chooses. The siege was testament to that fact. The King of Quietus claimed that Allay needed to be crippled, its Sages annihilated. No one at the time was willing to go to war with Allay and so many refused. The King said the being that created us was displeased, and therefore, if we would not comply, we would be forced to in time. I left a few weeks after that particular speech, but I never forgot those words. And true to his word, a month before the siege occurred, I completely lost myself. It was the first time I heard the voice speak within me, but it didn’t want to converse. It gave me orders. And one of those orders were to leave Allay for good. To this day I am unable to leave the confines of this Kingdom and its forest unless the voice allows. We’ve attempted small resistances here and there but they never got very far, though with the King’s death, we’re hoping we may have gained our freedom. No one has heard the voice since he died...”
“So that’s why the siege occurred,” James said. “You were all controlled to attack Allay.”
“Exactly.”
“Then that gives us two pieces of valuable information. One, if what you’re saying is true, then the Quietus are not our enemy like we once believed, and two, whoever is behind your control, is very afraid of the Sages.”
“James, don’t listen to this voice again. It may try to control you. Perhaps it can only do so much since you’re only half-Quietus, but I suspect the more you transform or use the Quietus eidolon, the more likely it can gain a permanent hold over you.”
“I’ll be careful, and thank you for telling me your story…I can’t just turn my feelings on or off at will, but at least I can understand now why you left.”
“I wouldn’t have otherwise.”
“And I don’t mean to rush you, but I need to know…where’s Catherine? I’m one of her bodyguards, and I need to be by her side at all times.”
“This is going to be hard for you to hear…but a man took her.”
“WHAT?!” James shouted, jumping to his feet. “WHERE IS SHE?”
“James, please, you have to hear this. This man, he claims to come from Zen-echelon, and he says that his master is the one who created us. The same who speaks to us and controls us. If that’s true, then Zen-echelon is not only behind her capture, and our slavery, but also the siege of 88 and the near extinction of the Sages. They’re behind it all.”
“We received a letter from Catherine’s father making that claim,” James replied, examining his clothes. ”He was taken hostage during the siege and part of our mission is to find him and his wife. So if that’s true, that means Zen-echelon really is behind the ether as well…it’s starting to make sense. Zen-echelon doesn’t want us to combine our forces. With us hating one another and fighting amongst ourselves, that Kingdom is free to do as it pleases. Allay was the only one that didn’t hate anyone, that is, until the siege. With the Quietus as our enemy, everything was complete. A full circle of hate with Zen-echelon nowhere to be found in the mix.”
“It’s true,” Nadia nodded. “The Prattlians would never side with Langorans due to their lack of interest in debating, art and written works. They see them as lazy and worthless.”
“The Langorans hate their neighbors, the Allayans,” James said. “The Allayans hate the Quietus.”
“And the Quietus are known to hate everyone - just bloodthirsty monsters.”
“Why did this man take Catherine?”
“Because he wanted her stone, he said.”
“No, I think it’s more than that,” James said, pacing around the room. “He could have taken that immediately…the only reason to keep her alive would be as leverage against us. If Zen-echelon is afraid of the Sages, then they have to ensure there’s none left before things really heat up. But I don’t know how many of my group are still alive. I could be the only one.”
“Then that’s what he wants,” Nadia replied. “He wants to kill you first, then take the stone, and kill Catherine.”
“Catherine’s survival is key to our assault against Zen-echelon,” James sighed heavily. “If Zen-echelon is this powerful, then we’ll need more than just Allay to rise against them, and if anyone can unite the other Kingdoms, it’s her.”
“Then you’ll have to be careful. If you begin to win the battle against Jester, he’ll probably kill her anyways.”
“Wait…what did you say his name was?”
“Jester. That’s what he called himself. Do you know him?”
“Your King mentioned him. And I heard about him from some Prattlians as well…I’ve heard he’s very strong.”
“He is,” Nadia agreed. “None of us were able to harm him.”
“Well, I have to get going,” James said suddenly, walking over to his mother and giving her a quick hug. After the embrace, he grabbed her shoulders and gave her a weak smile. “Hopefully, we’ll be able to talk again, but if not, well…it was nice seeing you again.”
“And you too, my little man,” Nadia said through a hoarse throat, trying to fight the tears welling up in her eyes. “Be careful.”
“Never been known to,” James chuckled as he headed towards the door.
“Wait! How will you find him?”
“I already did,” James replied, not turning around, but holding up the palm of his right hand towards her. The tip of a blade was protruding from the center. “My eidolon was out the moment I woke up. Just because you claimed to be my mother, it didn’t mean I was just going to forget all my training.”
“You’ve grown into an impressive young man,” Nadia said in awe. James sighed and closed his eyes. 
“I’ve proven nothing yet,” he said, and then he was gone…
 
*              *              *              *              *
 
“Kyran and Scarlet,” Thorn chuckled, waving a hand to the left. “I would like to introduce to you - your family.”
A curtain leaning up against the wall behind Thorn lifted, and out came exactly whom he claimed it to be. Scarlet’s eyes widened as she abandoned all caution and leapt into her brother’s arms, burrowing her head into his lemon colored, curly hair. 
But Kyran was hesitant. Sure, it looked like her, smelled like her. She even had the hideous green sundress on that she was so fond of, but there was no way this could be his wife. It was just impossible. She had given her all in the fight against the thousand Quietus warriors, and she wouldn’t be so cruel as to remain hidden afterwards. Unless…she had been merely hurt. Maybe…no…it was just not possible.
Kyran screamed abruptly, a sharp cry breaking from his lips. Thorn’s eyebrows raised in surprise at the sudden cringing of this tall man’s face, but then he realized the source of his outburst. He was trying to fight back the flood of conflicting emotion. A battle that even the cold hearted were prone to lose occasionally.
Kyran closed his eyes and sighed heavily. He then straightened his coat collar and brushed his hair back over his eyes as he turned respectfully to the King of Zen-echelon.
“If you don’t mind, I would like to confirm her authenticity before we make any agreements.”
“If you needed time alone, you just had to say so,” Thorn smiled. “Of course, the two of you can use the private chambers in the lobby to the left. And room will do. Take the rest of the hour.”
Kyran nodded and grabbed Chloe’s hands, leading her away as she silently watched her husband in concern. Lem laughed and pulled Scarlet away from him. 
“Lem, it can’t be you!” Scarlet laughed heartily. “It just can’t!”
“Afraid so, Sis,” he smiled. “But shouldn’t you be a little more on guard? This guy’s still bad news.”
“I resent that,” Thorn said playfully as Scarlet immediately calmed down and looked into her brother’s eyes. 
“Lem, give it to me straight. How can this be?”
“May I?” Lem turned to ask the King. Thorn nodded. Lem turned back to his sister and took a breath. “The ether is the cause. Remember how souls are forbidden to enter into Paradise?”
“Yeah,” Scarlet said. “They go straight to Oblivion instead. How could I forget? You died under the ether.”
“It’s all a lie. Our souls don’t go to either. Thorn has figured out a way to claim them for himself. He has everyone who’s died under it in his clutches. We can’t be used to fight you, but we’re still held captive, and it’s getting quite crowded. He thinks himself a god that –“
“- alright, that’s quite enough,” Thorn interrupted, standing up and placing a hand on Lem’s shoulder. “Scarlet, what you need to know is that I have the power to bring them back. I have their souls, and that’s what’s important. Flesh is a simple shell to encase it, as you can see.”
“So you brought Lem back to life?”
“For now. Though I can break his shell as easily as it was crafted. And even with this temporary resurrection, you must understand that his soul is still mine. It has my own signature on it in place of the Maker’s or the Dark One’s.”
“How is this possible?”
“I can show you, over time. But that kind of allegiance will require more than neutrality in the upcoming affair.”
“Lem,” Scarlet said, turning to him. “What’s your take on all this?”
“As it’s always been, Sis. Do the right thing. Don’t worry about me. If you fail in defeating him, then you’ll be with me. If you do beat him, our souls will be freed. Either way, do what’s right, and we’ll be reunited.”
“But Lem,” Scarlet lowered her head. “It’s been so hard without you. You were my compass. When I lost you, I lost my way.”
“You have to devise your own compass when that happens, little sister. Compasses break, but your heart must be resilient, enough to create another.”
“But…how can you say that? You didn’t leave me because you died in battle or…or, you had some terrible disease. You killed yourself, Lem. And you did it because of her.”
“You can’t blame her, Scarlet.”
“But you do!” Scarlet spat. “You blamed her for everything. She was the one who took your heart and ripped it to shreds for…for…that thing in the lobby!”
“Scarlet, Chloe made her decision. We’ve had a lot of time to talk since she died in Quietus. She didn’t mean to hurt me when we broke up, but her heart belonged to another. Kyran can’t be blamed and neither can she. It’s not like she cheated on me. She broke it off out of respect for my feelings. I want her to be happy.”
“But you didn’t see it that way. Otherwise, you would’ve stayed with me!”
“Sis, you’re a mess,” Lem chuckled, grabbing her shoulders. “Calm down! You can’t go around feeling angry for the rest of your life. Chloe used to be your best friend!”
“And how was I supposed to look at her after seeing what she did to you? Huh? How was I supposed to just act like it was all okay? No, Lem, you’re wrong. She deserved to die for what she did to you. A life for a life.”
“But I killed myself. She didn’t –“
“- NO! She did plenty! And I’m glad she died!”
“So now what? Huh, Scarlet? Are you going to kill Kyran now? At some point your rage has to end and you have to face the truth: I’m gone, and I’m not coming back. You have to deal with it.”
“You know what,” Scarlet sneered. “You’re right. You are gone. Forever. Say your good-byes or whatever you feel like saying. We’re done here.”
“Scarlet –“
“ – no, we’re finished. You’re not my brother. My brother would have sided with me.”
“ – your mind is warped, Sis. Don’t go down this path.”
“Just think of this as dealing with your death…on my own terms.” Scarlet turned to Thorn. “Get him out of my presence.”
“As you wish,” Thorn replied, and with a wave of his hand, Lem disappeared, leaving only a small mound of ash where he once stood. Scarlet cracked her neck and then pointed at the King.
“Now, you…and me, are going to go outside and have a little sparring session. If you can make me yield, then I’ll gladly join your cause. If not, then at least you’ll know you died honorably, at the hands of a seasoned Sage.”
“Sure,” Thorn said with a laugh, beginning to walk toward the door. “This will be fun.”
Scarlet followed him, brushing her colored hair from her eyes as she glanced over at the private room in the lobby, where Kyran and Chloe were having a lively conversation. She huffed at the thought of them together and then slammed the door to the castle behind her.
 
*              *              *              *              *
 
“Well, well, well,” Jester laughed. “What do we have here?”
James leisurely climbed the mountain side, taking in the environment for any possible weapons or means of advantage. The Jester had chosen well. Found west of Quietus, beyond their forest and on top of Quin Mountain is where he waited – a flat terrain where they could fight well enough but yet they still had to be aware of the violent weather conditions. The winds were vicious and had blinded James several times during the trek up. The top was flat, but it was still weathered and worn, signifying that there were bound to be brittle sections waiting to send someone taking a wrong step straight to their doom. There were no trees to hide behind, and a dense fog surrounded them like a wall. There would be no calls for help. This was a battle to the death.
“Could you have chosen a colder location?” James muttered as he took his final step on the topsoil. “And where is Catherine?”
“She’s…um…hanging out,” Jester giggled as he pointed diagonally behind him. James traced the finger to see Catherine expended high up in the air, nearly touching the clouds. She was hanging upside down and her eyes were closed. Her arms were bound tightly to her side and it appeared like she was held inside some type of invisible vise. From where they stood, James could see the stone of Allay glowing brightly from beneath her skin.
That can’t be good. James thought as he turned his focus to Jester.
“Why is she up there?”
“So there’s no interference if she wakes up,” Jester said with a wide smile. “Or attempts to grab her and escape. In order to reach her at that height, you’ll have to leap quite high, leaving you pretty vulnerable. You don’t want that.”
“So, I take it this is the standard battle to the death, huh?” James asked, standing tall and on guard. “Winner takes all?”
“For someone who’s just become a Sage, you sound quite confident.”
“Not at all,” James assured him. “I’ve just learned that there’s no point in being afraid or nervous when you’re about to fight.”
“Oh, the lessons you’ve learned,” Jester chuckled. “And yet so many more to acquire. Let me ask you a question. Do you think you can beat me?”
“Do you think you can win against me?” James shot back.
“Ah, that’s not fair. I asked you first.”
“I’m not in the mood for manners, and I won’t play your games. Let’s get this over with.”
“Don’t be so eager,” Jester said, throwing his hands up in surrender. “Don’t you want to know more about Zen-echelon?”
“Not really,” James replied, crouching low and placing his right hand on his left rib. “You’re trying to stall. I won’t let you.”
“And what is a novice like –“
Jester’s speech stopped short as his outstretched hands suddenly disappeared. He looked down to see them plop gently onto the ground. 
“How did you –“ he began to say, but then he toppled forward as his legs were suddenly taken away. He fell face down into the dirt and began mumbling into it as James stood up and walked forward until he was beside the Jester.
“We do need to talk about Zen-echelon, but not yet.” James said, turning his attention to Catherine and concentrating on his legs. He crouched as low as he could, feeling the surge of energy rippling through them, and then he leapt. 
But something jumped on his back.
“SURPRISE!” Jester cackled as he stabbed James in the left rib with a small dagger repeatedly. “IS THIS WHERE YOUR EIDOLON IS? HOW ABOUT HERE?”
James growled and fell back towards the ground, having lost the energy he needed to reach Catherine. They both slammed into the topsoil hard with James receiving the brunt of it face first. Jester rolled off of him and began hopping from one foot to the other, throwing his dagger from one hand to the next.
“GOT YOU!” Jester guffawed. “BET YOU’RE WONDERING HOW I DID THAT! HA-HA! LOOK! NO HANDS!” 
Jester stretched out his hands, intact and well as he threw his head back and laughed. James climbed to his feet and brushed himself off. How did he get his limbs back? Could he regenerate like a Quietus? 
James winced and grabbed his left rib. Eight stabs in about two seconds, and Jester was having the time of his life. He should have known better than to take a warrior from Zen-echelon lightly.
“What a pretty green sky!” Jester cackled as he stared up. “Want me to get you closer to it? It will just require a couple stabby-stab-stabs! It’s my most favoritest of games!”
“Sure,” James chuckled in spite of the pain. “Let’s play.”
James stretched out his right hand as if it was a baseball mitt, and in a brilliant flash of light that blanketed the entire mountain top for two seconds, an eidolon appeared. A white-hot sword that rippled with energy. Jester smiled manically and then looked down at his dagger.
“Oh no! You have a bigger stabby thing! That’s not fair! I made this game! I did! I did! NOT YOU!” Jester huffed and threw the dagger off the mountaintop. He smiled wide again and then mimicked James’ action of when he called his eidolon forth.
“I forgot!” he said cheerfully. “I have my own!”
A flash of light, greater than James’ blinded him, and in the next moment, a silver blade that was shaped just like James was sticking into the young Sage’s shoulder, Jester smiling at the end of the hilt. James winced and grabbed the blade, trying to pull it out but Jester refused to budge as he craned his neck so that his face was nose to nose with James’.
“Don’t feel so special now, do you, Sage?”
Then Jester pulled the eidolon straight down.
 
*              *              *              *              *
 
“Kyran,” she whispered out of concern but he held up his hand to silence her. 
“No words,” he said as he examined her from head to toe, inspecting every hair follicle, each fingernail and pore of her skin. Her lips were loose and relaxed as they’ve always been. Her stance was the same, with most of her weight leaning onto her right leg. Even the imperfections were intact. Physically, this was his wife, but that evidence still wasn’t good enough. It was apparent Thorn had been watching them, and he may just be quite good at…whatever it is he did. Whether it was his wife or not, he couldn’t deny that the similarities were alarming in every way. If this was just a copy, could Thorn do the same for others?
“Can I speak now?” Chloe snickered, her eyes laughing as they tended to do. Kyran felt a pang in his stomach that made him nauseous. If this was Chloe, what would he do to get her back?
“Go ahead,” Kyran said as stoic as possible. She maintained her stance and gazed into his eyes.
“I’m not a copy. I know that won’t convince you. But, I figured I might as well say it just in case. I don’t want to waste your time. You have a mission to complete, remember?”
“You want me to finish my course?” Kyran asked curiously. If this was a copy, surely she would convince him to join Thorn, or perhaps that was already thought of and this was merely a counter measure. 
“I didn’t leave you so everything we’ve worked for could fall apart. If I knew ahead of time that you or Scarlet would even debate abandoning the others, I would never have sacrificed myself. I could still be here with you – helping you.”
“According to Thorn, nothing has to change.”
“If you join Thorn, I’ll just leave you again.”
“How can you say that?” Kyran’s eyes flared up. “Do you have any idea what I’ve been through since you died? When we left Allay, I started to develop emotions, and then you kill yourself when I need you most.”
“I didn’t commit suicide, Kyran. I sacrificed myself to save Catherine and the young ones. There’s a difference. The King of Quietus was too strong and he was known to be a man of his word. If I saw any other way, I would’ve taken it, but I had to do what I thought was best.”
“So what am I supposed to do with these feelings? I’m trying to suppress them, but all I can think about is what happened to you. I’m torn between killing everyone I see and just becoming a hermit.”
“My husband,” Chloe said tenderly as she brought him to her bosom and held him close. Kyran shuddered as he noticed that even her skin smelled the same. Again, anger welled up within him. If this was a copy…
“Don’t turn into Scarlet,” she said quietly. “Don’t let rage and anger consume you. It will only end badly. If you really want to see me again, complete the mission. Thorn has our souls. Each and every one that has died under the ether. There is no Paradise or Oblivion for us. We are simply ornaments and trophies on his wall. For us to be together, you have to stop him. Break the ether’s hold over us, and then someday, I can see you in Paradise.”
“We’ve discussed this,” Kyran said, pushing her away gently. “There is no Paradise for me. In the end, we are still torn apart. At least…if I join Thorn, I can see you whenever I like, even if you refuse to talk.”
“So you’re going to do what’s best for you,” Chloe scoffed. “That’s not the man I married.”
“You married a monster. That’s who’s standing before you now.”
“But that monster had the heart of a man, and that’s what drew me to you. You’ve done questionable things, yes. But for me it was all about the intentions. I know I’ve tried to stop you in the past, but that was only when I saw you spending too much time in the dark. None of your actions proved that you’re a bad man. You simply did what others could not. You took our burdens and sleepless nights and replaced them with peace and a clear conscience. No matter how cold you may think you are, you’ve always acted out of love. A monster can’t do such things. It destroys without purpose. It kills without remorse. You are not that monster.”
“You truly don’t want me to stay by your side?”
“Not like this. You know that. If you truly love me so much, then get back out there, stick your eidolon in Thorn’s chest and take that stone from him.”
“Well, that’s a rather violent thing for you to say,” Kyran’s eyes smiled.
“Let’s just say that I’ve had a lot of time to think about the past since I died, and I see your way a little more clearly.”
“Now who’s the monster?” Kyran snickered. “I think our enemies would be more scared of you than I. Imagine a woman in a green sundress giggling uncontrollably while she stabbed them. Very disconcerting.”
“Then perhaps I passed at the right time,” Chloe laughed. “But Kyran, before we part –“
“- why do we have to part so soon?”
“Kyran, time is running out. Thorn’s plan is close to completion and then the world will be thrown into chaos. You have to go. But what I have to tell you really quick is that Thorn is far too powerful for you to face alone, even in stealth. You need our friends and the other four Kingdoms if you have any chance to succeed. Remember that.”
“I will.”
“Then I guess this is good-bye,” she said, lowering her eyes at his coat.
“That’s it…” Kyran said in disbelief. “I just leave now?”
“Yes,” Chloe replied. “And not to sound harsh, but…I really don’t want to see you again until the mission is done, okay?”
“Okay,” Kyran said emotionless, his head dropping behind the collar of his closed trench coat. “Then I guess this is good-bye for now.”
Kyran turned to leave but Chloe grabbed his arm and spun him around until their noses were touching.
“I know you’re not leaving me here all alone without a kiss!”
“Of course not,” Kyran said as he zipped his collar down just enough for his small lips to show. Chloe grabbed his head and slammed her lips into his, tears streaming down her eyes and trying to break through their good-bye. Kyran clenched his jaw and fought the urge to demand more. He let her end the embrace, and then he turned away once again, refusing to look back at the woman he loved. If he was to complete this impossible mission, he had to dismiss all thoughts of her and focus. There could be no emotions now. There was only strategy and careful, meticulous planning…



Chapter 6 – Thorn
 
“I knew that wouldn’t kill you,” Jester sang as he waited a few yards away from James. James winced as he held the slowly healing wound. He had nearly been cut in half from Jester’s attack, and if the clown had been serious, he could have killed him instantly. Thankfully, he chose to let the game continue, allowing him to use his Quietus regenerative ability. 
James was sure it was all a ploy as soon as he realized it wasn’t a fatal blow. Even as he willingly healed the wound, he could hear the whispers from deep within his soul, scratching at its walls, asking him to be released completely. Jester had no mind to kill him, just wound him over and over until he was forced to unleash the Quietus and lose control. Now that Zen-echelon was beginning to make a move, they needed the Sages gone. And what was better than getting one on your side?
James sighed as the last of the wound closed and he could feel the tendons and veins reattach. He grit his teeth and glared at Jester, whistling and running a finger down the face of his silver eidolon. 
How could he have an eidolon? It didn’t make any sense. Yet somehow he had gotten power from the Allayan stone…did it happen during the siege?
“Are you done?” Jester yawned. “I don’t have all day.”
“Then why didn’t you just end it?” James shouted.
“You know why,” Jester chuckled. “I want to bring home a new pet for the master. All I need is for you to give in to your Quietus side.”
“This won’t work in your favor,” James said. “I have more self-control than you think.”
“History has said otherwise. I haven’t seen much potential in a little scab like you.”
“You’re right. I’m not much to look at. But one thing I possess that the other Sages don’t is that I’ve been trained by the strongest of them all. She’s taught powerful techniques and strategies that have fallen for a long time on deaf ears. But not me. I embraced them, and trained vigorously for moments just like this. I can’t lose here. And I won’t allow you to take Catherine.”
“So what are you going to do about it? I’ve seen your work in Quietus. You going to build me a house? Can I get an apple tree and maybe a chimney while you’re at - OOO! And a nice soft bed! Listening to you ramble has made me pretty tired.”
“I’ll show you,” James said as he sighed heavily and closed his eyes. He had only seen it once, but that was enough. He had plenty of time to think about it when he was stuck in Quietus with Catherine. It was the only thing that made sense.
The only way Chloe could transform.
James heard a thunderclap in the distance, a rumble from above, and then he saw it envelop him. It was like someone had taken a pitcher the size of a building and just poured a liquid made of light right over him. It splashed at his feet and drowned him in its substance. Once he felt the first drop, he concentrated. His fingertips, his hands, arms, shoulders, chest, neck, head, stomach, hips, legs, feet. Everything was baptized and born anew in raw power and pure energy. His soul had not just erupted from his hands and into the shape of a blade. No, it had exploded and painted his skin. It was only at the end, when he felt that the transformation was complete that he took a small part of that energy and fashioned it into his standard eidolon, though even this was no longer the same. He could already feel that it was more durable, its senses a little more acute. And what he sensed was disturbing…
Jester…wasn’t human. No…worse…he wasn’t even there. Well, he was there, but…it was like he wasn’t. It was more like a mound of dirt was standing before him, powered by…something strange. He was nothing like anything James had ever felt or met before. Even the Quietus had a soul and essence powering their core. Yes, they may have been made differently, but they were still organic. Jester was more like a rock than anything else in substance. But how was this possible?
“It’s not nice to peek beyond someone’s clothes,” Jester chuckled. “So you’ve figured it out…kind of. I had no clue you were capable of such a transformation. If we knew, you would have been killed with Chloe. I couldn’t show myself until she was gone. She would have figured me out. But no matter. Even with your little change, I just have to make sure you don’t survive. Then our plans will still be in motion.”
“Whatever you are, it doesn’t change the fact that I’ll stop you.”
Jester snickered and relaxed his face, focusing on becoming more serious.
James relaxed his shoulders and stared straight ahead, feeling his new body reverberate with purpose. He was now clothed in a white robe, laced with gold on its edges. His hair had not changed like Chloe’s but a hood now covered it and draped over the upper half of his eyes. His muscles didn’t expand in size but he was undeniably stronger. His thoughts were sharper and clearer. He could see the little vibrations in his enemy’s movements, microscopic shifts under the skin that even he couldn’t know about. 
They spoke volumes of his next moves. 
He couldn’t read Jester’s thoughts, but he could see the electric sparks, the synapses firing off in the right places. He could tell what “emotions” he was feeling, what kind of actions he thought of taking. He could smell the changes in the air, when a warm current was coming from a literal mile away. He could sense the age of the trees below, how much the pebbles at his feet had eroded. He could sense that Catherine was in a deep sleep, but whatever she dreamed of, it was making her nervous. Most important, however, James understood the Quietus’s King’s proposal to Chloe. It was all so clear. 
Nothing less than a thousand of their Kingdom’s best had any hope of defeating her, but even with that, she was just too powerful. With the thousand alone, she would not have lost. Her senses would have been overloaded for sure, but it was the equivalent of facing an army of Terr. Nothing for a Sage to be concerned about.
It was her wound that ultimately killed her. She probably sensed no danger coming from the King and made her move. But since he had absorbed a Sage, he may have had all those years to adequately study them, including their transformations. When she attacked, he was able to wait for the exact moment he could take the advantage, a half a second before her senses sounded the alarm. With such a wound keeping her focus divided, the thousand were able to slowly but effectively cut her down. 
Because based on what James was feeling now, he was confident of one thing:
Jester could not win on his own.
“Be gentle,” Jester cackled as he ran forward with his silver eidolon stretched out before him like he was jousting. James waited until it was just about to hit his neck, then he swung his arm up from his side and parried Jester’s eidolon with his own. He continued sliding the blade across Jester’s until it reached the clown’s neck and through it. Jester’s head came clean off but James didn’t take it as a sign of victory. He swung around and let his arm embrace a mind of its own, lashing at the clown’s falling body like a whip until he was nothing but pieces of colorful cloth and flesh. He was amazed by how there was no blood or organs spilt, simply chunks of him, as if James had been chopping wood from a tree. 
To his horror, the pieces began quivering and moving towards one another, fusing and regenerating at a frantic pace. Every time he blinked, it seemed like a new appendage had been made whole. James searched for the core of Jester’s essence with his eidolon but found none. How could he die if he wasn’t really alive to begin with?
James considered chopping up the pieces even more but decided to let Jester make himself whole. Maybe he could get some information out of the madman as to how he could perform such a feat.
“What are you doing, James?” a deep voice shouted from behind, interrupting his thoughts. He recognized who it was before he turned to face him. It was his mentor and friend, one of the few adults he actually respected: 
Arimus.
But his teacher had definitely seen better days. James’ eyes instinctively glanced at the lost right arm, only an empty sleeve remaining. He noticed his teacher’s skin was singed beyond repair. Though his face was relatively untouched, his forearms were scabbed and cracked. His beard had lost much of its hair and his eyes were weary. Even as he climbed the last of the mountain to reach his pupil, his body audibly ached in James’ ears. 
“Arimus, what did they do to you?” James asked out of concern, but Arimus shook his head.
“Do not worry about me,” he said. “You should be more concerned about your enemy. Why are you allowing him to regenerate?”
“I need more information about Zen-echelon.”
“You won’t receive anything from him. He’s psychotic. If Prattle couldn’t uncover his secrets, how will you?”
“I plan on forcing them out.”
“I see your newfound power, but you’ll need more than that. You’re not invincible. Evidently, none of us are.”
“It doesn’t matter what you do,” Jester laughed, his upper half completely formed now. “It will all be over in a matter of days.”
“Say your last words,” Arimus said. “Then we will allow you to know peace.”
“The ether,” Jester smiled. “It’s done spreading.”
“Quit your lies,” Arimus barked as Jester’s smile stretched to its limits. 
“No lies to tell,” he said. “The ether has spread over all of the Kingdoms. Why? Is it sooner than you anticipated?”
“If this is true, what happens now?”
“My master makes his move,” Jester chuckled. “And if I kill two of the last Sages here and now, I’ll probably be given one of the Kingdoms for my own. I’ll make sure to request Allay. It will be fun subjecting your family and friends to all the delicious tortures I can think of.” He licked his lips. “And don’t worry. I won’t kill Catherine. I’ll make her my queen. We’ll have a lot of little Jesters running around in no time.”
James took off the clown’s head for the second time. Arimus placed a hand on James’ shoulder.
“Allow me to assist you,” he said as he unsheathed his windmill-shaped eidolon from behind him. “Though I can’t be sure, I suspect this creature has a regenerative property that will surpass the limits of our human body. I fear that simply chopping him into pieces will end up with us hacking away for the next month.”
“What do you suggest?” James asked.
“Go ahead and do your work. I’ll call upon my winds to finish it. Even blades have their limits. In which case, you need to rely on more finesse and gentler tactics to get the job done.”
James cut Jester down to the best of his ability and then let Arimus take over. The winds coming from the center of his windmill eidolon wrapped around each piece like a ring and then squeezed, slicing each chunk into finer and finer dust until there was nothing visible. When Arimus was finished with that, he sent a large gust to wipe off the top of the mountain like a broom, sweeping the ash and dust into all directions. When he was finished, they both sheathed their eidolons.
“If he can regenerate after that,” Arimus replied. “It will take a very long time.”
“Then we’ll have to-“
A sucking sound was heard from the sky above, and they both followed the source. Catherine had been released of her binds and was now falling past the mountain and to the surface. Still unconscious, there was no way for her to catch herself. 
Arimus began to speak but James had already started running. Still in his heightened state, he only had to take three strides before he catapulted into the air, directly toward the Princess. He caught her in mid-air and held her tight in his arms, caring little for what lay below him. They were still falling and picking up speed, but all James could do was hold her and get ready to bear the force of their landing. He dared not stick his eidolon into the side of the mountain for fear that he may hurt her with the sudden jolt. 
But thankfully he didn’t have to worry long as Arimus caught them with one of his winds and brought him back to the mountaintop in one swoop. He let them down gently just as Catherine’s eyelashes began to flutter. She smiled when she saw James looking down at her, holding her in his lap with a cheesy grin on his face.
“You look rested,” she smiled. “I’m glad, but –“ She rushed to her feet and glanced around angrily. “WHERE IS HE?”
“Dead,” Arimus said. “Or so we hope. James and I dispatched him.”
“How did you find me?”
“Eidolon,” James replied as Arimus nodded.
“Same. Once I caught on to your location, I made my way here as fast as I could. James was here first. Did he hurt you at all?”
“No,” she groaned, rubbing the back of her head. “But he knocked me out once we got to the mountaintop. I don’t remember anything after that, but I did feel myself falling. Lucky someone caught me…so how’s the mission going? How’s Kyran, Scarlet and Dominic? I assume they made it out of Quietus okay.”
“Kyran said that Dominic and Chloe had died.”
“But Dominic was alive the last I saw him,” Catherine said. “Did he say what killed him?”
“No, just that he had died. He didn’t seem very talkative, even for him.”
“And Scarlet?”
“Both Scarlet and Kyran headed to Zen-echelon. I’m confident they arrived by now. From here on we’re just waiting for their return.”
“And the stones?”
“In my care.”
“Then we head for our last destination: Prattle. That way, once we meet up, it will all be over.”
“I think we have more to concern ourselves about than that. Before he died, Jester said that the ether was complete and Zen-echelon was prepared to make its move.”
“All the more reason why we should head to Prattle. Let’s finish this by getting the last stone.”
“And what if Zen-echelon attacks Allay in our absence?” Arimus said calmly. “Everyone would be lost.”
“If Allay falls, then we’ll be forced to align with another Kingdom, but either way, we will have a people. There should be no more division if Zen-echelon starts attacking openly. The entire world would see what he’s doing and respond accordingly. I think that if anything, we’ll be attacked personally like with Jester.”
“Well, then to Prattle we go, Princess,” Arimus nodded. “I was just making sure this is what you wanted.”
He began walking away slowly as Catherine turned to James in awe.
“You’ve changed since we last saw each other,” she said as James glanced down at his robe and laughed. 
“More training from Chloe coming to fruition, I guess. This was the first time I attempted it and Jester was so crazy he gave me the time I needed to prepare. I’m glad it worked though. There’s no way I would have won otherwise. He was ridiculously strong.”
“So how did you do it?”
“We’ll talk while we travel,” James said, ushering her forward. They rejoined Arimus who listened attentively as the young Sage continued, slowly letting his robe disintegrate into the air and his former clothes to reappear. 
“If you’ve transformed, then you are now the strongest amongst us,” Catherine said.
“I doubt it,” James admitted, rubbing his hair. “I’m realizing more and more that we all have the same capabilities. I think Chloe just thought outside of the box so she took risks that others saw no profit in. Think about it. If our souls break, we die. Why would someone play around with that?”
“Why did you?”
“Because she said it was the only way I could become stronger. I had to focus solely on my training.”
“So what did you learn?” Arimus asked. 
“The light that engulfs us,” James continued, staring at the palms of his hands. “We never question where it comes from. All we accept is that it’s like a signal, letting us know that it’s time to pull out our eidolon before it disappears. When it blazes bright, we’re always so quick to unleash our eidolon and attack that we don’t study it at all. We never ask ourselves what it is exactly.”
“So what is it?”
“I think it’s our soul emerging. And if so, this is very important. Because that means that light is the source of our power. We limit our own power by not harnessing it and using it to its full potential. So often we just take our eidolon from it and then put our soul back in its safe when we could achieve so much more. So this time, instead of just reaching for my eidolon, I let it spread. I focused on transforming myself…and my soul - that limitless source of energy, gave me what I needed. One body part at a time, I was able to become stronger than ever, and only because I allowed my soul to simply do what it’s been doing ever since I became a Sage. We can all do it, Arimus.”
“Perhaps, but it sounds as if you need time to reach that level of power. Jester waited for you out of sport, but your enemy might not be so merciful next time.”
“True,” James said. “But if our enemy is winning already, it’s worth the risk. I’m telling you – Chloe would not have lost against the Quietus if she hadn’t already been wounded. And I’ve learned recently that Zen-echelon may be afraid of the Sages. It’s got me thinking that we have more power than we realize, and Allay wasn’t just attacked for fun. The siege was planned.”
“If Zen-echelon hates Sages so much, then Kyran and Scarlet will have a difficult time there.”
“Maybe,” Catherine spoke up. “But with Kyran’s stealth and Scarlet’s power, they should have more than enough to retrieve the stone. I mean, I shudder a little whenever I see Scarlet in battle. She’s never lost…never…”
 
*              *              *              *              *
 
“Damn,” Scarlet muttered as she leaned onto the hilt of her halberd eidolon. The staff was taller than she was, but it still managed her weight. She closed her eyes for only a second when she growled in rage, picked it up from the deep mud and pointed it straight at Thorn.
“INCINERATE!” she bellowed as a tsunami made of lava erupted from her eidolon’s center and threatened to engulf Zen-echelon’s King. He looked up and whistled at the size, but he refused to budge. Instead, he thrust his right palm forward and just as the tsunami was to hit, it flowed around him as if it was dodging at will. The tsunami continued to flow behind him and then came back to life with fury as it flew right back at Scarlet. 
Scarlet’s jaw dropped as she threw up her arms to shield against the wave. The lava hit her with full force, sending her off her feet and into the smoldering mud. She growled as she felt some of her hair burn away, but at least it didn’t hurt that much. She had been hit by her own attack many times before. It was, after all, part of her personal training. She knew that in order to become a great warrior, she had to build up her tolerance to pain, but the way this battle was going, she wasn’t sure if she could take much more.
They had only been fighting for about a minute, but in that small window, he had humiliated her both physically and of spirit. She gave her all in striking him down but he refused to even draw the steel sword at his side, a weapon so insignificant compared to an eidolon that it might as well have been a slingshot. He merely dodged and punched her. Each blow of his fists covered in uncanny strength, making her feel as if she would fall unconscious each time one connected. Now she kept her distance, but still, nothing affected him.
“So will you join me now?” Thorn shouted to her as she huffed.
“I’m not finished yet!” she yelled. Thorn chuckled and placed his fists on his hips.
“The hour is growing late, and I want an answer. Tell you what, I’ll come over to finish this now, and I promise, that no matter what I do to you…no matter how severe the wound, I will heal you and bring you back to full health. Is that a good proposal?”
“Don’t you touch me!” Scarlet shrieked as Thorn patted the hilt of his steel sword. 
“I won’t,” he yelled back as he finally drew the blade. Scarlet grunted and nearly dropped to one knee. She could still feel the imprints of his fists all over his body, and that was when he had been on the defense! Scarlet groaned and cursed the ground as she thought of Chloe, that idiotic prodigy that gained her Sage abilities so easily. What would she do if she was here? 
Wait. Scarlet thought in disgust. Why am I even thinking about this?
Scarlet gripped her staff and climbed back to her feet as Thorn slowly approached, giving her a moment to gather herself. Thorn began increasing the speed of his stride, but she refused to wait for him to come to her. No, she would meet him head on.
Scarlet ran forward, shouting as loud as she could, swinging her eidolon at her sides and using all the information it could give her to devise a plan. At last, just as they were about to clash swords, her eidolon told her that his left side was far weaker than his right – an old hip injury from a battle long ago. It was at least a chance.
Scarlet focused all her attention on his right, preparing to pierce through him as she kept herself open, allowing Thorn to make any wound he desired, even a fatal one. If she was going to lose her first battle to this man, he was going to at least remember her for the rest of his life.
Scarlet jousted forward with all her might, knowing that if he parried, the steel sword was not dense enough to counter her eidolon. To her surprise, he allowed the thrust. Her halberd eidolon stabbed him in the side, and she continued twisting with both hands as he made no move to stop her assault. He simply took his steel sword in hand and systematically stabbed her over and over, through the right shoulder, her left lung, her stomach, her heart, and so on, until Scarlet’s eyes went soft and her breathing was cut short. Falling unconscious, he allowed her to fall as her eidolon still remained lodged in his side. He snickered and removed it as if it was a bee’s stinger, and then threw it into the mud next to the fallen Sage. He sensed movement behind him and turned.
“Ah, Kyran! My friend! How good to see you!”
Kyran glanced over at Scarlet’s fallen body and then back at Thorn.
“She started it if you must know,” he chuckled. “Now, how about we go inside and talk? I’m sure you have many questions, and I take it you’ll want to engage me in more of a battle of the mind than one of physical prowess?”
“Something like that,” he muttered. Thorn smiled.
“Wise decision,” he said as he reached down, grabbed a handful of Scarlet’s hair and then began walking toward Kyran, pulling her lifeless body behind him, still face down in the mud. “Don’t worry, she’s not dead. I was very delicate with her.”
“Even if she was, it wouldn’t concern me.”
“Oh that’s right,” Thorn said as Kyran joined him in stride to the castle entrance. “You want her dead anyways. Well, if you choose, I can grant your wish right now. It would save you a heap of trouble…or, do you want her to stay alive for some reason?”
“Allow me to consider it.”
“Oh, come now, this isn’t a test of your allegiance. We haven’t even had a decent conversation yet.”
“Regardless, my hesitation of her immediate death shows that I’m not completely convinced I should abandon my friends and Allay.”
“Point taken,” Thorn said. “But I really don’t care either way. Whether she lives or dies is entirely up to you. Her presence doesn’t affect my plans.”
“Then keep her alive. Just in case I have to lay siege to your castle.”
“Once again, a smart decision.” Thorn slammed open the castle door and two female servants, dressed in black nightgowns met them in the lobby. Thorn held up the fallen Scarlet by the hair until her feet was dangling off the floor. “This woman needs to be bandaged and medicated. A bath wouldn’t hurt either. Make sure she survives.”
The two servants bowed and then took Scarlet off Thorn’s hands, carrying her into the bedroom where Kyran and Chloe had talked earlier. The door shut as Thorn clapped his hands together to wipe off the dirt, then he began climbing the stairs in front of them, motioning for Kyran to follow.
“Don’t worry,” he said. “This isn’t a trap. I have no reason to hide my intentions towards you.”
Kyran followed the King cautiously. The stairs spiraled up and up until they reached the tenth floor by Kyran’s count. Thorn smiled back and then opened the door in front of them. Kyran noted that none of the floors below had an actual walkway beyond the stairs. Each “floor” only possessed a room. 
They walked inside and Kyran tried to not look impressed at the grand hall that lay before him. Red and gold carpeted the floor and checkered the tiles on the ceiling. Chandeliers overcrowded the space and banged into each other up above as Kyran saw Thorn motion toward the center. There were two massive thrones sitting in the middle of the room facing each other. Kyran inspected the room for irregularities but found none. It didn’t mean they weren’t there; just that Thorn was powerful enough to know how to fool a Sage. Kyran remained on guard but appeared relaxed as he sat down without a moment’s hesitation into one of the chairs. Thorn sat in the opposite seat and swung a leg into his lap. Kyran noticed that the King didn’t care to remove his muddy clothes, even in such an elegant chamber.
“This room is my conversation piece,” Thorn said as he studied Kyran’s face. “When one enters, they immediately have a million questions. Why are the chandeliers so close? Why are there two thrones in the middle? What’s with the color scheme? When can I see my loved on again? Why are you doing this? Please can I go now...so many questions…”
“Hmm.” Kyran allowed himself to say. Thorn smiled again.
“So did you enjoy your time with Chloe? Or are you not convinced it’s her?”
“It’s her,” he said flatly.
“So you’re aware that she’ll be given back to you if you align with me?”
“I am.”
“And?”
“I accept.”
“Oh, just like that?” Thorn smiled. “So ready to betray your friends and join the enemy that seeks to overtake this world?”
“Maybe you’re the one that needs a reason to trust,” Kyran replied. “If you’ve watched me…if you know me so well, then you know that I mean what I say. And I’ve lost my only reason to exist in this world. I have no allegiance but to myself.”
“Your abundance of words makes me nervous.”
“Take it as you will.”
“Don’t be so uptight, Kyran. We’re just talking,” Thorn gave a smug smile. “But I am curious. How do you intend to prove your loyalty?”
“Simple. I bring you the stones.”
“You’re willing to give me the only weapons your friends have against me?”
“I assume you cannot retrieve it yourself easily, or else you would have done it by now.”
“This is true. I’m not very fond of the dirty work. I do have minions for that.”
“Then that is how my loyalty will be proven,” Kyran said without emotion. Thorn eyed him curiously before continuing the conversation.
“Though that will provide the finishing touches on our agreement, I would like to tell you a little about myself before you make such a rash decision. Joining me, while wise, isn’t the best choice if you intend on betraying me. I can easily wish you had never been born.”
“I wish that every day,” Kyran said. “So you would be doing me a favor.”
“Nevertheless, let me show you something.” Thorn clapped his hands and a female servant in a black nightgown appeared from behind Kyran. The servant continued walking until she stood between them and then bowed gracefully. “Kyran, does she look real to you?”
“Yes,” he replied.
“And you would be correct in a sense. But she’s not real like your Chloe or Scarlet’s Lem. She is, for lack of a better description – a figment of my imagination. For example –“
Thorn snapped his fingers and the woman immediately disappeared. Kyran was unimpressed.
“I’ve seen this before,” he said as Thorn raised his eyebrows.
“Ah, yes, that’s right. James and Chloe are capable of parlor tricks, but I assure you, I am much more powerful. Tell me, can either of them produce this?”
Thorn snapped his fingers again, and behind Kyran appeared a jagged stone giant who immediately reached down and grabbed Kyran by his arms. The twelve foot monstrosity held him up in the air and Kyran tried to kick at its blank face, but his struggling was useless. The giant began to stretch his arms out and Kyran began to fear the worst when Thorn snapped his fingers again and the giant suddenly vanished. The assassin dropped to the floor on one knee and began rubbing his shoulders. Thorn chuckled as sat back comfortably in his chair.
“Are you convinced of my power now? Just think about it. My power is limited only by my imagination. Your Allayan stone isn’t capable of such feats, and now you see the gravity of your situation. At my whim, I can command an army to carry out my wishes.”
“I think you’re trying very hard to intimidate me,” Kyran said as he sat down in his throne chair. “But that’s unnecessary. I already said I would join you. With this new information though, I have to ask, how did you come by so much power?”
“As I’ve said before – through much suffering…let me tell you a truth, Kyran. One that will be good of you to adhere to while considering whether to align with me or your friends…see, everyone is born the same. A fragile child thrust into a world of danger and torment. I was no different. But I figured out a truth early on that has guided my every principle.”
“And what is that?”
“I go all in with what I aspire to do. Let me explain further. See, everyone has goals and dreams of course, but too often it gets too difficult. There’s too much pain or suffering to go through to reach it so they quit. Others don’t even begin their journey in the first place. But I was determined to see my plan come to fruition. To become a god is no easy feat, and though it seemed impossible, I realized that I wouldn’t know until I tried. In order to even begin walking this path, I realized I would have to devote my soul to one purpose: mastering the stone of Zen-echelon.
“No one really asks where these stones come from, all they recognize is its destructive qualities. A long time ago, I understood that these stones were far too complex to just be another rock. And such complexity could only mean that they were alive. Of course, this made my goals even further from my reach since I now had to invest in a relationship.”
“I don’t understand,” Kyran replied.
“You’re in love, aren’t you?” Thorn replied with a grin. “And I assume you know your wife well, don’t you?”
“I like to believe so.”
“That kind of knowledge could have only come with constant interaction and study. Of course, you’re guided more by emotion and lust than a scientific inquiry, but the results are the same in some retrospect. You gain intimate and sensitive information that no one else in this world knows - on some levels, you may not even know. The way her eyes may shine when she sees something that interests her, the little non-verbal cues, the slight variations in her laughs that speak to you in ways words cannot explain. To be in love is a subject that has yet to be understood and yet it’s still there, in our face, all around us, whether you believe in it or accept it. The stones are no different. Once I determined this stone of Zen-echelon was alive, I fell in love with her. I wanted to know everything about her, all her secrets, all her desires and wishes. I wasn’t just using her anymore. I wanted to be with her.”
“It’s a stone,” Kyran said flatly. “A source of power. Like a tool.”
“And that’s why you all fail to achieve my level of power,” Thorn said. “You treat her like a whore when she should be your lover and confidant. Of course at first she wouldn’t just give me her maximum power just because I whispered sweet nothings into her cold exterior. No, I had to prove my worth, subjecting myself to exhausting sessions with her, enduring physical and emotional pain, allowing myself to commit heinous acts and evil crimes against my fellow man.”
“Why would committing evil acts matter?” Kyran asked.
“Oh, you haven’t figured it out?” Thorn said with wide eyes. “It’s simple actually. If there is a Paradise and an Oblivion, then there is a Maker and a Dark One. One supposedly good and the other evil, depending on your view of things. Well, if I was to become a god, of course it makes sense that I would have to replace one of them. I decided to focus first on the Dark One.”
“Why?”
“Because of what I could gain in the short term. Doing good deeds and being nice to your fellow man may get you into Paradise but it hardly gains you power. The Dark One is desperate to overthrow the Maker, however. Therefore, he has much power to offer to the interested. I did every evil thing I could think of, tainting my soul to the base of its core. You name it, I’ve done it. I was limited only by my imagination. Some were horrendous to me at first. Others gave me a new sense of self, but I became an expert in them all. As I grew more powerful, eventually the Dark One showed himself, seeing a potential new general to lead his growing undead army. Of course, he didn’t expect me to be such a master of the stone. You see, because it’s ultimately the Maker that decides whether one goes to Paradise or Oblivion, he has all the control. The Dark One is just a sulking child waiting for his chance to throw a glass of milk off the counter and irritate him. He has no say in the dealings of the afterlife. He is just a warden. We as humans however, are limited only by our mortality. With my expertise of the stone at my disposal, not even the Dark One could stop me.”
“Excellent story,” Kyran snickered behind his collar.
“Believe me or not, it doesn’t change the fact it’s true. Your wife believes in the Maker and the Dark One. I’m surprised you haven’t joined her in this presumption.”
“Just finish your story. Perhaps you will convince me.”
“Well, with the Dark One subdued and imprisoned in an undisclosed location, I created the ether, while also taking on Oblivion’s souls for my own. The ether would slowly but surely take the Maker’s souls from him, while those that went to Oblivion would automatically belong to me.”
“So you eventually will have all the souls…well, the ones that died under the ether.”
“Yes,” Thorn said happily, leaning forward in his chair. “Exactly! And once this world is under my control…when I’m certain that I can make a move, I’ll bring an army to Paradise’s door and overthrow the Maker himself.”
“Not only does this sound ridiculous, but that plan would take far too long. You will die well before you’ve created an army that large.”
“I’ve come to that conclusion,” Thorn nodded. “It’s why I created the Quietus. Once ordinary human beings, they were spliced and altered into the creatures you know today, all to achieve one purpose: to cheat death. I’m sure you’re aware of their ability to lengthen their lifespan by absorbing and eating others.”
“I’m aware…but the Quietus have been around for centuries.”
“And I am a lot older than you think. Kyran, this plan has been in effect before you were even born. It’s just unfortunate that you had to come into the world when it reached its final stages. I am in no danger of dying, and the Maker won’t attack me unless provoked. It’s part of the whole free will thing. I can do as I please here as long as I stay neutral. And I don’t intend to make a move against him until my odds of victory are quite high. Once I’ve destroyed over 80% of the world, I will use the remaining 20% to breed and produce more bodies that I can eventually kill and turn into my own spiritual soldiers. It will take a long time, yes, but I will have enough someday. The genocide of you and your people is only the first step in the master plan.”
“And what do I get out of this?”
“Instead of being murdered and made into just a soul under my control, I will allow you to live with your wife…forever. You can extend your life through my methods and start a little Kingdom of your own if you choose, as long as you know I’m watching over you, and at any time I sense mutiny you will all be annihilated.”
“You would bring her back to life?”
“Of course. All I ask is that you help me make phase one a success. Anything after, I’ll handle myself. Your services will no longer be required.”
“You’re serious,” Kyran said in as much awe as possible. “This is what all this trouble has been about. You…becoming our new Maker.”
“In a nutshell, yes.”
“But why? You’ve found a way to cheat death. You have the power to create. Why ruin everyone’s lives?”
“Because the Maker deserves to die,” Thorn said. It was the first time Kyran didn’t see him smile. “At the least, he should be thrown into a prison like the Dark One. Just because he created us, it doesn’t mean we should just bow down and lick his boots like we’re ever so grateful. I hate this planet. I hate the facades and the politics and the phoniness. Give anyone on this planet my power and you’ll find that they will chart a path no different than mine, maybe even worse. At least I have a purpose. At least I plan out my actions. But I don’t need to justify myself to you.”
“But you still haven’t said why,” Kyran stressed. “What started this?”
“My wife,” Thorn said, beginning to seethe. “This is why I am aware of love’s hold over a human being. She was my all, and he took her away from me. Surely a man like you can understand.”
“But the Maker doesn’t have my wife,” Kyran said. “You do.”
“But you understand what loss does to a man, don’t you? We’re not much different, you and I…she was a wonderful woman…full of life…and she was the only thing keeping me sane, giving me the little faith I had left in humanity. She died only a year after we were married…and of a trivial disease…a common cold that she just couldn’t seem to break. Her body just gave up one day…and I couldn’t believe my eyes. She had worshipped the Maker to no end, even getting me to consider the possibility of his goodness…I prayed so often…but, her death was in a sense, mine. Back then, Zen-echelon was more than a house…but that doesn’t matter. I knew what I wanted, and I took it. It took years, but eventually I gained the trust of the King of Zen-echelon, and his wife. Killing them was easy enough…taking their stone, harnessing its power…wiping out the entire Kingdom to increase my years…that was harder…but…that was a long time ago.”
“How could you use the power without a carrier?” Kyran asked. Thorn smiled once again.
“I have had many carriers over the years. They usually don’t last more than a few years with the amount of power I put out on a daily basis but I always have spares to swap into when I see the end is near. Have to keep training, you know. But I’ve gotten better at only using the stone when I absolutely need to now. It also makes easier for me. I don’t have to lie and persuade a woman so much to love me. Then there’s the whole marriage ceremony. That gets old after a while.”
“But how are you able to maintain the connection between carrier and user after your new wife finds out what you are?”
“Marriage is like a seal. A bond that gets placed upon the soul until death. Even when she has lost her love for me and learned of my true intentions, the seal is still in place. And besides, they usually have no time to work on breaking it. By then they are well drugged and made docile.”
“Where is your carrier now?”
“Ah-ah,” Thorn said, waving a finger at him. “No amount of trust requires me to disclose that information.”
“Fair enough.”
“Anyways, to continue my proposition…” Thorn suddenly leapt to his feet and shot his head out towards the ceiling, his eyes widening as a maniacal grin came over his lips. Kyran remained frozen in anxiety. What had he just sensed that made him so happy? Had the other Sages been killed? Had Catherine been apprehended?
Thorn turned to Kyran with the same grin and placed both fists on his hips. 
“It appears our time together is complete. Please take Scarlet and go retrieve my stones. I’ll be watching.”
“What happened?” Kyran asked in alarm. “What did you see?”
“The ether is finished,” Thorn sighed with relief. “And the time for waiting is over. Before the next 24 hours is over, my genocide will begin, and I don’t want any hiccups. Scarlet will be in the lobby. Please go now. I must prepare.”
Kyran stood up, bowed to the King and then turned to leave. He refused to look back as Thorn watched him. It was beginning… and he had come no closer to retrieving the stone of Zen-echelon than when he had first arrived. It was pointless trying at this juncture.  If everything Thorn claimed about himself was true, then they were facing an enemy equivalent to a god, and no one could have possibly prepared for it. He had to regroup with Arimus and the others. They had to find the stones and launch an assault of their own. It was their only hope, and it was a faint one at best. 
Kyran fought back a shudder as he clenched his jaw. He had just only begun to feel, and already he was coming up against an emotion that nearly crippled him the entire time he was in Thorn’s presence: a fear that showed no signs of leaving…
 



Chapter 7 – The Kingdom of Prattle
 
“Are you sure you don’t want to stop at the lodge?” Arimus asked from behind. Catherine shook her head vehemently and James ran up ahead to her side.
“Hey, maybe we should stop,” James whispered to her. “Arimus doesn’t look too good.”
“I know that,” Catherine said. “But we can’t afford it, and that stubborn man wouldn’t stand for it if he found out that’s the reason we stopped anyways. No, we move on. Once we get the stone from Prattle, then we can go back to the lodge.”
“But don’t we need the stone of Quietus to prove we’ve defeated them? Or are we just expecting them to go off our word?”
“With all the conflict we’ve come up against since we left Allay, they’ll have to. I’m not going to risk losing it. They know we’ll be coming, and I’m sure word of Quietus’ demise has reached their borders by now.”
“But we can’t just leave the stones like that either.”
“It will have to do. I would rather have it in a neutral location than with us. We’re walking targets.”
“Well, is there anything we can do for him?”
“Yes,” Catherine said, turning to face him directly. “You can stop worrying. Arimus is strong. If you think a lost arm and some burns are going to keep him down, then you never knew him to begin with.”
“Fine,” James grunted. “But I’m not responsible if he falls over from exhaustion.”
“Besides, we have another powerful Sage to pick up the slack, don’t we?”
“Yeah, right,” James snickered. “I think I can still feel Jester’s blade between my ribs.” Catherine remained silent as they continued climbing the snow covered mountain. A light dusting had begun to brush against their faces and James rubbed his forearms, wishing they still had the wool cloaks they had left Allay with. Out of the three of them, only Arimus still had some of his armor left. Hopefully, it was warmer in Prattle, and maybe the citizens would be especially grateful once they heard of Jester’s death. He needed some warmer clothes urgently.
James looked over at Catherine to ask how she felt, but stopped once he saw the focus in her gaze. He sighed and kept walking. It felt like the last time they were together it was an eternity, yet only a couple of days had passed. Still, there was no way she was going to discuss what was going through her mind. She cared for him and said that she thought no less of him since learning about his heritage, but she still acted like she had to take on the world alone. Scenarios playing out through her mind, the worries of her people in the background…there was little time for him, and wasn’t this just a glimpse of their future? If they returned to Allay, would it be the playful excursions and sparring sessions he hoped for? Or would it all be politics and diplomatic meetings with the other Kingdoms? Could she be able to ever take a break?
“Something on your mind, James?” Catherine asked abruptly. James was taken by surprised and began stuttering. She just laughed and continued on. “It’s okay. I’m sure I have it all figured out. Thinking about our future together again?”
“Am I that predictable?”
“Yes,” she laughed. “But that’s part of your charm. It means I always know I can rely on you. A very admirable trait in such dark times.”
“I was thinking about proposing to you,” James said slyly.
“No, you aren’t!” Catherine laughed and punched James on the arm. “And don’t you dare! I swear I’ll say no!”
“Is that a threat?”
“That’s a promise!”
“You won’t keep that promise.”
“Well then why don’t you go ahead and ask away? The worse I can do is give you a big fat no and then go marry the King of Prattle.”
“You’ve never even met him.”
“Doesn’t matter. I’m sure he’s way cuter than you.”
“I have an adorable puppy dog face,” James mused. “And it’s a proven fact that girls cannot say no when proposed by a boy with a cute puppy dog face.”
“Are you cute or adorable? I’m confused. You’re mixing things up.”
“They’re the same thing!” he exclaimed. “And besides, you’re just trying to change the subject!”
“James, you drive me crazy,” Catherine laughed to herself as she shied away from him. “You make me feel my age. A very hard feat to accomplish.”
“Someone has to keep you young. I think I see a silver hair sticking out.”
“Oh, and that’s going get you closer to a yes.”
“So I’m getting a consideration?”
“It’s not like you actually proposed.”
“True. True,” James said, nodding his head and looking at the increasingly diminishing path beneath their feet. They were almost to the section where Jester was once held captive. Soon, they would meet the Kingdom guards, cutting his time with Catherine short once again…
“But seriously, please don’t do that,” Catherine pleaded. “Like I need more on my mind.”
“I wouldn’t do that to you,” James admitted. “But at least I’m letting you know where I stand.”
“You’re really that serious about us?”
“I am. And I have a lot more to say…I’m just not sure we have the time.”
“Then worry about your survival and we’ll discuss it in the future. I’ll be sure to write you into my schedule. Maybe fit in an interview.”
“James, can I speak with you in a minute?” Arimus called from far behind them. James glanced back reluctantly. Catherine smiled and put her hands into James’, clutching it tight.
“Go ahead, James,” she said. “It might be important, and I can take care of myself for a few measly minutes.”
“I’ll be right back,” he said, giving her a peck on the cheek and then falling back until Arimus caught up. He was breathing heavily, but otherwise his visage was far better than when they left. It was if he had gotten a little of his vigor back.
“How are you doing, Arimus?” 
“Just getting used to my weight loss,” he chuckled, holding up his arm. “And my new tan.”
“The ladies won’t be able to contain themselves now.”
“Very funny, James,” he said. “But to get on with it, the reason I called you over is because we haven’t had time to catch up.”
“Another conversation about Catherine?”
“In a sense. I want to finish the rest of my story. The one I began in the Langoran forest if you don’t mind.”
“I thought it was already done.”
“Didn’t you ever wonder what could be so bad that I would actually leave my family and friends behind? Just completely abandon them and join the enemy?”
“I haven’t had time to think about it much,” James said solemnly. “Not really anything. I mean, I’ve lost my best friend a few days ago, and my teacher, but it still feels like they’re just off on some secret mission and I’ll be seeing them once we reach Prattle. I can’t believe they’re gone at all. It’s only when I see a shade of red the color of his hair or I hear someone laughing uncontrollably that I think of them.”
“Well, listen close,” Arimus replied. “This is the last of my story. I didn’t leave Allay on a whim. I’m far too loyal for that. The reason is because I was in love with Catherine’s mother.”
“What?” James said in shock as Arimus put a finger to his own lips.
“Don’t be so loud. She doesn’t know,” Arimus said, pointing to the Princess in front of them. “Her name was Ashalynn, and we met when we were children. Back then I was a guard in training within the castle, very much like Dominic was. I wasn’t betrothed to her, but I wish I had been. I fell in love with her the moment we met. Of course I knew she was the Princess, and her father, a very old fashioned and stubborn fellow, would have had me kicked back to the village if he knew, but we found ways to secretly profess our adoration towards one another. You would have loved her, James. She was mature beyond her years, and she carried herself like true royalty.”
“I think I would have passed,” James laughed. “Catherine’s more my type.”
“Catherine forgets her status habitually, and even though you think she should relax more, I believe she hasn’t taken her job seriously enough.”
“Trust me, Arimus, there are plenty of uptight adults to go around.”
“In any case, Ashalynn shared my vision of the Kingdom – a strong and resilient army, an academy that would accept children along with adults in Sage training, better relations with the other Kingdoms. She was nothing like her father, who just wanted the people to work for him and give him the fruits of their labor. He cared little for what the other Kingdoms did and refused to interact with them. From what you’ve seen, we’re still bearing the weight of those decisions even today. Our conversations with the others have been strained at best.”
“So what happened? She ended up marrying another?”
“Actually, she married me – in secret, while her father was on his deathbed. Her mother had already passed a few years earlier and she wanted to ensure that I would be King when she took over as Queen. Our union lasted all of three days, when the unthinkable occurred…her father declared an heir.”
“Catherine’s father, right?” James said. “Cornelius Herald?”
“Yes,” Arimus grunted under the growing incline. “He was made King, and he was barely known too. Ashalynn had no suitors besides myself in secret, and I had only heard rumors. He was the son of a deceased guard, like I had been, but I knew nothing of his reputation. Yet somehow, he had gained the most powerful title in all of Allay. He was just like Ashalynn’s father, proud and selfish, and I couldn’t stand the sight of him. Neither could Ashalynn, but she performed her duty. She became his Queen - no matter how hard I tried to convince her otherwise.”
“Is that why you left?”
“I had little options, James. I couldn’t stay married to her - the King would have had us executed. And I didn’t dare try to overthrow him and cause a mutiny. I didn’t want to fracture the Kingdom I loved so dearly…and yet, I still couldn’t abandon her. I remained a guard in the castle until…until…”
Arimus shut his eyes and he clenched his fists over the memory.
“He began hitting her…just a slap every so often, but it grew more violent and severe by the hour. For a reason I have never understood, he absolutely hated her, and being an easily angered man, she was at the brunt of his attacks often. One day, when I was to leave on a mission, I decided to take a stand. I just couldn’t accept it anymore. I feared that if I left, I may come back and find my love had died under his soft and privileged hands. I didn’t try to kill him, but I gave him the beating of his life, right in front of Ashalynn, right in the midst of their bedchamber. As he was losing unconsciousness, I swore to him that I wouldn’t speak about what happened, but in exchange, he was never to hit her again. He nodded as best he could and blacked out. I kissed my love, embraced her one last time, and left for Languor, deciding that it was the best course of action. If there was any chance that Cornelius was going to adhere to my words, I couldn’t be roaming the halls of his castle. Better to remain a shadow, ready to descend on him when he least expected it. I knew Ashalynn wouldn’t run away with me so I didn’t ask…but, to this day I still wish I had been there to fight the Quietus. Perhaps I could have saved her.”
“We’ll find them,” James said. “They’ve got to be somewhere. And there’s only two Kingdoms left that we haven’t seen for ourselves.”
“You may be right,” Arimus said, clearing his throat. “But the purpose of relating to you my tale is not to vent off of past regrets. It’s to make you understand the seriousness of Catherine’s position. No matter how hard you try to sway her emotions, no matter how fervently you pursue her, you must remember that we are not in her position. We must follow her word and trust in her judgment as the future Queen. If she decides that you are to be nothing more than a friend for the rest of your lives, then that is where the ruling must stay. Any further discussion will just cause distraction – the kind that can get people killed. I’m not trying to dishearten you, and I understand that you too have a heart. Just know that if her heart does break…it will affect the world. Someday, she will take the crown, and be one of a select few to lead. Whether into war or peace, we have to respect her wishes to the bitter end. Do you understand me, James?”
“I get it,” James said with a half-smile. “I understand…but if you loved Queen Ashalynn so much, you should know what I’m going through. And that means you better be willing to distract me enough to not have to think about it.”
“What do you recommend?”
“Make me stronger,” James declared, placing a hand on the big man’s shoulder. “Take over where Chloe left off. Teach me all you know.”
“James, I’ve taught you – “
“- the basics of becoming a Sage. You’ve never taught me what it means to be a warrior. Give me what I need to get better.”
“As hard as this may be to hear, I’m not a very good educator.”
“Then teach me like most men do. Live and fight…while I watch. Show me your strength, and I’ll do my best to emulate it. If you can promise to me you’ll do your best to make me stronger, I’ll stay focused on my training and let Catherine make the moves from here on out.”
“You can’t keep that promise,” Arimus laughed as James joined in.
“Maybe not for too long, but at least I’ll give an effort.”
“It’s a deal,” Arimus replied as the sound of a troop headed their way. Catherine stopped in the trail up ahead and waited for Arimus and James to catch up. Standing side by side, they waved to the oncoming guards as soon as they turned the corner. Its leader, Gyruin, laughed heartily as soon as they appeared. James glanced over to his left at the broken gold door in the mountainside – the prison that had once held Jester. It had been completely crushed and obliterated into tiny pieces. James frowned as a realization came to him.
He didn’t show me that level of strength. James thought. He was holding back.
But why? Why would Jester continue to hide his true strength even after his Sage transformation? Didn’t he need the Sages dead for his master to perfect his plans?
“My, my,” Gyruin laughed as he left his troop to approach them. “I considered you all dead. Even prayed for your souls in my dailies. Although…” he looked right at Arimus’ missing arm. “it appears you didn’t leave Quietus without giving them some trinkets to gnaw on.”
“The important thing is that we’ve returned,” Catherine said. “And we have the Quietus stone with us.”
“Hoping I’m too stupid to ask for proof?”
“It wasn’t easy, but I assure you, we have the stone. We lost a few of us retrieving it.”
“Prattlians are known for debate, Princess. So if you think this conversation is going to go in any direction but mine, you’re wasting your time, and my men’s.”
“We hid it just in case you attempted to take it by force, but we can prove that its power is under our control. James…show the man.”
“What?” James shouted in disbelief. “Catherine…”
“Go ahead,” she said, refusing to look at him. “Show him your new eidolon.”
Gyrun folded his arms and waited while his men stood around anxiously, hands on the hilts of their sheathed swords. They instinctively huddled closer together in the cold despite their gigantic fur coats. 
“Here it goes,” James muttered, shaking his head. “I wish you had told me the plan.”
“You would have declined,” Catherine smiled at him while James rolled his eyes. He began concentrating within him, trying to draw the Quietus eidolon from his soul, but there was no response from the blade…
Only the voice.
Hello James.
James swallowed hard and kept concentrating, refusing to acknowledge the voice.
James, why won’t you talk to me? We were just getting to know each other…hello? It’s okay. If you don’t want to speak with me, that’s fine. I’ll remove any hold I have over you, and you can use your Quietus ability to your hearts’ content. Unfortunately, if there is no way you’ll join me, that means you’ve just become a very wanted man, and I’ll have to be on my way to wipe you and Prattle out now. See you soon, and give Catherine and Arimus my best.
As soon as the voice stopped speaking, the Quietus eidolon emerged in James’ right hand, sending Gyruin and his troop back in fear. Once the initial reaction was over, they examined it carefully, whispering and noting amongst themselves the rippling black surface, the energy emitting from it and how familiar its aura felt. Even James winced under the power it was giving off. 
So this was the uninhibited power of the Quietus…How could anyone stand it? It felt like he was going spontaneously combust. 
“I can’t believe you would subject one of your own men to the Quietus stone,” Gyruin said in awe.
“You asked for proof,” Catherine said flatly. “We have it. Now take us to your King. We have a transaction to complete.”
“NO!” James shouted, drawing all eyes on him. James sheathed his Quietus eidolon as he tried to gather his thoughts. “We have to evacuate Prattle immediately! He’s on his way to destroy us all!”
“Who?” Gyruin and Catherine asked in unison as James squint his eyes and clutched his head.
“The voice, the one who speaks to me from my Quietus side.”
“Oh geez,” Gyruin rolled his eyes. “He’s hearing voices.”
“No, no,” James said, reaching out and grabbing Catherine’s arms. “You have to listen to me very carefully. Since I’ve unleashed my Quietus eidolon, there’s been a voice, speaking deep within me. Before I left Quietus to save you, I learned that all Quietus hear it. The voice controls them and the source originates from Zen-echelon.”
“And you’re saying he’s coming to Prattle?” Gyruin asked. “Now?”
“Yes! And he’s very powerful,” James gasped. “I can’t sense him…but I can tell just by how he speaks. He’s very confident in his abilities.”
“Well, so are we,” Gyruin declared as Catherine continued to study James’ face. “We’re not going to back down just because the kid’s hearing voices. For all we know, it could be a ploy to get us all out in the open. Maybe the Quietus are the ones pulling the strings.”
“This guy is from Zen-echelon,” James stressed. “And I fought Jester – the one who broke out of your prison. Even though we defeated him, I could tell that he was holding back his true power. If he had went all out, I don’t think any of us would be here, and whomever Jester’s master is, this man has got to be stronger. We’re unprepared.”
“And we always will be,” Catherine said suddenly, drawing everyone’s attention. She grabbed both of James’ cheeks and brought him close to her. “We will never be ready to face Zen-echelon, until we know what we’re up against.”
“What are you saying?”
“I’m saying that we need to know our enemy,” Catherine replied solemnly. “If he intends to finally show himself, I am not missing out on this opportunity. Even if Prattle evacuates, I’ll be staying behind. Whether it’s this Kingdom or ours, we have to take a stand at some point.”
“The Princess is right,” Gyruin said for all to hear. “If this boy speaks truth, and Zen-echelon is coming, then we will stay to learn of this foreign Kingdom as well. As Prattlians, we just can’t let this opportunity go by.”
“It’s possible he’s choosing Prattle first because of your people’s intelligence. He wants to remove the brains of our four Kingdoms. And this would be the perfect opportunity to do so – eliminate the strategists before we all have time to unify.”
“Princess, we don’t even have confirmation that any of this is true,” Gyruin said. “Try to look at it from our perspective. We’re not going to start erupting into chaos simply because an Allayan boy says a Kingdom that hasn’t shown itself in decades is deciding to pay us a visit. We’ll do our best to give you an audience with the King, but we can’t promise much beyond that, especially some kind of formal alliance. It is our Kingdom after all. We’ll decide how to take this information.”
“You’re right,” Catherine said. “But if Zen-echelon does appear before we’re through with our business, know that you have me and my Sages at your disposal. Until then, we’ll proceed as planned.”
“Are you serious?” James shouted. “You don’t understand how powerful this –“ Arimus grabbed him and covered James mouth with his hands. 
“James, let them proceed. We are not to question.” Gyruin and Catherine continued talking despite the interruption and they all moved as one unit further up the snowy mountain. The winds began dying down as they proceeded but James refused to let this reprieve soothe him. 
“Arimus, this is suicide!” James exclaimed once he was let free. “We could all be killed!”
“A warrior doesn’t think about himself, nor the lives of the men under his care,” Arimus said. “He trusts that they will carry out their assignments with expertise and discretion. Any failure is merely seen as weakness on their part and regarded as such. We’re not given the luxury of weeping and sorrow. There is only our duty, our honor, our code. Think about it, James. If we evacuate and run to fight another day, Zen-echelon is the only one to gain. Yes, we may have our lives temporarily, but Prattle will be destroyed. Their people will be displaced and afraid, and we will be no closer to defeating our enemy in the end. By standing our ground, some if not most may die, but valuable knowledge will be gained. There will be survivors to pass along the information to the other Kingdoms and a plan can actually be formed.”
“You do realize that Catherine could be killed right? If Zen-echelon sees an opportunity to get her stone, it will.”
“If you as a warrior do your job,” Arimus said firmly. “Then you will succeed in protecting her. Anything else will be seen as a weakness on your part.”
“Message received,” James said as he took a deep breath. If he was going head first into battle, he needed to be stronger. A lot stronger....and he knew that his Quietus abilities could probably do the job. He just couldn’t shake the feeling that the voice had been lying to him when it said the restrictions on his power were magically removed. It might just be another ploy to make him transform into a Quietus, and ultimately put him completely under Zen-echelon’s control…
 
*              *              *              *              *
 
“Princess, welcome to the prestigious Kingdom of Prattle,” Gyruin said as he pushed on the small entrance doors. Over a hundred guards were standing outside the narrow entrance on the mountain’s edge, but James ignored them. He admired the structure. It looked like it reached Paradise itself. Standing beyond the clouds, it looked like one giant cathedral, complete with cylinders that looked like organ pipes stretching high into the sky. The structure was made of a combination of materials: brick, diamond, gold, brass, silver, all placed in areas that appeared random but Gyruin had sworn it was to maximize the structure’s integrity. 
Once they traveled beyond the entrance, there was a large, open brick courtyard. Wooden benches and free flowing fountains were in abundance and statues of several figures from Prattle’s history were placed upon them. Although the light snow was allowed to fall freely into the common area, it didn’t stick to the ground and only provided a calming backdrop to the number of Prattlians walking from one side of the courtyard to the other, holding books in their hands as they fought to memorize its words, others singing to themselves a poetic song and children using the chalk in their hands to perform equations well doused in geometry and physics. All of them were wearing long flowing robes that reminded James of what he looked like in his transformed state. He couldn’t help but wonder if this was theirs, but then he dismissed the thought? How could that be possible considering everyone was wearing them? Surely the whole Kingdom couldn’t have tapped into such a level of power…but then again, they were said to be the most intelligent people in the land.
To the left and right of the courtyard on each end were small shops that resembled the ones of Allay, except a podium was placed in front of each, and the buildings themselves were once again crafted out of a mixed elements and alloys. To the north, going up a small ramp was another brick trail that eventually led to the castle, a shining beacon of diamond that drew one’s eyes instantly. The place where the greatest of Prattlians resided: their King. Word was that he was still looking for a mate to join him on the throne but that he hadn’t found a woman intelligent enough for him. 
That, or he was afraid of being shown up in mental calisthenics. 
“What are the podiums in front of the shops for?” James asked. Gyruin laughed heartily and shook his head.
“Oh, the daily banter. Each shop owner comes out at noon to declare why the people should come to their store and not another’s. They should be starting soon.”
“Everyone is educating themselves in some capacity,” Catherine said in awe. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”
“And you won’t anywhere else, “Gyruin said. “Our stone grants us a power that is both a blessing and a curse. While we are given vast amounts of knowledge from the beginning, it’s like a river without an end. It just keeps pouring in and we have to constantly be filtering out what we’re thinking in some manner, whether it’s yelling at one another in debate or performing equations. In the past thirty years, thanks to the wisdom of King Nathaniel, we’ve actually been able to determine how much a child absorbs from the stone at birth, which in turn gives some the river flow of knowledge, and others the ‘light rain’. My brother Tyuin actually works with him daily, carrying out his commands. He tells me every week how intelligent our leader truly is.”
“What’s the point of giving some people only a little of the stone’s power?”
“Well, then we’re able to carry out tasks we wouldn’t have been able to otherwise,” Gyruin said, pointing to his mind. “By giving me only a little, I’m able to become a soldier and concentrate better. If all that knowledge flowed through me constantly, I would be distracted. This control over the stone gives us an army, and a people that can perform the tasks that we all used to just yell and preach about. We become doers as well as thinkers.”
“Very productive.”
“Although we don’t interact much with the outside world, it’s enabled us to reach heights in not just our lifestyles, but also advances in uncharted territory. Take this for example, see that over there?” 
Gyruin pointed over to the left where they were just passing by a blacksmith’s store. Above it was a large box with a clear circle on the front of it. It appeared like several pieces of different colored string were extending from the back into the roof. Catherine inspected it carefully until Gyruin continued on.
“It’s called a camara,” he said. “It takes pictures of us every ten seconds so that we have a type of security without the guards always having to be in the courtyard personally.”
“Pictures? Like a painting?”
“Yes, but of you. No one has to draw it either. It just snaps a picture of you right where you stand. Lina is very good with devising new ways to increase our defenses.”
“I would love to get one of those,” Catherine said as Gyruin laughed. 
“Perhaps you and the King can come to an agreement. Though if you plan to take our stone from us, I doubt you’ll get much more than that.”
“Are you okay with that?” she asked. “I mean, look at what your people have accomplished. And there’s such a sense of peace here. You’ve all worked together for the betterment of your Kingdom, and I’m threatening to take that away.”
“Without the Quietus nearby, we’ll be able to sleep at night, and we’ve come to the conclusion long ago that we may not always have the stone. The Quietus after all could have come and took it for themselves whenever they wanted. If it wasn’t for the fact we were seen as weak and not worthy of sport, we would have long been decimated. I’m sure there will be some major adjustments at first, but the absence of the stone will get easier, especially for future generations who will not have gotten to take part. We will manage. You should be more concerned about the other Kingdoms. Quietus will lose its power and they love to fight. Languor will lose its ability to produce their entertainment in mass quantities. They’ll lose their minds when they find out how long it will take to build an arena for their games.”
“That makes me feel better,” Catherine sighed. “I hope your King upholds his end of the bargain though. I’m hoping we didn’t come all this way for nothing.”
“It is not up to me to decide,” someone said in a deep, muffled voice. The group turned toward the castle and saw the King of Prattle descending the ramp with two guards on each side. Gyruin and his troop bowed down and Catherine and the Sages soon followed suit. King Nathaniel waved a hand forward, signaling them to stand as he approached. Catherine stepped out to greet him.
“I’ve heard much about you,” she said. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”
“I was told of your arrival,” he said slowly through his massive grey beard. He was a lanky, withered old man with brittle, bone-thin fingers. His skin was translucent, yet he wore his title with authority and boldness. As James examined the King’s humble, grey cloth robe, and then right back at the diamond castle, he realized that the former King must have built it. This King did not seem like one for show and glamour, though there was no doubt he was a lot stronger than he appeared.
“We came back as quickly as we could,” Catherine replied. “We had some difficulty.”
“I’m sorry to hear of the loss of your comrades. It brings me more pain than you may know. The loss of even one, whether from Prattle or not, affects us all in the end. Still, I applaud your success.”
“We don’t have the stone with us, your Majesty, but we brought proof.”
“That is unnecessary. I trust the word of my men. But we do have some more to discuss. Care to sit down with an old man?”
“Certainly,” she said as he motioned over to one of the wooden benches overseeing the courtyard. “Wouldn’t your Majesty like to sit in the castle where it’s warmer?”
“It is quite cold,” the old man chuckled. “But I enjoy the bickering of the merchants. We don’t have very much fun in this Kingdom. Don’t have the time. So this is the best we have. Look, the merchant’s apprentices are already coming out to wipe down the podiums and put a nice hot lantern next to it to warm their master’s feet.”
“Sire,” Catherine said as they sat down together. “Our time may be short.”
“So I’ve heard,” he said, still looking at the apprentices work. Gyruin and his troop stood to the King’s right as James and Arimus stood to Catherine’s left, both parties giving them adequate space to look out over the courtyard.
“Since we’ve taken care of Quietus, will we be given the stone as promised?” Catherine asked boldly.
“Of course,” the King replied, leaning back in the bench with both hands in his lap. “But it’s not just my decision. The people must also have their say.”
“So we must take our case to your people?”
“Out of respect,” he said. “Don’t worry, I will still grant you the stone if they ultimately refuse, simply because you’ve cut our enemy off at the knees. But it’s only proper that we let the people have their say. If they decide you are worthy of the stone’s possession, it will give them a sense of ownership and the decision will feel like their own. This helps me keep the people unified in the wake of change.”
“Very wise,” Catherine said as she mentally took notes. “I must remember these things.”
“If your people even make you Queen, is that correct?” the old man chuckled. “I heard about your declaration to the Allayans. That they can decide who will become their leader. Your heart was surely in the right place, but you must be wary of giving them too much power. There are rulers in place for a reason. Tell me, do you think you could rule well?”
“I’m not sure,” Catherine said.
“She would,” Arimus and James said in unison, jumping into the conversation. James flashed Catherine a smile as she blushed and turned back to the King. King Nathaniel smiled warmly and studied the Sages.
“That was certainly more than enough to convince me, Princess Catherine. A ruler must always be self-evaluating, questioning their decisions and the motives behind him, less they fall to darker vices. But a good indicator of your value and worth to your people are their opinions of you when they aren’t asked or coerced. These Sages of yours freely gave their approval, and for that, you should be proud of your decisions thus far.”
“Thank you, sir,” Catherine blushed, keeping her head low. The King extended the tips of his fingers out, and lifted her chin until she was eye-level.
“But you must also not be afraid of your strength. Those that are meant to rule can predict the future and can make the decisions that will keep a nation strong, even if unfavorable. While it’s admirable that you’ve given the Allayans the right to choose, do not be afraid to take your throne if necessary, for the greater good of your people. I have heard many exciting things of Allay in your absence.”
“What have you heard?” she asked eagerly.
“That Sages are being born,” he declared. Catherine’s eyes brightened at the words. 
“I knew that would get a rise out of you,” the old King smiled. “To hear of your Kingdom thriving must give you hope for the future. But heed the words of this old man. Too often an abundance of good is simply given to prepare you for the incoming tribulation. I fear that such an explosion of Sages being born may be a sign of dark times.”
“I believe you’re right,” Catherine said solemnly. “Have your men told you of my Sage’s message? About Zen-echelon?”
“They have,” the King replied, turning to James. “Are you certain Zen-echelon is on its way to Prattle? I’m not too fond of hasty decision making.”
“The voice said he was, but that doesn’t mean he is without a doubt,” James said. “Still, I would be cautious.”
“Hmmm,” the King thought for a few seconds. “Unfortunately, Zen-echelon is deemed quite powerful amongst my people. Even in debate, few side with the stance in which that Kingdom is actually weak. And we have confirmation from Quietus that have died or gone missing to further confirm this…it’s only logical to assume that they are a force more powerful than even our worst enemy, which would mean that if we are attacked, Prattle will probably fall.”
“My Sages and I will fight by your side,” Catherine said. “We want to test the enemy’s strength for ourselves.”
“Excessive preparation will do us no good,” the King sighed. “Our Kingdom has little defense. Our guard is still is in its infancy. The best we can do is to evacuate our people through the vault prisons under the mountain’s surface, and shut the door on our way out to prevent anyone pursuing.”
“Then that’s what we’ll do,” Catherine said. “We’ll follow your lead.”
“Don’t be so hasty,” the King chuckled. “Although our defense is lacking, our surveillance is not. We’ll be able to see when our enemy is coming from miles away. Until then, I want my people to enjoy our last moments in Prattle doing what we do best. We will evacuate once we can actually confirm the enemy’s approach.”
“Then what will we do in the mean time?”
“Observe,” the King replied, pointing to one of the shops. As if on cue, out of each of the forty shops stepped its owner. All of them were wearing work clothes but their faces were as clean as an egg’s surface. They each approached their respective podiums silently and reverently as if they were preparing to deliver a sermon of doom to their congregation. One of them cleared his throat. The moment he did so, it was apparent that the Prattlians had devised some kind of system to amplify their voices for all in attendance to hear. 
“According to the rules,” the man said, “and the epic drawing of straws that took place outside Orion’s outhouse that he dares call a place of business, I have been allowed to speak first. And I will start out by saying that the noble people of Prattle should from henceforth, come to my shop and mines alone for any manner of kitchenware. The reason: Malin’s plates and things shop are all comprised of used materials, taken from his own personal kitchen, and I have confirmation that all who has used his wares since its inception has an incurable disease that could only have been given through excessive amounts of saliva and possibly other bodily –“
“HOW DARE YOU!” Malin roared from across the courtyard. “You’re just jealous because I craft my cups and plates out of durable glass, and not paper like you! You hear that, everyone! He makes his plates out of paper! Toilet paper!”
“Oh shut it, Malin,” another woman cried out. “You’re just mad because Reon speaks the truth. I bought one of your cups and after two sips, I ended up with warts!”
“Don’t get me started, Arietta! Don’t get me started about where those warts of yours really came from! I saw you kissing the -”
“Yeah!” Another shouted. “Uriah’s clothing shop, that’s where! I swear he uses porcupine needles for his stitching and flea nests for the cloth! Makes you break out in hives whenever you even get close!”
“Oh, like you never used flea nests,” Uriah pouted, looking bored. The man who accused him jumped up and down while he kept pointing at him. 
“See! See! He admitted it!”
“What in all that is sacred is a flea’s nest?” Arietta asked. A number of merchants shrugged their shoulders as another started screaming.
“Hino urinates standing up!”
“Seriously?” Hino replied, throwing up his hands. “Why do I even show up anymore?”
“Frian has a glass eye!” another shouted.
“Groar is blind!” Someone screamed. “And he’s supposed to sell glasses!”
“I’m not blind when my glasses are on!” Groar shouted back.
“That doesn’t even make sense!” yet another merchant shouted. “You’re either blind or you’re not!”
“I’m a quarter blind,” Groar declared confidently with arms crossed. The merchants began bickering back and forth, louder and louder, pointing and practically foaming at the mouth while James noticed a considerably large crowd had gathered near them. The King chuckled and tapped his knee.
“The words they’re using are so useless and juvenile!” he laughed. “I can’t help but smile.”
“Why are they insulting each other?” Catherine asked.
“Because it’s the most ignorant and vile use of language we can think of. I can’t explain it - but seeing intelligent human beings debase themselves to the level of animals is just disgustingly hilarious. No one takes this seriously though. If you’re too concerned, just consider this a social study in Langoran behavior.”
Catherine glanced back at James in shock who met her gaze with the same wide eyes. 
Guess everyone has their prejudices. James thought to himself.
“Your Majesty,” Catherine interrupted his laughter. “The enemy may not be within range, but that doesn’t mean he isn’t coming. Perhaps we should give our proposal to the people about the stone now. That way they will have plenty of time to discuss it.”
“You’re right, Princess,” the old man chuckled, wiping his eyes. “I just wanted to see this one last time, just in case. Guards, please line up in the center so that the merchants know I’m about to speak.”
The guards obeyed in a hurry as the King was helped to his feet by two others. The merchants quieted down and backed away from the podiums, giving all attention and respect to their King. King Nathaniel waited until there was complete silence, and then he raised his head high, and addressed his people.
“Princess Catherine and her two Sages wish to take our stone,” he declared loudly. “What do you have to say about that?”
An uproar exploded throughout the courtyard, making Catherine and the Sages cup their ears in agony. The merchants, the people next to them, and even the King’s guards began berating them with angry words and shouts. Only the King remained silent and still, a smile plastered across his amused and satisfied face…



Chapter 8 – Irreconcilable Differences
 
“Why are we still alive?” she asked, but Kyran just kept walking. Scarlet reached out and yanked at his arm. “HEY! I’m talking to you!”
Kyran slipped out of her grip and continued forward. They were almost there.
“Why are we still here? Kyran! Answer me! Don’t tell me you made a deal?”
“Well, aren’t you on his side now too? He told me about your proposal – if he wins, you’ll join him.”
“There’s more to the story than that. You weren’t there to see how Lem was acting! It wasn’t him! That wasn’t Chloe!”
“It was,” Kyran said in confidence. “He probably just said something you didn’t want to hear, like I’m about to say now. We work for Thorn. The only reason you’re breathing is because I asked that you be spared, so your life belongs to me.”
“Why would you do that?” Scarlet scoffed, standing still. Kyran noticed she wasn’t budging, sighed heavily and turned back. Thankfully, the Conun lodge was in view. Only a few more minutes until he could get the stones back into his care.
“Because I need you in case I meet opposition.”
“You mean Catherine and the others?”
“Exactly. I’m not very good at fighting straightforward.”
“Kyran, do you honestly believe you can get Chloe back?”
“He has no reason to lie.”
“And what happens to me once your mission is complete? What do I get out of this? You’ll probably kill me.”
“Probably,” Kyran said flatly. “But whether you’re siding with Thorn or not, it’s best that we stick together, especially in your condition.”
Scarlet sneered as she looked down at her body. Bandages, a sling for her left arm, enormous bruises and swelling all over. She could barely see out of her left eye, and the sting of Thorn’s blade still shot throughout her body like electricity whenever she moved too fast. She had been woken up from a deep sleep and was told the healing process had only been about 30% complete when she was asked to leave. 
“As long as you know I’m still on the fence,” she replied. “I’m not too thrilled about betraying my cousin…even if Thorn makes some large claims.”
“If history would have gone another way,” Kyran said. “You would have been Queen. Have you ever thought about that?”
Scarlet didn’t say a word after that, and Kyran fought back a smile. She was easy to manipulate. All one had to do was audibly say the thoughts she’s dwelled on since she was a child. As a person fueled by anger, it was hard to let go of anything, especially the possibility that she could have been the ruler of her own Kingdom.
Satisfied, Kyran continued his walk toward the Conun Lodge as Scarlet reluctantly followed. He signaled for her to wait outside as he approached silently. He could smell Mrs. Conun’s coffee from inside, and he was sure they were getting ready to begin their afternoon cleaning. With his eidolon invisible and extended at all times, he could sense that there were no guests staying there. A perfect scenario for what he had to do.
Entering the lobby casually, the creak of the door broke through the stillness like an alarm, and he could hear the scurrying of the Conuns making their way towards him, eager to please. Mr. Conun was the first to come into view, having come from the hall where all the bedrooms were. His eyes lit up as soon as he recognized Kyran, and he stepped forward with a friendly hand outstretched, ready to exchange pleasantries with the Sage. 
Kyran didn’t hesitate. 
He unsheathed his eidolon from within his coat, and stabbed the old man directly in the heart. The old man cried out, and mouthed “why,” but Kyran gave him no answer. He waited until the old man dropped off his blade and onto the wooden floor. The sound was so foreign that he could already hear Mrs. Conun’s shoes tapping against the wood, coming closer to investigate. She was probably afraid her husband had taken a spill. 
As soon as she revealed her face, Kyran sprinted forward, and performed the same deed as he did on her husband. She didn’t even see Kyran move. The Assassin watched her body go lifeless and slump to the floor…
And then he continued his mission.
He went straight to Arimus’ room and noticed that it had been cleaned recently, but that was irrelevant. The stones would not be found so easily. Arimus would have made sure of that before he left, and it was doubtful they were still on the Sage in his condition. Kyran sighed as he realized that the whole lodge would have to be torn down if he was going to find them quickly. He stormed out the room and the cabin, striding toward a very confused Scarlet.
“Kyran…did you?” Scarlet’s voice trailed off as he noticed she was holding her halberd eidolon in her right hand. 
“Burn this lodge to the ground,” Kyran ordered as Scarlet stared at him with watery eyes. “What?” he shouted. “We’re of Zen-echelon now. This is what we do. Don’t waste your tears on the elderly. It had to be done.”
“No, it didn’t,” she whispered, fighting back her grief. “They did nothing. They were not part of any side. They just liked being hospitable.”
“Well, they are of Zen-echelon now,” Kyran snapped. “NOW BURN IT!”
“Sure…sure,” Scarlet sniffed as she extended her halberd out. “INCINERATE!”
The lodge nearly exploded as it suddenly burst into flames, the wooden beams began splitting into pieces, and the entire structure caved in on to itself. Kyran watched Scarlet’s face the whole time - the clench of her jaw, the flare of her nostrils and the anger swelling from behind her eyes. Whether it was now or later, she would avenge their deaths, he was sure of it. No matter how strong she claimed to be, her emotions gave her away. She was still a child, being tossed in every direction according to the situation. Kyran chuckled within himself before he leaned into her ear. 
“Now you see but a fraction of the work I’ve had to do from the beginning. Now you can begin to know my pain, and see my world. Welcome to it. It won’t be forgiving.”
With those words, Kyran walked toward the cabin, still ablaze, and began searching for the stones. He didn’t care how much pain the flames caused or how the heat tried consuming him with each passing second. 
He could take it…
 
*              *              *              *              *
 
“Wait! Wait!” the King of Prattle shouted. “We are Prattlians, after all! Surely there is a way we can settle this on our own terms!”
“DEBATE!” a child shouted, and the crowd immediately agreed. “DEBATE! DEBATE! DEBATE!” they roared, deafening their visitors. James grit his teeth as he pressed against his ears, screaming for them all to shut up. Arimus kept a squinted eye on the Princess as Catherine stood up and glared at the King with hands clasped on the sides of her head.
The King finally held up a hand and the Kingdom fell silent. He nodded in Catherine’s direction, and she began talking fast, just so no one else would begin another rally cry.
“We’re not here to take away from your accomplishments, nor is this a selfish undertaking. My Sages and I are here because my Kingdom and yours are about to be under attack from Zen-echelon. We –“
“So are you going to kill us if we say no?” a merchant shouted. “We heard about Languor!”
“Why don’t you give us yours?!” Another yelled. “We’re the only Kingdom to properly use the stones! We can figure out a way to defeat Zen-echelon on our own!”
“Yeah,” yet another said. “What makes you Allayans so righteous! Give your stone to us and we have a better chance of success!”
“My people, please,” the King replied. “The Princess is not familiar with our customs. Perhaps we should give her a crash course. We will stick to the original proposition – a debate. And I think the topic has already been provided through your concerns. In your infinite Prattlian wisdom, you have determined that we should give the stone to these Allayans only if they are deemed worthy. Indeed, what makes them more qualified to bear this great power?”
The crowd shouted in approval as the King raised his hands in the air.
“Please put two podiums in the middle of the courtyard. Any Prattlian that wants to debate one of these Allayans may step forward. Age is not a factor. And Princess,” the King said as he turned to her. “You, or either one of your Sages may participate. It is your choice. I will give you a couple of minutes to strategize while we set up.”
Arimus, James and Catherine huddled together while the crowds dispersed from their location to strategic locations around the centered podiums. 
“This is absurd,” Arimus said. “Our greatest enemy could be on his way to wipe them off the earth, and they want to verbally spar.”
“We must follow their custom,” Catherine stressed. “If the situation was reversed, we would probably challenge them in our own way. No one just gives up their Kingdom’s primary source of power.”
“More importantly,” James said. “Who should debate this? I know the King promised it to us no matter what, but that doesn’t mean the people will be convinced. They may riot. It could be Languor all over again.”
“Catherine, you’re best with words,” Arimus replied. “Think of the speech you gave to our people back in Allay. Apparently it did some good. Think of all the new Sages that are rising up.”
“But that wasn’t all me…was it, James?” Catherine smiled at him. James bowed his head and blushed as Arimus glanced back and forth between them.
“I don’t follow,” Arimus said.
“James gave the people his own speech,” Catherine replied. “About what it takes to become a Sage. Against all our secrecy and cries of discretion, he basically took the hidden world of the Sentinel Academy and made it public. All I did was tell the people that they needed to fend for themselves in our absence. I didn’t inspire them to become warriors. James did.”
“I was caught up in the moment,” James said as Catherine put a hand on his shoulder.
“Don’t be afraid,” she said. “Just say what’s on your heart. When you spoke in Allay, you did it out of love and concern for them. Deep down, you knew that being villagers wasn’t enough – not for the attack by Alexander, and certainly not for any horrors to come. You wanted them to prepare themselves, and from what we hear, you succeeded. You planted the seed. I merely watered it.”
“Are you sure? That you want me to do this?”
“I’m with Catherine. Win this debate,” Arimus said with a grin. “And don’t screw it up.”
“Fine,” he sighed. “I’m a little nervous…but I’ll do it.”
They broke the huddle and James walked to the empty podium slowly. The crowd began murmuring amongst themselves, pointing toward Catherine who they no doubt expected to participate. At the opposite end of James was a merchant that appeared to be in his forties. Well groomed and boasting a brown beehive beard, he proudly approached his podium with hands in his pockets, his fingers rummaging against the fine green covered silk that draped over his body. The crowd began bumping elbows with one another and chuckling without restraint. James glanced around him anxiously. Apparently, this guy was no joke.
“The participants have been determined,” the King yelled out. “Now, in the interest of time and fairness,” he chuckled, looking at James, “we won’t format this debate as we usually do. Though I would love to see how the young Sage would have fared in an eighty-round battle, we will turn this into a five round affair. Each participant will receive three minutes to say their peace, in which case the debate will shift to the other side. At the end of five rounds, a winner will be determined, and the fate of the Prattlian stone will be decided. Is that adequate?”
The crowd cheered in unison and the King began stepping back.
“James…Yelon…you may decide who goes first.”
“Yelon can,” James said abruptly as the crowd groaned in disapproval.
“Apparently, you don’t even know how to debate who goes first,” Yelon sighed. “But fine, I’ll go if it pleases you.”
“Yelon,” the King said. “Your three minutes begins now.”
“Ahem,” Yelon said. “Well, the topic of today is whether Allay or Prattle should have the right to the stones. This is all assuming that Zen-echelon is in fact on its way to destroy us, and that these stones will not be used for selfish gain. This exchange of words is merely to determine the more suitable party for ensuring our victory. With that being said, let me give you a little bit of history about Allay. Amongst the five Kingdoms spread throughout the land, they are seen as the weakest, and have been for decades. Now let me clarify further - they were seen as the weaker Kingdom before we even had a guard! And why is this? Was it through no fault of their own? That their forces were simply decimated in the siege of 88? No. It’s because of their lack of organization and vision. 
“The Quietus are our closest neighbors, and yet we’ve survived countless attacks. Not because of our physical strength, but our collective strategy. We study them constantly; scenarios are revised and practiced every day. And when they do sniff us out, to see if we can be caught unawares, they are distraught to find we never are. Even before our guard was created, we were able to outsmart them, forcing them back home in droves, disappointed…and empty handed. As much as it may pain us to say it, we treat them with respect. And this, is something Allay does not possess. Although they had hundreds of Sages at their disposal, warriors of power limited only by their imagination, they were devastated within a day, leaving the rest of their Kingdom crippled and even more confused than they previously were. They paid for their lack of vision. Their disrespect and underestimations. They thought themselves strong, when they were weak, and this illusion is what I intend to make clear today. The Princess and her Sages come with good intentions, but no vision, no respect for their enemy. They simply believe their strength exceeds our own, and that every other Kingdom but they, should give up their right to lead the charge against this obscure and dangerous enemy. Thank you.”
The crowd clapped as all eyes turned to James. He tapped the podium absent-mindedly as he stood up tall, looking at the man that had just torn down his home with so many words. He took a deep breath and let his heart do the speaking.
“My opponent is right in some points,” James admitted, bringing forth a number of gasps. “I think his assessment of why Allay failed against the Quietus is spot on. And the only reason I say so, is because I was a shining example of everything Allay claimed to be, but wasn’t. See, I wasn’t trained to be a Sage since birth. I was a villager, and I could barely even be called that. I was lazy, self-centered, and thought I was entitled to riches, glory, and respect…I was a fool. And the only reason I’m standing here before you today is because my father signed me up for the Academy. He figured it was better that I die fighting for something than waste away on my bed at home. I barely even made it to the school itself. The only reason I made it there was because I didn’t have the money to take me elsewhere…I learned a lot, on my journey to become a Sage…one painful lesson was that I couldn’t just become what I wanted, or accomplish what I desired, simply by wishing it. I had to work, and I’m sure you as Prattlians know this all too well. But it didn’t come easy. It had to be beat into me, over and over, ripping apart not just my body, but more so my attitude, and my character.
“Change in a nation can occur with a simple declaration of its leaders…but change in a person, in a people…takes time, and suffering. Something that the Prattlians haven’t had to do. You can afford to read from day to night and have debates because you’ve had a system in place that hasn’t been challenged to its breaking point. Our entire world was turned upside down, and we had to adapt and scrounge for survival. Everything that Yelon said about the Allayans is true…but the assessment is outdated. We’re different now. We’re hungry now. And we know the horrors that this world can bring. Could you use the stone to better fight Zen-echelon? Perhaps. But how long would you have to study it and strategize before you came up with one legitimate tactic? As Allayans, we don’t have that luxury.  We have to act immediately, and take on the consequences as they come. Can you accept that burden? Can you carry the memories of the lives you lose on your shoulders? Because we already have. We’re ready to act – now. And not just talk about it…”
“My, my,” a voice ran throughout the courtyard. All eyes turned to the entrance, where a man stood in a large fur, blue robe. His face was smooth but covered in jagged scars. His eyes – green but hazy. Something was strange about him…
“Who are you?” the King of Prattle asked as the stranger smiled.
“My name is Thorn, and I am the King of Zen-echelon.” The crowd scurried away from him as King Nathaniel’s eyes widened in alarm. He pointed at one of his guards.
“What happened to our surveillance?! Where are the guards at the entrance?”
“All dead,” Thorn replied calmly. “And your surveillance doesn’t help you out one bit if your enemy happens to be invisible.”
“Where is Kyran and Scarlet?” Catherine shouted as Thorn turned his attention towards her. Arimus blocked her with his body.
“Hello, Catherine!” Thorn shouted out. “Arimus, can you please get out of the way? I just want to talk.”
“From what I’ve heard,” King Nathaniel said. “You’ve come to kill us all.”
“That is the plan,” Thorn chuckled. “But plans can change.”
“What do you want?”
“The stones. All of them. If Catherine gives me hers, and you relinquish yours, then I will spare your lives for no less than a month. Think about it. With an actual deadline to look forward to, you can live life to its absolute fullest. Go on vacation, party, eat, be merry! None of this mundane living and simply existing! For the first time in your miserable existence, you can truly live!”
“I’ll have to decline.”
“Well, that’s unfortunate.”
“WHERE IS KYRAN AND SCARLET?” Catherine screamed, pushing Arimus aside.
“They’re alive,” Thorn smiled. “But let’s just say that they didn’t succeed in their mission.”
“WHAT DID YOU DO WITH THEM? AND WHERE ARE MY PARENTS?”
“That’s far too many questions, Princess. And I simply don’t have the time. There is so much work to be done, starting with this…” Thorn looked around. “…lovely Kingdom here...but I’m getting ahead of myself. Before we do this, I would like to introduce my sergeants. Boys, please come forward.”
From behind Thorn and the open door approached two figures. They remained in the shadows for a second, and then revealed themselves with one final step. This time, it was Arimus who nearly threw Catherine aside.
“DOMINIC!” Arimus roared as the young Sage flashed him an amused smile. James looked at his rival in shock but then scowled when he saw the other sergeant in attendance. 
“Alexander?” James mouthed. Alexander the Prattlian, alive and well, winked back at him.
“GYRUIN!” King Nathaniel cried out as James suddenly noticed the man hanging at Dominic’s side. The young Sage was holding him tight by the back of the neck, and from what he could sense, Gyruin was fading fast. But no one could react in time. The moment James even considered making a move, Dominic took a regular, steel blade from his hip and stabbed it straight through the Prattlian’s chest…killing him instantly.
“Geez, Dominic,” Thorn laughed. “They’re not going to want to talk after that.”
“I’m sick of talking,” he said, staring straight at James. Alexander smiled and joined in the gaze.
“James, you are…quite popular,” Thorn chuckled as Catherine fell to her knees.
“Why, Dominic?” she sobbed with her head bowed down. “Why would you join him?”
“I never belonged to you,” Dominic declared. “Especially not you. You chose the pauper over me, and you’ll have to pay for that choice. If any of those tears are for me, don’t bother. I’ve made my decision.”
“But you were one of us!” Catherine cried out, shooting up her head. “You believed in our cause!”
“I believed in our marriage,” Dominic sneered. “But when you broke my heart, and Kyran took my life, I realized that I had nothing to look forward to anymore. There was no reason to align myself with Allay any longer. You know what, just stop talking to me. Our business is finished. I only want him now.” Dominic pointed at James with his steel blade. James smirked and shook his head.
“You could at least take me to dinner first.”
“Can I kill them now?” Dominic asked Thorn who only chuckled and looked around him.
“Not yet, my rambunctious friend. They still haven’t given me a decision. It would be terrible of me to wipe them out before I’ve gotten an answer.”
“Well, tell them to hurry up. My eidolon is anxious to taste James’ blood.”
“Gross,” James commented as King Nathaniel stepped forward. 
“Your Majesty,” the old King replied. “We do not have to go to war. If we could just sit down and discuss-“
“- excuse me?” Thorn chuckled. “War? I’m not talking about war. You see, war implies that there are two sides fighting against each other and each have a reasonable chance of overcoming the other. No, I’m saying that either you surrender the stones to me, or I perform genocide on your entire race. It’s that simple. Now, you have exactly ten seconds to respond before the slaughter begins. Ten…”
“We won’t secede to you,” King Nathaniel spat at him as he backed away. “Guards! Sound the alarm! Evacuate the city. Anyone with any combat experience must come to our location!”
“Nine…”
“But Sire, what about you?” a merchant asked. The King shook his head in defiance. “I stay here with my men. I will help with the power of the stone.”
“Eight…” Thorn laughed as he signaled with a finger toward Alexander and Dominic. “Seven…”
“See you later, James,” Alexander said with a wave. “If you somehow survive, we’ll catch up!” Alexander turned and ran away in a hurry as Thorn continued counting down. Guards poured into the courtyard and Arimus helped Catherine to her feet. The King of Prattle threw off his royal robe and clenched his fists, concentrating on the power within him.
“Four…” Thorn said. “Well, Catherine? What about you? Three…”
“WE WILL NEVER GIVE IN TO YOU!” Catherine screamed through her reddened face and flying tears. As soon as her words left her lips, her hair shot straight towards the sky, and the familiar tattooed markings began erupting from underneath her skin, the raw energy surging from the stone of Allay surrounding her in an electric purple wind. 
“Two…one,” Thorn said, and with the last word echoing across the valley, a rumble was heard in the distance. “Just remember, you brought this on yourself.”
“COME FIGHT US, MONSTER!” Catherine yelled, but Thorn just grinned and began backing away.
“That wouldn’t be fair to you. But tell you what, if you can fight through my army and get to me, I’ll be waiting just outside the entrance of Prattle. “
“Come back here, coward!” Catherine shouted as she charged forward. A gust of wind blew in front of her, and she gasped as it caught Dominic’s fire-red eidolon, stopping him only an inch away from her forehead. “Dominic…” she said in disbelief as the winds thrust her back to safety. Arimus and James jumped forward and drew forth their eidolons in unison, clutching them tight and advancing slowly upon their old comrade. Just as James was getting ready to speak, the first shriek cut across the sky, piercing the ears of everyone in the Kingdom. All eyes glanced upwards, and that is when the first fireball hit.
Crashing into the shops, it continued to roll in a destructive line, destroying one whole row in a matter of seconds. Another barely grazed the top of the castle entrance, and then, just as Thorn promised, the chaos began.
Hundreds of stone golems finished their march up the Prattlian mountain and burst through the entrance, continuing to advance at the meager army of Prattlians and their Allayan guests. Strange spider-like creatures with knives sticking out of their legs began crawling over the debris of the shops, still on fire from the strange spherical fire that rolled upon them. More shrieks pierced the air and the sound of large wings were heard from above. High in the sky, nearly ten massive dragons, all of different colors, shades and shapes circled the Kingdom hungrily. And finally, small, children-like creatures, covered in ash, scurried around the golems and ran forward with squeals of joy as they saw their long-awaited prey. 
“Have fun,” Thorn’s voice rang throughout the Kingdom as the creatures suddenly stopped and waited for permission to begin their attacks. Dominic smirked and pointed his red, machete-like eidolon right at James and the others.
“Eat,” Dominic said with a smile, and the creatures began attacking all at once. The evacuation was still in effect so many of Prattle’s citizens were still on the sidelines. The dragons began swooping down and taking guards into the air to feast on while others began shooting balls of fire directly at the castle. The spiders began picking off the citizens and the golems ever so slowly advanced. The black-ash children were the first to meet James and the others head-on in battle. 
“What are these things?” James shouted as he plowed through ten at a time with his eidolon. They’re not strong but very quick!”
“I’ve never seen them before,” Arimus said, joining his student on the frontline. “But I don’t sense a life force. Don’t hold back! Protect the Princess and the King!”
“Guards!” King Nathaniel shouted. “Join the Sages in battle! Obey their every command!”
The guards drew their swords and began slicing at the screaming children-like creatures that seemed to be pouring in by the hundreds from behind the approaching golems. 
“Take the small ones!” Arimus ordered the guards. “We will handle the stone and spider creatures as they advance. Keep an eye on your King and our Princess!”
“That won’t be necessary, Sage,” King Nathaniel said as he placed a hand on Catherine’s shoulder. “Princess, I will give you the stone of Prattle, but if I am to die this day, I might as well give up my life to its power. You may stay on the sidelines if you wish, but I intend to ensure our victory. Join me?”
“Of course,” Catherine smiled. “I didn’t call upon the stone’s power for nothing.”
“Catherine, no!” James shouted as the first golem made it to the middle of the courtyard and took a slow swing at him. “Don’t use the stone!”
“No offense, James, but…please shut up,” Catherine replied as she turned back to the King. “Your move.”
The King’s eyes went white as bracelets of gold appeared around each arm. He looked up at one of the dragons soaring up above and pointed both arms skyward. He took a deep breath and a beam of light shot out from his clenched fists into the sky, piercing the clouds and the fog. It fired straight through the dragon, cutting it into two and sending it crashing to the land below the mountain. The other dragons took notice and began descending slowly towards them. 
Catherine concentrated on the swirling purple winds. They closed in and wrapped around her entire body, making armor appear and covering her from head to toe in violet steel. A light blue cape shot out from behind her and in her right hand a sword developed, blazing with the same electric purple that had swarmed her earlier. She turned to the King.
“I don’t want the dragons to interrupt the boys,” she said, her voice sounding muffled from behind the steel helmet. “So excuse me if I take a more direct approach.”
“By all means,” the King said. “Ladies first.”
Catherine nodded and ran behind him, heading toward the castle - the highest point in Prattle. King Nathaniel continued firing at the dragons as he ran with her, but the leviathans weren’t so easily caught off guard this time. They shot out balls of fire mercilessly, forcing the King to take a more defensive approach. Some of them he was able to block with an invisible shield surrounding his body, but most he had to dodge physically, using the stone’s power to lighten his feet. 
Catherine paid no attention to the King and his battle with the dragons, concentrating only at getting up the castle. With the stone’s energy surrounding her soles, she jumped up the debris and the castle’s small towers, one at a time, until she reached the highest lookout. With her sword still in her right hand, she reached out toward a nearby dragon with her left. A shot of light extended out from her left palm and wrapped itself around the blue dragon’s throat. With all her might, she forced it out of the air and pulled it directly towards the castle. 
As soon as it was within reach, she released her grip, but the dragon was still speeding towards her, caught in Catherine’s forced momentum. Even its house sized wings couldn’t fight against it. The Princess leaped into the air, and swung her sword down upon its neck, decapitating in one smooth swipe. The head rolled down the mountain awkwardly as the rest of its body crashed into the castle itself and then crumpled into a lifeless mass. Catherine took a deep breath and focused on taking down the next dragon in the same manner, capitalizing on the distraction King Nathaniel was providing. 
“Catherine’s lost her mind!” James shouted as he dodged yet another golem blow. They were extremely slow, but it didn’t take his eidolon to tell him that one lucky punch could break his bones. And they were beginning to crowd him too, bunching up next to each other, shoulder to shoulder, each of them reaching for James with flailing fingers. 
“Catherine can handle herself,” Arimus coughed as he rolled under one of the spider’s legs. He cut it off, and it immediately grew back into place. Arimus grunted and dodged another swipe at his head. “These spiders have the same regenerative properties as Jester!”
“Then obliterate it,” James shouted as he clashed his sword against a golem’s fist. The vibration sent him back onto his butt and he narrowly missed a foot slamming down onto his head. “I’m having a difficult enough time as it is!”
“Why don’t you use your full power?” Arimus shouted. “You could eliminate the spiders and probably half of the golems in a few minutes!”
“I’m preserving my energy,” James sighed as he was given a second to increase the density of his eidolon. It was just enough to slice through a golem from head to toe, chopping him into boulder chunks with one swipe. “Well…at least the golems don’t look like they regenerate.”
“James! You didn’t answer my question!” Arimus said as he grabbed the lapel of a guard and threw him out the way of a child creature that tried jumping up and clawing his face. 
“What question?”
“Why are you preserving your energy? Why aren’t you using your full power?”
“Oh…” he muttered. “It’s because of him.”
Arimus followed James’ pointing finger beyond the chaos to a pacing Dominic, smiling like a wild man, glaring back and forth between the two Sages. Arimus raised his eyebrows in concern.
“I see,” he said as he turned back to the spiders. “For him, it doesn’t matter which of us he faces, as long as it’s a Sage.”
“If he’s joined that maniac, I’m sure he’s gotten stronger,” James sighed, feeling more confident with his eidolon’s newfound density. “He wouldn’t be so eager to fight otherwise.”
“Then which of us should engage him? We have no chance of truly ending this otherwise.”
“I’m the one he wants,” James said as he and Arimus started fighting back to back. Both of them were beginning to take down their respective enemy with blinding speed, even while they talked. 
“This is true,” Arimus agreed. “But unfortunately, I won’t be able to hold off both sets of creatures. I may be a Sage, but I am a disabled one.”
“Then how about this?” James offered. “I’ll power up, and take down both groups as fast as I can. You engage Dominic and keep him from stabbing me in the back.”
“Dominic will try to kill me the moment we clash swords,” Arimus chuckled. “Not saying I’m looking forward to that plan, but…how much time do you need?”
“Sixty seconds,” James said. “At most. Give me that, and I’ll take over right after I’ve cleaned up. We can take him on together and then go for the main prize. Unless you want to try skipping all that and just fight the King of Zen-echelon all by yourself.”
“Hardly,” Arimus laughed. “Alright, sixty seconds. We break…NOW!” Arimus made sure to push as many spiders and golems back as he could with a powerful cyclone that kept he and James in the center. The reprieve was all James needed to concentrate on his transformation. As a colossal beam of light shot out from the sky and enveloped him, Arimus leapt into the air, through the cyclone, and towards Dominic who was staring in awe at the power James managed to summon. The Sage landed right at his former student’s feet.
“Your fight is with me now,” Arimus declared as Dominic glanced at him with a bored expression on his face.
“I said I wanted him. Not the crippled old mentor.”
“Either way, I’ll have to do.”
“No,” Dominic said, turning to face him. “No you won’t.” Dominic disappeared before Arimus’ eyes, and before the teacher could react, the young Sage’s eidolon erupted through his back and out his stomach. Arimus grunted as his body instinctively fell, but he was determined to give James the minute he asked for. 
Before he hit the brick pavement, he used the wind to push the eidolon out his body and then launch himself far away to the other side of the courtyard. The move was awkward, and he ended up crashing into the debris of the shops face first, but at least he still had his head. Arimus rose to his feet the best he could as he examined his wound. Not fatal…yet. If it wasn’t treated, he would surely bleed out. Dominic smiled at the sight.
“I could have killed you…but first I wanted to let you know how inferior you are. Last time I challenged you, you easily put me in my place…I wonder how things will turn out this time.”
Arimus forced a smile, grabbed a beam of wood still on fire from behind him, and pressed the flames against his wound. He grit his teeth as he performed the deed, threw the wood back into the pile and then pointed his eidolon toward his former student. 
“I’m not done yet,” he declared. “No matter what new shiny trinkets your master may have given you, I’m still a Sage. I won’t be defeated so easily.”
“Then let’s do this,” Dominic sneered. Arimus closed his eyes and started running toward his protégé as he counted off in his head. 
Thirty seconds, James…he thought to himself. No more.
While Arimus engaged Dominic in battle, James tried his best not to watch. He simply swung his powerful blade, stretching out its surface at will until it was nearly six feet long in width and length. With the extra range, he was able to take out more enemies with each swing, and he was doing it so effortlessly that all the creatures except the dragons had stopped attacking the guards and had now focused on him alone. Thrown into a manic state, they swiped at him wildly, but in his transformative state, his senses nearly exploded with information. There was no attack they could perform that would pierce his defenses. It was as simple as that. 
He swung his sword with eyes closed, his white robe being the only thing he could feel brushing up against his body. One by one, they all perished under his might. And with impressive speed at the helm…before the guards of Prattle even realized it - the courtyard was empty. 
Only Dominic remained on the ground. 
The floor beneath James was cracked and worn, the bricks upheaved and thrown all about, but the creatures had been defeated. 
“Help your King in any way you can,” James addressed the guards quickly as he began walking backwards towards Arimus and Dominic’s fight. “I have to stop this.”
The guards nodded and ran to fight against the dragons. Five of them were still in the air, still trying their best to get to Catherine and the King of Prattle. James ran towards his mentor’s battle and then suddenly stopped to wait as he saw Arimus block one of Dominic’s swings with a gust of wind. Dominic was thrown off balance and Arimus ran in to capitalize, but that was when James noticed a smile erupt on the young Sage’s face – a smile that emerged as soon as he noticed his rival’s presence. James sensed the danger immediately and sprinted forward, throwing himself between Dominic and Arimus’ assault just in time. He parried Dominic’s blade just as it narrowly missed cutting off Arimus’ head. 
Arimus jumped back in surprise as Dominic chuckled to himself.
“So you saw that, huh?” Dominic said. “That is very impressive.”
“You saved my life, James,” Arimus huffed. “Thank you.”
“I’ve been toying with you the whole time,” Dominic yelled back at him. “I was just waiting for James to finish his chores.”
“Dominic,” James said. “Why are you doing this?”
“Shut your common lips,” Dominic spat at him. “You know exactly why I’m doing this! To take back what’s mine!”
“It’s not like I stole your bike or something. Catherine is a human being, with her own feelings and desires. If she chose me over you, then that’s where it has to stay.”
“Not if I kill her,” Dominic said with a smile. “I do that, and she becomes part of Zen-echelon. She becomes mine forever.”
“You’re sick,” James sneered as Dominic laughed and glared at him.
“No, James. I’m a Sage.”
A boom cracked across the sky, and James looked up to see a beam of fire fall down and engulf Dominic in its flames. It was so bright that he had to narrow his eyes. Looking back at Arimus, he could see the concern in his mentor’s eyes. Whatever this was…it wasn’t good. Not at all. 
When James realized that the light had subsided, he finally looked at Dominic, and stepped back cautiously. He had transformed…and whatever level of power he had reached…it was not of this world…
James shuddered and clutched his eidolon with shaking hands. He hated feeling this way. It was very unbecoming of a Sage…
 



Chapter 9 – And Then There Were Four…
 
The largest of the dragons broke Catherine’s grip through sheer strength and immediately rocketed towards her. She tried to re-establish the grip, but he was able to dodge her attempts with little effort, despite his large frame. When it was apparent she wasn’t going to be able to kill him the same way as the others, she placed her sword in a defensive position and waited for the worst. Sure enough, he fired off two gigantic fireballs that would have hit her dead on but she used the stone’s power to grab each one with a claw made of light, and throw them away to her side. The dragon huffed and considered his options as she screamed into the air.
“If you want to kill me, you’ll have to come down here and get me!”
The dragon heard her cry and swooped down suddenly, perching on the mountainside, and standing only a few yards away from where the Princess stood. She clutched her sword and leapt to the rock where the dragon waited, swinging at his roaring, lowered face. The dragon dodged and turned to swat at her with his tail. She leapt over it and used the stone’s power to grip his neck in the same manner like before. With her being closer in proximity, she was able to strengthen her grasp and force the dragon’s head down into the ground. She fell down towards his neck with the sword guiding her but the dragon was somehow able to twist its neck at the last second and shoot off a fireball as large as a house straight into her. 
She braced against it, but the force was too powerful, sending her flying away from the dragon’s body and through the side of the castle. Her armor shattered on impact, and her sword disappeared from her hands as she rolled and skidded along the brick floor, passing a number of paintings, royal curtains and small tables. 
As soon as she was able, she leapt to her feet and nearly stumbled in vertigo just as she heard the dragon roar outside. 
Maybe it’s better for me that I was thrown into the castle. She thought as she tried to figure out what floor she was on. If she went out the hole in which she was thrown, the dragon would surely be waiting for her. She didn’t have the castle entrance either since it had been destroyed earlier, so what was the best course of action?
Her thoughts were interrupted as a fireball plowed through the outside wall, a few inches from her face, and into the castle interior. She winced and clutched her face from the momentary heat flash that washed over her, but then she began concentrating on the stone once more. If the dragon was going to smoke her out, there was no point in hiding. 
Once her armor was back on and her sword was firmly in her hand, she ran back towards the hole in which she had been thrown, sprinting past a volley of fireballs that now exploded through the castle interior. As soon as she touched the outside, she leapt forward and aimed for the mountainside where the dragon once was. 
But she never made it.
The dragon had somehow sensed her escape and had flown in just in time to snatch her with one of his clawed feet. She wriggled against his might but it was no use as he only squeezed tighter and climbed towards the clouds. Just as the landscape below began to lose its detail and she started to lose hope, she heard the dragon bellow. It stopped climbing the skies. 
She glanced up and saw two talons of light gripping its wings…violently stretching and pulling them off. She couldn’t see the attacker down below as there was too much fog, but as the dragon began to descend from the agony, her hero came into view…
It was the King of Prattle, standing in the castle’s rear, using the immense power of the stone to subdue the beast. The other four, smaller dragons were belting him with fireballs of their own, but he ignored the pain, even after his invisible shield had shattered. He focused only on the dragon that claimed Catherine. 
The Princess shouted for him to protect himself but he couldn’t hear. He just kept widening his arms, stretching out his closed fists as the energy flowing from them wrapped around the large dragon even more. Finally, with a shout, he violently shot his arms to his side, and the dragon up above roared like it had been cut in two. Without its wings, it was falling to the ground below fast, and as it lost consciousness, it lost its grip on Catherine. 
As she began to fall, she focused the stone’s power from her armor to her back. The armor disappeared instantly, but in its place appeared two purple, web-like butterfly wings. With her sword still in hand, she maneuvered out the way of the falling dragon just enough to fly towards its head, and with sword in hand, she decapitated it in one stroke.
Without hesitation, she flew downward like hail and took two dragons by surprise, cutting off their heads before the others realized what had happened. The remaining two stopped their attack on King Nathaniel and focused on her, but she wasn’t afraid. Based on their small stature and the energy they expended, they wouldn’t be able to weather her final blows. 
She let the sword disappear and then raised the palms of both hands towards each dragon respectively. They flew at her at full speed, but once again, she released a beam of light from each hand to wrap around each dragon’s neck. With a bit of straining and a squeeze, she popped off their heads from a distance, and they crashed to the land below. She had just enough strength to float down to King Nathaniel who had just decided to sit down in exhaustion. Her wings cracked and disintegrated as soon as she landed, and she nearly sprawled into the rear castle stairs he rested on. 
She collapsed by his side but then turned all her attention to him, examining his burns and seared skin. He could barely move under the pain, yet he was able to turn his head and give a short smile. 
“That was reckless of you, Princess,” he whispered through charred lips. Catherine winced and cast her eyes to the ground. 
“I wasn’t going to let you do it all yourself.”
“But I already told you,” the King whispered over the crackling sound of his skin. “The stone is yours. There is a secret passage, to the right, underneath the gazebo. Go there, and you will find my wife. As we speak, she is going into surgery so you may have it.”
“We all thought you were a bachelor.”
“If I was,” he smiled. “How would I be capable of such power? Remember, a King can only accomplish such feats when he has a partner carrying the stone within them. Alone, the stone is almost useless to him. You know what this means, don’t you?”
“Yes,” Catherine nodded. “The King of Zen-echelon also has a carrier.”
“Find her,” he said. “And you can end this. Of course, I’m sure he has her well hidden, and going to his Kingdom may be suicide…but…you are fortunate, Catherine. Being a female, you can use the stone’s full power since it is only you that possesses it. You can fight him directly, without worrying that he will find your partner and cut your power out from under you…”
“No, I’m still afraid,” Catherine sighed as she heard the sounds of battle coming from the distant courtyard. “Even if James’ death won’t take away my power, it will undoubtedly break my spirit…I put on a good face, that my people are all I care about…but my heart tells me differently. Is that wrong of me?”
“You’re talking to the man that hid his wife for over eight years,” he tried to laugh. “I know much about secret love…but, time is short, Catherine. You must go, and do not interrupt the Sages’ battle. They can handle themselves. Trust them to take care of things.”
“Thank you for your advice,” Catherine said, standing up. “But I have one last question. All this power you’ve displayed…if in fact you do have a carrier…a wife…that means you haven’t been using your life…you’ve been using hers. If you love her so much, why would you do that?”
“Don’t worry,” he winced. “We both agreed to this, should our Kingdom ever be in grave danger. I am to use her life to the fullest, and I am to give my body in executing it. I probably could have deflected the small dragon’s attacks…but I knew my survival meant loneliness. That’s why I didn’t care what they did to me. I knew my attack on the large dragon was my last, and undoubtedly hers…”
“Sorry to question you,” Catherine said. “Or disobey. I will retrieve the stone of Prattle, but only after I’ve helped my friends. I have to do this.”
“I understand,” the King whispered as he closed his eyes. “I wouldn’t have listened…to me…either.” King Nathaniel yawned, rested his head on his chest, and stopped moving. Catherine watched him for a second and then looked around at the damaged castle, crumbling and falling into itself. The mountainside that it rested on was cracking, and the sky was somehow turning red amidst the green of the ether. 
This is the end of Prattle. She realized as she focused on the stone within her. No matter how sad it was to witness a Kingdom’s fall, she had to hurry, or else the death of her Sages could very well lead to the fall of her own…
 
*              *              *              *              *              
 
Dominic had transformed.
And not just a little bit. This wasn’t a simple change of clothes or a color alteration of his sword. No, it felt like he had become an entirely different being altogether. He still looked like himself in physical form, but the uncanny power surging through him nearly kicked James and Arimus off their feet. The difference in their strength was ridiculous and instantly James knew the harsh truth: his power was nothing compared to Dominic’s.
When he transformed his body, his clothes changed and to a degree, his body as well, but not much else. Yes, he was given an increase in strength, speed, agility and so forth, but it wasn’t even close to what his rival now boasted. If the King of Zen-echelon was powerful enough to give Dominic such a boost, just how strong was he?
“Jealous?” Dominic laughed as his dark red robe rustled in the wind. His eyes were pitch black and his skin was covered in tiny flames. James put on his best façade.
“Why should I be? I already have what I want: Catherine.”
Dominic sneered and pointed his unchanged eidolon at them. 
“You won’t be so smug in a moment.”
“Watch yourself, James,” Arimus shouted as Dominic disappeared from view. James barely had a chance to react as Dominic’s eidolon aimed straight for his spine. He parried it and retaliated, but Dominic simply pivoted to the right and dodged, swinging his sword up at the same time. 
James’ arm went flying…eidolon and all.
“Crap!” James shouted as he leapt up and grabbed it, bringing it close to his chest. Arimus instantly released several tornadoes around the courtyard, shredding everything in their path for distraction. Dominic laughed as he sprinted out of the way of each one. 
Arimus kept up the assault, sending the cyclones straight toward the Sage, but Dominic just jumped upward into a tree and then high up into the sky, right over the tornadoes themselves. Arimus sucked his teeth as James placed his detached arm to his shoulder and concentrated on his Quietus regeneration. Thankfully, the limb took hold and began to connect itself to its former tissues and muscles. 
“He’s playing with us,” Arimus stated, letting the tornadoes die away. “He could have killed us both by now.”
“That’s his mistake,” James muttered as he tried moving his now attached right arm. “Especially since we should retreat while he’s off soaring like an eagle.”
“That doesn’t sound like you. Running away?”
“Are you serious?” James snapped. “Look, I’m pissed he’s stronger than us. I’m sure he loves every moment, but it doesn’t change the fact that it’s true. We need to fight him again when we’ve gotten stronger.”
“He’s coming down,” Arimus stated. “If you have an escape plan to implement, now’s the time.”
“Nothing comes to mind,” James mumbled as his right arm flailed up and down. “But I’ll think of something.”
Dominic hit the courtyard floor on one knee, the impact of his landing cracking the ground underneath them all. Arimus sighed. No point in worrying about the Kingdom’s structure now. Prattle was finished. 
He readied his blade along with James while they waited for their foe to attack.
“So,” Dominic snickered. “What other tricks do you have up your –“
Dominic’s words were cut short as a fireball slammed into his side, sending him flying past the Kingdom entrance and off the side of the mountain. James and Arimus’ jaws dropped at the sight, and they looked over to the source. An exhausted Catherine was stooped over, holding her knees and laughing hysterically. 
“That couldn’t have felt good,” she laughed. “Hey guys!”
“Catherine!” James shouted. “What are you doing here?”
“Well, I figured I would lend a hand. Doesn’t look like you two have this under control.”
“We need to leave now while he’s recovering,” Arimus said. “He’s overpowered us.”
“Then follow me,” Catherine huffed as she stood up straight. “There’s an escape route behind the castle. We can meet up with the other Prattlians there.”
“Let’s go,” James ordered, grabbing her hand and leading her towards the back. Arimus followed quickly, giving only one last glance at the destruction of Prattle. No more than an hour had passed since the first attack, and a whole Kingdom had been destroyed, its people displaced, and the enemy…no weaker than when they had first arrived. All the creatures they had faced had lacked a life force so how much had they actually accomplished? What hope did the other Kingdoms actually have against such an enemy? 
“You go on ahead,” Arimus called out to them. James turned around in rage.
“NO! WHAT ARE YOU DOING?”
“Just go. I’ll catch up,” the old Sage replied. “I have to learn more about our enemy.”
“And we will! Just not now! Dominic will kill you!”
“I’ve made up mind,” Arimus said adamantly. “Look at Catherine’s face. She knows me well. She knows that I speak with conviction.”
“Or stubbornness,” James sighed as soon as he looked at the Princess. Catherine was worried, but she remained speechless. She only stared at Arimus, and prayed for his safe return.
“Protect the Princess,” Arimus said. “And yourself. You’re the strongest now. We need you for when Zen-echelon makes its final move. This is just the appetizer to the main course.”
“If you’re not with us within an hour, I’m coming after you,” James said with a firm tone. “So don’t force my hand.”
“Agreed,” Arimus said as he began walking toward the Kingdom entrance, pulling up the little armor he had left, the winds brushing through his hair and beard. James shook his head and continued to watch as Catherine patted his back.
“Let’s go, James,” she said. “There’s work to be done.”
 
*              *              *              *              *
 
“Hello,” Arimus said in a friendly tone as he approached the King of Zen-echelon, sitting on the edge of a cliff face, dangling his legs over the edge as he looked out into the winter mix. 
“Arimus,” he said with a pleasant tone, motioning for the Sage to sit down next to him. “I assume you’re here to talk?”
“You could say that,” the old Sage replied, taking a seat.
“And you’re not afraid of me?”
“I know that you could have killed me whenever you pleased. Strangely enough, it’s not fear that I possess, but respect.”
“A wise man you are,” the King chuckled. “I so wish we could have talked sooner. I’ve been in the company of idiots lately…my name is Thorn.” The King extended a hand out and Arimus shook it firmly. “You know Dominic’s going to be peeved when he sees you all next, and I’ve promised that I wouldn’t get in the way of his vengeance.”
“How did you manage to get him to join you anyways?”
“Well, he was pretty angry when Catherine fell for James, but the real kicker was when Kyran murdered him. Dying by the hand of a friend tends to get your blood boiling.”
“Kyran…killed him?”
“Yep. The assassin blamed the kid for the death of Chloe. He’s got some real anger issues.”
“So where are they now? Kyran and Scarlet?”
“They’ll be joining us in a minute. They’re coming up the mountain as we speak.”
“Why did you leave them alive?”
“Why don’t we skip all the questions you don’t care about and go to the ones you actually do?”
“Fine then,” Arimus sighed. “Is there any way we can negotiate with you? Stop this?”
“Not really,” Thorn laughed. “Whether it’s now or later, whether you give me the stones or not, I intend you annihilate you all. Nothing personal…I actually like some of you.”
“Why Prattle first?”
“You have a tactical mind, Arimus,” Thorn chuckled and looked at him. “Although your chances of defeating me are practically non-existent, it doesn’t mean I should be an idiot and think I’m completely invincible. Cutting the head off the snake was obviously my first move, and I’m willing to bet you already know where I’m headed next. Go ahead…you can say it.”
“I’d…rather not.”
“Of course not. No one wants to give the enemy ideas. But since we both already know, I’ll just say it out loud: Quietus. They’re next. First I kill the brain, and then the body. If there was to be any kind of uprising against me, they would surely comprise most of your soldiers. They are great warriors after all, and they love fighting.”
“Why are you telling me this? Expecting me to head there in a hurry? Save the population?”
“Oh, I’m not your typical villain,” Thorn laughed. “I don’t reveal anything that I haven’t already taken care of. My creatures were already en route before the attack on Prattle. By the time you get there, nothing will be left. Better to focus your efforts on the personality and the heart, while they’re still standing…”
“Those creatures…they had no life force…what were they?”
“You’ll find out soon enough,” Thorn said, patting Arimus on the back. “But until then, I’ll have to leave it a mystery.”
“Don’t you want to talk about it?”
“Well, that would be rude considering we have company…KYRAN! SCARLET! HOW GOOD IT IS TO SEE YOU AGAIN!” Thorn shouted as he waved to the two oncoming shadows. Arimus and the King stood to their feet as they came into view, both with very surprised looks on their faces – even Kyran.
“I’m sure you know Arimus,” Thorn replied, gesturing towards him. “But I have to ask, my friends, what brings you to Prattle?”
Kyran remained silent as he stared intensely into Arimus’ eyes. Scarlet cast her eyes to the ground in shame.
“Why, looking for the stones, of course,” she lied. “We didn’t find them where we thought they were.”
“Well, that’s interesting,” Thorn said, putting a finger to his chin. “Anyways, the two of you can stop the façade. I was just curious to see if you were actually serious about joining me or not.”
“We are serious,” Kyran said flatly.
“No…you’re not,” Thorn laughed. “Though you gave a valiant effort. Well…Scarlet could do a better job of acting, but unfortunately, you’re not what I’m looking for. You may rejoin Arimus and his group, and go hide in that secret tunnel behind the castle where all the little Prattlians are waiting.” Arimus tried not to look at the King as he chuckled. “Yes, I know about that route too.”
“What makes you think we’re not genuine?” Kyran asked as Thorn crossed his arms.
“From the beginning I decided that you were feigning your allegiance simply to get you and the scarlet haired witch out my house alive. After that, I’ve kept you under close watch. Your acting was superb for a while and I was even beginning to have a little faith. Especially when you killed the Conuns. That was just beautiful…but once I saw you rummage for the stones amongst the flames, that was it for me. I was still able to see your guilt, even amongst the smoke. Good effort though. You were doing what was best for your survival and the mission. By staying close to me, you might have had a chance to learn a valuable piece of information on how to defeat me, or you might even be able to sneak in a quick kill. It just didn’t work out in your favor today, so…you may join your former teammates. Shame the Conuns had to die like that though, huh? Good people.”
Kyran walked toward Arimus with a straight face and stood next to him. Scarlet followed, but with caution as she waited for the smiling Thorn to strike.
“As I’ve said before, nothing you do can stop me, so plan away. Gather all the troops you want. Though…I’m sure the Langorans will be less willing to join an Allayan than the soon-to-be-dead Quietus. Well, I have a world to overtake. I must be going.” Thorn turned to leave, but then stopped in his tracks. “Oh, and Arimus? Watch out for Dominic. I’m keeping him off the leash from now on. Don’t worry, I won’t tell him about the secret passage, but still…I would be careful whenever you’re above ground. Got a nose like a bloodhound, he does.”
“Hmm,” Arimus replied as Thorn walked away into the wintery mix, vanishing almost instantly. Scarlet let out a sigh of relief as Kyran turned to Arimus.
“You don’t have to say anything, my friend,” Arimus blurted out before he could speak. “Nor do you have to apologize. Whatever you did, it was not only for your survival, but the good of us all.”
“It’s not that,” Kyran replied, rummaging in his pockets. “It’s the fact that I have these.” Kyran revealed the Quietus and Langoran stones, smooth and glowing a faint light blue. “I’m disturbed that Thorn didn’t try to take them.”
“He knew,” Arimus scowled as Scarlet stepped forward.
“Yeah,” she said. “There’s no way he couldn’t. He practically sees everything.”
“Then why wouldn’t he take them? Surely he could…”
“I don’t think he cares at all that we have them,” Scarlet sighed. “As long as he’s in possession of his, it doesn’t really matter. We’re not strong enough to defeat him or destroy the ether. We’re screwed.”
“Perhaps…”Arimus thought carefully. “Perhaps not…there is much that needs to be discussed, but in the meantime, let’s get to the Prattlians. Thorn just destroyed their Kingdom in an hour. They will need our help…”
 
*              *              *              *              *
 
The underground tunnels were originally designed for the King and his guards, not a quarter of a nation, and it was painfully obvious. Cramped, tired, sweating and hungry, the Kingdom of Prattle huddled together in the former King’s bunker, a massive room furnished with a bed, clothing, and some emergency food and water. While it would have been comfortable for the King and about ten others, it was now housing nearly three thousand. As many as possible crowded into the room, but most were forced to take refuge in the narrow halls, leaning up against dirt walls and passing around the little water they possessed. Very unlike the Prattlians, no one was talking. Only coughs and sighs could be heard throughout the tunnel as they waited for orders of their next move.  
As soon as James and Catherine arrived, they were told to wait at the bottom of the tunnel entrance, despite the looming danger up above. With their Kingdom having been decimated, it was understandable. No one was willing to deal with outsiders, even those that had helped them in battle. The guards kept them at bay with swords drawn until the wooden door was heard opening from up above. James shielded Catherine in case it was Dominic, but to their shock and relief, it was Arimus, arriving with two more Sages. 
“Where is the King?” the new head guard shouted at Arimus as he jumped down to the tunnel floor. James gave him an Are You Serious? Look and stepped forward.
“We’ve already told you,” James said. “The King is dead. He gave his life defending the Princess.”
“Why should we believe you?” the guard spat back.
“Look, we’re on your side!”
“You could be spies working for Zen-echelon! I notice you didn’t lose any of your group on the surface, and now look! There’s two more of you!”
“Why would we be spies? We’re Sages of Allay. We don’t betray our own.”
“If I recall, one of you did! Or did my eyes deceive me?”
“Calm down,” Catherine said as she stepped in front of James. “We need to talk to who’s in charge. Time is short.”
“And like I’ve told you before,” the guard snapped at her. “We won’t allow it! Not when our Kingdom is in jeopardy! I swear, everywhere you Sages go, there’s destruction!”
“Step aside,” Kyran said from the back. The guard chuckled and pointe d a dagger at his head.
“Apparently, you don’t hear too well! Get back!”
“We have these,” Kyran said flatly as he put up both of his hands, the two stones of power grasped firmly in each. Catherine and the guards gasped in unison as Kyran narrowed his eyes at the head guard. “Should I use these to grant the Princess’s request? We only want to talk.”
“Fine!” the guard pouted, motioning for his men to clear the tunnel. “YOUR MAJESTY! DO YOU WISH TO TALK TO THESE NOMADS!”
“Nomads?” James wondered out loud as Scarlet shrugged her shoulders.
“Bring them in!” a voice cried out from behind the dirt walls. The Sages looked all around them when the dirt in front of the head guard shifted, and a door-sized layer moved over to the right, leading into a secret room. The head guard nodded for the Sages to proceed. James rolled his eyes as they all walked in, seeing a young man with a royal fur robe far too big on him, standing by a wooden table and chairs. A woman about his age was sitting at the table and two guards, heavily armored, were standing like statues at each end of the room. It was not much smaller than the dorm rooms back at the Conun lodge, but it would do for the business they had to conduct. 
Catherine, Arimus, James, Kyran and Scarlet each took a seat at the table as the mysterious young man followed suit. Despite the recent turmoil his Kingdom had gone under, he gave a pleasant smile and motioned toward Catherine to begin speaking.
“Um…” Catherine began, then cleared her throat. “If you do not already know, my name is Catherine, and I am the Princess of Allay. I’ve been traveling with my Sages: Kyran, Arimus, Scarlet and James…we’ve been trying to retrieve the five stones of power – in order to destroy the ether that threatens our souls, and –“
“We know all this,” the young man sighed. “My main concern right now concerning all of you is this – who was the young Sage that helped Zen-echelon? And why should I trust all of you?”
“His name is Dominic,” Catherine replied. “One of the few Sages we had at Allay before we left…he’s brash, selfish…and madly in love with me…when I did not requite his love, he grew angry. We lost two of our own because of his actions, and since then, he’s joined our enemy for what I can only assume – more power. As for trusting us…you have no reason to, except that we were willing to risk our lives to save Prattle and stop our mutual enemy. Your King fought with us and gave his life saving me from one of the dragons. I owe him my life, and if you are indeed the heir to the throne, my debt extends forward to you.”
“That won’t be necessary,” the young man replied. “And for the record, I’ve believed in you ever since my brother brought you into our walls. His name was Gyruin.”
“Then you must be Tyuin,” Catherine replied with a smile. “He talked very highly of you and your work with the King.”
“Yes,” he blushed. “Although I’m not family, the King and Queen had no children to speak of so they were training me…and my wife…” he motioned to the young woman sitting at the table. “…to be the future of Prattle. I wish I could have ascended the throne in more desirable circumstances.”
“We all do,” Catherine said solemnly. “But this is what we have to deal with.”
“So what would you advise as our next move?”
“Thorn, the King of Zen-echelon, is going to attack Quietus,” Arimus said boldly, drawing all attention on him. “He admitted it himself…and I believe him. It’s what I would do in his position. And I must add, from my conversation with him I can say this – he wants to destroy us all, he’s confident in his power to do it, and I have no reason to believe otherwise.”
“Arimus is right,” Kyran sighed heavily. “From our time there, I got to see many things – including seeing Scarlet defeated in battle –“
“- HEY! Don’t go throwing information out there like that!”
“ -  And he is more dangerous than we could imagine. He has the power to manifest creatures into existence – almost like he can create them with his imagination. He thinks himself a god, and he created the ether for his own gain. We don’t go to Paradise or Oblivion when we die. It’s just to him. He wants to kill us all and create an army to eventually kill the Maker, and take over as the god of this world.”
“That’s crazy,” Catherine said in disgust. “He actually believes this?”
“Very much,” Kyran said.
“How can you confirm that’s how the ether actually works?” Tyuin asked as Kyran looked over to James. 
“Because…I saw Chloe in Zen-echelon. She is my deceased wife.”
James eyes widened as Kyran continued to stare his way. “I was able to confirm that it was her…and she is trapped there, under the spell and bondage of that monster. To make matters worse…he knew I had the Quietus and Langoran stones, yet he didn’t care. Our greatest weapons are nothing to him.”
“My King did promise you the stone of Prattle,” Tyuin said, turning to Catherine. “Before his wife passed, she confirmed this. We have it in our possession at this very moment, but under the circumstances, I have to ask you for leniency.”
“Keep it for now,” Catherine said quickly. “It won’t do us any good until we get Thorn’s stone anyways. Our defeat and the ether’s presence are imminent without it. However, once we have it, I trust you will follow through with the agreement.”
“Of course, Princess,” Tyuin said. “Thank you. And until the time comes in which we can rebuild and go our separate ways, our people are your own. We owe you all a great debt for the help your Sages offered, and without them, I fear every Prattlian would have lost their lives. Until this is over, you have us at your disposal. We are your allies.”
“Thank you, King,” Catherine smiled as she looked to her Sages. “But now that we’ve decided to join forces, what do we do now? Are there any weaknesses that you can ascertain?”
Each of the Sages thought her question over carefully. Arimus finally sighed and spoke up.
“Thorn…is playing a very intelligent game. I can’t say for sure what he’s hiding…but his attitude is a giveaway. One minute he’s leveling a Kingdom and threatening us all. The next, he’s talking to you like an old friend. His demeanor is very off-putting and I suspect it’s so we don’t discover his secrets. By always guessing at his true nature, we are constantly at a disadvantage. Still…he is not a god, and he can’t be all-powerful, no matter how much he pretends to be. He must have a weakness.”
“He has a carrier for his stone,” Kyran confirmed. “He told me so.”
“It makes sense considering the power he displayed,” Arimus said. “And even if he was able to use the stone himself, he wouldn’t, considering he would have died after all the manifestations he just produced.”
“His carrier is his weakness,” Catherine said thoughtfully. “But it’s one that’s not easily accessible. We know it, and unfortunately, he knows it. She, whoever she is, has to be in Zen-echelon, but I’m not even sure a collective attack with all the Kingdoms would be enough. There has to be another way…something we’re missing.”
“He can’t be everywhere at once,” Kyran said. “He has manifestations and people to watch for him…but I’m sure he’s not omnipotent.”
“Then it would have to be a surprise. We would have to sneak into Zen-echelon without his knowledge and kill the carrier.”
“And how will we accomplish that?” Tyuin asked. “No offense, Princess. But it sounds just as impossible as storming his Kingdom outright.”
“What are the odds that he’s watching right now?” Catherine asked first, as everyone at the table considered the question.
“Slim,” Arimus declared. “But possible. I doubt he has someone posing as one of the Prattlians, but he could have a small manifestation listening in our conversation.”
“Regardless, I’ll say this,” Catherine raised her voice. “The only way we can both have a chance at winning, is to gather us altogether first. His plan is to take out the Kingdoms one by one, but not all at once. Why? Because his power will be stretched thin, and there is the possibility of failure. Based on what Arimus said, he’s very confident, and I’m sure that means he doesn’t like to lose. His ego would be damaged and wounded…so this is what we do. We gather the Kingdoms against him as one. We congregate in one place and wait for his attack. In order to defeat us, he will have to concentrate most of his power on our army. Even if he leaves behind a little of his power and manifestations in Zen-echelon, we will have a team of warriors to dispatch them there. This is the only way. It gives him a chance to wipe us all out at once while also providing the opportunity to get to his carrier. If he doesn’t act at all after we’ve come together then all that does is force a stalemate. In which case, we would use that time to strengthen our forces – something he doesn’t want to see happen.”
“It’s insane,” Arimus nodded. “But it’s the only way.”
“Before we carry out that plan,” James said. “There’s one issue we have to deal with first. Dominic and Alexander…one sergeant specializing in combat, the other in intelligence. It makes sense that Thorn would recruit those two – he’s covering his bases. Let’s say there’s someone out there that’s very strong. Maybe a Langoran or a Sage. Perhaps they couldn’t kill Thorn, but there’s always the chance he could be wounded, giving others the opportunity to finish him off…now he doesn’t have to worry about it. Dominic handles those people. He’s the executioner. Alexander – he’s there to constantly assess whatever plan we come up with and counter it. Being a Prattlian, I’m sure that won’t be hard for him. Bottom line is that both need to be dealt with, or we’re only going to get so far. Thorn won’t have to engage us directly if he doesn’t want. He can keep on sending his little manifestations while Dominic and Alexander are on the frontlines, doing his dirty work.”
“He speaks the truth,” Kyran admitted. “The boy is right.”
“Then that’s our job,” Catherine said. “I don’t know how Alexander survived, but he’s our responsibility. The same with Dominic.”
Arimus and James gave each other an excited look. They were both eager to settle the score.
“We will go above ground and head for Languor, ready to engage Dominic or Alexander as they reveal themselves, and hope to win. In the meantime, Tyuin, you and your people use your knowledge to devise a way to expand these tunnels and get to Languor right way.”
“Only by going underground?” Tyuin said in disbelief. “That will take days!”
“I’m sure your Prattlian minds can come up with an efficient way to make it go faster. But don’t worry, that’s all you have to worry about. Just get there. Talk to whoever is in charge and tell them what’s going on. We’ll cover your backs. If we don’t make it to Languor within five days, then head immediately to Allay and tell the people what happened. They are apprehensive when it comes to strangers, but they are good-natured. You can convince them.”
“We’ll get started right away,” Tyuin said as he and his wife nodded to the two guards in the room. They left quickly, relaying the message to the other guards and the people outside.
“Our enemy is not giving us the luxury of time,” Catherine said to her Sages. “Any sleep you managed to get in the past couple of days will have to sustain you. If there is nothing else, we must be going now.”
Catherine got up from her seat and made her way to the door. Everyone followed but James who had fallen deep in thought.
“Catherine, wait!” James shouted at her, coming out of his daze. She turned with a curious expression on her face. “What about Quietus? If he’s headed there…shouldn’t we help them?”
“I’m afraid we would be too late,” she said with weary eyes. “We have to move forward…I – I’m sorry, James.”
The other Sages looked at him suspiciously, but no one said a word as they left the room to prepare for their journey. James sat in silence for a moment, closed his eyes, and then shot up to join them. This was no time to dwell on his heritage, his mother…if he would ever see her again…
None of that mattered.
There was only the mission. 
There would always be the mission. 
And anything besides it, whether it was love, family, or a life of peace…
Was just a fleeting thought, 
And a hopeful dream….
 



Chapter 10 – Unfinished Business
 
Scarlet insisted that she go first as she removed the wooden planks that comprised the gazebo floor. Since the entrance to the tunnel didn’t have a ladder, she had to literally burst through the wood, leaving it wide open afterwards. She examined the area, listened through the stillness and was starting to give the okay when she heard a distant rumbling, very faint, but still cause for caution. Arimus jumped up next and Scarlet clutched his shoulder and pointed out towards the west. 
“Based on our location,” Arimus sighed. “It must be Quietus. Their battle has already begun.” The others jumped to the surface one by one and listened for the sounds of war to reach their location. “It sounds fierce.”
“If anyone has a chance against Thorn, it’s them,” James said. “Unfortunately, I’m sure Dominic’s there to ensure they only achieve so much. Add that to the fact that Chloe’s killed their King and elite warriors - it will be a lot harder to succeed.”
“Yes, I was thinking about that too,” Catherine said as she began walking forward. Her Sages followed as they listened. “I don’t know if my parents are still alive, but I’m sure they’re in no condition to communicate with me if they are. Thorn wouldn’t allow a letter to be sent to us unless he was in control of the contents.”
Catherine pulled out the letter from beneath her clothing and examined its words. 
“This can’t be from my father,” she said with confidence.
“Perhaps he sent it before Thorn got a hold of him,” Arimus suggested, but Catherine shook her head profusely. 
“No, I doubt it. If Thorn has been watching all of our movements, I’m sure he would have seen the letter. Even if this is the hand of my father, no doubt Thorn had already examined the contents and allowed it to reach its destination.”
“Which means he may have been the driving force in our mission,” Scarlet mumbled as Catherine ripped the letter to shreds and threw it to the side.
“We’ve already determined that the alliance of our Kingdoms is essential to our survival. With this letter driving us, not only did he ensure that we weakened each of them, but we took away their stones as well. For all we know, Thorn’s plan could have been to wait until we collected them all and then just took them from us in Zen-echelon.”
“Is that why you left the Prattlian stone with Tyuin?” Arimus asked.
“That was part of it. But mostly because it’s better if we don’t have all of them in one place.”
“With the stones in our possession, we are a big target.”
“That’s the point,” Kyran said flatly. “We want Dominic and Alexander to come for us.”
“Exactly,” Catherine said. “So stay alert. I’m sure we’ll run into some kind of trouble before we reach Languor…”
 
*              *              *              *              *
 
The dreams were vivid and crisp. There he was, standing in the middle of an army of Quietus, none of them armored, but all transformed. Their hair slicked back and their scythes drawn, gazing out at Thorn who motioned for them to attack…
But none moved. Thorn smiled. And then he motioned for Dominic to do what he did best.
The young Sage ran throughout the crowd, swinging his sword at their throats. Even as they were decapitated, their bodies stood vigilant, at attention towards the man that created them. Without a move to regenerate, without their heads being reattached quickly, the bodies eventually began to crumble and fall. Dominic kept moving, row by row, line by line, but James couldn’t move. He only waited for his turn. And when Dominic came upon him, he did not resist, he did not plead. In fact, he stretched his neck further to the sky, and let the Master’s sergeant complete his work.
“WHAT?!” James woke up with a shout, but the word didn’t sound the same. Before he realized it, his Quietus legs began running, bounding through the trees. He didn’t need an eidolon to know where his body was headed: The Kingdom of Quietus.
“No!” James growled and the body stopped. His legs continued to quiver as he tried to constrict his muscles in the moonlight. He closed his eyes and slowed his breathing, carefully retracting the scythes that stuck out of his forearms. Concentrating on one body part at a time, he meticulously reverted back to his normal form. Once he was in full control, he dropped to his knees and panted in exhaustion. Sweat poured down the sides of his temples and suddenly, he felt a hand brush against his back. He threw himself forward in fear and scurried back onto his butt. It wasn’t until his non-Quietus eyes focused, that he realized it was not an enemy at all. Just the woman he loved.
“I take it you couldn’t sleep,” she whispered gently, sitting down next to him. James stared at her with rapidly blinking eyes, still breathing erratically. 
“Catherine, you shouldn’t sit so close. I don’t know what just happened.”
“I’m not afraid,” she admitted. “I know you won’t hurt me.”
“Just myself,” he huffed as he leaned his arms onto his knees. “Did I wake the others?”
“No. Well, Kyran was awake, but then again, he’s like a cat. He naps. Never really slumbers.”
“Was he surprised to see a Quietus suddenly jump up from our area and start running?”
“I didn’t see you transform until you were quite a distance away. I don’t think he saw.”
“But you did.”
“I was concerned so I followed you. You know it’s hard for me to sleep considering what’s going on, but we need our rest, even if it’s only an hour or two. It was crazy of me to think we could get to Languor without stopping.”
“Prattle had just been destroyed, and you thought of Allay’s safety. I understand.”
“James…why did you transform? Do you know?”
“I…I was having a dream. About Thorn and Dominic. Thorn had some kind of hold over the Quietus and I was there. Dominic just slaughtered them one by one and no one even lifted a hand against him. I think…it might have been a message of some sort. I think something similar might have happened in Quietus. Notice how we can’t hear the battle anymore?”
“We are far away,” Catherine said with concern. “Perhaps we just can’t hear it.”
“No, I think it’s over,” James sighed. “At least most of it. If there are any survivors, it won’t be enough to pose any kind of threat to Thorn. You saw the Prattlians. They lost most of their people in the attack.”
“So your body was…what? Moving to help?”
“Maybe,” James shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t really know. Or maybe it was running from what’s to come. Either way, it wasn’t a confident stride, I’ll tell you that.”
“I’m sorry that I couldn’t give the order to help,” Catherine said, looking to the side. “I hope you’re not upset with me.”
“Of course not,” James said as he gave a weak smile. “I understand the decision…and besides, I’ve only just met my mother…”
“And it may be your last…you haven’t seen her since you were a child and now that you’ve found her, I’m taking her away from you. The odds of her survival, regardless of how strong she may be - is slim. How could you not be angry with me?”
“Because I know it wasn’t an easy decision,” James said, wrapping an arm around her shoulders. “I can’t say that I don’t think about her. Wonder if she’s hurt or worse…but I know that you’ve already thought of that too. That’s what will make you a great Queen someday. You do what’s best for your people, but they know you have a heart too. If you could, you would listen to it and go that route, but that’s not always what’s best for them. That’s not what helps them to survive.”
“But is denying your heart always the right decision?” Catherine asked. “I think of how Arimus would handle Allay if he was King. It would all be about ‘the ends justifying the means,’ but I realized early on that’s not the best way to rule. We’re young, you and I, and those over us – the adults, the teachers, our parents and elders…they all like to behave as if their chronological number has given them an inner maturity that guides them, but I’ve seen quite the opposite. They’re children, just like us. They cry, fight, do crazy, unintelligible things. They feel no different than we do – it’s just that some of them have learned how to hide their emotions better. And others, even worse – try to act like their feelings aren’t even there. Like they have a steel resolve…part of me wants to believe their wisdom and life experience is all that matters – that it is all I need to know about how to conduct myself, but deep down, I know it’s a lie. How can all decisions be black and white when the very organ keeping them alive resides in the gray?”
“And that’s why you can’t just listen to Arimus, and Kyran and Scarlet all the time. It’s good to have council, but you’re the one who will become Queen. Not them.”
“And yet…” Catherine smiled, turning to face him. “I know also that the heart can be very misleading…” Catherine reached out and pulled James’ face to her, kissing his lips gently. James closed his eyes and slowly embraced her, sighing heavily over how blissful he felt. This is what he lived for. This is what he fought for. This moment, as brief and rare as it was. It renewed his spirit like food after days of starvation. It was rain after the drought. A warm fire after swimming through the black, icy cold water. 
Her fine hair lightly tickling against his cheek, the slight rub of her nose, the sumptuous, warm and tender touch of her luscious lips. It drove him mad, but it was what kept him going nonetheless, and wasn’t that enough? It inspired him to train beyond what was necessary. It pushed him to aspire towards greater heights and levels even when the situations and people around him told him otherwise. Perhaps logic and reason was good when dealing with others’ lives, but when it came to his own, he had only his heart to guide him. Logic told him long ago he was a lazy bum that would never amount to anything. That he was dumb, immature, selfish…and the adults in his life were quick to echo his thoughts. 
But it just wasn’t true. Perhaps to them, looking on the outside, he was. He even acted the exact way he described. But it wasn’t him at all. He wasn’t a lifeless drone sucking out the generosity of others until the day he died. He was a human being, just like them. He had dreams, and hope, and goals. It was just that he couldn’t see the path within the confines of the village. There was no one to show him the way. No one that aspired to be more than a merchant or a farmer so that was all he knew. 
It wasn’t until he was forced to leave his comfort zone and fight for his survival that he discovered new worlds and new possibilities. Did they seem impossible to achieve? Yes. But he never gave up, despite the odds, and now he had the Princess of Allay wrapped in his arms, his powerful Sage arms…
And the villagers would look at him and smile and nod and say yes, James had matured. He was no longer selfish or a lazy bum, and maybe this was true…but he hadn’t changed because of them. He changed on his own terms. Sure, he had been thrown in the deep end of the pond but it was still his right to drown. And drowned, he had not. He taught himself to swim when no one else would and only then did he decide how far under the water he could hold his breath. 
His heart…saved his life. And he wasn’t about to stop listening to it now.
“Catherine,” James took a deep swallow as he pulled her away. She stared at him steadily with her beautiful green eyes, digging into his soul, trying to decipher the intent of his fast-beating heart.
“What is it, James?” she whispered as he lifted his head slightly.
“Will you marry me?” 
Catherine’s lips curved up slowly as her eyes darted back and forth.
“James, you can’t be serious,” she laughed playfully.
“I am. Marry me. Be my wife,” he said as he refused to quit his gaze.
“You know I can’t…” Catherine said, becoming more solemn. “And it’s a little unfair to ask this of me at a time like this.”
“We may never get another time like this,” James declared.
“I have so much on my mind…I don’t want to hurt you…”
“Then let me say something…and if at the end, you don’t want to marry me, I promise that I’ll never bring it up again.”
“I don’t believe that for one second.”
“I stopped pursuing you once Chloe told me to focus on my training, didn’t I?”
“You did…” Catherine said thoughtfully.
“Then please just let me say this, and I’ll let this go once and for all.”
“Go ahead…”
“Catherine…” James took a deep breath. “I love you…like…I need you to understand this – I’ve never loved anyone…anyone on this earth, before I met you. Not my parents, not my friends…no one....before you, I just existed. That’s it. Even though I wasn’t dead, it was like I was a ghost, just haunting the village because I had unfinished business to take care of. It was part of the reason that I never fought for anything before the academy. I heard all of the lectures – that I should work hard and become this or that, but I saw the lives of those people that gave me the advice, and it just put me into a deeper shell. I thought to myself often…why work my behind off to become a merchant or farmer when they were miserable? When they didn’t even enjoy it? When all they got out of it was stress and worry and pain? If I wasn’t such a coward, I probably would have left this world a long time ago. Catherine, I didn’t even see a reason to breathe if it wasn’t for the fact that my lungs did it automatically…
“But you gave me a reason to live…and I need to explain…I love you not just because you’re funny and smart, and beautiful and you get all sexy when you’re acting like a Princess and giving out orders…I love you because you inspire people, myself included, to shed the dead skin they’ve been carrying on their backs for decades, and reach for something greater and more noble. You take everyone at the level they’re at, no matter how low, no matter how vile, and you challenge them – dare them to do better, not because you feel they should, but because you want them to be happy. You want us all to live in harmony and love one another and be peaceful. Somehow…you have the ability to order an execution for the good of your people, knowing what it will do to your sleep at night, and the next moment…you want all of us, no matter what Kingdom we’re from – to hold hands, and become a family. This is why even if you won’t marry me…I will still fight for you until my last breath…”
“James, I –“
“ – I’m not finished!” James cried out with a chuckle.
“Okay,” Catherine giggled. “Go on.”
“You’re constantly going over scenarios and decisions in your mind because you don’t like to displease anyone. You worry about what I think, Scarlet thinks, Arimus, Kyran, and so on…and most of all your people. I respect that, and I think it’s very mature of you…but when it comes to me…us…you never asked me what I want, what I would be willing to give up, just to be by your side forever…Catherine, I don’t want to be King. The world knows I would suck at it, but it doesn’t mean I can’t be an incredible husband and make you the happiest woman on the planet. Write up a royal decree, tell the people in a speech, order my execution if I should ever try to take over the throne. I don’t care…I just want you. I could just be your boyfriend or whatever we are right now, but I’m ready for the commitment. I want you to know that I’m in it for the long haul and you have nothing to worry about from me.
“Yes, we’re young, and everyone we come into contact with may not understand our relationship. They may ridicule it, demean it, even outright oppose it. But it was never about them from the start. It’s you…and me…that’s it. We started this love story, and we decide how it ends.”
James paused to look at her for a second.
“All you need to know…is that I’m here with you, no matter what our status is. Whether we’re husband and wife, lovers, friends, or I’m just a bodyguard…it’s until death do us part. That’s where I stand, and so…with all that being said….” James laughed as he caught his breath. “Will you marry me?”
“You’re asking me to defy all logic?” Catherine said.
“Yes.”
“To simply go with my heart?”
“If that’s what it wants, yes.”
“To forget the fact that we’re young and impulsive and we would be going against centuries of royal etiquette, law and decency?”
“All of that…yes.”
“Without a guarantee that it will work out?”
“No one is given one in marriage,” James said with a smile, standing up to face her. “The two of you have to give each other your own guarantee. And the only way that can be broken is if one…or the other, decides it is, and I know that I will never go back on my vow.”
“We wouldn’t be officially married until…if, we reach Allay.”
“I’m fine with that.”
“You really love me?” Catherine asked, shaking her head and rising to her feet. “That much?”
“I had a lot of growing up to do first…but yes, I do.”
“In that case, James Alters,” Catherine cleared her throat, grabbed the lapel of his shirt and pulled him close. “The Princess…and your future Queen, accepts your proposal. I just hope you –“
James cut her off with a hard kiss, clutching her hair with his right hand and embracing her tight with the left. He didn’t care if the whole world was watching. He was in love, and…she felt the same. Catherine finally broke off the embrace and blushed as she gently rubbed her hands across James’ chest.
“You know, James…” she whispered. “I won’t –“
“- I don’t want you to,” he cut her off, raising her chin upwards to look at him. “And I wouldn’t ask you to. Not until we’re married. After all, you do have to concentrate on the problem at hand.”
James smiled playfully as Catherine slapped him lightly on the cheek. 
“After such a grand display, you’re suddenly all about business?”
“I wouldn’t be able to concentrate otherwise,” James gave a half-smile. “When I found out about Jester kidnapping you, and what almost happened to us in Prattle…I needed to tell you how I felt…and I always wondered if you felt the same. We’ve never really had the time to work it out.”
“We still don’t,” Catherine laughed. “If it wasn’t for the fact that we might be ambushed at any second, I would ask you to take us to our beach, but…we’ll have to wait for that. We should really be getting back to the campsite though. It’s not good for us to be alone for too long.”
“You’re right about that,” James said as he gave a quick look at the trees around him. “But Catherine, I have to ask…and I hope I don’t sound too worrisome, but…are you sure about this?”
“I know that right now it seems like I’m not jumping for joy…but I promise you, my love…I have never been surer about anything in my entire life…”
 
*              *              *              *              *              
 
“Chloe, if you can hear me, give me a sign,” Kyran whispered from underneath his hood, an attachment that he rarely used. He was never one to be ashamed of others seeing him. Of course, this was easy to say considering he had the ability to go invisible, but in a strange way, whenever he used this power, he felt a connection to those around him. They were completely unaware that he was present, and yet, he was able to be himself without equivocation. He even parted his hair on occasion to expose the beady eyes that were usually veiled from the world. He would uncharacteristically release the top button of his trench coat from its chamber and let his neck go free. It was an exhilarating and horrible feeling, but he enjoyed it all the same. This way, he had nothing to worry about, not even another’s thoughts. He could simply be Kyran, and that’s all he ever wanted to be…
And that’s all Chloe wanted him to be as well. She recognized this early on and granted him his space, only exposing him or making fun whenever he pretended to be something he wasn’t. She let him know through very not so subtle ways that it was fine to be concealed from the world, but never her. Never her…
Even now he missed her annoying bubbly laugh, her blinding, bright dresses and childish mannerisms. A classic case of opposites attracting. Though he never came close to behaving in such an appalling manner, he couldn’t deny that secretly, he wished he could. Maybe once...
By being so hidden, so trapped, he was also chained. For fear of revealing too much, he was forced to hide behind his leather shell and watch from afar. He occasionally…longed…for a conversation with a stranger, though that didn’t necessarily mean talking. And he did have the rare urge to ask a question of someone, though often he would just supply his own answer in his head, whether he was wrong or not. Basically, he needed Chloe. And bad. She was the only thing keeping him stable and focused. He knew it would be wrong to align with Thorn, and Chloe would never forgive him, but at least he would be able to see her again…hear her voice…touch her…
Kyran grit his teeth and slunk down further against the tree stump, glancing over for just a second to confirm that the others were sleeping. James and Catherine had run off some time ago, but he could still sense their presence and their fluctuating emotions. Whatever they were talking about, it was getting the both of them stirred up, and companionship was the last thing he wanted to think about. He was perfectly content just strategizing on how to defeat Thorn, but now all he could think about was his dead wife.
“Chloe…” Kyran’s voice trailed off as he rolled his eyes. She would only appear if Thorn allowed it, and even then, it would take too long to confirm it was actually her again. The others might wake up and no doubt they would want to talk, and Chloe, being her natural social self, would oblige them, and they would all have a jolly reunion while he remained in the background, brooding and trying to subdue thoughts of stabbing his own friends just to have her all to himself…perhaps it was for the best she didn’t appear.
“Good night, my four-leaf clover,” he chuckled to himself, finding comfort in the words as soon as they became one with the air. Wherever she was, he would see her again. And he would do everything in his power to ensure it…
Or else the whole world would burn in his wake…
 
*              *              *              *              *
 
“EVERYONE! WAKE UP!” Arimus barked as Catherine and the Sages shot up to attention. Kyran was standing next to his old friend on a large boulder above them, and from what James could see, it was an intense conversation. He allowed himself a short yawn as he squinted through the early morning sunshine, gently pushing back the leaves to reach the forest ground below. The land was just coming out of its haze from the sunrise and it gave the forest a foggy, soft tint to it, as if they were still dreaming. 
James rubbed his eyes and helped Catherine to her feet. Though he wanted to shout to the forest canopy that he was engaged to the woman he loved, he promised to be discreet…as long as Catherine slept next to him that was. She reluctantly agreed, but the moment she laid her head on his shoulder, he saw a smile escape. She quickly swept it away and glanced up at him to see if he was paying attention, but he closed his eyes and gave her some peace of mind. No point in making a big deal about the fact that she was happy to be with him. After all, the more comfortable she felt, the more time she would be willing to spend with him, and to be frank, he was looking forward to many a more shoulder naps and kisses on the forehead.
“You sound like dog who just saw a squirrel,” Scarlet groaned as she scratched her hair. “Can you get any louder?”
“We didn’t see a squirrel,” Arimus shot back, scowling at her. “But something far, far worse.”
“Please don’t tell me it’s Dominic or Alexander.”
“Dominic is close,” Kyran stated, looking out into the distance. Scarlet shrugged her shoulders and shook her head.
“And why are we scared of the Sage-in-training again?”
“You weren’t there,” Arimus said slowly. “Remember that he joined Thorn’s army. Since then, he’s gotten a considerable increase in his base strength. James and I were completely taken off guard in Prattle.”
“And I must confess something,” Kyran said, quickly turning around to face Catherine. “I don’t want this to be a secret that Thorn can hold over us. Part of the reason Dominic joined the enemy is because I murdered him in Quietus. I was angry over his subtle involvement in my wife’s death and…there is no excuse. Thorn must have used that anger to his advantage.”
“There’s no reason to be sorry now, Kyran,” Catherine said immediately. “What’s done is done. And knowing how reserved you are…I know you didn’t lash at him right away…and to be honest, I’m not totally innocent. I let my budding relationship with James come too far to the surface. It was the wrong time to display my feelings for him, especially with Dominic already on edge about our betrothal being disannulled. If anyone should be asking for forgiveness, it’s me.”
Kyran stared at her in silence, and then turned back around toward the incoming threat.
“Don’t be silly, Princess,” he said as she continued staring at him. “Of course, you are forgiven.”
“If I would’ve killed someone, I wouldn’t have gotten off so light,” Scarlet muttered as Catherine punched her in the arm. 
“We need a plan now,” Catherine said as Scarlet rubbed her wound. “Arimus, what do you suggest?”
“I’m not sure,” Arimus stated. “It may take all of us to defeat him.”
“That’s not an option,” Catherine declared. “We might be weaker by dividing, but someone has to reach Languor and defuse the problems we’ve caused. Not if we have any hope of gaining their assistance.”
“Then what do you suggest, Princess?” Arimus sighed. “We’ll do what you think is best, though any offered solution will be a difficult one. He’ll be here in no more than fifteen minutes. Less, if he feels inclined. It appears like he’s taking his time in order to intimidate us.”
“I know this is hard,” Catherine’s face grew solemn as she looked at each of her Sages, one by one, assessing how they could best assist the mission. “Okay, this is what we’ll do…James and Arimus will engage Dominic. Since they fought him in Prattle, they have the best knowledge of what he’s capable of. With Arimus’ strategy, and James being the strongest Sage at this time, I think that’s best. I need Kyran with me in Languor to identify any unseen threats and Scarlet’s my muscle in case Thorn appears.”
Silence overcame the area until James stepped forward with glistening eyes.
“As you wish, Princess,” James bowed to her as Catherine nearly reached out to touch him. Kyran jumped down from the boulder and began heading towards Prattle. Scarlet stared at Catherine for a moment and then followed suit.
“I’ll give you two a minute,” Arimus sighed. “But no more than that. The longer you wait here, the more danger you’re in.”
“I understand,” Catherine whispered as Arimus gave them their privacy.
“What are you so worried about?” James laughed. “It’s just your ex-boyfriend I’m about to smash into the ground.”
“Just,” Catherine laughed nervously. “I – um, I…”
“You don’t have to say anything,” James replied, hugging her. “And stuttering isn’t like you. I already know. You love me, and I should be careful.”
“I can’t show favoritism,” Catherine cried as she broke their embrace and glanced up into his eyes. “I had to make the right call. You are the strongest of us right now, and you have the best chance of survival. I couldn’t –“
“Catherine, stop it. You have nothing to be sorry over. I wouldn’t have gone with you to Languor no matter what you said. I know this was the call to make.”
“Oh, really?” Catherine laughed nervously, wiping away her tears. “Mutiny and disobedience against your Queen?”
“You’re not a Queen yet.”
“How about your fiancée’ then?” she said as she kissed his lips delicately. “James…I’m not stupid…I know this is a fight to the death….you just make sure you’re the one that makes it, okay? Don’t die on me now…not after last night.”
“Don’t worry. I plan on fading away in a ripe old age, approximately two minutes after you do.”
“Why? What would be taking you so long?’ Catherine chuckled. “Trying to get some time to yourself?”
“Well, I need a little time to prepare for our first date in Paradise.”
“Very smooth,” Catherine laughed, kissing him harder this time. “You have a very quick tongue.”
“CATHERINE!” Arimus shouted, jumping back up onto the boulder from the other side. “YOU HAVE TO GO NOW! THERE’S LITTLE TIME!”
“I will,” she blushed as she patted James’ cheek one last time and then jumped onto the boulder to give Arimus a hug. “You come back too.”
“I’ll make sure your prince makes it home safely,” Arimus chuckled as he hugged her back. “Now get going. I’m sure Scarlet and Kyran are wondering what’s happening.”
“Good luck!” Catherine shouted, waving to them both. James sighed as he tried to memorize the face she gave before she ran off. It didn’t give him any comfort; she had begun to cry. Still, he closed his eyes and tried to implant the memory as Arimus jumped down to join him in the dead grass below. 
“James, we need a strategy,” Arimus said as James fluttered his eyelids back open.
“What? Huh? Oh…yeah…strategy,” James replied, stretching his arms behind his back. “Any thoughts? I don’t feel like losing any limbs this time.”
“His power is far superior to our own,” Arimus replied, “but his weakness is his blinding temper. Perhaps if we attack him with relentless speed…together…we may be able to overcome him. Force him to make the mistake. Play off of his confidence.”
“He may be too strong for that,” James sighed. “Any other ideas?”
“You know, I remember a boy, not much younger than you…the moment he joined the academy, he wanted to become a Sage, though he had no idea just how much suffering he would have to go through to become one. You know that common weakling was able to cut a Sage-in-training? And it was all because he played off the Sage’s ego.”
“I also remembered the boy failed the Sage test,” James snickered. “And he wasn’t all that weak. Reliable sources tell me he did twenty push-ups every morning.”
“Oh, well no wonder he did so well in the exams. I mean, twenty full pushups…and every morning, you say!” 
“Humor doesn’t suit you, Arimus,” James sulked as Arimus laughed heartily.
“And neither does fear for you. Take heart, James. We can win today. We just have to hope for the best.”
“Ugh. Let’s go back to talking about the push-ups.”
A booming sound was heard in the distance as James and Arimus stood to attention. 
“So…” Arimus whispered. “Fiancée, huh?”
“I proposed last night,” James whispered back as he unsheathed his eidolon quietly from his left rib. The white-hot blade hummed low as James extended it forward. It told him that Dominic would be at their location in a matter of seconds.
“I hardly call that leaving the Princess alone,” Arimus shook his head as he unsheathed his windmill eidolon from his back. “Wouldn’t you say?”
“Call it giving me a reason to kick Dominic’s over-privileged butt,” James said as Arimus chuckled to himself. 
“Let’s leave it at that for now then,” he said as a whooshing sound was heard and a gust of wind blinded their vision, smashing into their faces out of nowhere. James wiped his eyes and looked toward the source, coming right from the top of the boulder. 
There Dominic stood, looking down on them with a playful smile.
“Hello, little mouse,” he said. “Are you ready to play?”
 



Chapter 11 – Washed in Blood
 
“What game are we playing exactly?” James called up to him. “Tag? Hide and Seek?”
“SHUT UP!” Dominic shrieked, pointing his steel sword towards James face. “STOP TALKING! I DON’T WANT TO HEAR YOUR VOICE ANYMORE!”
“Temper, temper,” James muttered as he winked toward Arimus. The old Sage sighed. If anyone could get Dominic furious, it was definitely James. 
“Is there any way we can discuss the situation?” Arimus asked politely. “It’s still not too late to realize your error. We could still use your power.”
“Error?” Dominic scoffed. “Discuss? Seriously, Arimus? This is what it’s come to? Quivering and begging? The infamous Arimus of the wind is proposing an alliance?”
“Is it so far-fetched? We were allies only a few short days ago.”
“That was before I was murdered by my own teacher. Before a common villager stole my betrothed. Before my beloved betrayed me for dirt. Is that the time frame we’re discussing?”
“I hope I’m not the dirt in that metaphor,” James scoffed, placing a hand to his chest. “I mean, if I’m dirt, and the Princess chose me…what does that say about you?”
“Dominic!” Arimus shouted. “Please! This is foolishness! The three of us are each from the Kingdom of Allay. We shouldn’t be squabbling and tearing each other apart! James, that includes you!”
“There is no going back, Arimus,” Dominic replied with a sneer. “Thorn has given me more power than I could ever dream of. Even greater than Chloe’s…and to be honest with you, I want this. It’s apparent that Catherine doesn’t love me. That is very clear. So what reason do I have to go back to Allay? To be the laughingstock when she sees that she’s chosen a villager over me? To be ridiculed and hated when tales are told of how I was responsible for Achan and Chloe’s deaths? How I alerted the Quietus to our presence? Is that what I have in Allay to look forward to?”
“Dominic, in all seriousness,” James said. “It doesn’t matter who Catherine chooses. It’s her heart. She gets to make the decision, and that’s her right. We are to be her Sages, her warriors, and anything more than that is a blessing. When I began training with Chloe, she asked me to cast my feelings for Catherine temporarily aside so I could focus. I did that, even with you getting closer to her, because I knew that first and foremost, I was her bodyguard. I knew where I stood.”
“Oh, I’m sorry. Were you speaking?” Dominic sneered. “All I heard was the sound of mud making sucking sounds as it sunk into the crust of this dead forest. Was that you? Huh, dirt?”
“Oh, forget it,” James snapped as he turned to Arimus. “He’s not going to listen to reason. I say we get this over with so we can get back to the Princess.”
“Agreed,” Arimus said as he glared at the traitor.
“With that being said,” James spat at Dominic. “I’ll let you in on a little secret. You’ll get a kick out of it. I proposed to Catherine last night, and she said yes. That’s right, you dim-witted, rock-headed, traitor. You were her betrothed and she couldn’t even stand to look at you, let alone touch you. I’ve kissed her tender lips more times in reality than you have in your dreams and all I had to do was ask to receive her hand in marriage!”
Dominic just screamed as a wave of energy exploded from his body and spread for miles in all directions, blanketing the forest in a blinding red, obliterating everything it came across and turning it into dust. 
When the illumination faded, and the smoke cleared, James and Arimus were over a mile away from where Dominic stood, stooped down on one knee as they stared in horror at the destruction surrounding them. The forest had now become a dead wasteland – a valley seared even through the soil. Not an animal, not even a blade of grass survived as a strange red hue mixed with the green ether in the sky above. James rose to his feet slowly, trying to keep his right hand from shaking.
“I…I had no idea he could…” James examined the open valley with wide eyes and extended his shaking eidolon towards Languor. “Oh, thank you…thank you,” he sighed as he once again fell to one knee. Arimus stood up and stretched his back.
“Is Catherine okay? Languor?”
“Yes,” James shuddered, giving the ground a punch. “Darn it. That was reckless. I had no idea he would lose it like that. He could have killed Catherine and the others in that blast. Fortunately, they gained a lot of distance between us.”
“Languor is nearly half a day from our location. If the blast had reached that distance, we truly would not have stood a chance. By the way, again, thank you for saving my life.”
“I just…reacted,” James stuttered as he stood up slowly. “My body sensed the danger. I barely saw that…happen.”
“We have to stop this here,” Arimus replied. James nodded as he took a deep breath. He knew exactly what his mentor was implying. This was no time for taking chances. They needed to unleash their full power, especially now that there weren’t any wildlife or plants to worry about. 
James closed his eyes and concentrated. He barely felt the light engulf him from above, but the change in his body was undeniable. As soon as he felt the white robe brush against his skin, his eyes opened, and the eidolon of Allay emerged, hilt in hand. James took one glance at Arimus and saw it all over his face.
It wasn’t enough…
He had transformed. 
To a level equal to that of Chloe’s, if not more…
And it wasn’t enough…
“What are we going to do?” James cried just as a familiar gust of wind hit them both in the face. Arimus winced under the pressure and yelled through it.
“Tell me how you’re transforming! Maybe together we can defeat him!”
“It will take too long to explain!” James shouted back. “Just…just change yourself! Concentrate! You soul is limitless!”
“I don’t understand, James!” Arimus yelled as the wind died down. Dominic stood in front of them with his jaw clenched, examining both of them in disgust.
“Oh, so now you’re going to take me seriously?” Dominic shouted as he stepped towards James. “Now you see me as a threat? What happened, huh?”
“You lost it, psycho.” James muttered as he gripped his eidolon. “You threw a little baby tantrum because I told you that your life was meaningless since the day you were born.”
Dominic screamed in rage, but this time, he lunged forward with his red machete eidolon in his right hand, reaching towards James’ throat. James parried it with his blade and then jumped far away from Arimus who waited for an opening. Dominic followed right after his rival.
“You think this will end well for you? You think you can survive this?”
James refused to humor him, deciding to focus on the information his eidolon poured into him. If he had any hope of survival, he needed to listen to it. The problem was, Dominic had an eidolon too…or did he? James contemplated the possibilities as Dominic advanced slowly. Maybe there was a way to win after all…but it would be risky. Still, it was all he had. Arimus was sure to follow his lead.
“Here we go,” James sighed as his aura began to hum. He gripped his eidolon tight and its white light increased in intensity, radiating with power. Dominic’s red eidolon responded in kind, but James was unfazed. He had to concentrate. 
To both of their surprise, Arimus made the first move, as four large tornadoes formed out of nowhere and surrounded the young Sage. Dominic attempted to cut through them but his eidolon hit nothing but air. As they closed in, James looked down at his body, his white robe and the power he felt. What was wrong? How could the power surging through him not be enough?
“JAMES!” Arimus shouted as Dominic burst through the tornadoes at his former teacher. James sprinted forward and cut his rival off at the pass, swinging his sword right at his neck. Dominic blocked it and responded with his own strike. James blocked it and the two began clashing their swords against each other, each aiming for a killing blow. James knew that Dominic was just toying with him, but he couldn’t let up. Not now. 
Arimus joined in the fray with his own eidolon, but Dominic was getting faster now, ducking and dodging each of their attacks while he refused to relay his own. He was just laughing and enjoying himself, making fun of their weakness. 
“Alright, that’s enough!” James shouted as he leapt back and swung his sword behind him. Concentrating on the raw energy surging through it, he focused over half of his power into the blade, to the point that the sleeves on his robe disintegrated, and tears began to appear in the fabric. Arimus saw James’ plan, sheathed his eidolon and put Dominic into a headlock while the young Sage was distracted. Dominic half-struggled as he waited for the attack.
“Now, James!” Arimus shouted. “Don’t worry about me!”
James swung his eidolon forward, remembering the impressive waves of energy Chloe had once taken out elite Quietus warriors with. Except this time, there was just one enemy to defeat, and he would receive everything that James could muster.
The wave of energy soared towards him in a half moon shape, headed straight for the abdomen when Dominic smiled, and once again, ignited the land in an explosion of his strength. Arimus was immediately consumed and thrown backwards as the explosion met James’ wave. It had no chance. Ricocheting off Dominic’s energy, James’ own attack flew right back at him and into his own stomach. James fell onto his back as the rest of Dominic’s energy washed over him. All he could do was close his eyes, and wait for the searing of his skin to subside.
 
*              *              *              *              *
 
“Did you sense that?” Scarlet asked as Catherine and Kyran kept walking forward. “Oh, okay, so we’re going to just ignore that spike in power right where James and Arimus are.”
“That’s exactly what we’re doing,” Catherine muttered.
“We should be over there helping them.”
“They have their mission and we have ours. There’s no point in abandoning our directive when those two are completely capable of handling it themselves. If we showed up, it would just be an insult.”
“You don’t believe that,” Scarlet scoffed. “You’re terrified.”
“I don’t want to talk about it,” Catherine said firmly. “That’s an order.”
“Since when did you get so authoritative? If I recall, you’re usually too scared to make a decision. Why are you so adamant about this one? Especially since it might be wrong! Kyran and I met Thorn face to face, talked to him, saw his power. If Dominic’s been given a taste, then they’ll need our help. Who cares about Languor when our own people are suffering? Are you listening to me?”
“I’m trying not to…especially since none of your ranting will change my mind.”
“So you think you’re grown up all of a sudden? You think that –“
“That’s exactly what happened!” Catherine shouted in Scarlet’s face. “No matter how much training I did at the academy, it was nothing compared to the real world! Now, I thank you for all the support you’ve given me over the years, but that doesn’t mean the dynamic of our relationship has changed. I am the Princess first, and your cousin second!”
“You could be wrong about this,” Scarlet said through pursed lips as Catherine continued to walk away with Kyran.
“And that’s my burden,” Catherine said aloud. “Having to make a decision and dealing with the consequences, and you’re not making it any easier for me. Maybe I have finally grown up. What I can’t understand is why you haven’t.”
Scarlet didn’t say another word…
 
*              *              *              *              *              
 
 His robe was completely gone, but he was alive. That was the important thing. James groaned and climbed to his feet with his eidolon for support. As he scanned the area, he noticed that Arimus was still lying on his back, and he wasn’t moving. Dominic was slowly making his way to his mentor, whistling happily as he kept his eidolon poised at his side. James scowled and examined his wounds. Nothing too serious. He was dirty, and bleeding from the crown of his head a little, but otherwise, there was no visible signs of danger. Only his rival, advancing toward his friend.
James summoned the beam of light to engulf him, and he was once again clothed in white. Shining more brilliant than before, he clutched his blade and ran at Dominic as fast as he could. Closing the distance in seconds, he aimed for the young Sage’s throat, but Dominic wasn’t one to just allow an easy kill. As if he sensed him the entire time, he turned around to face James head on when an invisible pair of hands gripped the traitor’s forearms and pulled him back. Dominic’s eyes widened in alarm as he glanced behind him, and saw a determined Arimus out of the corner of his eye, using the full extent of his wind abilities to pin him down. 
“James, now!” Arimus shouted as another gust of wind cocked Dominic’s head to the side. “I can’t hold him for long!”
James wasted no time, swinging his mighty sword down upon his rival’s throat. But the moment the connection was made, he realized just how powerless he and Arimus truly were.
His eidolon couldn’t cut him. 
And it just rested there, planted firmly against the side of his neck like James was about to wrap a scarf around him. Dominic smiled as he flexed his muscles and broke out of Arimus’ wind. Both Sages stood frozen in fear as the young Sage brushed himself off.
“I’m sure that hurt more than any wound I could inflict,” Dominic chuckled. “Though I will try. Did you really think that weak eidolon was capable of harming me? It might as well be a child’s toy.”
“This is insane,” James whispered in disbelief as he backed away. Arimus did the same.
“This is reality, James,” Dominic laughed. “Or did you forget that you couldn’t even beat me in Languor? Think about it. That eidolon you now hold in your hand – wherever it came from…is obsolete. The only reason you gained the upper hand back then was because you showed me the darkness creeping around inside you. That’s the power I want to see, and the only power that may have a chance of granting you victory today. Show me your black eidolon, and maybe, just maybe you and the old man will live.”
“I can’t…”
“Because Thorn might take control of your body?” Dominic scoffed. “Well, that’s just a chance you’re going to have to take. It’s either that, or death. Don’t you at least want a chance of seeing Catherine again?”
“Don’t listen to him!” Arimus shouted. “He’s just trying to play with our minds! We can defeat him if-“
Arimus’s words stopped short as the rest of his armor suddenly cracked down the middle and split into two, clanking to the ground and sinking into the dust. His bare chest exposed, Arimus watched as a thin red line appeared across him, blood seeping from it slowly and washing over his abdomen. Dominic continued to look at James as he spoke.
“Neither of you saw that, did you?” Dominic snickered. “I thought not…and that’s what you’re going up against if you refuse my request. That was just enough to cut through his armor. I could have done more if I wished.”
“Fine, you monster,” James growled as he sheathed his white eidolon. “But leave Arimus out of this.”
“As long as he doesn’t interfere, no harm will come to the old man until after you’ve died.”
“Then shut up and wait. I’m coming.”
James huffed as he took a deep breath and focused on the darkness within him, lying in a pool somewhere in his soul. It didn’t speak like before, but it reached for him like a hungry child all the same. The black water solidifying and turning into a slime, oozing from deep in his soul and spreading throughout the confines of his body, filling every pore, every crevice and wrapping itself along each blood cell. There was no holding back. If he was going to fight Dominic, he couldn’t afford to. 
And the egotistical Sage had been right. He did want to see Catherine again. Even if he was being controlled while he gazed upon her…
When James’ new transformation was complete, Dominic whistled in awe, and this time, he was the one backing away. 
James was in complete Quietus form, only the second time in his whole life. His hair had slicked back and melded to his skull. His skin had turned an oozing, tar black that in one second looked like a cold slab of onyx stone, and in the next, rippled like a pond’s surface in the moonlight. His frame had become slender and he crouched down low. His neck stretched out over a foot from its base and while no scythes were protruding from his forearms, the infamous eidolon that Dominic had asked for was well secured in his right hand. 
The black eidolon didn’t hum. It growled in hunger, longing for Dominic’s blood and nearly pulling James’ body forward in the process. Dominic readied his eidolon and smiled. 
“This is the real you,” Dominic whispered. “This is what Catherine couldn’t see in you.”
James didn’t reply. He moved. Sprinting to the side at blinding speeds, he completely disappeared from Dominic’s field of vision, and if it wasn’t for his eidolon, he would have gotten his head cut off. Dominic blocked the black eidolon from severing his neck just in time, but the clash sent an excessive vibration through his body that nearly dropped him to one knee. Another stab was attempted on his left rib but Dominic jumped and batted it away at the last second. Seeing that James had surpassed him in power, he leapt backwards until he was sure he had gained some distance between them. He only needed a second of breathing room.
At will, Dominic summoned a beam of light to engulf him from the clouds. Lasting a few seconds, he walked out of it on his own, clothed in his full Sage garb, red robe and all. With his power finally at maximum, he engaged the young Quietus without restraint, remembering all too well the humiliation he had felt in Languor. How the commoner had somehow cheated and became a monster in order to win. 
But not today.
Today, he would slay the beast. 
With both of them moving at inhumane speeds, their swords met and rang throughout the valley, sending intense shockwaves that awoke the ears of every beast for miles, even those under the earth. Arimus used the remainder of his energy to fuse his armor together and summon a miniscule but loud wind to cover his ears. There was no point in keeping a reserve. This was their battle now. 
As he watched in both awe and horror, he gasped at a sudden realization. 
Yes, they were both dodging and parrying each other’s blows, but somehow…somehow Dominic was stronger. It didn’t look like much at first. The slight lean in the young Sage’s body whenever he clashed with James…but with each subsequent blow, he was leaning further and further in, pushing the Quietus towards the ground and more on the defense. Soon, James had no choice but to try to dash away in escape, but Dominic was relentless in his pursuit. His brow scowled in determination, the young Sage matched every attempt to leave with a fatal attempt on James life, forcing the Quietus to gain his balance and block the best he could. 
But James couldn’t keep it up. Only a couple minutes had passed since James’ transformation, but it was apparent who would win the match. Dominic began to laugh manically as he finally broke through James’ defenses, batting the black eidolon away and in the same swing, quickly stabbing through the Quietus’ body. 
The wounds would heal instantly, but no Quietus was known to be invincible. Dominic knew that he only had to keep it up. Methodical and precise, Dominic slowly cut down the Quietus, performing the same technique with ease, changing only the location of his strikes. James began to slow down in speed and soon he gave up all thoughts of escape. He turned his attention solely on defense but he had already suffered many wounds. Dominic stabbed him several times in different parts of the body, gaining momentum and strength, each blow getting more brutal and inflicting more pain. James’ wounds began to take longer to heal and then, not at all. 
Arimus tried to think of a way out of the situation, a way that they could leave the dead valley alive, but nothing came to mind. He could only watch as his student and friend’s black body began to be drenched in red, as his Quietus frame began to lose its vigor and shape, and eventually…James dropped his arms, unable to support their weight. 
Dominic slashed at the dying Quietus a few more times as James fell to his knees, his black skin disappearing, his hair growing from the crown of his head and his body gaining its Allayan form. In seconds, James was back to normal, only the black eidolon in his right hand being a testament to what he once was. He bowed his head with fluttering eyes and tried to catch his breath, but he could only sway back and forth. The pain was too great, the cuts too deep, and he was utterly paralyzed and at Dominic’s mercy.
The young Sage snickered, took his red eidolon and placed the tip under James’ chin. Raising his head so that their eyes were level, he smiled when he saw the listless and broken gaze in his rival’s bloodshot eyes.
“Anything more to say,” Dominic said calmly. “Any last jokes?”
“She’ll…” James winced as he was able to get one eye open. “She’ll never love you.”
“And you’ll just be a painful memory,” Dominic spat as he let James’ chin drop. “Get up. You get one hit against me, free of charge. Just to prove to you that even if you landed one, it wouldn’t have been enough. Go ahead. Make it count.”
James grit his teeth and managed to turn the black eidolon upside down. Slowly, he managed to find the strength to lean on top of the hilt and use it to lift his body to a standing position. Heaving and still bleeding out, he staggered and wavered until he gained his balance. Dominic watched in amusement as James grunted and raised his eidolon overhead, ready to bring it down upon the young Sage’s head. 
He took a deep breath and glared at Dominic face to face. Staring at him intensely for a few seconds, he finally gathered his strength and with a cry, he brought down the eidolon toward the crown of Dominic’s head, but the young Sage simply stepped back and met the attack with his own red eidolon.
The red eidolon swung straight through the black, smashing into it as if it was glass.
Millions of black shards spun to the dust below.
And James’ lifeless body slumped down to join them. 
Dominic grinned and turned back to Arimus who was trying to stop himself from performing his own suicidal attack. Dominic walked forward until he was face to face with the old Sage.
“There’s no need to kill you,” he chuckled. “When Thorn attacks Languor or Allay – it doesn’t matter which one…you’ll die then. Give Catherine my regards. Tell her that now she’s single, I’m still available…if she’s interested.”
Arimus kept his mouth shut as Dominic examined him with bored eyes. 
“Well, see you later, Arimus of the Wind,” Dominic mocked as he suddenly disappeared from sight. Arimus looked up at the red and green sky and cursed it. 
What hope did they have now?
 
*              *              *              *              *
 
“We’re almost there,” Catherine sighed as she pushed back a fallen branch. Neither Scarlet nor Kyran said a word as they journeyed forward. “Is there any word of the battle?”
“I can’t sense it from this distance,” Kyran said matter-of-factly. “I’m sorry, Princess.”
“It’s okay,” she sighed as they marched along the pine cones and brush of the forest floor. “No use worrying about it when we still have much business to take care of.”
“We should also be mindful of traps,” Kyran suggested. “Especially with what happened the last –“
“Kyran, what is it?” Catherine asked as they all came to a sudden halt.
“There are guards surrounding us,” he whispered. “A lot of them.”
“Go invisible like before. I need you in stealth.”
Kyran obeyed as Scarlet snickered.
“And what are your orders for me, Princess?”
“Scarlet, are you really still angry with me?”
“A little.”
A shout interrupted their conversation as several Langoran suddenly appeared in the treetops. A hundred more soldiers came from all directions as they leapt out from hidden doors in the forest floor and from behind large trees. 
“STAND DOWN!” one large guard shouted at them as he advanced to the front of the ambush. This Langoran was apparently one of status since he had a full head of red hair, but he was not the Captain they had met earlier in their travels.
“Where is the Captain?” Catherine asked as the guard signaled a couple Langorans to shove them to their knees. 
“He’s been demoted. I’m the new Captain,” he replied as he studied their faces. “And there’s no need for you to introduce yourselves. Your faces are quite known around here. The woman with the colorful hair must be the Sage known as Scarlet. The witch who engulfed my children in flames. And you, you must be Princess Catherine, the deceiver. Tell me, what business do you have in Languor? Come to finish the job?”
“Not at all,” Catherine pleaded, as Scarlet eyed the guard behind her. “We just want to talk.”
“The last time you Sages wanted to talk, our King and Queen were murdered, along with a great deal of our citizens.”
“That was a misunderstanding.”
“That’s a pretty ridiculous misunderstanding. I would hate to see your handiwork when you mean it…why do you need to speak with the new King?”
“Zen-echelon is coming to destroy Languor. They’ve already destroyed Prattle.”
“Yes, I’ve heard,” the Captain scoffed. “But how do we know that you’re not the culprits? Didn’t you just come from there?”
“We did, but it was –“
“- to take their stone, correct? That’s a strange coincidence that their Kingdom gets destroyed along with ours as soon as you arrive. Now that I think about it…I heard something about Quietus too.”
“We have no intention of harming anyone,” Catherine said quickly. “And it makes no sense that we would come back here unless we had a good reason to.”
“All I hear are words, Princess. Just words.”
“Idiot,” Scarlet muttered. “That’s what talking is.” The guard behind her punched her in the back of her head and she grunted under the weight of the blow. 
“So, Princess,” the Captain said, leaning in close. “If you’re here in peace, I only have one more question for you…where is the Langoran stone?”
“Kyran, please come out,” Catherine said as he reluctantly shimmered into view. The entire troop cried out in surprise and readied their swords and bows at the sudden arrival.
“WHOA!” the Captain cried out. “Where did he come from?”
“His name is Kyran,” Catherine replied. “He just went invisible to –“
“HE’S THE ONE WHO KILLED THE KING!” a guard shouted from above, and six guards ran behind Kyran and began forcing him to the ground. Kyran growled and began to resist but Catherine intervened.
“No, Kyran!” she pleaded. “Don’t resist! We are at their mercy!”
“Even if it means they kill him here and now?” Scarlet snapped. Catherine shot her head around to face her cousin.
“We’re the ones who put their Kingdom in turmoil. We’re the ones that murdered their leaders! We are in no place to be making demands! They won’t kill us before they take us before the new King. Not enemies who are wanted as much as we are! Just mind your mouth and obey my instructions!”
“You’re taking too many chances,” Scarlet said boldly. “There is no guarantee that as soon as we are bound, they won’t just execute us on the spot and present us to the King as a gift. You’re too trusting.”
“No, I haven’t!” Catherine shouted. “And that’s the problem! That’s where we must start! All of us! Our enemy, our real enemy could be on his way right now to destroy us all and the only reason we don’t already have a coalition to meet him in battle is because we’ve denied each other trust. It starts now!”
“Even if it ends in blood?” Scarlet asked through grit teeth as the guard behind her suddenly knocked her out with the hilt of his sword. The Captain nodded towards the guards behind Kyran to do the same. Kyran looked to Catherine for guidance and the Princess nodded through tear-stained eyes. 
Kyran accepted the blow and went limp.
“You will get to address the King,” the Captain whispered to her ominously. “But it will be on our terms. You won’t like them.”
“Whatever it takes,” Catherine declared. “We accept our punishment.”
“Yes…yes you will.”
And then her vision went black…
 



Chapter 12 – Phoenix
 
There was nothing but silence, and yet he couldn’t think. Not about the mission, the Princess, or what to do next. All he could do was sit in the dust and occasionally glance back at the only student he ever considered an equal – lying in a pool of blood, his body shredded and matted with dirt. Arimus took a deep breath and looked up at the ether. 
There had to be a way. It was just he wasn’t seeing it…if only he had the imagination to see it. But he had given up daydreaming and fanciful notions long ago. Life for him at an early age had just been too painful and trying; forcing him to accept ideals and realities he had no control over and saw little options in personally changing. Even the mission before them had come out of necessity, not of wisdom. 
To collect the five stones of power from each of the five Kingdoms. 
It sounded so easy. Like one big scavenger hunt. But it had just turned into a bloody mess. Lives were lost, Kingdoms overturned, families disbanded, friends killed...and not a sign of things getting any better. Thorn was getting closer to victory every second and showed no weaknesses so far. When he had his conversation with the King of Zen-echelon, he was taken aback by his confident yet friendly demeanor. It was almost like Thorn pitied them as he literally took their lives and souls. How could anyone become such a man?
Arimus considered running to Languor – meet up with the others…but by the time he would get there, it would all be over, and Dominic would have definitely arrived if he was headed that way. Better to head to Allay actually. At least then he could see how many Sages had in fact been born. Maybe he could rally enough together to form a small militia, go underground before Thorn decimated Allay and…
Well…it was better than nothing.
Arimus brushed the dust off his cracked armor and stood up, gazing over at James with a dead gaze. He wanted to feel something for him…anything…but he had gotten so used to death and loss that it had become like an old friend coming over for a visit. He hadn’t expected it to arrive so abruptly…but he accepted it with a heavy heart.
“James, I’m sorry I couldn’t do more,” Arimus said. He began to walk away when he suddenly heard a gurgle erupt from the young Sage’s throat. Arimus turned back and dropped to his knees in alarm, examining the boy’s body, trying to convince himself that he had heard it. As if James heard his wish, another gurgle was produced from within his throat. 
“I can’t believe it,” Arimus mused as his hands hovered over the fragile body. “How did you survive…it doesn’t matter…just hold on, James. If there’s ever a time I can do something that matters, it’s now. I’ll protect you.”
Arimus scooped James up into his arms as delicately as he could manage and held the broken Sage close to his chest. Using the little energy he had accumulated since the battle’s end, he called forth a wind to shield them from both view and attack. It circled and protected them like a shell as he contemplated where to go. 
It was best to find a secluded, private place nearby so that he could patch up the young Sage without anyone finding them. 
Finally, there was hope again…
 
*              *              *              *              *
 
“Where are we?” Catherine groaned as she rubbed the welt on the back of her head. Wherever they sat, it was so dark that she could barely see her hand in front of her face. It was cold and damp. Somewhere nearby, there was a continuous stream of water and she could hear the faint sound of talking from beyond the granite walls. She tried to stand up and found it to be no surprise that she was chained loosely at the ankles and wrists. 
“We’re in a prison,” Scarlet whispered next to her ear. Catherine jumped and gave out a squeak as she felt goose bumps pop up all over her skin.
“You scared me,” she whispered. “Why are you so close to me anyways?”
“I’m fumbling around trying to find your chains so I can break them.”
“You’re already free?”
“You can be too if you tried. These chains were designed for Langorans, not us. I slipped out rather easy.”
“And Kyran?”
“Oh, you know how skinny he is. Of course he’s free too. Right now he’s busy inspecting the walls for weaknesses. The dark doesn’t bother him at all. He’s used to it.”
“Thank you,” Catherine replied as she heard Scarlet sigh in response.
“Mm-hmm.”
“Scarlet? Please don’t be mad at me.”
“I’m not mad…” she heard her cousin whisper. Her ankle chains were ripped off right after. “I’m just…I have a lot on my mind right now.”
“Any way I can help? We may be here for a while.”
“You never answered my question earlier,” Scarlet said, changing her tone. “Were you serious about what you said? About gaining their trust…even if it ends in blood?”
“I was…but I didn’t mean you or Kyran. I meant myself.”
“Well, then you’re dumber than I thought. Why would you sacrifice yourself when you have Sages at your disposal?”
“You’re not just Sages to me,” Catherine spoke up as her wrist chains were unshackled. She rubbed them absent-mindedly. “You’re human beings, and my friends. I would never ask you to sacrifice your lives for my ideals. Fight for me? Yes. Obey an order? Perhaps. But never sacrifice.”
“The Allayans have done the Langorans wrong for years. And I can’t say I’ve been completely innocent in all of that either. To be honest, I never thought twice. But I understand what a real truce could mean between the Kingdoms. If we do survive this, it would mean a new age. No more being sheltered and scared of the outside world. We could work together towards something new and great. But Catherine, as lovable as you are, you have to understand that not everyone will just fall for you and your compassionate speeches. The Langorans…they will want blood.”
“Then I will give it to them.”
“You don’t even know what you’re saying,” Scarlet scoffed. “And what would that accomplish? You would be throwing your life away for a possibility. No, I won’t allow it. The world needs people like you. There’s not too many of you left.”
“You could become Queen,” Catherine said low, forcing Scarlet to think about it, but only for a second before she grabbed Catherine’s arms in the darkness.
“I don’t want it, cousin. I know it seems like I do, but seriously, I would just burn down the castle in one of my fits, and I’m no good with people. You were right…I still need to grow up.”
“Scarlet, I –“
“No, listen to me for once,” Scarlet laughed nervously. “Because I might not get to say this later…when Lem died, I stopped growing. Not in height, but in becoming a person. Most people learn how to harness their emotions, accomplish things, get married, stuff like that. But not me. I just wanted to kill my former best friend, Chloe.”
“Scarlet, you would never –“
“No, I would,” Scarlet assured her. “I definitely would. And if she were still alive, I still might. You don’t understand what people do to themselves; force themselves to believe just to keep on living. I lived to kill that green dress-wearing bimbo, for breaking my brother’s heart and forcing him into suicide. Now, you could say he’s the one to blame, or I am for holding the grudge. Whatever. What I’m trying to tell you is that people create their own little worlds, full of its own rules and beliefs, and they refuse to interact with the real one. And it’s not because anything’s right or wrong, or one person’s crazy and the other’s sane. None of that. It’s just the way it is. So talking about sacrifice and martyrdom to prove a point and standing for a cause sounds noble and all, but it’s not. You just end up dead. Catherine, you’ll do a lot more good living. Do what it takes to live, and promote the goodness that you so strongly believe in.”
“So what are you saying? If it comes to the point that the Langorans desire blood for their loss…I should just offer up you or Kyran?”
“No, not me or Kyran. Me. Just me.”
“No.”
“Stop being a child. I’m not saying it’s going to happen. Who knows? The Langorans could march us before the people and thank us for getting rid of their tyrant. Stranger things have happened. But we need a contingency plan, and I’m saying that it should be me.”
“I won’t do that,” Catherine said, taking Scarlet’s hands off her shoulders. “I won’t.”
“You don’t have a choice. You know I’m the right choice. Kyran’s too valuable to lose, and he has a better shot at getting to Thorn than anyone. I’m the expendable one. Just promise me you’ll go through with it if necessary.”
Catherine reached out and caressed her cousin’s face, stopping in shock as she felt a tear fall onto her finger. Scarlet didn’t say another word. She only bowed her head and reached out to press her own hand to Catherine’s cheek. The Princess sighed.
“Okay,” she muttered. “If I have to…but it won’t come to that…”
“Of course not,” Scarlet said, patting her cousin’s cheek lightly. “Why would it?”
“They’re coming for us,” Kyran said from somewhere in the darkness. “Be ready.”
“Thank you, Kyran,” Catherine replied as they all stood to their feet. “Tell me, do you still have the stones?”
“No,” he said. “They took them from me while I was unconscious.”
“That’s fine,” Catherine said. “They’ll turn up.”
“How optimistic…are there any orders for us when we go out?”
“Just let me speak. Fight back only if I say so.”
“Understood.”
A wall was shimmied over to the right and light flooded into the room, blinding them all. Through her squinting eyes, Catherine noticed that there were two rows of guards at each end of a long corridor leading out of their prison. There had to be hundreds of them.
“They certainly haven’t underestimated us,” Scarlet laughed as she willingly stepped forward. 
“HEY! THESE SAGES ARE FREE!” a guard shouted as Scarlet rolled her eyes and extended her wrists out. The guard in front of her quickly cuffed her with a fresh pair of chains and two others hesitantly bound Catherine and Kyran.
“Come with us,” the Captain ordered from beyond the door. “The King will see you now. Guards! Make sure you keep a close watch!”
“Let’s go,” Catherine said as they were willingly escorted out the prison and along the corridor by the captain of the guard. The guards on the side watched with swords poised as the prisoners passed by, keeping their heads facing forward but still watching out for any over-zealous Langorans that decided to kill them prematurely. As they reached the end of the tunnel, the light met their faces like a breath of fresh air, making them feel relaxed and uneasy all at once. They had been led from an underground access tunnel under the city to the large, cylindrical arena where Dominic and James had once fought. Rebuilt with new stadium bleachers and gold chain link fences, the people booed and harassed their prisoners from above, spitting and gnashing their teeth. It was obvious…the people wanted blood, and Catherine couldn’t help but think of how the situation reminded her of Quietus…
“Are we just going to be executed right here?” Scarlet asked. “Or do we get a trial?”
“Just be patient,” Catherine replied as she searched the crowd for the King. It wasn’t until she strained her head to the top of the structure that she saw a small throne sitting high in the sky, far away from danger. It stood on a makeshift tower of wood and steel nails that Scarlet scoffed at as soon as she saw it.
“Do they even remember my Sage abilities at all?”
“That’s not what they need to hear right now!” Catherine whispered as the King rose from his seat. He was a lot younger than she expected. A middle-aged man with a red beard and a full head of curly hair. He wore massive robes, layered on top of each other, and he adorned himself with several gold rings and necklaces of diamond. Unlike the last King, he lived up to the Langoran name, lavishing himself in jewelry, fine clothing and extravagant garb. The King waved his hands in the air and the people quieted as they smiled down at the prisoners, waiting for the proverbial hammer to be struck down upon them. 
“Welcome, Princess…Sages…” the King said, with an obvious disdain in his voice. “My name is Zain. I would say it’s a pleasure to meet you, but…we all know that’s not true.”
“May I speak on our behalf?” Catherine yelled upwards and the King scoffed.
“About what? The last time we allowed you such a privilege, our Kingdom was cast into chaos. Do you honestly think we could be persuaded by anything you could say?”
“Allow me to try.”
“Go ahead,” Zain chuckled to the people’s disappointment. They began murmuring but the King sat back down in his throne and threw up another hand for silence. Catherine stared down at the chains around her wrists and then at the people around her. Kyran and Scarlet remained still as she cleared her throat. 
“I’m sure you’ve caught wind by now that Prattle has been pretty much destroyed. I can tell you that while I was there, it was as an ally. My Sages and I joined arms with the Prattlians as they were attacked by a tyrant named Thorn - the King of Zen-echelon. We were able to save a number of their people, but barely. That King…when he was finished, also attacked Quietus, and soon, he’ll show up here. The only way we have any hope of defeating him is to join forces.”
“Nice,” Zain chuckled. “A wonderful horror story. I especially enjoy the part where you say that the people you massacred should come to your aid. That was the richest part.”
“Everything I say is true.”
“It doesn’t matter. From what I’m hearing, after this Thorn is done with us, he’ll go to Allay, am I correct?”
“Yes,” Catherine said suspiciously. “Because he wants to kill us all. He’s taking our souls and –“
“- that will be enough,” Zain said, standing to attention. “If your story is true, then I have no intention of putting a stop to this Thorn’s plans. The fact that he’ll visit Allay and carry out vengeance on our behalf is good enough for me. We were already planning an attack on your Kingdom when you just happened to arrive on our doorstep.”
“But your people –“
“ – will be fine. The Kingdom was already in much need of renovation, with all the gaudy décor and outdated structures. Thorn will act as our demolition crew while we retreat to our massive network under the ground. If any lives are lost, it will be the fault of the individual for remaining outside under such devastation.”
“Zain, that won’t –“
“- KING ZAIN!” he shouted. Catherine narrowed her eyes.
“King Zain…”she started over. “Thorn wants lives, not just structures. He killed most of the Prattlian population, and the only reason the others escaped is because they retreated to secret bunkers. We suspect that Thorn may have not known about them and that’s why they’re still alive today. But the Langorans are known for the underground network. Do you think he hasn’t thought about this? No doubt he’ll have a strategy in place for it.”
“Very scary,” Zain replied. “But we’ll take our chances – if this is true at all. But you know what? It doesn’t matter for you. Either way, you will be punished for your crimes. Good intentions or otherwise, you must pay for the Langoran lives you’ve taken.”
“Then let me make a humble request,” Catherine said, holding back her anger. “If I offer my life willingly, without resistance…will you consider our debt paid and full? Although you’ve lost many of your citizens, the worst that occurred was the loss of your leadership. With my death…the Kingdom of Allay will be in disarray. They are not as organized as you are. All I ask is that you leave my people alone to fend for themselves.”
“Seriously?” Zain scoffed. “You would give your life for a truce? Why? Why wouldn’t you attack us all right now while you have the chance?”
“Because I’m tired of fighting against the people that are not my enemy,” Catherine replied. Zain chuckled within himself and considered her words while the Langorans began loudly discussing the possibilities of the outcome, throwing out wagers and exchanging gold. 
“Catherine…” Scarlet whispered. “Maybe we should break away…”
“I know this is hard,” Catherine replied. “To stay here like this…but listen, Zain had it in his mind all along that we were to die. That’s why they chose this arena. I’m not sure what traps they have in place, but he would have killed us all the moment we broke our chains – I’m sure of it.”
“She’s right,” Kyran muttered. “There are thousands of Langorans hiding under the ring, not to mention Zain probably has the stone in his possession now. If he is has a carrier, he could destroy us easily in such a narrow space. But even if he doesn’t, he can still keep us at bay while his guards skewer us. We would have to kill most of the Kingdom to escape, including the young King.”
“Something I’m trying very hard to avoid,” Catherine said. “By offering myself up, we’re at least putting the blood on his hands, even in the eyes of his people. No matter how evil they see us, their minds won’t be able to comprehend such a noble gesture. No one offers themselves up for sacrifice…not without motive.”
“You’re talking like it’s all a ploy to buy time,” Scarlet said. “But you can’t fool me, cousin. If you even half-believe that Zain is truthful and will leave Allay alone, you’ll do it. Won’t you?”
Catherine refused to look at her directly.
“Just wait for my word,” she replied as Scarlet shook her head. The murmuring began to subside as Zain stepped up from his throne after careful consideration. He waved for all to be quiet and then smiled as he looked at the Allayans one at a time.
“I accept your proposal,” he said with a grin. “Your life, for those of your people.”
“You will leave my Kingdom alone?”
“Yes. Before my people, I swear this.”
“And you will let my two Sages here go?”
“They will receive a beating for their crimes, but as long as they don’t struggle and accept it. As long as they don’t fight back…yes, I promise to cast them outside our walls, clinging to life…but not dead.”
“Then…” Catherine thought carefully. “If you are a man of word, I accept these –“
“HOLD IT!” Scarlet shouted, making the whole arena nervous. The Langorans remembered her particularly well. “This has gone far enough!”
“Scarlet!” Catherine snapped but Scarlet didn’t respond, pivoting quickly to the side and punching the Princess in the mouth with both chained fists. Catherine fell to the ring floor hard and winced as Kyran went to help her to her feet.
“King Zain,” Scarlet addressed him. “No offense to my Princess and future Queen, but she’s a little naïve and too good-natured for this arena. She means well, but she knows nothing of how the world actually operates. It’s one of her strengths, but also a weakness. Your Majesty, this is ridiculous. I know that you won’t leave Allay alone. I wouldn’t. And I know more than anyone the need to carry out your revenge, so I wouldn’t dare take that away from you. What I can’t stand, is watching as Catherine throws her life away when she didn’t even know what we, the Sages, did behind her back. I’m the one who ordered the hit on your King and Queen. I’m the one who slaughtered your people and relished in it, watched as their flesh singed from the fires of my blade. And to this day, I’m still not sorry. I did what I thought was right. Still…even a monster like me has a heart.”
“So what are you saying?” Zain asked curiously.
“I’m saying that I’ll let you have your vengeance on Allay and me, the one you really want. But let Catherine and Kyran go, unharmed. That’s it. You do this, and you have me without a fight. Otherwise, I’ll turn the Kingdom of Languor into a new sun with my fire, including the inconspicuous men you have at the ready under our feet.”
“I can understand why Catherine would sacrifice herself,” he said. “But why you?”
“Because if I’m going to die…I want to go out doing something right,” Scarlet admitted. “Maybe…I can atone a little for what I’ve done…maybe I’ll even get to see Paradise for a second before I’m cast down to Oblivion…let’s just say I’m tired of staining my soul. Ever since the one I wanted revenge on was killed, without my involvement I might add…I’ve lost all purpose. At least by saving Catherine’s life, I can do something worthwhile…”
“And you claim these two had no part in Languor’s destruction?”
“Why would I lie to you?” Scarlet snapped. “I said no. Just look at them. Kyran’s so skinny he can barely snap a twig in two with his flimsy muscles, and Catherine’s as doe-eyed as they come.”
Kyran glared at her as Catherine held back her tongue. 
“You won’t be killed right away,” Zain replied ominously. “We will have our way with you…and we are still going to attack Allay.”
“I don’t care what you do with me. Just leave these two out of our business. Let them dream a little while longer.”
“Well then, Scarlet, we have a deal. Say your brief good-byes and then I’ll have the Captain escort your friends outside the Kingdom. You stay where you are the entire time. Furthermore, if they come back to save you…I can’t promise their good health.”
“I understand,” Scarlet said, looking to them. “They won’t.”
“Then we’ll give you a couple minutes.”
Catherine leapt into Scarlet’s arms and hugged her tight as she began sobbing into her hair. Kyran stood by and watched with no emotion as his eyes darted back and forth, accessing the area. 
“I have to do this,” Scarlet whispered into her cousin’s ear. “I can’t be Queen, and Allay needs you. They have a chance with you there. Just promise me something. No more sacrificing yourself. Please. Otherwise I swear I’ll come back to haunt you.”
“I want you by my side,” Catherine sobbed. “We can still go out fighting.”
“No. No…I’m tired of fighting,” Scarlet laughed. “I’m just a body going through the motions at this point. Don’t worry about me. Save our people and let me make things right.”
“Okay,” Catherine whispered as she gave her a kiss on the cheek. “I love you, cousin.”
“Whatever, punk,” Scarlet chuckled, trying to hold back her tears. As Catherine backed away, Scarlet glanced over to Kyran and stretched out her hands toward him.
“No good-bye hug?”
“Not my thing,” Kyran said flatly as Scarlet dropped her arms in disappointment.
“Well, farewell then,” she smiled. “And for what it’s worth, it was actually tolerable getting to know you these past couple of days. You’re not as bad as I thought.”
“Same,” Kyran replied, again with no emotion. He extended a hand out suddenly. “No hard feelings,” he said. Scarlet snickered and then grabbed his hand and shook it firmly.
“Thank you, black cat,” she said slyly as Kyran wretched his hand away.
“Just die already,” he muttered, turning to walk away. Scarlet laughed and then looked up at the King of Languor. 
“Alright, I’m ready,” she declared. “Bring out the executioner.”
“With pleasure,” Zain said as he waved a finger in the air. The Captain grabbed Catherine and held her back as two more guards apprehended Kyran.
“Just a precaution,” the Captain whispered as Scarlet stood firm in the middle of the ring. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath when suddenly a hole the size of a sewer grate opened up like a mini sinkhole near the King’s tower. A low rumble was heard from underneath as the King leaned forward in anticipation. 
“Hold her,” he ordered two guards nearby who ran forward and kicked at the back of her knees. One of them clutched her hair back tightly, exposing her naked neck. “I’ve changed my mind about the torture. After all, we do have a Kingdom to siege. Your head will have to satisfy the masses for now.”
“Just keep your promise,” Scarlet grunted as she glared at the guard yanking her hair. The King and the crowd looked towards the hole and waited for the executioner to rise but there was only silence. After a few seconds, the King frowned, leaned forward and pointed towards it.
“Executioner! Rise!”
The crowd watched in silence as they heard the faint sounds of scurrying underneath. Then to their horror, a small creature jumped out and landed on his feet in the ring. It was only a foot tall but it he had gigantic muscles all over his human-like body that were quivering and struggling not to burst. Bald and a dark red, its beady, black little eyes looked around the arena. It smiled, walked next to the King’s wooden tower and placed a tiny hand upon it.
“What is that thing?” Zain bellowed as the creature giggled. Catherine wretched free from the Captain’s grip and ran forward . 
“GET IT AWAY FROM THE KING NOW!” she shouted, but the creature was already at its destination. It closed his eyes, its muscles deflated like they were made of air, and then it exploded like a bomb and set the tower on fire…
 
*              *              *              *              *
 
James awoke and felt like his whole body was being torn apart by crashing oceanic waves. His limbs could only succumb to his will for a second before they regained a mind of their own and decided to go limp, throbbing away in agony. His body was so hot that it hurt to move, and the kindling fire next to him wasn’t helping matters. Despite the ache, he managed to sit himself up and look around him. He was in a forest, and from the way the trees extended high into the sky, he could tell it was part of the Langoran forest, probably the outskirts considering his condition. 
He groaned and tried to focus on his right arm but his vision was blurry and his head was stuck in vertigo. Plopping back down onto the muddy grass, he tried to fight off sleep, until he heard a footstep crush some leaves behind him. James shot up to attention and immediately regretted it as he gave out a cry. Whomever it was rushed to his side and began wiping his forehead with a damp cloth that smelled of sweat and musk.
“James, lie back down. You need more rest,” Arimus replied as he guided the young Sage’s body to the ground. James sighed in relief upon learning his teacher was there, but he refused to close his eyes. 
“Where are we? Near Languor?”
“That’s right,” Arimus said, wiping down James’ forearm. “I carried you here. There was no place near our battle that I could shelter you so I decided to head for the trees. At least we have a better chance of hearing when an enemy is near.”
“Arimus…what happened? I don’t remember much…I know I transformed into a Quietus. That’s about where my memories end.”
“I don’t know how it’s possible,” Arimus said, sitting down near James’ head. “But you came back from the dead.”
“What do you mean?” James asked wearily. 
“Dominic had the upper hand the entire time. He wounded you greatly, to the point that even your Quietus body could no longer heal…eventually Dominic just crushed your eidolon completely…I watched your body crumble instantly. I thought you dead.”
“My eidolon was destroyed?” James shot up and then growled under the piercing sensation running down his body. Arimus rushed to his side but James placed a palm on the old Sage’s chest. “No…I have to see this for myself.”
James placed his right palm out and commanded the Quietus eidolon to emerge, but nothing happened. He closed his eyes and focused on it from within, but it was like looking into an empty vessel. Even the voice was completely gone. When Thorn has promised to allow him to use his Quietus power, it had been reduced to a distant whisper, but he always felt it still lingering, waiting for the right moment to yell. But now it was as if it never existed. Frustrated, James focused on the Allayan eidolon instead and it erupted from his hand immediately, right on cue. 
James examined it carefully, feeling the aura and strength it gave off. He looked up at Arimus and cast his eyes to the ground.
“I’m alive…but I am very, very weak.”
“Of course you are,” Arimus assured him. “Your wounds are far from being healed.”
“It’s not that,” James replied, sheathing his eidolon. “It’s my Sage power…if I had to guess, I’d say it’s down to a fourth of what it used to be.”
“Well,” Arimus chuckled. “A fourth of a Sage is better than nothing.”
“I should be able to regain my strength with training, but it won’t be fast enough to make a difference. Especially not to face Dominic again.”
“You should be grateful you’re breathing at all, James. At least now, you may be able to see Catherine. From what I sense, she’s in Languor with the others. We can head there as soon as you’re feeling better.”
“This still doesn’t make sense…if my eidolon broke, I should have been killed.”
“You were bred of two Kingdoms. Perhaps only your Quietus side died.”
“But the eidolon is supposed to be a manifestation of my soul. How can half of my soul die? Something is wrong here…maybe it has to do with the Quietus being genetically created…”
“What?”
“Tell me, have you ever heard of anyone else that has been in a similar predicament? Someone that was both Sage and Quietus?”
“Hmm…well, let me see…I can’t say that I have. The closest I can come up with would be the King of Quietus. Because he absorbed Lakrymos, the greatest Sage, he was in a sense, both. Did the King show you his eidolon when you were in battle? That might give you a clue as to why you’re still alive.”
“He didn’t reveal his eidolon at all,” James said, shaking his head. “Which surprised me even back then. According to the stories, he absorbed Lakrymos to add his power to his own. When I struck him, he should have been able to easily parry my blow. I kept wondering how he could die so easily.”
“Maybe it has something to do with the Quietus anatomy,” Arimus replied. “The Quietus are known for their aggression and warrior spirit. Their blood or genetics may have suppressed the abilities he gained from Lakrymos. After all, I haven’t heard of a Quietus absorbing a citizen from another Kingdom and gaining their power.”
“Then the story is exaggerated. The King of Quietus would have had a different reason for absorbing Lakrymos. It couldn’t have been gaining his abilities if he can’t even use them.”
“Then why the ruse? Why the lie when he already had Allay in his grasp?”
“I’m not sure…” James trailed off. “But there has to be a reason I’m alive, and I think my genetic make-up, and the story behind the King of Quietus is the key. I learned from my mother that the Quietus used to be regular human beings like you and I. Thorn is the one who took them long ago and made them into the monsters we know with his experiments. He wanted a way to control people, and he partly succeeded. Though he can’t control them at all times, he can for a short period. I believe that’s why the siege occurred on Allay. So knowing that, and his fear of Sages for some reason, there has to be a link we’re not seeing.”
“He was definitely after the Sages, not Allay,” Arimus said firmly. “There’s no doubt about that. We’ve always assumed it was because they were getting too strong collectively, but perhaps there’s more to the story we don’t know.”
“Lakrymos is the key,” James said. “I’m sure of it. If the Quietus were under Thorn’s control, then the King was too, or at the very least, he was under specific orders. Let me ask you this: given the option, and knowing that they can’t copy another’s abilities, would a Quietus kill a Sage or absorb them?”
“Kill them, without question. They’re not known for their mercy, and the only reason they even absorb in the first place is to extend their lives, which they only do when on the brink of death.”
“So why didn’t the King of Quietus kill Lakrymos? Why did Thorn want his absorption? What would that accomplish? I doubt it was to study him.”
“I have an idea,” Arimus said, gazing up to the sky. “The siege of 88…this story has been told countless times, and as a result, details get shuffled around. No story is exactly alike, except in one part: the part where the King of Quietus takes down Lakrymos. Strangely enough, even the dialogue has been preserved over the years with unnerving accuracy. Almost as if this portion is encouraged to be remembered above all else. When I think about what would have the greater impact: whether it would be Lakrymos being killed, or absorbed. I definitely have to lean toward absorbed.
“It’s not so bad when you have a hero simply die in battle. This is the stuff that legends are made of, after all. They inspire people to reach for new heights. If Lakrymos and the Sages had merely been killed, I suspect that as soon as the Quietus left, the Allayans would have begun training all over again, even the citizens. Unlocking the secrets to becoming a Sage, rallying together for revenge and strategizing on the next move. There would have been an uprising, and Lakrymos would have had a statue or a monument in his honor. But being absorbed by the enemy? It’s even more horrifying because no one knows exactly what that means. Is Lakrymos still alive in the King? Was his soul eaten and in death, he has been denied Paradise? These are questions that birth nightmares. Imagine it, James. Who would be so willing to become a Sag e under such conditions? The enemy could take the powers you’ve worked so hard for and turn it against your family and friends, or worse, you may have to live forever within the flesh of an enemy. No peace, no Paradise, no future. Just another form of Oblivion. And as you know all too well, Allayans are deathly afraid of Oblivion more than anything else. We didn’t even consider this mission until the ether was approaching our borders…”
“Then it was all deception,” James winced, slowly climbing to his feet. “It was to ensure that few, if any more Sages would be born. It was fear from the beginning that crippled us.”
“Where are you going?”
“We have to go,” James declared boldly. “There’s work to be done.”
“I don’t understand.”
“Thorn is very clever in his tactics. He could have destroyed Allay completely. Killed every last citizen. But then word would have gotten to the other three Kingdoms, and they would have aligned against him, knowing there was a powerful enemy near. In this case, keeping us alive and instilling fear within us worked better. He kept us docile and confused while he got stronger. And then he sent us on this ridiculous mission to weaken the others, just in case. He doesn’t care about the stones at all. But what he does fear, are the Sages. We have to get to the Sage Academy.”
“The Sage Academy?” Arimus stood up in shock. “What can we find there but...but…ah, I see.”
“Exactly,” James smiled. “There may be clues as to why Thorn sent the Quietus. Why did the Sages make him nervous? What information did they stumble upon that made them such a threat? We might find all our answers there. Where is it located?”
“Thirty miles northeast of Allay, far away from any other civilization. You’re right. We may find answers there, but Thorn no doubt would have destroyed any information against him.”
“No, I doubt it,” James said. “He likes to play things close to the chest. Keep things hidden in plain sight and deceive you while the solution is right in your face. I think the Academy is still intact. Such a place may have kept Allayans away out of fear, but you know everyone still has their eyes on the place. If it was suddenly demolished, everyone would want to know why, and that means asking questions that Thorn doesn’t want answered. With knowledge that no Allayans are traveling there, the other Kingdoms stay out the way because they think they have nothing to worry about. Thorn wins again.”
“It’s possible…” Arimus thought carefully. “But…with the destruction of Prattle and Quietus, the other Kingdoms will now be distracted. While Dominic and Alexander take care of Languor and Allay, Thorn could easily demolish the Academy undetected and long before anyone has the power to investigate. With the Kingdoms in turmoil, there will be much focus on reconstruction, not discovering why the Academy was destroyed.”
“That’s why we need to go now, regardless of injuries.”
“There’s one last thing bothering me…if a Quietus cannot use the abilities of another…how are you able to use their power along with an eidolon? It’s the only hole in our theories.”
“I think we’ll find the solution at the Academy,” James said adamantly. Arimus smiled and brushed off his armor.
“Well then, let’s get there as fast as possible and put an end to this.”
“Go full speed and don’t worry about me,” James grunted as he focused his Sage energy from his legs down to the soles of his feet.
“I won’t,” Arimus assured him. “I realize the grave importance of this new mission all too well. It means our certain death has just gained new life.”
 



Chapter 13 – The Second Fall
 
The red creatures swarmed out of the gap like ants on the hunt, crowding in horrifying order as they somehow avoided touching each other’s volatile bodies. As soon as they climbed to their little feet, they began searching for a victim. By the time the wooden tower’s base erupted and began to fall, twenty more Langorans had died in the crowds, a group of the red creatures having blown through the chain barricade and taken to the arenas. 
Catherine didn’t even want to think about the hundreds that already been killed below the ring. All she knew was that the situation was far worse than in Prattle. The Langorans relied on their underground tunnels for everything. But now that the acting mines were scurrying around underneath the Kingdom’s infrastructure, there was nowhere to hide or run to. In seconds, Thorn has turned Languor into an all-out slaughter. 
Catherine caught Zain in mid-air with the power of her stone as she let it surge throughout her body. She didn’t know how much she had used in Prattle, but she couldn’t dwell on that now. There were lives at stake. 
“GET OFF ME!” Scarlet roared at the guards behind her. They snapped out their daze and began climbing up the chain fence, trying to escape. Scarlet ran her fingers through her hair once and then called her halberd eidolon forth. With a mighty swing, a wave of fire tore through the red creatures, causing each of them to explode on impact. With only a couple more swings, she completely stopped the assault, but there was no time for rest. Booming sounds suddenly echoed in the distance from all corners of the Kingdom, and the Langorans that were still alive in the stadiums began to gasp and cry. 
“Those Reds are everywhere,” Scarlet shouted as she strutted to Catherine. The Princess had just finished bringing Zain to the ring floor and the people waited in horror to see what the Allayans would do to their King.
“We’re not going to harm him!” Catherine shouted. “And this isn’t our doing! Languor is being attacked by –“
“- Thorn,” the King of Zen-echelon laughed playfully as he descended from the skies like he was being let down into the ring by a large, invisible hand. “Hello, everyone!”
“Thorn! Stop this!” Catherine shouted as Thorn yawned. 
“Princess Catherine. Still loud, I see. We will have to do something about that!”
Thorn snapped his fingers and a fireball the size of a man shot through the bleachers, the chain fence and right at Catherine. Kyran jumped in the way at the last second with his back turned and took the brunt of the hit as they both went flying through the arena and outside into the golden city streets. 
Scarlet growled and swung her eidolon at Thorn’s head, but he parried it with a steel sword that seemed to appear out of nowhere and then kicked her away in the stomach. Scarlet scrambled to her feet and continued striking but Thorn blocked every attempt, finally tripping her and causing her to fall forward. He reached out and grabbed her hair before she fell face-flat on the ring. He pulled her back hard until she was looking up at him, her neck exposed once again as he placed his steel sword gently upon it.
“Are we really doing this dance again?” Thorn asked playfully. “Dear, I have work to do.”
“Let me go,” Scarlet ordered through grit teeth. Thorn tightened his grip on her hair.
“Seems to me you like this position. You were so willing to accept a blade at your throat only seconds ago. What’s changed?”
“She’s mine!” Zain coughed, interrupting their conversation. Thorn glanced up but still maintained Scarlet in his grip. 
“I don’t see your name on her anywhere,” Thorn replied casually, looking Scarlet over.
“She’s a war criminal. The Langorans are to hand out her punishment.”
“Don’t you have more important things to worry about?” Thorn asked as more explosions went off in the distance. Zain scowled at him and Thorn looked the King up and down.
“Ah. So you’re not as stupid as I thought. You’re trying to distract me, aren’t you? Giving your people time to run away before I completely set this place on fire.”
“Who are you?” Zain shouted as his hands began to glow and his hair began to spike up. “Why are you here?”
“Simple. I’m here to kill your people,” Thorn said as he patted Scarlet’s neck with the face of his blade. “That’s it. After this is Allay, and I really want to take my time with them so you’ll forgive me if I cut our formalities short.”
Twenty Reds suddenly jumped out the gaping hole and onto Zain’s back and legs as he turned his head in horror. Thorn smiled as they exploded one right after the other, bringing the young King face down onto the ring floor. 
 
*              *              *              *              *
 
“Kyran, are you okay?” Catherine groaned as she opened her eyes and saw a red color mixing with the green ether in the sky. High above Languor, she could see familiar winged beasts soaring through the clouds, waiting for orders from their master.
“More dragons,” Catherine muttered as she sat up and looked over to Kyran, who was standing a few feet from her.
“Who makes streets out of gold?” Kyran growled as he stretched his back. “The fall hurt more than the dragon’s attack.”
“We have to get back to Zain,” Catherine said as a house exploded a few yards in front of them. Kyran managed to sprint in front of the Princess and once again shielded her body with his own, splinters of wood and shattered glass smashed into him with so much force that Kyran nearly went unconscious.
When the worst of it was over, Catherine examined him in concern.
“You don’t look well,” she said as she pressed her palm against a bleeding wound on his side. “but thank you.”
“We have to get out of here,” Kyran muttered as he took a deep breath and forced himself to gently push Catherine away. “The people won’t listen.”
“I need one more minute with Zain. I have to try to convince him and his people to join us or else we’re very weak. Without the Quietus, the Langorans are our strongest warriors now. I don’t know how many Sages we have back in Allay. And besides, Scarlet is still in there.”
“Okay,” Kyran said. “But I’ll be useless in a fight, especially head on. The best I can do is go invisible, search for a safe route and lead as many people as I can outside.”
“Take them to Allay,” Catherine ordered. “If possible, find the route that leads directly to our Kingdom, clear it out, and take them there. I know they must have one.”
“I have an idea of its location.”
“Good. And don’t exert yourself too much. If it looks like the Languor is about to collapse on itself, just leave and head straight to Allay. I’ll follow as soon as possible.”
“You’re sure you can confront Thorn head on?”
“I don’t think I can beat him, but I can get Scarlet and Zain away. That will be enough.”
“Be careful, Princess. Thorn isn’t as playful as he was earlier.”
“I will,” Catherine said as she gave Kyran a quick kiss on the cheek. “Now go.”
Kyran shimmered out of view as Catherine turned around, clenched her fists and headed back to the arena. Silver and purple armor began to appear all over her body and her hair began to stick out as she approached. Leaping into the hole that the fireball had created, she landed near the gaping hole where the Reds had first appeared. To her left was the twitching, singed body of Zain, rising slowly to his feet.
“What happened?” Catherine asked as Zain chuckled and moaned. 
“Oh, just survived an attack by our enemy over there.” Thorn raised an eyebrow as he saw Catherine and Zain glare at him with vengeful eyes, preparing to engage him head-on.
“Two leaders of their respective Kingdoms,” Thorn said in awe. “And they both survived my attempts to kill them. I must be getting rusty.”
“This is the King of Zen-echelon,” Catherine declared as Zain scoffed and threw off his smoldering, holey robes.
“Yeah, I figured,” he said, spitting out a tooth. “And the type to let his little minions do all the work. Why don’t you come over here and fight us?”
“Not my thing,” Thorn said through narrow eyes. He looked down at Scarlet curiously. “That would just go completely against who I am. You know Thorn isn’t even my real name?”
“Who cares?” Zain spat.
“I chose it because it fits me so well. My Kingdom, my manifestations…they’re all so beautiful in their own way. They cause so much destruction in such a magnificent and extravagant way that they draw all the attention…right off of me. Like a rose, all people can see is the flower while the thorns lie in wait, ready to wound the unsuspecting. They focus so much on the beauty of it all, while the real threat is right beneath it…all along.”
“And like a thorn,” Zain laughed. “You can’t actually kill anyone. All you can do is prick them a little and piss them off.!”
“A thorn can kill,” Thorn replied, glaring at Zain in anger. “If used properly. Allow me to show you what I mean.”
Thorn sheathed his steel blade, picked up Scarlet by the hair, and threw her to his right into the chained cage. She clutched her head and called forth her halberd, ready to join in at any given moment. Thorn relaxed his body and waited for someone to make a move.
“You wanted me,” he said. “You have me. I was going to let you three go since you survived my first attempt. I figured the game could be more fun if we all met again in Allay. But since you want to die so badly, and I’m in an irritable mood…I’ll accommodate you.”
Catherine struck first, forming a purple sword with her energy. She aimed it right for Thorn’s head but he easily dodged it and backhanded her across the helmet. Just as she went off balance, Zain also joined in, having puffed up his Langoran muscles and formed steel, spiked gauntlets on his fists, nearly a foot in diameter. He swung to kill, but Thorn was able to dodge each blow like he was moving in slow motion, and eventually he just grabbed one, lifted Zain in the air with one hand, and threw him into the destroyed wooden tower. Scarlet growled and stuck her halberd in once she saw an opening, but Thorn grabbed it at the last second and began to crush it with his bare hand. She snatched it back and stared at the King in horror who just blew her a kiss back and turned his attention to the Princess who had resumed her swinging.
Catherine shouted in agony as Thorn dodged and literally punched away at her armor, one piece at a time with deadly precision. Just as he aimed to stab through her neck with his blade, Scarlet saw no choice. She had to get the Princess out of there. She smacked Catherine in the stomach with her staff and batted her away from Thorn just as he narrowly missed the fatal blow. As soon as she had flown back a safe enough distance, Scarlet placed the tip of her halberd into the ring, and most of the arena burst into flames, extending high up into the air. Zain and Catherine watched from the other side of the ring of fire as Scarlet paced around Thorn, waiting for her to make the first move.
“Scarlet! You can’t!” Catherine shouted, but Zain held her back.
“No. She’s giving us an opportunity to retreat and fight another day. He’s too strong for us. I see that now. We need a plan.”
“I can’t leave her in there! I can save her!”
“No. You can’t. Her mind is made up. And I’m sorry for doubting you earlier. My anger clouded my judgment. Take me and my people to Allay for refuge. You have my word that we won’t attack you. We cannot defeat this enemy alone.”
“Go!” Scarlet shouted as she faced Thorn. “I will give you time to escape. Watch the Reds.”
“Or is it I who is letting them escape?” Thorn said calmly. Scarlet clenched her jaw.
“Scarlet, try to survive,” Catherine pleaded. “Don’t just give up.”
“I won’t,” she promised. “Now get out of here.”
Zain pulled Catherine back and they retreated through the hole from where the Reds had come earlier. Scarlet clutched her halberd tight and Thorn laughed.
“This will make the third time we’ve faced each other, counting that little excursion earlier, won’t it? Third time’s the charm.”
“If you win…and you take my soul, will I be with Lem?”
“Of course,” Thorn replied. “A good old fashioned family reunion.”
“At least I’ll have that,” Scarlet replied, nodding her head. “Well, let’s get to it. It’s about to get hot.”
Scarlet placed the tip of her halberd once again into the ring’s floor and the entire arena suddenly erupted into flames like it was one big oven, filling in the ring of fire and attempting to consume them both. The flames roared and increased in heat and intensity as both she and Thorn stared each other down, fighting against the makeshift solar flare with all their might. Scarlet grit her teeth and struggled to keep her eyes open as the burning sensation steadily increased. Soon, she lost her hair, and her clothes began to melt. The halberd in her hand began to crack, and she leaned on it for support. Thorn was beginning to squint, but otherwise, he stood tall, bearing it. Scarlet scoffed and flashed him a smile. 
“Now for the grand finale!” she shouted as the fire began getting hotter, faster and faster as it spiraled out of control into the air, melting everything around them and spilling out into the streets, consuming the houses still standing and extending all the way to the castle itself.
Thorn winced and wavered in his stance. Scarlet just cackled as she increased the heat and soon, the King of Zen-echelon had enough. Just as Scarlet had begun to laugh hysterically at his plight, he sped forward and severed her head with one swift movement. The fires immediately died down as if they were sucked into a vacuum, and the halberd in which Scarlet’s lifeless body was leaning on, cracked in half. No longer carrying her weight, her body fell to the ring and burst into ash as Thorn sniffled and rubbed his eyes.
“Now that was a valiant effort,” Thorn said to the pile of ash. “You forced my hand.”
With those last words, a rose colored dragon swooped down to retrieve him and he jumped onto its back. Heading upwards, he surveyed the area below, overcome by fire, devastated by his red creatures and Scarlet’s kamikaze attack. Even the castle had been completely reduced to rubble. 
The Kingdom of Languor had been destroyed. 
With the people forced to relocate and seek shelter, there was only one more place that both Prattle and Languor would head. His final destination: Allay.
 
*              *              *              *              *
 
James and Arimus had passed Allay long ago, but the young Sage still couldn’t help but keep looking over to his right, thinking that he might see a glimpse of the outer wall, maybe even a group of recruits embarking on their infantry exam. But it was okay. Their mission was far more important than relieving the past. James sighed as he pushed himself forward. His legs had wanted to give out a long time ago, but he fought on, trying to let his mind wander elsewhere. 
There had to be answers at the Sage Academy. It was his only hope for defeating Thorn and maybe even getting strong again. The way he felt now, he figured that even Leidy could beat him in a fight if she wanted, Sage powers and all. 
James smiled when he thought of his old friends. Leidy, Jennings, even Korey…it was all so simple then. Just getting up from a long slumber and thinking about how to have fun that day. There was no conflict or suffering, but there was also no purpose. No sense of belonging, and though it was nerve-wracking, thinking that now he had a part in whether the world would fall or not, he wouldn’t trade it for anything else. 
His mind suddenly strayed to Catherine, and he couldn’t help but feel a wave of emotion wash over him. With the mission at the forefront of his mind, he had thought little of her and even if she was safe. Perhaps his mind was becoming more like a soldier’s. Was this how Catherine thought? Always of the next move? Never any time to dwell on leisure or how to achieve personal happiness in the future? Was that any way to live? It seemed like whether it was a life without purpose, or a life with only one – both sounded excessive and undesirable.
Well, he thought. I will do my best to end this so we can have that middle ground.
James smiled and found the strength to move faster, speeding with Arimus through the trees so quickly that the human eye wouldn’t be able to pick up on them. James’s body was becoming so gelatinous from the strain that he had to begin concentrating more on his balance than speed, and so he was looking at his feet when Arimus happened to stop in front of him. 
Arimus grabbed the back of his collar just as he sped past and pulled him to his side.
“Slow down,” he chuckled. “We’re here.”
James huffed and leaned onto his knees as Arimus studied the surrounding area. 
“Is there anyone nearby?” James heaved. 
“Not yet, but that could change. I know you’re tired, but let’s continue forward, even if it’s slowly.”
“Okay,” he sighed as she stood up and looked beyond the trees around him. 
The Sage Academy was like a building out of time. Made of a material that James had never seen before, the structure was in the shape of a cozy but large, shiny red house, with a wide staircase leading up to the raised entrance and a triangle made of gold for the roof. It suddenly turned more quaint when he noticed the hundreds of steel eidolon replicas placed around the staircase and dug well into the surrounding grassy yard, somehow still lush and vibrant green. 
Arimus waved James on who stared at it curiously.
“I thought it would look a little more…I don’t know…it doesn’t look like a place where Sages would go. It’s like we’re about to step inside someone’s home…who happens to collect eidolon replicas for fun.”
“We’re not inside yet,” Arimus laughed as they climbed the stairs. Right before they reached the top step, the staircase shifted and began moving downwards, deep into the ground below. Descending down a long, tight tunnel, Arimus decided to sit down on a step as James wasn’t sure how to move.
“This is strange,” he said and the old Sage just chuckled.
“Yes, I’ve heard of this. I didn’t believe it when someone first told me about it as a child. I have no clue how this works.”
“You’ve never been here?”
“No, I haven’t. I was much too busy keeping the Sentinel Academy’s true motives a secret. I actually debated sending Kyran here before Alexander attacked, and we were forced to leave Allay sooner than expected.”
“How far down does it go?”
“Not sure. Just enjoy the ride.”
 
*              *              *              *              *
 
Zain and Catherine managed to leap off the Kingdom wall just as the flames lapped at the soles of their feet. Landing in the Langoran forest below, they rolled and tumbled, but as soon as they were able to regain their balance, they kept running forward. Catherine didn’t need an eidolon to know that an attack of that magnitude was meant to be a last resort. There was no way Scarlet would have unleashed such power unless she had no choice.
“What now, Princess?” Zain asked as they ran side by side through the trees. “Are we going to just leave my people behind?”
“I asked Kyran to take as many as he could to Allay. If we keep running, we’ll eventually catch up with them.”
“Not if he’s making multiple trips.”
“Based on that last attack, I would say there’s no one left to retrieve…anyone who survived will be in the tunnels, as long as those Reds aren’t there.”
“And the Prattlians? They are also headed to Allay?”
“We told them to go to Languor, but they’re very smart and resourceful. I’m sure they’ve learned of the attack on Languor and have changed course. All I care about right now is getting back to my Kingdom so we can organize.”
“I’ve only gotten to see this Thorn briefly, but I’m sure he’ll wait until we are all gathered before he attacks, wiping out all of us at once. And I surmise that his next siege will be his worst. He won’t leave anyone alive he doesn’t want to.”
“I know,” Catherine said. “That’s why the more organization, the better. Let’s go faster.”



Chapter 14 – A New Era
 
“We’re stopping,” Arimus said as the staircase flattened in mid-air into a platform. The first of light shone from underneath as the platform slowed. James and Arimus stared off in thought as it came to a full stop, the exit having been fashioned out of the dirt tunnel and leading into a polished, narrow hallway, floored in marble and lit with torches that shone brightly even after so many years. Arimus examined one and blinked, wondering what material was being used. Continuing on, they walked through a small archway and out into a massive hall that stretched upward for miles, the ceiling probably grazing up against the surface of the earth. 
The ceiling was covered in large markings that looked like lightning and this provided the light, each bolt brightly shining in neon blue, glowing radiantly throughout the room and giving it a technological feel. On the sides were thousands of torches to further provide illumination.
As they stood in the entrance, a few feet ahead of them and below was a man-made pool, covered in water that reflected the ceiling’s lighting. And above it, about a half mile away, were ten floors, stacked upon one another like a building but each were also made of glass, hiding little from anyone gazing out upon the suspended structure. Each floor appeared like they were designed for specific purposes and James identified a training floor, a library and a common area where Sages could sit and eat together. 
“Fascinating,” Arimus said in awe. “But how do we get there?”
“There are platforms everywhere hovering in the air,” James pointed out, noticing hundreds of platforms on the sides of the ten floors, suspended next to the glass like lifeboats. “That’s probably how they get around.”
Arimus looked down at their feet and saw that they were standing on a similar construct. 
“James, look,” he said as he pointed to a glass lever by his feet, with the numbers 1-10 engraved next to it in descending order. Arimus then pointed to a painting to the left of his own feet, revealing a list of the floors and what they entailed:
1-   Rest Room

2-  Surveillance

3-  Missions and Debriefing

4- Eidolon Fashioning
5- Library
6- Dining Commons and Lounge
7- Training Room
8- Library 2 (Authorized Access Only)
9- Advanced Training Room
10- Private Chambers
 
“Well, where should we go first?” Arimus asked as James studied the list.
“We don’t have time to tour the place, unfortunately. Let’s head to Library 2.”
James adjusted the lever to the proper place and the platform began to rise, kept in place by invisible forces. It ascended forward and upwards, but just as it hit floor 7, the platform halted. Floor 8 was immediately shut off by a steel wall that came down from its ceiling, and a small laser light rested on James’ chest.
“You are not authorized to enter,” a voice spoke from the top of the lever. James bent down and looked at the tip carefully, noticing a wire mesh upon it. The voice was speaking clearly from it but who was it and how?
“Please adjust the lever to another position,” the voice said, and James looked to Arimus for answers. Arimus looked toward the steel wall blocking their way.
“We come from Allay. We’re Sages, just like you. We need your help.”
“You are not authorized to enter. Please adjust the lever to another position. This is your final warning.”
“We are not here to fight!” Arimus shouted as the sides of the far walls opened up and hundreds of long, steel spikes, each the size of a soccer ball poked out in rows, aimed right at them.
“This is not good,” James muttered as the spikes began flying. As soon as one volley was released, another was set in place and fired right after. James and Arimus unsheathed their eidolons and began cutting them down as fast as possible, narrowly avoiding them.
“We’ll wear out before they do,” James shouted as he fought for speed. “You have to cut through that steel wall! It’s the only way we can get out of this. I don’t have the strength!”
“Right!” Arimus yelled. “But can you handle this?”
“I have to!” James shouted. “Just do it!”
James picked up Arimus’ slack as the old Sage leapt into the air towards the steel wall, the winds keeping him afloat as he charged up his windmill eidolon to build strength. James picked up his speed and fought back both sets of spikes as they flew at him mercilessly. Just as James fell down to one knee in exhaustion, Arimus launched him forward with a gust of wind. The old Sage cut through the steel wall with his blade and the gust of wind sent James flying through a second after. Arimus batted away a couple spikes and then followed his friend inside. 
“I must say,” Arimus chuckled. “I am enjoying being the strong one again.”
“I’m not,” James groaned as he picked himself up off the glass floor. Arimus walked past him and looked ahead at what composed the floor. It was quite bare, draped only in black curtains on the sides and lit up by just a few torches on the far wall. At this wall was a round pedestal, and one large book, sitting in its center. A red and gold banner hung above it without words. James glanced down at the floor and realized that the glass was so thick, there was no way one could see what was in the floors above or below them. 
“If this floor is such a secret, how come we got in so easily?”
“Remember that the Academy was always filled with Sages,” Arimus said, staring at the book in the distance. “If one was attempting to break in this area, there would not only be the spikes, but a number of warriors as well.”
“Speaking of which, where’s the guy who was talking to us from the lever?”
“I’m not sure if there was someone here…it seems…artificial in nature.”
“You can’t know that.”
“Call it a hunch. If there was someone alive here, our eidolons would have sensed it.”
“This is true.”
“And it would also explain how it knew that we were not authorized to this area. Perhaps our biology was scanned the way we use our eidolons.”
“Well, I hope it was worth it,” James sighed, finally catching his breath. “All this for one book.”
“No doubt a book that holds much knowledge,” Arimus said as he approached it, staring at the plain wooden cover and the worn pages. “Let’s begin skimming through it.”
Arimus picked up the book and extended it out so they both could read from it. They only read for a couple minutes when their eyes widened in shock.
“This is impossible…” James said in awe. “But it explains everything!”
 
*              *              *              *              *
 
Catherine and Zain reached the south gate just as two male Allayans burst though the entrance and stuck their bronze swords in their faces.
“State your business!” one of them said. He could have been no more than twelve.
“No one enters without stating their business!” the other said, no doubt his brother based on his looks. 
“Calm down, boys,” Catherine held back a laugh as she and Zain put their hands in the air. “Do you know who I am?”
“BOYS! DOWN!” Kyran growled, coming outside. “That’s the Princess of Allay and the King of Languor you’re sticking your blades at!”
The boys yelped in fear and scurried inside before Kyran could pass judgment. As the doors closed, Catherine could see hundreds of people crowded in the courtyard. They all appeared to be Langoran.
“I’m happy you’re here,” Kyran said flatly. “I’m not good at…hosting.”
“I’m sure you’ve done fine,” Catherine said, hugging him. “When did you get back?”
“Only an hour ago. Going through the tunnels were quicker than running above ground. You were right. They did have a secret tunnel extending right here to the south gate. As soon as we were out, I caved it in so none of those red creatures would follow. I had to kill a great deal of them to get here. Lost some of the Langorans with me.”
“But you saved as many as you could. That’s what matters. How many are here?”
“There are some in the courtyard. Most are in the meadow or the village receiving food. I would estimate about six thousand in total between the ones I brought, and the ones that came here on their own.”
“That would mean we lost over forty thousand,” Zain scowled. “All in the span of what felt like minutes.”
“Those red creatures were efficient.” Kyran said flatly. “Thorn is devising more clever ways to take us down. His next attack will hurt.”
“What of the Prattlians?” Catherine asked.
“They’re still filing in slowly. They started building a number of tunnels underneath the village and I put a stop to that so it wouldn’t all cave in. They’ve turned around and devised a network to the meadow. No one wanted to go above ground until they were well within the confines of the castle, which I understand.”
“Was King Nathaniel correct? Are there new Sages?”
“Fortunately, yes,” Kyran said with no emotion. “Approximately thirty.”
“That’s not a whole lot, but far more than we’ve had before! Where are they now?”
“Keeping order in the meadow. With the Langorans and Prattlians both there, I wanted to ensure there was order.”
“And Tyuin? Has he arrived?”
“Of course,” Kyran said. “He’s in the courtyard as we speak.”
“Good. Have him meet me and King Zain in Arimus’ old quarters. We can talk privately there…have we heard anything about Scarlet?”
“No…”Kyran said, placing a hand on the Princess shoulder. “And my eidolon stopped sensing her not long after the attack….”
“You’ve done a great job,” Catherine said, keeping back her emotions. “Start escorting the others to the meadow. The Kings and I will address them shortly. Use any carriages you need.”
“Sure,” he said. “And just so you know, James’ father wants to speak to you urgently. He’ll be waiting in the meadow with the other villagers.”
“I’ll keep that in mind,” Catherine said. Kyran bowed and led the way into the courtyard in front of the Sentinel Academy. The Princess took a deep sigh as she saw all eyes fall upon her and Zain. They were terrified and looking to them for answers, and it was the first time that she was unsure of what to say.
“I’m glad you’re all safe,” Zain shouted for all to hear. “But make no mistake. We are not out of danger yet. From this point on, I want you to listen to the Princess and her allies. Though they were enemies, we are not anymore. Spread the word. Allay and Languor are temporary allies.”
The crowd murmured and squeezed against one another with their muscular and broad shoulders. Many of them were forced to climb on the backs of their comrades or the pillars just to see. 
“We have a common enemy now, and he is ruthless,” Zain continued. “You saw what he did to us, and that won’t happen again. We need to unite against this foe and defeat him before he gains anymore strength!”
The Langorans nodded and shouted in agreement as Zain motioned for Catherine to take over. She stepped forward and lifted her head.
“The Kings and I are going to conference and devise a plan as soon as possible. Once we know what that is, we’ll tell it to you from the castle overseeing the meadow. Please start heading there now. We will have carriages waiting to escort you outside, or you may run there if you wish. Kyran and the Allayans will guide you. If you are hungry, you will be provided food and water in the village. Our home is your home.”
“You heard her,” Zain shouted. “Now head out!”
Catherine and Zain began heading for the Academy as the Langorans filed out past them. Zain sighed and looked down at the Princess at his side.
“You’ve faced this enemy twice now. What do you think are the odds of our survival?”
“Unless new information comes to light,” she said solemnly. “It’s not good.”
“That’s what I thought.”
 
*              *              *              *              *
 
“The more I read it, the more I can’t believe my eyes,” James said as Arimus nodded, deep in thought. 
“This does change everything. What I want to know is how the Sages acquired this knowledge. It must have taken years of research and speculation.”
“But it makes perfect sense!” James said. “Doesn’t it?”
“Can you read it out loud? I want to think about it while I listen.”
“The stones of power are our biggest strength and greatest weakness,” James began reading. “That is the conclusion that I’ve come to based on my research. Before my discovery, it has been thought and widely accepted that the stones of power are unique and diverse in their properties.  The instructions of use are basically the same and listed as follows: to tap into their full potential, there must be a carrier and an user. In order for a Kingdom’s people to participate in their stone’s power, they must have touched it or been blessed by the carrier at birth. This gives Allayans their eidolons, Langorans their mass, Quietus their higher life expectancies and transformations, and the Prattlians their intelligence. The sole mystery being left with Zen-echelon throughout our history. Nevertheless, these are the instructions and accepted procedures, and all of this information has been passed down throughout the five Kingdoms for centuries. I have deduced that this information is false.
“The stones of power are not unique at all, but rather, the same. All five stones have the exact same properties and potential. It is my hypothesis that we have been told they are unique in order to limit our power. Tradition is a concept that can be very gratifying to all those involved, but it can also limit one’s critical thinking and acceptance of alternative thought. This is what has happened to us. We believe that the stone of Allay can only produce Sages and eidolons and nothing else, because that is what we’ve been told for generations. That is what has been traditionally accepted, and so this is what we as the children of our ancestors, believed. 
“I believe the great King of old who founded the five Kingdoms did this upon his ‘deathbed’ in order to limit the power of his sons. He gave a stone to each and told them what powers can be unlocked from each, knowing that this diversity would ultimately separate them and put them at odds against one another. Now why would he do this? I suspect it’s based on the knowledge my colleagues have gained through several trips to Zen-echelon. All have died on their journey, but because of our eidolon’s abilities to process information beyond what is seen, we were able to leave coded messages and information upon our deaths, myself being the one to catalog these messages and compile them for this report. We have deduced that Zen-echelon has only one member living there and he considers himself the King. This King, we believe, is the one of old. The original King, who found the five stones of power as a boy in the beginning.
“In order to work on his endgame, whatever that may be, he needed time to himself, without being watched by countless numbers of citizens and warriors. This is why we believe he somehow faked not only his old age, but his passing, allowing his sons to rule separately and never gain his level of power, while he now had all the personal time he needed to further his goals.”
“Thorn must have grown tired of his rule in this world,” Arimus interrupted. “With the stones he could have extended his life over and over by absorbing others but it wasn’t enough. He wants more. To be a god, maybe create worlds of his own someday, but he’s limited in his power, even with the stones. He needed time to figure out a way to accomplish his goals.”
“And if all the stones are the same,” James said. “All he needed was one in his possession. With his extensive knowledge about them, he could just use that while his sons fought against each other and never studied the stones for themselves.”
“But he had five stones…how was he able to pass on the stone of Zen-echelon to himself?”
“You’ve seen Thorn’s manifestations,” James replied. “It’s not that far-fetched to think that he probably created his eldest son to receive the stone, or killed the real one right after. Either way, it freed him up to do what he wanted in Zen-echelon.”
“What else does the report say?”
“It says…” James found his place. “We have experimented with this theory before presenting it here. We’ve had Allayans display the growth of a Langoran, able to extend the scythes of a Quietus out of their forearms and so on. We believe that as long as a human being touched any of the stones, they have the ability to perform any of the races’ feats. They are limited only by their mind and self-imposed restrictions.”
“Having the ability to transform as a Quietus and wield the eidolon of a Sage is an ability we all really have…incredible,” Arimus said, shaking his head. “It’s just that you were able to do both because you thought of your heritage.”
“No, I don’t think so,” James said. “I think everything’s a lot more complicated than we think, and that our mind is keeping more at bay than we realize. Otherwise, why aren’t we all blowing up like Langorans? I believe that our soul, body, mind…it’s all connected and creating a balance. If in our minds, we are Langoran, and we have this massive amount of energy just boiling over, our bodies respond in kind, sort of like anger. Some people completely lose it when they’re enraged while others can somehow hold themselves back. When I turned into a Quietus…I think it was because of the torture. It was so painful that I just wanted to kill, and that desire to kill, awakened the monster within me. Most people don’t reach that point.”
“Kyran has been tortured. I have been wounded.”
“But you are strong of mind,” James said. “You’re able to deal with it. I was just a child that was lashing out. The transformations disappeared once I became a Sage and unleashed my eidolon because I was more mature. I could handle more. They only came again, either out of a need to kill, or because I already knew of the Quietus blood within me. My mind was aware of my ‘Quietus blood’ so my body was able to respond. Think about it. The Kingdoms don’t fight one another often, and when they do, people just die. No one’s tortured. No one suffers for extensive periods of time. Even the Langorans under the shrine in the forest are just held there.”
“True…” Arimus trailed off in thought. “Having this knowledge does open up a lot of possibilities.”
“This is why Chloe was the strongest of us. She wasn’t even close to this level of open-minded thinking, but she was getting there. She talked about taking our souls and forming it into more than just an eidolon or a tool to be used. If I can create a fake dorm room, why can’t I increase my mass like a Langoran or transform like a Quietus?”
“Thorn found out about this report,” Arimus said. “Maybe there was too much noise being made over it. That’s why the siege happened.”
“I think the Quietus were getting close to this realization as well. You know how they like to test their might, and from what I saw during my time there, I realized that they are a lot more intelligent than we give them credit for. I think he saw their progress long ago and altered their composition so they could be controlled. So he could instill their voice within them and guide them in another direction. He took both of our people out.”
“This evens out the battlefield,” Arimus smiled. “Once word gets to everyone, we can use the stones properly. In a sense, our collective power will be higher than Thorn’s since he only has one stone at his disposal.”
“Exactly. His fear and deception is what kept us down. That’s all. His manifestations won’t matter if we can create our own to combat his. He had us fooled though. By knowing when to act and leave certain things alone, he nearly destroyed us all.”
“Is there any more in the report?” Arimus asked.
“No…actually, a line just ends abruptly. I think the author was interrupted.”
“Or killed. It’s possible he may have told a few Sages, besides the ones involved in his mission, but it’s likely it was kept mostly to himself. For all we know, Thorn could have had the siege take place as he was in the middle of writing it.”
“Either way, we know now. This changes everything. This will mark the beginning of a new era.”
“Or it won’t,” a voice chuckled from behind them. Beyond the room, outside over the water were Alexander and Dominic, standing on a suspended platform.
“How did you get here?” James demanded as Alexander smiled wide. 
“We followed you, of course. But it seems we were late. We wanted to leave our posts in Languor and get here before anyone else.”
“I take it you two are the cleaning crew?” Arimus asked. Dominic nodded as he stared with wide eyes at James.
“We’re burning this entire place down,” Alexander said casually. “We just came down here to see if there was anything of value beforehand. And look what we found.”
“Where are the spikes?” James asked as Alexander tapped his forehead.
“Disabled,” Alexander said. “I use my head before I enter strange, heavily armed rooms. But all that doesn’t matter. We can’t let you leave here alive. It would be very troublesome for our master.”
“I take it he told you about all this,” Arimus asked Dominic who nodded.
“Most of it,” he said. “Though that just helped in how I approached matters. The power boost was the best thing.”
“Yeah, sorry,” James said. “I just don’t believe you. That’s probably what Thorn told you to say if anyone found out the truth. You’re probably just channeling your strength like a Quietus while maintaining the speed and precision of a Sage. I’m sure he had you practice.”
“Aren’t you supposed to be dead?” Dominic spat as James looked at his hands.
“I am, aren’t I?” James laughed. “Well, that’s the beauty of this knowledge. It puts things in a new perspective. After learning how connected the body and mind really are, I’ve come to a sudden realization. Did you know that there are people that can literally be scared to death? Have a heart attack from too much internal pressure? It’s true, though it’s all psychological. Those people didn’t have to die. So I figure that when we’re told we’ll die immediately when our eidolons are broken, sure it may hurt a lot. I mean, that is a part of you being smashed into bits. I would even say it makes you go unconscious, but as far as death? I think that’s the mind’s doing.”
“You talk too much.”
“If’ I’m still alive, that means my soul is still intact, and if the stones of power are all the same, that means I didn’t lose my Quietus side. It just means I took an internal hit. But you see, Chloe taught me that the soul is a supply of limitless energy, being a spirit. So if I still have a soul, that means…”
James stretched his arms out and two eidolons emerged at once, both white, both about to explode with raw energy. Crackling and on fire with white hot flames, he glared at his opponents.
“It means I still have all the energy I need.”
“Even more so,” Arimus said as he unsheathed his own eidolon.
“So come at us with your pathetic blades,” James smiled confidently. “We now know why Jester could call forth an eidolon and so can Alexander, but one thing I’ve learned long ago that you should remember: forming one doesn’t make you a Sage!”
Dominic began building energy, ready to unleash the same attack that leveled the forest earlier, but James saw it coming a mile away. His senses were crisp, his wounds healed now that he knew his Quietus abilities were not taken away from him, and he wasn’t about to let Dominic inflict anymore either. He leapt from the glass floor and stabbed his rival with both white eidolons, slamming them straight into his chest. Dominic let out a cry as they both flew off the platform and down into the water below. Alexander sheathed his eidolon from behind his back, a silver sword with no frills, and steadied his eyes at Arimus.
“I guess you’re my dance partner,” he said as Arimus smiled from beyond his gray beard. 
“I hope you can keep up with the moves,” he replied as an explosion of light filled the entire eighth floor and blinded Alexander. The Prattlian used the eidolon for his eyes and felt Arimus jumping towards him. He held up his sword to parry the blow, but what he didn’t expect was the old Sage’s windmill eidolon instead stabbing him in his right side. 
Alexander opened his eyes in alarm as he saw Arimus standing in front of him, pretending like he was holding a sword while his eidolon was actually lodged in his side.
“What did you do?” Alexander winced as Arimus called the eidolon back into his hands.
“I pretended to go for your head while my wind sent my eidolon to your side. My winds have gotten a lot faster all of a sudden, you see.”
“What?” Alexander yelled as he saw Arimus for the first time since he landed on the platform. His gray hair and beard were trimmed and clean. His armor had been replaced by a long dark blue robe, covering him from head to toe, and a wave of confidence was emanating from him as Alexander swung his blade forward. 
At the last second, the tip extended out like a whip and lashed at Arimus’ neck, but the old Sage caught it with a gust of wind and then drove it through the platform. With Alexander momentarily off guard, he leapt backwards, using a breeze to keep him afloat, and then summoned a tsunami of wind to crash into Alexander from the sides, only with this particular attack, it had managed to grab the spikes from the wall from the start. 
Alexander screamed as both waves of spikes crashed into him like two walls. And when it was all over, before Alexander could even hope to recover, Arimus had already returned to the platform and promptly severed the Prattlian’s head with a slash of his eidolon. 
“Incinerate,” Arimus said low as he raised a palm at the Prattlian’s lifeless body, engulfing it immediately in flames. Satisfied that he was dead for good, Arimus let the robe around him disintegrate into the air, and then he looked down toward the water, waiting for James to finish a long standing rivalry between two young men…
 
*              *              *              *              *
 
Catherine, Zain and Tyuin finished their conversation and headed toward the castle, making sure to use the outskirts of the Kingdom walls and plenty of guards to get there. There was little time to converse and they didn’t want to get held up by their citizens if they went through the village. They reached the meadow as quick as possible and used Zain’s Langoran guards to act as a shield, keeping them from being bombarded with questions about the Kingdom’s next move. 
Catherine wanted to talk to her people, now more than ever, but she had to remain strong and continue forth as a beacon of strength and solidarity. They needed her to have the answers, even when she wasn’t sure of them herself. 
A loud voice interrupted her thoughts from beyond the Langoran shield.
“Princess! Princess Catherine! We need to talk! It’s James’ father!”
“James,” Catherine said, trying to hold back a smile. Tyuin and Zain looked at her curiously as she patted the Langoran in front of her on the back. “Please let the man in. I need to speak with him.”
The Langoran obeyed without a word and James’ father stepped into the circle. They had only met once, and it hadn’t ended well, but still she couldn’t help but feel a sense of strange gratitude to the man that sent his boy off to the Sentinel Academy. 
“You look well,” Catherine said, seeing the brightness in his face. He smiled, which was unusual for him, and he shook her hand eagerly.
“I’m doing very, very well,” he said. “How’s my boy?”
“Off on a mission,” Catherine said, clearing her throat. She didn’t want to think about the fact that they had not yet returned. 
“It’s good to see you trust him enough to handle things,” he said with a smile. Catherine glanced at Zain and Tyuin who were waiting patiently. 
“Um…sir, I’m sorry, but we have business to take care of. What is it you wanted to talk to me about? Or can it wait until after our address?”
“No, it has to be now,” he said. “Is there any way you can ask these guys to sit down or something? They’ll be blocking the whole thing.”
Zain rolled his eyes and motioned for the Langorans to go behind them. They obeyed and James’ father motioned for several Allayans to line up behind him. Before Catherine could ask what was going on, they each stuck out their hands and eidolons emerged, all of different colors, shapes and sizes, creating a beautiful myriad of power. Tyuin chuckled to himself and even Zain managed to smile as Catherine stepped forward in awe.
“These are but a few of the new Sages,” James’ father replied as she studied each one in detail. “We’ve been working hard in your absence. What you and my boy said to us – we took it to heart, and we talk about it every day. We just want to thank you for that.”
“No, thank you,” Catherine smiled. “I couldn’t ask for a greater gift than to see the people of Allay prosper. I’m so happy for you. Are you a Sage too?”
“No,” he laughed. “But I’m working on it. And this isn’t all! We have one more thing.”
“Oh?”
The young Sages parted in the middle and made way for Kyran, who stepped through with mischief in his eyes. Catherine watched suspiciously as he stood next to James’ father with something in both hands behind his back.
“I’ll let him do the rest of the talking,” James’ father replied as he stepped back. Catherine raised her eyebrows. Kyran? Do most of the talking?
“Princess Catherine,” Kyran said with a twinkle in his eye. “Before you left, you told the people of Allay to choose their leader, the ruler that they see fit to wear this.” He extended his hands forward, and revealed her father’s crown, shining majestically and looking as new as the day she left.
“The people have spoken,” Kyran said, taking the crown, and placing it upon her head. Catherine could barely breathe as he continued to speak. “You are, and always have been our Queen. You have loved us and cherished us as if we were your family, and have acted accordingly. Between the decisions I’ve seen you make on the road, and the enthusiasm you have inspired in our Kingdom, it was an easy and unanimous decision. And we only saw it fit that before you lead us into this battle, this war, that you should lead as you were always meant to. From this time forward…you are the Queen of Allay.”
Zain and Tyuin began clapping, and the Langorans joined in. Soon, everyone in the meadow stepped forward, giving Catherine their support, approval, and best wishes. Clapping and cheering her on, she covered her blushing face with her hands, trying not to cry over the joy in her heart. A new fire and determination welled up within her as she took a deep breath and looked at the people around her. Allayan, Langoran and Prattlian, all of them joined together to celebrate the coronation of a stranger, now a friend, an ally…family. She would do them proud. Catherine started blushing again and to hide her tears, she hugged Kyran vigorously. 
He patted her head as she burrowed her face into his trench coat.
“Thank you for your kind words, Kyran,” she said.
“I may need some water now,” his eyes smiled. “My throat is parched…but it was worth seeing the happiness in your face. Now let me go, and address them as their Queen.”
Catherine wiped her face and stepped back. Everyone in the meadow sat down with legs crossed, waiting for their leaders to speak of the darkness to come. Catherine felt the weight of the crown on her head and clenched her fists. She knew Thorn was coming, and soon. Yet in spite of the odds, she was determined to lose not even one. 
“Allayans…Prattlians…Langorans…” she began. “I-“
“- need to hold your tongue,” Zain interrupted. Catherine looked at him in surprise as Tyuin gave a chuckle. “Just for a moment, your Majesty. King Tyuin and I have something to say.”
“Go on,” Catherine said as Zain cleared his throat.
“From our conversations with the newly crowned Queen, I have come to a decision.”
“I, as well,” Tyuin called out. “Listen up!”
“On our way to the meadow, Tyuin and I had the pleasure of sharing a carriage while the Queen rode on her own…so she could think about what to say to you. During that ride, we discussed what has happened to our respective Kingdoms, what devastation we have endured and how our people have been displaced.”
“It has become clear to us,” Tyuin continued for Zain. “that when Catherine and her Sages embarked on their journey to retrieve the stones of power, it was under good intentions, despite what happened in the wake of their actions. They were fighting for the good of us all, regardless of the deception placed upon them, and when it was apparent that we were not willing to assist in their mission, her Sages, unbeknownst to her, acted on her behalf. To spare her the burden and pain of making such a tough decision – to kill another.”
“We have learned two things from our interactions,” Zain replied. “One, that her character and leadership is held in such high regard that those around her are willing to do the dirty work to ensure she stays the same. And two, she is willing to do anything, and I mean anything, to accomplish her goals and yet, somehow maintain her integrity. She came back for me in my fight against Thorn when it would have been better off to leave me for dead. After all, I still had revenge on my mind.”
“And she didn’t have to leave the stone of Prattle in my care,” Tyuin said. “She could have kept it for herself, with the excuse that they were better under her protection.”
Zain took Catherine’s hands, and placed the stone of Quietus into them.
“This is yours until you decide otherwise,” Zain said to her privately, and then he turned back to the people. “I am a young King, and so is Tyuin. We were given our Kingdoms out of desperation and circumstance. Catherine here is even younger than us, yet, she is wise beyond her years. Our decision, should our people agree, is this. We will no longer be known as the Kingdom of Prattle and the Kingdom of Languor. With the Queen’s blessing, we wish to become one with Allay, and rise as a new Order! Bigger, stronger and united - able to combat against enemies like Thorn that seek our extinction, and able to work together to achieve more than we could ever hope alone!”
“Queen Catherine,” Tyuin addressed her directly. “We are displaced and without a home. Until the ruins are cleared and our structures rebuilt, we are weak. And even when we are restored to our former glory, Zain and I have realized that we don’t know all of what it takes to lead - what orders have to be given and which to withhold. We don’t have the strength you have, and should a threat like Thorn arise in the future, we will be destroyed. Even recently, if it wasn’t for the aid of you and your Sages, many of us would not be standing in your meadow here today.”
“Wait,” Catherine said, throwing up a hand. “I’ve decided.”
“Okay,” Tyuin said nervously as Zain and the rest of the meadow awaited her word.
“I accept everything you’ve just said,” Catherine replied. The people began to cheer but Catherine held up a hand of silence. “But with a few stipulations. First, to celebrate our unity, we will devise a new name for this new Kingdom. There will be no division here. Second, you are free to our resources while you help us with the work during your stay. While here, you have the option of either building homes here, or rebuilding your old Kingdoms. The decision is yours and for your people to decide, even on an individual basis. And last, you owe us nothing. If you decide that you will be a separate Kingdom in the future, even to the point that you no longer want to have any more dealings with us, that is your option. You are still Kings, and though you may look to me for decisions during your stay, I will always consult you. If I am to be the Queen of you all, then I will treat you the same as I did those of Allay. There will be no difference. None. You will become my family…so if you can accept those conditions, I can accept yours with a whole heart.”
“Accepted,” Tyuin said, shaking her hand. Zain smiled and did the same afterwards. The crowd cheered and Catherine sighed nervously as they all accepted the arrangement. It was like a dream come true, seeing the Kingdoms unite and work together for once. There was hope now, and as Catherine gave the crowd a smile and waved for them to silence once more, she could only think of James, realizing that the situation would be absolutely perfect…if only he was there to share in this historical moment.



Chapter 15 – 10 Minutes to Midnight
 
James ripped the eidolons from Dominic’s body right before they hit the water and tried to decapitate him but his rival managed to bat it away with his own. He lunged with his eidolon towards James’ chest, but James kicked it away and tried to swim up to the surface. Dominic grabbed his pants and pulled him back down as James frowned. There was no way either of them was going to let the other go back up for air.
James swung one of the eidolons at Dominic’s arm, but it just bounced right off as Dominic increased his muscles to inhuman proportions. James dodged a wild punch from one of Dominic’s massive fists and swam further down. 
This is his opportunity, James thought. He can reach the surface now. But he’s too pissed off to just let me go. He’ll want to know what I’m doing. 
As if following James’ thoughts exactly, Dominic headed right for him, his gigantic arms slowing him down significantly. James let him come close and waited until his rival prepared to throw a punch. Just as Dominic’s right fist was about to connect to James’ face, he dodged it and a metal chain shot up from the floor below and wrapped around the huge arm. James smiled at the shocked look on Dominic’s face and continued manifesting chains from the bottom, wrapping one by one around his rival’s arms, neck, legs and torso, pulling him deeper and deeper down until the soles of his feet were touching the pool floor. Dominic struggled against them but James kept his focus, tightening his grip while he swam upwards for air.
James erupted at the top, took a big gulp of oxygen, and then swam back down where Dominic was, his body beginning to go limp as he swallowed more and more water. Just as Dominic’s eyes began to close, James swam over and squeezed his shoulder.
Instantly, they were on a wooden wharf, overseeing a beautiful sunset and oceanic view. Dominic, unchained and back to normal, saw James squeezing his shoulder and pushed him away.
“GET OFF ME!” he shouted in rage as he ran at him with his fist cocked back. James dodged it, and punched him square in the stomach, sending a wave of nausea through him. Dominic fell to his knees and coughed as James shook his head and stooped next to him.
“Calm down. You can’t really hurt me here.”
“Where are we, freak?” Dominic gasped as he clutched his abdomen. 
“Catherine’s place,” James said casually as he walked past Dominic and sat down at the edge of the wharf. “I created this for her…while I was practicing with…well, whatever else I could make besides an eidolon.”
Dominic groaned, stared at the back of his head and then plopped down beside him, both of them dangling their legs over the edge. He gave James a pained expression and then darted his eyes between the sun, the sand, water and the wooden planks under him.
“Am I dead?” he asked. James laughed.
“No, not yet. Though very close.”
“What’s going on? What are you doing to me, clown?”
“I brought you here,” James said as he watched the sunset. “We’re both still underwater and I got a nice breath of fresh air before I manifested this place. That’s why I’m a lot stronger than you here. You’re about to drown in reality.”
Dominic considered his words.
“How are we still under water? That doesn’t make sense.”
“I did the same thing in Quietus. Catherine and I had to hide in this place for nearly three days. I’m not exactly sure how it all works, how we’re able to be in two places at once…but I think it has something to do with the Langoran side of things.”
“Langoran?”
“Langorans increase their muscle mass to the point they can become giants. But knowing just how powerful the stones are, it makes sense that we can do the opposite: become really, really small.”
“That’s what’s happening now?”
“I think so,” James replied, facing Dominic. “We’re very small, inside a manifestation, but we’re still underwater, which means we can’t stay here too long or we’ll both drown. Because we’re on a much smaller scale, we don’t need as much oxygen to survive, but we’re still in water. It’s only a matter of time.”
“That’s what you did in Quietus?”
“It’s the only logical explanation - how we could be standing in the middle of the crater while several Quietus were sniffing us out. We were so small that they couldn’t find us with their eyes, but they still knew we were near. Eventually, they did find us, especially when the manifestation was beginning to break.”
“James, why am I here?” Dominic sighed. “Can’t we just end this already?”
“I wanted to give you a chance to rejoin us.”
“Are you out of your mind? Why would you do that? You hate me.”
“I’m offering this to you because Catherine would have wanted it, and you’re wrong. I don’t hate you at all. I hate how you act.”
“What are you talking about?”
“We were exactly alike,” James sighed. “I mean, exactly. Young, stubborn, selfish, easily angered and self-entitled. Our lives could have easily been reversed. You could be the one creating a manifestation and making small talk while I would be in chains, wanting you dead. I realize that you’re not a bad guy, Dominic. You just made bad decisions.”
“How sweet,” Dominic sneered. “But let me ask you this. If we’re so alike, if the situations were reversed, would I let you live?”
“I don’t think so.”
“Exactly. I wouldn’t. I’m still pissed that I killed you twice now and somehow you survived. That’s what I can’t understand. All the rest, I get it. All of it. What you keep on forgetting is that it doesn’t matter how alike we were or are, it’s the choices we make that defines us. I weighed the consequences of joining Thorn with crawling back to you and the Sages, and I decided to align with the King of Zen-echelon. Even now, with all your pathetic, mushy talk, all you’re accomplishing is showing me how weak you all are. James, the man brought me back from the brink of death. So if you think killing me will put an end to us, you’re wrong. My soul will just be in Zen-echelon, and when Thorn comes to kill you all, I’ll get to see you again, and then we get to fight again and again, over and over.”
“If Thorn wins,” James replied.
“When he wins,” Dominic snickered. “You all aren’t strong enough, even with this newfound knowledge about the stones. You just don’t have the time. So you get there and join the fight. Then what? You explain everything in the midst of battle? I don’t think so. You’re all dead. You just don’t know it yet.”
“So that’s it, huh?” James sighed. “You’ve made your decision?”
“Yeah, now get me out of this romantic getaway and back to the part where I break free and kill you for the third time.”
“Fine,” James said. Dominic blinked, and suddenly they were back in the water again. James was swimming to the surface as Dominic concentrated his energy and unleashed an explosion, shattering the chains binding him. He swam upwards as quickly as he could and leapt out the water. James and Arimus were waiting by the exit to the Academy, anticipating his return. Dominic landed on the platform and approached them with his red eidolon in hand, but neither of the Sages were impressed. They just waited for him to get close.
“Oh, so you’re all powerful now, huh?” Dominic spat at them. “You have all the answers now, don’t you? Let me tell you, nothing’s changed! Nothing!”
“You’re wrong,” James replied. “Everything has. We now know that we have many abilities at our disposal, even beyond that of a Sage. This opens up a whole new world of possibilities.”
“Oh yeah, like what?”
“Like the fact that we can absorb you if we so choose.”
“What?” Dominic froze in fear as James suddenly appeared behind him, his eidolon at the tail end of a swinging motion. A second later, Dominic’s body fell down in a lump as his head rolled away. Arimus shook his head in amusement.
“That’s cold, James. Using Thorn’s fear tactics against him?”
“We don’t have time to play around,” James said as Arimus set Dominic’s body on fire. “Thorn could be at Allay any second.”
“With what we’ve discovered, we can get there in record time.”
“Yep. We’ll definitely turn…the tide…of…um, what is that?”
Arimus followed James’ finger to see hundreds of small red creatures beginning to pour into the chamber from up above. 
“It appears we’ll be a little late,” Arimus sighed as he drew his eidolon forth. The red creatures laughed as they ran toward the Sages, and began to systematically explode.
 
*              *              *              *              *
 
“There is no point sugarcoating it,” Catherine shouted out. “We are at war with Zen-echelon, made up of just one man. His name is Thorn and his goal is to kill us all. He’s headed this way to finish the job and we must work as one if we have any chance of success. He has the ability to manifest creatures of great destructive power, but I have to ask that you ignore them as much as possible. You must protect one another, but realize that all the energy we waste into killing his manifestations are for nothing. We must focus on Thorn, and taking him down. Only then is the battle won.
“The Sages, old and new will be dispersed in locations throughout the entire Kingdom holding back threats, but as soon as Thorn is identified, I ask that all of them leave their posts and converge on him. He won’t be an easy target. Each Sage will also have a team of Langorans with them that will assist in the fight. Once the Sages leave, the Langorans’ job is to weed out the manifestations and protect the ones that are unable to defend themselves. Do not worry about the structures. It’s the lives that matter, and the lives that Thorn wants. 
“All Prattlians will be divided between the underground, the castle, meadow, and village. They are to report back to Tyuin the changes on the battlefield and devise ways to best deflect Thorn’s attacks. As they come up with new strategies, their contribution is to get the messages across to us all. We are to obey their word in full as it comes.”
“What about you and King Zain?” a Langoran asked.
“We’ll be fighting Thorn head on,” Zain said with a smile. “And taking out the big threats with the power of the stone. If we die, Tyuin is in charge. And don’t give a last ditch effort or anything. If he says it’s best to retreat, then you retreat. Head to the wilderness beyond Allay.”
“We’re going to give our all,” Catherine said. “And don’t try to convince us otherwise. If you would like to see us live well into our old age, then the best you can do is strike Thorn down as soon as he’s spotted. Everyone got it?”
The crowd nodded as Catherine began to focus and call the purple armor forth, each piece appearing as if it was under her skin all along.
“If we all have our tasks, then let’s get to it! Disperse!”
The crowd began separating and setting up as the Prattlians handed out location assignments based on Tyuin’s suggestions. Zain began stretching his arms and increasing his muscle mass slowly. 
“We have to get Thorn back for how he handled us earlier,” Zain said as Catherine giggled. 
“I’m not too fond of revenge.” Catherine winked.
“Not too fond of….oh, I get it,” Zain laughed. “Can you believe I’ve forgotten all about that already?”
“That’s good,” Catherine laughed. “Now forget it again.”
A rumble sounded off in the distance as Catherine clenched her fists tight.
“This is it,” Catherine said. “He’s coming. Get ready.”
“I’m already here,” Thorn said from behind them. Catherine and Zain turned quickly to face him while several straggling Langorans slowly advanced from behind. 
“You do have to tell me how you do that,” Catherine said as Thorn kept a straight face.
“Don’t try to soften me up, Princess. This is the end now.”
“That’s Queen to you,” Zain snapped as Thorn’s eyebrows raised in surprise.
“My…a promotion? For what? Getting your people and others killed? If that’s all it takes, I should be a god by now.”
“You look tired,” Catherine pointed out. “Maybe you should come back another day.”
“Genocide is exhausting,” Thorn nodded. “But honestly, I’m just ready to finish this. It’s taken a lot of energy destroying Kingdoms one by one.”
“I know, and all by yourself too.”
“My manifestations feel real enough for me…for you,” Thorn forced a smile. “But in all seriousness, I’m just sick of you cockroaches surviving the apocalypse. This really has to end here. Are your groups in place? Because my creatures should be hitting your borders right about now.”
A number of explosions echoed across the sky, and the first screams and shouts emerged. Catherine noticed a fire break out from where the village was. She began to have flashbacks of when Alexander attacked, and remembering the lives that were lost that day just angered her further.
“The sooner we kill you, the sooner this ends,” Catherine said. “Let’s go.”
Catherine put the palms of her hands forward as the electric purple winds swirling around her concentrated around them like bracelets. They spun around them faster and faster, and then a beam of purple energy erupted from her hands and fired towards Thorn like a missile. 
Thorn unsheathed his steel sword and blocked the beam, keeping it at bay as she continued to fire at him. Zain and the straggling Langorans ran forward with swords drawn but just before they were able to hit the King, red creatures popped up from the dirt and began jumping onto them, exploding on impact. Zain managed to swat one away just in time. 
“Stupid Prattlians making tunnels under the meadow!” Zain shouted as he kept some at bay.
A large red dragon shrieked up above and began shooting a stream of fire out its mouth across the village while spiders, stone golems and an army of armored soldiers, faceless and wielding axes, began to pour into the Kingdom at all entrances. 
Catherine ceased the beam attack and switched to trying to grapple Thorn with the energy, but he dodged her attempts to bind him each time as he turned to clash swords with Zain. 
“Kyran, I see you!” Thorn shouted suddenly as he kicked Zain away and swiped at the air behind him. Kyran suddenly shimmered into view, and he clutched the wound on his chest as he backed away. Zain recovered and met Thorn head on again, but this time the King of Zen-echelon grabbed the sword with his bare hands, crushed it in his fist and stabbed Zain in the chest.
“I’ve found her,” Thorn whispered as he pulled Zain close. “Let’s see how fast you are.”
Thorn kicked Zain off his blade and began running towards the castle as Zain scrambled to his feet, screaming the entire time.
“Stop him! Stop him! My wife’s in there! He knows where she is!”
Catherine growled as she pursued Thorn with inhuman speed, drawing forth her purple energy sword and slicing at all the manifestations that tried to get in her way. The spiders and the faceless soldiers fell easy but when she came to the stone golems, her blade just ricocheted off their concrete frame. Ducking their attacks, she finally reached Thorn and leapt at his back. He pivoted just in time and grabbed her wrists in mid-air. Raising her high into the air, Catherine went to kick him in the face when one of the golems suddenly smashed a fist into her spine. She cried out as the armor on her back shattered and the golem reared back for another blow. 
“Wait a second,” Thorn said to the golem as he studied Catherine’s pained face. He looked behind her and chuckled at the sight of Zain and Kyran trying to get past hundreds of faceless soldiers and red creatures that now surrounded them like a mob.
“Ah, Catherine, you’re the one I really want,” Thorn sighed amorously. “And I don’t know what the chase was all about. I don’t need to be in the castle myself to get the job done. Even now, I have thousands of my red beauties strategically placed all around the structure and surrounding your precious Prattlian strategists. After they’re all dead, I can retrieve the stones myself.”
As soon as he stopped speaking, thousands of small explosions sounded off from within the castle, one after the other. The castle began to collapse and within seconds, it imploded onto itself. Several faceless soldiers ran past Thorn to retrieve the stones from the dead carriers.
“With you, however, I can get your stone personally,” Thorn said as he handed Catherine’s wrists over to the golem to hold. The golem clasped them tight as Thorn took the steel sword and began sawing at the front of Catherine’s armor. 
Catherine’s face reddened in anger as she brought forth a wave of energy into her hands. She flexed her biceps as she lifted up and broke free from the golem. She wasted no time in punching Thorn in the face as hard as she could. He staggered and she called forth her sword, ready to plunge it into him when the golem punched her in the shoulder. Catherine cried out and stumbled, just enough for Thorn to shatter her sword with a palm strike and once again grab her wrists and lift her into the air. Just as the golem got ready to hit her again, she suddenly disappeared from Thorn’s hands. 
Thorn raised an eyebrow in confusion and looked behind the equally confused golem, watching as his soldiers and creatures were suddenly being cut down at an alarming rate. The young Sages had arrived, and they were mowing down the creatures like they were blades of unkempt grass. From the chaos, James emerged from the midst with Catherine in his arms. 
He glared at Thorn in disdain as he set his love down onto her feet.
“I hate being the damsel in distress,” Catherine muttered as she rubbed her back. James snickered and glanced at her.
“Hey, don’t feel too bad. You’re the only one that ever got a hit off on him.”
“Where have you been?”
“Arimus and I have come upon some interesting pieces of information. By the way, Dominic and Alexander are dead.”
Thorn’s eyes widened in surprise as James flashed him a smile.
“Yep. Seems impossible right? Well, not so much once you’ve been to the Sage Academy. Found out some really cool stuff there.”
Thorn rushed forward with his steel sword poised, his face distorted in rage once he heard where James had been. James pushed Catherine aside and met the King head on, calling forth his white eidolon and smashing Thorn’s steel blade in one swipe, but the King was quick. Not caring about his weapon, he tackled James to the ground and clutched his throat. James stuck his eidolon through him but Thorn didn’t seem to care. He just began punching James in the face as hard as he could while continuing to squeeze his trachea. Catherine leapt on Thorn’s back, clasped both fists together, infused them with power and then brought them down upon Thorn’s exposed head. 
Thorn wobbled as he was set in a daze and James kicked the King off of him. Catherine called her blade forward and struck at the King, slicing away without mercy as James clutched his face from the pain he endured. Finally being able to focus, he joined in, calling forth both white eidolons to finish the job. Thorn managed to break out his daze suddenly and he grabbed both Catherine and James by the throat, squeezing tight as they swung at his arms with their respective blades. Thorn grit his teeth and refused to let go until he suddenly found himself armless – Arimus and Kyran standing exactly where his arms used to be. 
Kyran and Arimus placed their swords at Thorn’s throat and were just about to take him down when a fireball hit Kyran’s back, sending him flying into the grass, and a stone golem hit Arimus in the back of the head, knocking him off balance. The red dragon swooped down and grabbed Thorn’s slumping body, and carried him off into the sky. The creatures and faceless soldiers vanished immediately and Zain fell over in mid-swing, trying to hit the Dragon as it left.
“Did he just get away?!” Zain screamed as he pointed toward the dragon in the distance. “And where is my wife?” Zain ran off toward the castle ruins as James and Catherine helped Arimus and Kyran to their feet.
“Is everyone okay?” Arimus asked as James poked at his swollen right eye.
“Could be better.”
“We need to go after him,” Arimus said. Catherine scoffed and sat down on the grass to rest, wincing after she touched the bruise on her back. 
“Arimus, that is probably the most reckless thing I’ve heard you say yet. I’m thinking that we should enjoy this small victory and regroup.”
“For when he comes back, Catherine? No, we may not be so lucky. We must go now. James and I have come upon some information that could end this today. Now that Thorn knows we’ve been to the Sage Academy, he’ll do everything he can to end this tonight. He won’t be expecting a frontal assault, and even if he is, he’s been wounded. He won’t be at his best facing us. This is our chance, while he’s weak. James and I promise to explain as we go.”
“You want us to head to Zen-echelon?” Catherine said in disbelief. “How are we going to get there in time to make a difference?”
“How about with this?” James said as a large red and purple dragon swooped down in the meadow. Catherine screamed and summoned her sword but Arimus got in the way and held up hands of surrender.
“Wait! Wait!” Arimus cried out. “James and I summoned this. Not Thorn.”
“How?” Catherine demanded as James patted the dragon on side of its belly. It leaned down and nuzzled its horned head against him as its wings flapped in approval.
“I might call her Scarlet,” James laughed as Catherine glared at him. “Hey, where is she anyways?”
“Impeccable timing on your part,” Kyran said as he leapt onto the dragon’s back and sat with legs crossed. 
“Kyran, you want to do this?” Catherine asked in confusion.
“We’ll explain on the way,” Arimus said. “But trust us, we have to do this now.”
“Okay,” Catherine groaned, rising to her feet. “Let’s get this over with.”
“Catherine!” Zain cried out as he ran towards them. “What are you doing?”
“It’s hard to explain,” Catherine said wearily, pointing to the dragon. “But we’re headed to Zen-echelon. We’re going to stop Thorn right now…how are the others?”
“Damage hasn’t been too bad throughout the Kingdom, and Tyuin is still alive…but he lost his wife in the castle explosions, and so have I…the stones are gone…”
“Then Thorn must have them,” Catherine replied as she reached into her pocket and then threw Zain the stone of Quietus. “Keep that safe, and begin rebuilding. Have the groups maintain their positions and keep the people calm. You’re in charge until I return.”
“Should we come with you?” asked one of the young Sages. Catherine smiled warmly and then let James help her up onto the dragon’s back.
“I’m sorry,” Catherine said. “But this is our fight. No offense, but we can’t afford to lose you right now. This Kingdom will need its Sages. Protect the others in case Thorn returns. We won’t be long.”
With Catherine and the remaining three seasoned Sages on the dragon’s back, it lifted up into the sky and took off for one last ditch effort towards Thorn’s Kingdom…
 
*              *              *              *              *
 
“So that’s the gist of it,” James replied as they all sat cross legged on the dragon’s back, flying high above the clouds. “Thorn isn’t nearly as powerful as he makes himself out to be. But that doesn’t make him any less dangerous. He’s smart, and he’ll be figuring out a way to take us down once and for all. Maybe a giant red exploding creature or something.”
“So that’s how you made this dragon,” Catherine said, looking at its skin. “It’s beautiful.”
“It doesn’t have any strength,” James said. “It’s made solely for flying, but I haven’t had the time Thorn’s had either. For years he’s learned to create multiple manifestations at once and infuse them with incredible power. It must be taxing on him and his carrier.”
“If we can get the stones away from him, then it’s all over,” Arimus said. “He’ll be completely powerless. Finding his carrier will be the key.”
“What do you think he’ll do with the stones he took?” Catherine yawned.
“He won’t have time to find carriers for all of them, but this does complicate things. With all the stones being the same, we have to ensure that we retrieve all three from him. He can’t have a single one in his possession or this starts all over again.”
“So this is why he’ll try to eliminate us as soon as possible…we know too much.”
“Exactly. It’s already bad enough that the Kingdoms have united. We’ve saved many lives today through our teamwork, but he can’t let this go on. My bet is that he’ll probably put the stone into a new carrier, someone who still has a lot of life left. He’s been hitting the Kingdoms one after the other. I’m sure whomever he’s using now has got to be close to death.”
“So it’s best to hit him in the transition, and while he’s wounded,” James said. Catherine yawned again and leaned on his shoulder. He was about to ask her if she was comfortable when he heard her snoring. 
“Man, she’s tired,” James said as Kyran nodded.
“She’s been using the stone non-stop too,” he said flatly. James frowned at him.
“What does that mean?”
“You know what it means.”
James looked at his fiancée out the corner of his eye and tried not to budge. 
“Is there anything we can do?” he asked. Arimus shook his head.
“We can’t dwell on that until this is through…though I can’t begin to fathom how tired she must feel. While she looks as young and vibrant as always, on the inside, everything’s aged, compensating for the power she’s forcing her body to produce. I’m surprised she hasn’t collapsed altogether.”
“I’ll protect her,” James replied quietly as he leaned his head on hers. “She won’t have to use it again.”
No one said another word as the dragon flew on, headed toward Zen-echelon under Kyran’s direction…



Chapter 16 – Full Circle
 
They wasted no time with stealth. The dragon descended right in front of Thorn’s castle as James woke Catherine up gently. She smiled warmly at seeing his face, and then sighed in frustration once she remembered where they had been headed. Each of them slid off the dragon’s back and it vanished as Kyran immediately went invisible. 
Arimus and James stood in front of Catherine as they approached the house cautiously. As their feet sloshed in the mud, a breeze rolled past, and although it wasn’t yet close to evening, the sky had gone dark, as if a torrential downpour was coming. The black clouds blocked the sun and created a strange backdrop of sunny blue under pitch black. James unsheathed both eidolons and strutted forward, waiting for an ambush by Thorn, but nothing came. 
“Be alert,” Arimus whispered. A drizzle began to fall over them as they reached the castle, examining it for signs of a trap, but it was very quiet. Opening the door and entering, Arimus looked around at the strange décor and James swung his eidolon around. No one said a word until Kyran suddenly came into view before them. 
“I take it we’ve arrived early to the party,” Arimus said as Kyran nodded.
“He’s not here,” Kyran said. “Or we’re about to be in big trouble. Either way, let’s proceed with caution. He turn up at any moment.”
“Do you remember anything about where his carrier may be?”
“I did ask him, but naturally he was apprehensive on the subject. She has to be here though. This would be the best place to hide her on the planet.”
“I think I’ve got it,” James said, pointing down. “I can sense…something below. It’s very faint, but it’s definitely a person.”
“Whoever it is, she wasn’t there before,” Kyran commented. “I did a scan myself when I was here last.”
“We don’t have time to find the entrance,” Catherine commented. “Any takers?”
“I’ll do it,” Arimus said. “Stand back.”
Arimus stepped in front of them and pointed at the floor with his windmill eidolon. It snapped out his hand and began drilling a circular hole in the floor on its own that would be big enough for them to go down one by one. It kept digging deeper and deeper it hit a hollow room. The eidolon flew back into Arimus’ arms suddenly and he jumped down without restraint. The others followed suit, but as soon as they hit the floor, they heard Arimus cry out.
“No! No! No! No!” he sobbed as he ran forward. James held up a hand in alarm.
“Arimus, what’s wrong?! Stop! It could be a trap!” 
The room was small and dark, only two torches were lit at the far end, casting a dim light on a woman, lying strapped to a dingy, stained bed. Arimus had run over to her and burrowed his face into her shoulder as she slept. Kyran and Catherine stayed back in caution as James approached his friend.
“Arimus? Arimus, what’s the matter?”
“What has he done to you?” Arimus cried, on the brink of hyperventilating. “What has that monster DONE?!” Arimus pounded the side of the bed with his fists as James stepped forward cautiously and inspected the face of the woman. She was thin and obviously malnourished. Her bones were visible under the skin, and her face was weak and pale. Still, there was something very familiar about her. 
It was the hair. 
The way it curled. 
The color…the…he knew this hair.
James turned around and immediately saw the resemblance. 
“Catherine!” James shouted. “I think it’s your mother!” 
Catherine ran forward and cried out in grief as soon as she saw the woman’s face. Both she and Arimus wept bitterly as Kyran closed his eyes and tried to maintain a solid composure. James walked over to join him as he left them to their sorrow.
“What a wonderful picture,” a voice muttered behind them. Kyran and James jumped and turned around to see a worn-out Thorn trying to smile. “Now we can be together as a family should.”
“STAY AWAY FROM ASHALYNN!” Arimus roared as he stood to face him. Catherine looked up at her teacher with a confused look on her face.
“Oh, that’s right,” Thorn sighed. “Catherine still doesn’t know. Well, since one way or another, this is all about to end tonight, we might as well tell her, shouldn’t we? Catherine, Arimus is your father.”
Catherine stared at Thorn and then back at Arimus who kept his gaze fixed on the King of Zen-echelon.
“There’s no need for me to lie,” Thorn sighed again. “It’s the truth. Arimus married and impregnated her before I took her as my own.”
“What are you saying?” Catherine said as Thorn smiled.
“I’ve altered my appearance many times over the years,” Thorn chuckled. “So I can only imagine why you can’t recognize me now. I’ve chosen the name Thorn, but before that, I was known as Cornelius Herald, the King of Allay.”
“Impossible…” she said as Thorn nodded.
“How do you think I knew the Sages were so close to figuring out my secrets? A young Sage by the name of Arthur…yes, that was his name if I recall - he was the one that had been working on the project. He was the one to tell me the whole story about the stones. I couldn’t have that, so I sent the Quietus to take care of the Sages, and of course, allow me to escape.”
“What is she doing here?” Arimus growled. “You’ve been using her as a carrier, haven’t you?”
“Not as much as you think,” Thorn laughed. “My last one died while I was on the way here, which is why you arrived before me. But no worries, I’ve had one of my soldiers place the stone inside her and then one of my dragons took me back as quick as possible so that we can all celebrate her promotion. She has just been given the honor of being my next carrier!”
The group refused to move as Thorn smiled. 
“Ah, yes. There it is. Let it sink in. You see, I have others waiting for my use, all of them bound to me in a procedure I had developed decades ago. A way to form the bond with multiple partners without their consent and will.”
“You’re sick,” Catherine said as Thorn smiled again.
“But smart. See, I was saving Ashalynn for a special purpose. One that is now being fulfilled. Sure, you can attack me, but now I have a fresh victim that I’m just itching to suck dry. If you even think of moving towards me, you’ll be killing her at the same time.”
“So what do you want?” Catherine huffed.
“I thought you would never ask. Let’s see…well, since the four of you know so much about the stones and how they operate, I can’t let you live. So how about this? I kill you all, and in exchange, Ashalynn lives?”
“I don’t understand,” Catherine said. “You were my father…she was your wife…how can you be so cold?”
“Don’t take it personal. It’s just business. And if it makes you feel any better, you still have a father that’s loved you all along. It’s just he’ll be dead soon.”
Kyran took a step forward and Thorn held up a hand, glowing with the power coming from Ashalynn.
“I wouldn’t do that,” Thorn warned. “Unless you want her dead.”
“Something’s up,” James said suddenly, staring at Thorn. “With your story…”
“James, please,” Arimus said. “Don’t provoke him. We can figure a way out of this.”
“I think I already have,” James said, looking at Thorn up and down. “From the very beginning he’s been a fraud, and I think he’s playing with us still. When he mentioned that his last carrier died on the way here…he said that the soldier took the stone from his last carrier and placed it in Ashalynn.”
“Yeah, so?” Arimus asked.
“There is no one here but him once he loses his carrier, not even his manifestations. That means there were no soldiers here to transfer the stone.”
“I get it,” Kyran said, advancing toward Thorn.
“Stay back,” Thorn shouted, but Kyran kept going.
“There is no stone within Ashalynn right now,” James said with a smile. “Even when he said he figured out a way to make a bond with multiple partners sounds like a lie. I don’t think he has a bond with anyone right now. He’s just an ancient man who’s had a lot of knowledge and time on his own. Think about it. I manifested a dragon without using a stone’s power or a carrier. He’s just had time to train longer and build up his strength. That’s why he’s so exhausted…even now.”
“Bravo, James,” Thorn clapped, and then he leapt up the hole and started running out the castle. Kyran, Arimus and James followed while Catherine focused the power of the stone to heal her mother.
“Don’t let him escape!” James shouted as the three of them chased Thorn down. 
“That goes without saying,” Kyran said. Arimus sped past them and used a gust of wind to knock Thorn off his feet. 
“Some King,” Arimus spat as he flipped Thorn over and punched him hard in the face. Thorn cackled and caught the next fist.
“Just because I’m not using a stone, doesn’t mean I’m a pushover.” Thorn threw Arimus to the side and dodged James’ and Kyran’s attempt as his head with their eidolons. Kyran gained his balance first and went to tackle the King, but Thorn pivoted and called for an eidolon of his own. A jagged silver colored sword. As Kyran was in mid-air, Thorn ducked under him and slammed the eidolon through his stomach. The King laughed in delight as he threw Kyran off his blade and waited for Arimus and James to attack.
“Come on, Sages,” Thorn goaded them. “You’re the last two standing in my way.”
Arimus roared and ran forward with his windmill eidolon swinging in all directions. Thorn met him head on as Arimus picked up his speed and strength little by little, transforming his armor into his Sage robes. James took a breath and transformed as well, unleashing both his eidolons and donning his robe as well. Joining in the fight, the two Sages fought against Thorn with all their might, but he was swatting them away like they were children. Finally, Thorn had enough, roundhouse kicking Arimus into the mud. As he recovered, James engaged the King one-on one but Thorn laughed at the attempt, sheathing his eidolon and switching to just his fists. 
He dodged both of James’ eidolons easily, ducking and weaving, punching James over and over like a boxer, hitting his ribs over and over in the same spot. James’ body finally staggered and Thorn called on his eidolon again, sending James flying back with a swipe across the chest. 
James clutched the large wound tight, trying to keep pressure on it as Thorn paced in front of the three of them, groaning and nursing their inflictions. 
“Oh is this it?” Thorn laughed. “You made it this far? And you’re going to just roll over and die NOW? Do you have any idea what I’m going to do to you? None of you will die yet, but you will be broken before you do. Kyran…oh Kyran, I’m going to call Chloe forth and force her to carry out my biding. I’m going to make you watch as I taint her soul, and then I’ll send her down to Oblivion just because I can.”
Kyran growled and leapt to his feet despite the blow to his stomach. Thorn just sliced him across the legs and he stumbled face down into the mud.
“Arimus, I’m going to do the same with Ashalynn. The exact same thing. You may laugh at me and my tricks, but you can’t deny that my manifestations are still real. That they still kill, and hurt and maim, and of course, my greatest creation of all. My wonderful ether, capturing the souls of all those that die beneath it. It took decades to perfect it. Decades of sitting in my house, adding to it, strengthening it. After performing that feat, I feel like I can do anything! Maybe I’ll learn how to make manifestations of her, Arimus. It would be the next step after spiders and golems, wouldn’t it? Copies of your loved ones? I can make her just like before. Have her kiss you, spend time with you, make love to you, and then kill her right in front of your eyes. And then for the next ten years, we can do it over and over again. How does that sound?”
Arimus stood to his feet and glared at Thorn as he continued talking. 
“And James, well, yours is even easier. I’ll just kill Catherine right in front of you. Literally rip the stone right from her heart. Then I’ll put it back in and heal her. Over and over, the same nightmare relived as she begs to be put out of her misery! Hmmm? Is that real enough for you? Or AM I BLUFFING?!”
“Are you done?” James grunted as the wound on his chest healed completely. “You have to remember. Your mind games don’t work on us anymore. See, my eyes, my ears, all of my senses may be fooled, but my eidolon isn’t.”
James stretched his eidolon right at Thorn.
“It tells me that you exerted too much energy. That knocking us into the mud was an exaggerated display of power to get in our heads - to make us sloppy. It says you’re on the brink of collapse and that you’re in need of a good rest. It says that you should just die…like old people are supposed to do.”
“All you’re doing is talking too!” Thorn screamed. “What are you actually going to do about it? Huh? You’re no closer to victory than you were a minute ago.”
“Yes we are,” James replied. “See, I’ve been getting ready for your demise the whole time you were spouting off at the mouth, but you’re so exhausted, so frantic, so desperate to convince us of your everlasting power that you weren’t even listening to the eidolon in your hand, screaming at you to beware.”
“What are you…you…” Thorn stopped as he finally began to listen. He shot up his head with wide eyes as James stood confidently before him. 
“Are you ready, Arimus?” James asked as he placed his hands in the pockets of his sage robe.
“Been ready,” he muttered, standing next to the young Sage.
 James closed his eyes, and the hilts of eidolons began bursting out from beneath the mud, rising up slowly until the blades shone off their brilliant and vibrant colors, all of them infused with energy, yearning to be held. Arimus began calling forth his winds, and they began picking up the eidolons, one by one, and swirling them around Thorn, creating a prison of swords, ready to strike at Arimus’ command. 
“These are only the ones I could commit to memory,” James said through his anger. “The eidolons of our fallen warriors. Maybe you’ve seen some of them before…but it doesn’t matter, I’m sure you know these.”
One by one, at James feet, four hilts slowly emerged from the ground until their owners were easily identifiable: Scarlet’s halberd, Chloe’s longsword, Achan’s scimitar, and Dominic’s machete. The eidolons of the friends he had lost in battle.
“You will die now,” James said with assurance, fighting back angry tears. “By the blade of each Sage you’ve killed. You can fight back, or you can accept your fate. The choice is yours.”
“Of course I’m going to fight back!” Thorn shouted. “I am a god! I am a –“
The first eidolon cut through his torso, stopping his words. Then another, and another, Arimus orchestrating his demise slowly and carefully, ensuring that he was incapacitated but far from death. Arimus picked up Thorn’s wounded body, riddled with blades, and threw him towards James. In one fluid motion, James struck him with each of the eidolons before him, thinking of their contribution to his maturity upon each strike. Scarlet’s halberd struck through Thorn’s right lung as he remembered her fervent spirit and determination. Achan’s scimitar cut through Thorn’s heart as he remembered his best friend’s loyalty and compassion. Dominic’s machete sliced into Thorn’s right rib as he considered the young Sage’s power and confidence. And lastly, Chloe’s long sword stabbed deep into the King’s stomach, as he remembered her cheerful spirit despite the pain of battle, and her inner strength. 
As Thorn’s body was let down to the ground and he slumped to his knees, James cried for each one, remembering how they had turned a boy into a man, how they had each made him into something beyond himself, and he was so, so grateful. Without their sacrifice, he would have never known love, friendship, happiness and peace…and he swore that he would honor them all for the rest of his life, while paying his respects by ending Thorn’s…
Thorn sat on his knees and swayed deliriously, trying to focus on James as the young Sage called for his white eidolon. He placed it next to Thorn’s neck, and hesitated.
“Do it,” Thorn coughed through blood. “Do it.”
“No,” James said. “Not me. Because I’ve seen what pride does to a man. Arimus and Kyran have taught me that you have to know yourself, and I know that if I kill you with my own blade, I’ll get an ego trip, and that’s something I just don’t need. See, I care about this world, and my future wife, and my friends. I want to keep improving on my character so I can be a better friend, a better lover, a better husband…so I contribute to their world. Because if you’re not helping someone’s world become a better place, you’re destroying it, and that means I would become just like you. No, I’m going to let the man, whose wife you kidnapped, have that pleasure.”
Thorn began to say something, but Arimus had already swung his eidolon forward, making it utterly impossible. James took one look at the fallen King of Zen-echelon and pointed a finger at him. He took a deep sigh, and shook his head.
“Incinerate.”



Chapter 17 – Sunset
 
The wedding was gorgeous, especially since it was held outside in the meadow at night, and nothing could have gone more perfect except for the shortage of chairs, and the length of the ceremony. All were in attendance as the three remaining Kingdoms, under one proverbial roof, watched their Queen…marry a commoner.
As promised, James turned down the offer of becoming a King during his vows and that was that. Kyran refused to participate in the ceremony, but Arimus was happy to give the bride away, and her mother, Ashalynn watched from the front row, clapping for her daughter and new son-in-law vigorously. Jennings was the best man though Leidy demanded that she should have been and called the whole thing sexist. In the end, she settled for being a bridesmaid, but she did mutter one more complaint after the ceremony, asking why did she have to get so dressed up if it was only going to be five minutes long. 
The short ceremony was Catherine’s idea, of course. She was never one to be in the spotlight unless she had to rally the people for a worthy cause, which a wedding in her mind, just wasn’t it. All she wanted to do, after fighting for so many years, was just enjoy the rest of her somewhat leisurely life with her husband.
“Do we have to dance?” James asked as the Prattlian band found their place in the grass.
“It’s tradition,” she giggled as James rolled his eyes and reached out for her.
“Not really liking that word lately,” he muttered as Catherine dodged him.
“Just dance…with Leidy!” Catherine cackled as she threw Leidy into James’ arms. James gave her a look of horror as he saw his Queen navigate through the crowds and away from him.
“Are you serious?” he shouted. “Where are you going?”
“To take care of something!” She shouted back.
“WITHOUT ME? REALLY? WHY DO YOU GET TO ESCAPE?” James cried out as Leidy slapped him lightly on the cheek and forced him to slow dance. “SAVE ME!”
“I can’t hear you!” Catherine giggled as she ran away as fast as a wedding dress with a long train allowed. No one bothered to follow her as they were suddenly caught up in the music, enjoying the reprieve from years of conflict and fear. There was trust and unity now, a sense of community that no one in their generation had felt before, and for the first time in a while, the Allayans were actually having fun. 
Catherine groaned and finally turned to rip the train off her dress. Once it was good and dead, she continued marching forward, until she found the black cat she was looking for, sitting up in a tree, with the weight of the world still on his shoulders.
“Kyran, why aren’t you at the wedding?” Catherine demanded. The Sage glanced at her and then jumped out the tree to face her directly.
“I was at the wedding. This is the reception.”
“Noted,” Catherine giggled. “But c’mon. You look a little gloomier than usual today.”
“I am happy for you,” Kyran said without emotion. Catherine shook her head and dug around in her wedding dress.
“Now where did I put it…” she wondered as Kyran looked at her curiously.
“You have pockets in your wedding dress?”
“Ah! Here it is!” Catherine proclaimed, holding the stone of Zen-echelon in her hand.
“Why are you carrying that?” Kyran frowned. “That’s not safe.”
“Don’t worry. It’s a gift for someone.”
“You’re giving gifts at your own wedding?” he sighed. “And one of those gifts happens to be one of the five most powerful stones in existence? Catherine, I don’t know wedding etiquette, but I think you’re breaking it.”
“The gift is for you, silly,” Catherine said, taking Kyran’s hand and plopping it into his palm. “I’m tired of you brooding all the time.”
“What am I supposed to do with this? Try to take over the world?”
“Was that a joke, Kyran?”
“I…I don’t know.”
“Listen to me,” Catherine said, placing her hand on his. “I’ve had this on my mind ever since we found them in Thorn’s castle, and I’ve already talked to Zain and Tyuin. We’ve all agreed to destroy the stones. For good. They’ve just caused too much trouble, and eventually, generations from now…its effects will be watered down and eventually disappear.”
“What does this have to do with me?”
“Before I get rid of them, I want you to use this.”
“I can’t. I…I don’t have a carrier…what would I even need it for?”
“A male usually can’t use the stones of power without a carrier because they would abuse it, but that just means you won’t use it for greed or power, won’t you?”
“I don’t understand.”
“The ether is gone, Kyran…” Catherine said, pointing to the moonlight and stars amongst the dark blue sky. “The souls were released upon Thorn’s death. Call her.”
“No,” Kyran said, clutching the stone. “I won’t. That would be…too painful.”
“What I mean is…you should use the stone to see her…and then go with her.”
Kyran looked into Catherine’s eyes in surprise, and then back down at the stone.
“I’ll give you your space,” Catherine said. “There’s no need to say good-bye. We’ll see each other again someday.”
“Thank you,” Kyran said low, turning around to face away from Catherine. He patted the stone while he thought about what to do, and then he placed the stone on his chest. He closed his eyes as it began to melt through his coat, his skin, and attach to his heart. He took a big gulp, and then wished for Chloe to appear. He felt a warmth on his chest, and then someone tapped him on the shoulder.
“It didn’t wo -“ Kyran said as he turned around, but Chloe interrupted him as she leapt into his arms and gave him a long and hard kiss. He embraced her tight and they held it for over a minute. Chloe parted from his lips to wipe away the tears streaming uncontrollably from his eyes.
“Kyran,” she said gently. “I’m…I’m proud of you…for hanging in there.”
“I tried…” Kyran bowed his head. “I…I want to die…but, I don’t want to die if it means we’re apart forever. I don’t know if it was enough. I don’t if –“
“It’s enough,” Chloe said with a smile. She kissed him once more and began to cry herself. Kyran embraced her again and Chloe burrowed her head into his shoulder.
“Are you sure you want to do this?” she whispered. “They love you here. Catherine getting married. Arimus finding Ashalynn. It’s –“
“ – causing me to think of you too often,” Kyran said, looking in the distance at the celebration going forth. “I’m ready.”
“I’m just sad that you’ll die with everyone still thinking you’re still the same old person. You’ve changed so much over the years, and only I can see it. I wish they could see what I see.”
“What would you have suggested? I do something completely out of character?”
“You should have danced,” Chloe giggled. “I would have.”
“But I’m not you. I…I,” Kyran’s head began to bow on his own as he fell to one knee. “I…what’s wrong with…”
“It’s okay,” Chloe said, reaching down and rubbing his back. “You’ve reached the end of your life…must not have had too many years left, Mr. nine lives.”
Kyran coughed and closed his eyes as he felt a deep pressure in his chest.
And then it was gone. 
He took a deep breath and opened his eyes quickly, surprised by how good he felt. He stood up and saw Chloe smiling, her hands behind her back, her green sundress looking just as stunning as ever against the dark backdrop. Kyran began to speak when she pointed down. He looked, and there his physical body remained, lying face down in the grass. Kyran looked back at Chloe and she kissed him tenderly on the lips. 
“We’re really together forever now?” he asked, and she nodded. She grabbed his hand for them to go, but he held up a hand. 
“Just one moment,” he said. He took his hand back, and then one at a time, removed the buttons on his black coat, and when he was finished, threw it violently to the ground. Underneath was a green dress shirt, the same color as Chloe’s dress, and black pants. Chloe smiled as he took her hand and kissed it.
“I won’t be needing that anymore,” Kyran assured her, and the two began to walk towards the tree line. Kyran looked back only for a second to see Catherine staring at them with a grin on her face. He smiled back, and then continued forward as Chloe leaned on his shoulder. 
And then they disappeared into the moonlight.
Catherine got up from her spot in the grass, retrieved the stone that had removed itself from Kyran’s fallen body, and crushed it in her bare hands, destroyed under her own stone’s might. Then she walked away, and joined the rest of the celebration… 
 
              *              *              *              *              *
 
“You’re needed,” Jennings whispered into James’ ear as he tapped him on the shoulder. James gave Leidy an “oh, well” look and let her go. Leidy scowled but easily picked up a Langoran partner who was eagerly waiting to join in nearby.
“What is it?” James asked. 
“Just that you’re needed out in the meadow.”
“We’re already in the meadow.”
“Do I really have to spell it out? Catherine wants you.”
“Oh! Geez, why didn’t you say so? Giving me cryptic messages and stuff…”
“Sage or not, you’ll always be the same old James to me,” his friend replied.
“Good,” James said, placing a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “Keep me humble.” James gave him a little wave and then made his way through the crowd. As he passed, he couldn’t help but smile at seeing how much fun everyone was having. The way the guests were acting, one would never surmise that less than a month ago they were devising ways to kill one another. As he reached the end of the crowd, he had to stop - for just a second.
Arimus and Ashalynn were making out by a tree on the side. It was a little disgusting to watch, but still, he was happy that his mentor and friend had found his long lost love. Knowing how much they loved one another, what he endured, and how long they had been apart…seeing them kiss so passionately…well, it wasn’t TOO gross. And James had the feeling that the couple were going to be anti-social for quite a long time, just enjoying the lost years of their marriage…
James kept walking until he saw what he was looking for right in the middle of the grass, a few hundred yards from the wedding. His bride…already having turned her wedding dress into work clothes. He chuckled as he approached and Catherine placed her hands on her hips.
“I know what you’re thinking,” Catherine laughed. “Well, get used to it.”
“So, it’s time, huh? Are you sure you want to do this now? I mean, the reception is still going on.”
“If I stay any longer, I’m going to literally start manifesting dragons just for a little action.”
“Fair enough,” James chuckled. “But, you’re absolutely sure you don’t want to go somewhere real?”
“Like where? The ruins of Prattle? The tunnels of Languor? No, I’ve had enough of the real world for a while. I want to go to our place.”
“And the Kingdom will be fine while we go on our honeymoon?”
“Zain and Tyuin have agreed to watch things, and besides, Arimus is around.”
“I take it Kyran is with his loved one?”
“Yes,” Catherine said with a grin.
“Good for him,” James said. “Now…as requested, one special honeymoon coming right up!”
The meadow and the trees vanished, and their haven appeared in its place. The wooden boat lying on the sand. The sunset and the calm breeze massaging the ocean. The wharf where they had their first real kiss. This truly their paradise. 
As soon as it was manifested, Catherine ran down the sand beach and started pushing the boat out onto the ocean. James laughed but followed curiously as she jumped in and began paddling it out to sea. 
“Where do you think you’re going?” James laughed. “I don’t know where that leads. It’s just there.”
“Then let your imagination get to work,” Catherine said as she waved him in. James chuckled and climbed in, picking up a paddle of his own. 
“So…where are we going? Seriously?”
“I’ll tell you where,” Catherine said, kissing him quickly. “We’re going away from wars and violence, pain and loss, torture and death. We’re getting away from chores and making hard decisions, training and school. We’re getting away from duty and obligation, tradition and rules. We’re going away from all of those things, and that, just makes me wants to cry out in joy. Maybe you had to learn how to become an adult, but I was forced to grow up since birth. I want you to show me what it’s like to be a kid. I want you to show me what it’s like to not have to worry about anything.”
“After all I’ve went through, you want me to go back?” 
“It’s different. This time, you’re going back with me,” Catherine said as she kissed him again, slower this time. “Take me through your imagination. Let me play in your world, and show me everything about you. I love you, James, and I’m ready to give myself completely over to you.”
“Well…” James smiled. “That can be arranged.”
“It better,” Catherine laughed. “Because once we get back from our honeymoon, it’s all work and no play.”
“Ugh! The sound of it!” James said in disgust. “Don’t you worry then, my love, I’ll give you your heart’s desire. Just look out there and marvel. Welcome to Paradise!”
James stretched his hands out towards the sunset as Catherine just happened to give him another kiss. 
“Thank you,” she whispered, and then turned around to see what he had manifested. Her eyes lit up and her mouth dropped open in awe as she leaned forward in the boat, a look of wonder and unbridled happiness upon her face. 
“James,” Catherine whispered. “I think I love you.”
James shook his head and laughed as he grabbed her paddle and began to work with both. She continued to lean forward and point as he smiled and took in the ocean air. Sailing off together and finally being able to be together after so much fighting, James just closed his eyes and realized that this was a dream come true, what his heart longed for and what his soul needed above all else. 
James cast his eyes upon Catherine, his wife and sighed heavily. 
Why do I need an eidolon? He thought.
When I have her… 
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