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   Prologue:
 
    
 
   They stared greedily at his chest as he gasped his last breath
 
   A burden not lifted but forced to flee by death
 
   No respect for the King who would die before his time
 
   Caring only in the division of his beloved and treasured find
 
    
 
   Five stones for each to empower and behold
 
   The weakest to the youngest
 
   The strongest to the old
 
    
 
   Their mystery unraveled, the key with a price
 
   To lose what they did not value, yet still a sacrifice
 
   Divided they spoiled, divided they strayed
 
   Pride to be the master and teacher of their way
 
    
 
   Yet hope still lingered, while the journey would unfold
 
   Salvation for the youngest
 
   None for the old
 
   - Anonymous
 
   Rise of the Five Kingdoms
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter 1 – Time Off
 
   Catherine quickly hid the letter under her bed as the door burst open behind her. Slouching down into a contemplative position, she tried her best to look like she had just been daydreaming, which was far better than the truth: keeping secrets. As soon as she realized who in fact entered her dorm room, she relaxed. He was not a simpleton by any means, but when it came to her, he dropped his guard to dangerous levels. 
 
   He would suspect her of absolutely nothing. 
 
   And this was a relief, because she would surely break down into tears if he started asking questions.
 
   “Catherine, tell me you love me,” he gasped violently, trying to steady his short breath. Catherine chuckled and gazed at him between her curly dark locks. He was always so dramatic. 
 
   “What are you talking about, James?” she sighed as a smile escaped his lips. He never stopped trying to get a rise out of her; even it meant playing with her emotions. Most people would become aggravated with his sense of humor, but not her. She enjoyed his attention.
 
   “We don’t have much time,” he said, the smile vanishing completely. “We’re going to die if we don’t hurry. We have to leave now.”
 
   “What is it?” Catherine demanded, reaching down and retrieving her emergency knapsack, complete with water, some bread, clothes, a sword, and of course, the letter. Wild possibilities ran through her imagination as he spoke, the siege of 88 taking up the most space. If the Kingdom was under attack…whoever it was, would suffer.
 
   “Kyran is after us.” James said with a voice of impending doom. Catherine laughed as her grip on the knapsack relaxed. A great danger for sure, but not on a Kingdom’s scale.
 
   “Well, why didn’t you say so?!” Catherine cried out in false alarm, jumping into the game. “Go into my closet and grab my bag!”
 
   Catherine began heading for the door with urgency when she noticed James had stopped moving and placed his hands on his hips. He frowned at her, and she couldn’t help but giggle at the sight. 
 
   “What’s wrong?” she laughed as James raised his nose up at her.
 
   “Why do I have to get the bags?”
 
   “Because you’re big and strong and uber-muscular and such a gentleman,” she cooed as he tried to keep the compliments at bay. He fought a smile.
 
   “I’m not your servant.”
 
   “Did I say you were?”
 
   “You told me to grab your bag like I was.”
 
   “I meant no disrespect, but really, you should grab my bag. It’s heavy, and my itty bitty frame wouldn’t be able to carry it.”
 
   “You’re making fun of me, and I don’t appreciate it. We’re supposed to be equals.”
 
   “You’re blowing this out of proportion,” she sighed, growing tired of the game and opening the closet doors. “Fine, I’ll get it myself.”
 
   “Ha! I got you!” James said, pointing to her as she froze in a stooping position. “I’ve just proven that you in fact can do your own work! Now I definitely don’t want to hear any complaining when you take the throne!”
 
   “Is that what the whining was all about?” she huffed, turning to face him. “Trying to get blackmail on me? Or is it you just want a story for backup in case I ever order you around?”
 
   “The game has changed, Princess,” James bowed. “You’ll regret the day I found out about your status. I have a whole list of plans for you.”
 
   “Does one of them include surviving Kyran’s wrath?”
 
   “Oh, I can take Kyran,” James said matter-of-factly. “I did it once, and that was without an eidolon. He wouldn’t dare touch me now.”
 
   “So he’s not after us?”
 
   “I heard he is, but it’s not a big deal. He’s probably just mad that I have an eidolon and can take him down whenever I feel like it.”
 
   “Okay, Dominic,” Catherine said. James glared at her and clutched his stomach.
 
   “That was low. I think I’m going to be sick.”
 
   “Well, you sure were acting like him…and one more thing, do you really not know why he’s coming after you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “It’s because you sent him to the infirmary during my exam, and his pride got damaged as well as his body. I don’t know if you realize this, but he thought of you as worse than trash. He’s out for revenge.”
 
   The information sank in as James’ eyes widened. 
 
   “Then we really are going to die…” his voice trailed off in a whisper. “He really is on his way to…CATHERINE! GIVE ME THE BAG!”
 
   “Gladly,” she laughed, throwing it to him. James caught it with his left hand and then immediately extended his right towards her. Catherine hesitated for a second, thinking of what Dominic would say if he saw them holding hands.  But the thought quickly passed. Dominic saw himself in such high regards that he wouldn’t think there was any chance of someone stealing his “girl.” And it had been a couple months since she’s had any real fun, with James’ rigorous training and all.
 
   She took his hand, and they headed out.
 
   Running through the halls of the dorms like the place was going to burst into flames, they ignored every student they passed, their eyes focused only on escaping. As they descended the stairs to the Academy lobby, James laughed to himself.
 
   “Kyran would choose to come after me now,” he chuckled. “With my ban on the eidolon and all.”
 
   “I thought you and Achan ignored that order and broke it.”
 
   “We did, and Arimus put us through Oblivion for it. I wouldn’t dare unleash it without permission again.”
 
   “Where are we going to go? I mean, I’m the Princess. Not only am I sure that our teachers are watching us as we speak, but I’ll be recognized wherever we go.”
 
   “Then we’ll go somewhere no one would recognize you – the village.”
 
   “Seriously?” Catherine piped up. She had been trying to get to the village for years. And she tried desperately not to dwell on the last time they nearly made it in. “And how are we going to get there?”
 
   “Same as last time. I’ve come to an agreement with Scarlet.”
 
   “Oh, I’ve got to see this,” Catherine laughed as she thought of her cousin’s disdain for James. 
 
   They made it through the gloomy Academy entrance and the gravel courtyard without fail, the winds violently lapping at their clothes and simultaneously masking the noise they made. James fought back the sting on his cheeks as he pushed forward, shielding Catherine’s body with his own, and he smiled at how tough his skin had become in only a couple months...two very long months.
 
   His mentor, Arimus, was brutal, showing a side of himself James didn’t know existed. His formerly mild-mannered teacher was now barking more than talking, and every day for no less than twelve hours, he and his best friend Achan were subjected to a series of calisthenics and non-stop training drills, preparing their body for a tolerance of pain and harsh climates. They would often throw up several times each day, and occasionally, Achan or James would become deathly ill. 
 
   But the training never ceased. No matter how feverish or weak they became, Arimus was clear in his approach. If they could not survive the controlled environment of their training, they had no business going on the Sages’ journey. They would have no reason to visit the other Kingdoms. And James wasn’t about to fail. 
 
   Not now. 
 
   He had gone through a whirlwind of emotions and conflict to change himself from the despicable, lazy slacker he once was to the man he was today. Somehow, he had even defied the odds and become a Sage. A Sage-in training, but still a being of immense power that only emerged out of every million students or so. And there was no way, after achieving such a status, was he going to be left behind while his best friend and the woman he cared about went on without him.
 
   Especially since he found out Achan was in love with Catherine too. It was all he talked about during their training, the only thing giving him the fortitude to carry on. The fact that he could be by her side and protect her…be able to spend time with her daily and learn more of the woman he loved – it gave him superhuman determination. 
 
   And James couldn’t deny that he felt the same. He wasn’t entirely sure if he was in love with her yet. He still had to answer himself truthfully concerning whether it was her as a person, or her status that made Catherine so appealing…but he did have feelings. And he did have an undying devotion to her, and a need to protect that extended beyond his own life. 
 
   Maybe it was because she accepted him for who he was when no one else would, not even his father or friends. Maybe it was because she laughed at his jokes. Or maybe it was because no matter how flawed he thought he was, she liked his character. She actually loved spending time with him and looked forward to their conversations. 
 
   And this feeling, this gift, was so powerful and exhilarating that she would never realize the full ramifications of what she solely accomplished…
 
   That she had made him actually… like himself. 
 
   A feat he thought was impossible. 
 
   She gave him purpose, and in her presence, he felt reborn, renewed and refreshed. For once, he felt like a human being, and this alone was enough to cause emotions to well up within him. Emotions that he had to fight back with every second she spent with him.
 
   All he wanted to do was kiss her, or hear her laugh one more time. He couldn’t get enough of her quips. He couldn’t believe the hold her bouncing curly locks had on his eyes. The touch of her skin whenever they held hands never failed to lock up his body. Her green eyes, softly gazing upon him sent him into a cold sweat, and her lips.  Her lips were like a fountain of forbidden water. Every word brought new life and wisdom. What flowed was never bitter or curt. They simply revived everything that came into its path, and all he wanted to do was drink of it. His desire for her was so intense, so violently crippling that if it wasn’t for the fact that Arimus had promised him death if it ever happened again, he would kiss those lips once more… 
 
   What their future held, he had no idea. Odds were that they would die trying to retrieve the five stones of each Kingdom, cutting off any hopes of a life together... 
 
   But until then, he could dream, and hope for a day in which he could sort out his feelings, determine that he loved her for all the right reasons, and pray that she could love him in return. If he had become a Sage, despite how impossible it had once seemed, then surely this was not within reach either.
 
   James led Catherine outside the courtyard and onto the dirt trail outside. Scarlet was waiting for them with a horse drawn stagecoach, sitting in the driver’s seat with a look of great focus on her face. When she saw James, however, she smiled and nodded in amusement. 
 
   “James, how good it is to see you,” she said. Her red-purple hair already reminding him that despite her small and stocky frame, there was a ravenous beast lurking in wait. He decided to mind his manners.
 
   “And good day to you, Master Scarlet,” James said courteously, already wanting to escape into the open stage coach before him. 
 
   “I take it Catherine knows of our deal?”
 
   “She does not, Master Scarlet.”
 
   “Could you care to enlighten the lady of the particulars?”
 
   “Of course,” James said as he cleared his throat and faced Catherine directly. “I have secured us two days and one night in the village. We will be staying at my father’s house tonight. During that time, we will do whatever you wish, but you must wear the cloak and plain clothes that Scarlet has provided so that there is no chance of someone identifying you.”
 
   “That sounds incredible,” Catherine smiled then narrowed her eyes. “But what’s the catch?”
 
   “I have to rub Master Scarlet’s back,” he winced as soon as the words left his lips. Catherine turned to face her cousin in rage.
 
   “SCARLET!!!” she yelled. “WHAT ARE YOU DOING?”
 
   “What? I’m lonely,” she replied. “But no, seriously, in order for me to do a favor for Mr. Worthless over there, I had to think of the most disgusting thing imaginable in his eyes. Didn’t take long…Oh, and James, you forgot the foot rub.”
 
   “Yes, Master Scarlet,” James’ voice cracked as he bowed his head towards her.
 
   “I can’t believe you did all this for me,” Catherine smiled warmly as she took her hands and placed them upon James’ cheeks. “You would sacrifice your dignity and honor on my behalf?”
 
   “All of it,” James smirked. Scarlet grunted in annoyance.
 
   “Hey, my feet aren’t that bad,” she muttered under her breath.
 
   “And surely such a valiant act should not go unrewarded,” Catherine whispered. “What does this knight desire of his majesty? Whatever it is, I promise to fulfill it.”
 
   James spoke without hesitation, lifting his eyes to meet hers.
 
   “A kiss,” he whispered to her lips as her hair gently brushed against his cheeks. Catherine smiled and leaned in seductively, but at the last second she pulled away and let go of James’ face.
 
   “A kiss you shall receive,” she declared before turning to look up at her cousin. “Scarlet, please kiss this man passionately on the lips for no less than a minute!”
 
   “NO!!!!” James roared as he dived into the open stagecoach and slammed the door behind him. Catherine giggled and winked to Scarlet who simply shook her head.
 
   “Cousin, that’s the most disgusting thing you’ve asked of me, and regardless of your status, I will have to formally decline and ask for the gallows.”
 
   “Request denied,” Catherine laughed. “But I will retract my statement as well. Carry on, dear cousin.”
 
   “I love it when you talk all royally. Makes me actually feel like a soldier and not just a security guard for the western gate.”
 
   “I know you’re longing for action, Scarlet. But remember, we only have a couple more weeks until our departure. Then you’ll get more than you’ve bargained for.”
 
   “You really should stay behind, “Scarlet said firmly, her impressively colored hair whipping backwards into the winds. 
 
   “I’m more useful to Allay on the road. We’ve already talked about this. If you and Arimus come into trouble, you may need me to negotiate on your behalf. Not to mention I can help with the fighting as well.”
 
   “I know,” Scarlet said softly. “I was just hoping you’ve changed your mind…well, the winds are picking up. You might want to get inside.”
 
   “Thank you, Cousin,” Catherine said as she opened the door and stepped into the stagecoach. James was staring off into a corner with a hand over his chin, and she sat down while she stared at him. Scarlet got the stagecoach moving as she glanced down at the clothes laying next to her.
 
   Scarlet’s idea of a disguise basically made her more noticeable. A long wool cloak like Arimus was fond of wearing made up most of it. A hood was attached to it to conceal her hair and half her face, while the rest of the ensemble consisted of one pair of muddy boots, a dirty sleeping gown, and a red shirt dyed from various crushed berries. A horrible wardrobe, but at least it would only be for one night.
 
   Catherine looked over at James who was still gazing out into the world from the side window. It was a dirty trick, not giving him what he wanted, but she loved having fun with him, and he was the only one she could do it to and get away with it. Everyone else, including her betrothed, would say her behavior was unfitting for a lady. Only James appreciated her humor, and she knew she was taking advantage of his feelings. But honestly, she wasn’t sure how he felt about her, and he never really made it clear. Not that she had the time to pursue a relationship even if they were made plain…there was just too many other, more important matters to take care of… 
 
   “Can I ask you a question?” James spoke up finally. Catherine smiled. Anything to get him talking again.
 
   “Sure,” she said sweetly, admiring his hazel eyes and short brown hair. Though they were common features in Allay, somehow he made them stand out handsomely.
 
   “These five stones…what are the odds we’ll actually succeed in retrieving them?”
 
   “Honestly, very slim. Prattle and Languor will be tricky, but manageable according to our research. Zen-echelon is so mysterious that we don’t know what to expect, and Quietus…that’s the one no one is looking forward to.”
 
   “The ones that left Allay practically in ruins, right? The ones who killed all the Sages?”
 
   “The same.”
 
   “Okay, I remember the story. About how they’ll never attack Allay again because they promised not to, but…what happens when we invade them? The pact will be broken.”
 
   “I know,” Catherine said, her throat becoming suddenly parched. “I’m even betting that they’ll come for Allay as soon as they confirm our presence.”
 
   “So in the end, Allay will be destroyed...”
 
   “What are you saying?”
 
   “Look, Catherine,” James said, sitting forward. “You’re in charge of Allay. Your duty is to keep it safe and protected. Now, when we go on this journey…to restore salvation for all by getting rid of the green ether in the sky…we’ll be leaving Allay defenseless. I understand why. We’re doing it for the greater good, even if the other Kingdoms want nothing to do with us. But, my gripe with the plan is…is it right to save everyone else while condemning our own? From what you’ve told me, if the Quietus wants to destroy us at any time, they can. And soon enough, we’ll practically be inviting them.”
 
   “Which is why we’ll have to be very covert, James,” she said. “Once we leave Allay, we are making no announcements. We’re to infiltrate each Kingdom and get their stone of power. That’s all. Alerting any Kingdom of our mission or presence could cause Allay’s downfall, but it’s a risk we must take. Would you rather sit back and do nothing? Watch the ether eventually overtake Allay? Whether we sit or we act, Allay will be in danger. At least with our mission, we have a chance of not just saving our citizens, but everyone else as well. The world can continue on.”
 
   “Maybe it’s not worth continuing,” James sighed, turning back to the window.
 
   “You of all people shouldn’t say such things,” Catherine replied. “You who once had no direction or purpose in life. Yet you persevered, and now you are of the elite of our Kingdom. If you can accomplish such wonders, then others can too. Who knows? Our mission may very well usher in a new era of peace and understanding. For so long the five Kingdoms have been isolated and wary of one another. But if we only talked of our differences and worked out our problems, perhaps we’ll realize that we are in control of our world. That together, we can stop this self-fulfilling destiny of destruction and achieve things no other generation has before us.”
 
   “Did your mother and father have the same dream for our world?”
 
   “They lived off of fear and therefore they acted little on the ideals they professed. Because while fear is daunting and burdensome, it is also reliable and static. Fear does not change. And they became accustomed to it. See, with taking risks…there’s so many variables that one can’t account for, it ends up being scarier than doing nothing. Yet risk is the only way to reap rewards on par with miracles.”
 
   “Well, one thing is for sure,” James said, facing the Princess. “We’re going to need a miracle in a couple weeks.”
 
   “Couldn’t have said it better myself.”
 
   “WE’RE HERE!” Scarlet yelled from outside as the stagecoach came to a halt. Catherine and James got out warily and gave her a suspicious glance. How could they have arrived so soon? 
 
   Scarlet scowled and waved them on toward the eastern wall.
 
   “What? I drive fast. You wanted to see the village today, didn’t you?” 
 
   “Thank you, Cousin,” Catherine laughed. “We did.”
 
   “And be careful. If the villagers are anything like James, you could get attacked…with bad hygiene.”
 
   “Ha. Ha,” James replied. “We’ll see who will be gagging when I have to give you that massage.”
 
   Scarlet took off with a scowl as Catherine began putting on her cloak, fastening it tightly around her neck.
 
   “At least the two of you seem to be hitting it off,” Catherine chuckled. James rolled his eyes.
 
   “I guess we have to if we’re going to be fighting side by side.”
 
   “So, where to, first?” Catherine said as she donned her hood, shadowing nearly half of her face. “I can’t wait to see what you have planned.”
 
   “Just follow me,” James said as he pushed on the steel, eastern wall doors. He was so excited, he didn’t even see a figure watching them from the shadows up above. 
 
   “We’re going to my house first,” James said as he gave the doors enough momentum to open on their own now.  “We’ll set up and make sure my father isn’t in a bad mood. Then I’ll introduce you to my friends. Not as the Princess, of course. I’ll call you Sally or something. Just in case.”
 
   “I’m so excited,” Catherine said as the smells of the village wafted towards her. She had never experienced anything like it. To most people, it would stink. The manure, the hay, the abundance of mud and dirt and the lack of well-groomed, clean people, but to her it was far more preferable than the luxuries of the castle. The smell was rustic and natural. It had an earthy aroma to it that proclaimed good old-fashioned hard labor and living. 
 
   And as she stepped onto the cobblestone pavement, she delighted at the people passing by, laughing while they worked, chuckling at inside jokes and slapping each other on the shoulder. Their faces were matted with dirt; their beards were untrimmed and ghastly. Their clothes were so brown that she wasn’t sure if it was because of work or if it was simply the natural color. But it didn’t matter. This was where she belonged.
 
   The houses were very small but she was sure they became quite cozy at night. Most were only a story high and looked more like a hut than anything else. Often a kiosk, cart or makeshift table was next to it outside, where the people would set up shop in the morning for their various wares. With it still being the mid-day, the village was bustling, trying to secure their last sales before turning in for the night. 
 
   Catherine clutched her hood tight as James dug into the Princess’ bag for his own covering.
 
   “What are you doing?” she asked as he rummaged around.
 
   “Trying to get a cloak too.”
 
   “You could have asked! What happened to privacy?! And what do you need a cloak for anyway?”
 
   “I don’t want the townspeople to see me. I’ll be recognized.”
 
   “What are you a celebrity around here?”
 
   “No, but no one’s supposed to come back from the Academy. I would rather them think I’m still off fighting in a foreign land. If I reveal myself now, they’ll just think I failed.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter what they think. The fact is you’re a valuable member of our team.”
 
   “Yeah, well they wouldn’t believe it coming from me. And we’re not going to expose you just so you can make them understand.”
 
   “Of course not.”
 
   “So then keep you head down and follow me,” James said firmly.
 
   “I love it when you get all masculine and forceful,” Catherine said sarcastically as James threw the extra cloak over his shoulders and the hood over his head. Even though no one in the village wore cloaks, everyone would be too busy working to inquire about them. And besides, most would absolutely terrified if a stranger entered their Kingdom. No one would ask questions.
 
    Still, to make sure they didn’t put the village in a panic, it was good they were only staying one night. By the next morning, news of their arrival would have spread to all four corners of Allay and fear would begin to grip their hearts.
 
   James and Catherine navigated the streets like specters, their cloaks flowing behind them and their visage shrouded by the hood’s darkness. The villagers would glance up or whisper to one another, but no one made an advance towards them. Thankfully, James’ house was separated from the village itself. They would have their privacy there.
 
   James sighed as the familiar sight came into the view. The untilled soil. The withering crops. The large but unkempt house. When he left for the Academy, he swore to never see that place or his father again. But ultimately he changed his mind. There was business to attend to. This wasn’t just a sightseeing trip for the Princess. 
 
   “Allow me to go in first,” he said as he clutched the knob to their back door. But before he could gather the courage to enter, the door slammed wide open and a shotgun was thrust into his face. His father held it firmly against his left shoulder. James left nothing to chance. His arm had long taken over instinctively. 
 
   A flash of light erupted from his body, piercing his father’s eyes and overcoming him with blindness. But James could see through it. And with a simple gesture, he reached forward, grabbed the shotgun by the muzzle, and snatched it out of his father’s hands. The entire flash only lasted a couple seconds, but when the light subsided, the gun was now in James’ hands. His father rubbed his eyes and groaned under the loss of his gun, beginning to back away.
 
   James could understand why. 
 
   In the second it took James to retrieve the weapon, he could sense the alarm in his father’s body, the nervous twitch of his fingers and the sweat that broke from his pores. The man was embarrassed that someone had just come upon his property and stole his weapon right out of his hands.
 
   Humiliated and nervous, he was not ready to face the intruder.
 
   But as his father’s vision cleared, and he suddenly recognized the face under the intruder’s hood, James didn’t need his Sage abilities to discern what his father was feeling now. 
 
   It was fear. 
 
   At seeing the son he despised for years, pointing his own gun into his face.
 
   The old James would have relished in the moment, but this was not the point of his visit. James let the shotgun down and handed it over to his surprised father. His father blinked rapidly and continued to stare into the eyes of his son. 
 
   “You came home,” he said, throwing the shotgun to the floor behind him. And with those words leaving his lips, he suddenly embraced his son. James didn’t reciprocate, but simply accepted it and allowed his father to hug him for as long as he wished. When he let go, James was absolutely shocked to see tears in the old man’s eyes.
 
   “It’s good to see you, son,” he wept as he brushed his sleeve under his nose.
 
   “You too, Dad,” James smiled. “Though it hasn’t been that long.”
 
   “I’m sorry for sending you to that awful place. When you left, I didn’t think I’d see you again.”
 
   “I forgive you…and, believe it or not, it ended up being the best thing that ever happened to me. You wouldn’t believe how much I’ve grown.”
 
   “I can see it!” he laughed, waving his hands up and down in front of his son. “You’ve gotten bigger, and your eyes…they’ve lost that child-like wonder…and who is your friend?”
 
   “Her name is Catherine.”
 
   Catherine took her hood off and extended a hand for him to shake. As soon as she did, however, his father’s face turned pale. 
 
   “You brought the Princess here?” 
 
   “How could you possibly know she’s the Princess?” James asked in shock. 
 
   “I’m old, remember? It’s not that hard to figure out. What are you doing taking her outside the castle?”
 
   “She’s not a pet, Dad. She can do as she pleases.”
 
   “This is no place for her.”
 
   “I know all about the siege that happened years ago, but you don’t have to worry. She’s protected.”
 
   “By who? Just you?”
 
   “I’m more than capable.”
 
   “That’s hard to believe.”
 
   “Is this really the conversation we’re going to have right now?”
 
   “Why are you really here? You need money?”
 
   “NO!” James shouted at him. “We just need a place to stay for the night.”
 
   “And what if someone comes looking for her? What am I going to do?”
 
   “No one’s coming. She doesn’t have a bounty on her head! We’re just trying to have one night of peace in the village!” 
 
   “I don’t feel comfortable about this.”
 
   “Sir,” Catherine spoke up. “We meant you no discomfort, and it’s easy to see that you’re not going to change your mind. We’ll head back to the Academy.”
 
   “No, Catherine,” James said to her. “You need this. Just let me talk to him alone for a second.”
 
   “Okay, James,” she said as his father leaned up against the doorway.
 
   “You don’t have any proof there’s no bounty,” his father stressed.
 
   “It doesn’t matter if she does or doesn’t, my job is to protect her.”
 
   “So you’re her bodyguard now?”
 
   “I am, and it doesn’t matter if she’s the Princess of the entire world, I promised her a day off from the Academy, so she could see our village and enjoy herself one last time. My original plan was to just sleep under the stars in the meadow, something nice and romantic, but then I thought that maybe, just maybe my father would like to meet the girl of my dreams, and perhaps he would be willing to let us stay in his house one night. So that we could all spend time together like some happy, dysfunctional family. But I guess you couldn’t do it.”
 
   “I’m supposed to believe you came here on my account?”
 
   “Whether you believe it or not, it’s true. I graduated from the Academy, and I’m about to be sent out on a long assignment. I won’t sugarcoat this. I’m not coming back. This is the last time you’ll see me and I just thought that maybe we could achieve some kind of reconciliation.”
 
   “Hmph,” his father scoffed. “That sounds like you. You have a beautiful girl like the Princess on your arm, and you would rather spend the night with a guy.”
 
   James clenched his jaw and sighed heavily. Without another word, he stepped away from the house. Catherine glanced back at James’ father with concerned eyes as James gently grabbed her arm and led her away. Once they were far enough in the distance, Catherine turned and caressed James’ cheek, looking deeply into his eyes. It was the first time she had ever seen him so hurt. 
 
   “James, was it anything I said?”
 
   “Absolutely not,” he said. “It’s just before we left for the other Kingdoms, I wanted my father to acknowledge me…just once. He’s never thought of me as a man…I was hoping that maybe today that would change.”
 
   “You don’t need his approval,” Catherine replied. “All that matters is what you think about yourself. And if it’s any consolation, I think you’ve turned out just fine.”
 
   “Thanks, Katie,” James whispered through a smirk.
 
   “So,” she said, turning around and starting to walk away. “Now that we have no place to stay, we should try hurrying back to the Academy before night falls. Does it get really cold here?”
 
   “Actually, no,” James shouted to her as he caught up. “And I already had a back-up. There’s a meadow, close to the castle as a matter of fact. I was thinking we could sleep under the stars, since we might not see any more in a couple weeks. Then, I’ll shows you around in the morning.”
 
   “Sounds incredible,” Catherine said. “Lead the way, Captain.”
 
   James grabbed her hand and led them away, gazing at the setting sun and feeling happier than he ever had in his life. It didn’t matter that he may never gain his father’s respect. He had become a warrior more powerful than his father could ever know, and the very Princess herself was holding his hand. Life could get no better. 
 
   They made it through the village the same way they came, twilight setting into the night sky as the villagers closed up shop. Tired sighs of relief rode the wind and aching bodies turned in for the evening. James and Catherine quietly made their way to the meadow, hand in hand as the crickets began their first song. The shadows of the stars began to peek, and only a light breeze brushed past their skin.
 
   By the time they arrived, a midnight blue was cast over the land, with a luminescent glow coming from the light of the moon and the fireflies that hovered above their heads. James had never been in the meadow at night, and once again he could only think of the beauty he had missed by neglecting it. The sky itself shined like water despite the darkness, and James felt his stomach quiver when Catherine removed her cloak. 
 
   Her hair blew into her eyes and she brushed it away tenderly as James threw his cloak into the meadow. Catherine immediately lay down and stretched out onto the soft grass. James smirked and sat down beside her, admiring the way the freckles on her cheeks reflected off the fireflies’ light. When she stared off into the clouds with her green eyes, shining with vibrant life and hope, he wanted to kiss her again. But all he could think about was his surroundings, his father’s words ringing through his head. 
 
   He had no idea how safe Catherine was, even within the confines of the Kingdom. And he had never been at the meadow at night. He had no clue as to what animals or insects came out to hunt then. It didn’t matter how strong he had gotten. He still hadn’t tested his eidolon in battle. Even when he fought Achan, the clash of their blades had sent them both flying backwards into unconsciousness…but there was no use worrying now. 
 
   He had to be alert, and just let Catherine enjoy the night.
 
   “Have you ever broken into the castle?” Catherine asked suddenly. “It’s so close from here.”
 
   “No, haven’t had the opportunity,” James said quickly. Catherine closed her eyes and hit him on the leg gently.
 
   “I’m not interrogating you. I was just asking.”
 
   “I’ve wanted to see inside,” James said. “But I always chickened out in the end.”
 
   “We can see it tomorrow if you want.”
 
   “No. No. This is your day. Your night. You never got to spend time in the village, so that’s what we’re going to do.”
 
   “You’re very sweet, James,” Catherine said before sitting up to face him. “But tell me what’s really on your mind. You’ve been quiet since we left your father’s house.”
 
   “I was just thinking about you…” James confessed, clearing his throat. “And…Dominic.”
 
   “Oh…what about him?”
 
   “This betrothal…how serious is it?”
 
   “My father chose Dominic as my husband when we were children. He wanted a strong young man that could watch over me and protect me from our foreign enemies.” Catherine laughed and continued. “And while he’s…interesting. I don’t really have any intention of marrying him just yet.”
 
   “Does he know that?”
 
   “I’ve told him, but you know how stubborn he can be. Talks about how I should do what’s best for the Kingdom and how it’s my duty.”
 
   “Isn’t it?”
 
   “I’ll put this Kingdom before anything else, but I don’t see how my love life has an effect on the people’s welfare.”
 
   “Whoever you marry will become king. That’s a big deal.”
 
   “I’m capable of making my own decisions.”
 
   “Why do you have to carry the burden as queen all by yourself? There’s plenty of people that would love to be by your side.”
 
   “I don’t think about it much.”
 
   “Well, what about Achan?”
 
   “I don’t understand the question,” Catherine frowned. “What does Achan have to do with this topic?”
 
   “Never mind. Never mind,” James said, shaking his head. “Stupid question.”
 
   “What about you, James?” Catherine inquired. “What’s with all the questions about my love life?”
 
   “I’m not really sure…I mean, I, um…there’s…”
 
   “It’s okay, James. Let’s just enjoy our time away.”
 
   James scrunched up his eyes and slapped the palm of his hand on his forehead.
 
   I BLEW IT!!!
 
   James looked over to Catherine and was relieved that she was relaxed; she had fallen asleep. He took his cloak off the grass, snapped it out to remove any excess blades and tucked her in. Leaving her to her rest, he walked a few yards away to think. He considered releasing his eidolon but there was no way to guarantee that Arimus wasn’t watching. 
 
   Staring up into the sky, his eyes caught a flicker of movement coming from his right. In the past he would have leapt to action, but now he waited for the threat to reveal itself. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, concentrating beyond the breeze, past the noise of the insects, and into the strange. He searched for the foreign movement that tried to elude him. And when he noticed how quiet his surroundings remained, his eyes came open, and he spoke with boldness.
 
   “Kyran, you can come out now.”
 
   The man laughed as he stepped out from the shadows, giving James a slow clap as he approached.
 
   “Look at you. Using your brain.”
 
   “It wasn’t that hard to figure out it was you,” James smiled. “A beast would have made a sound eventually. An insect is not shy of its comings and goings. So I deducted it had to be a human being, and there is only one I know who can move so stealthily.”
 
   “Flattery won’t save you,” Kyran said assuredly through the collar of his black trench coat. James kept his eyes steadily on the teacher, his memories replaying the event that caused Kyran to hate even more. The moment he released his eidolon, his soul manifested into the form of a sword for the first time…
 
   “So what are you here for?” James said. “The Princess is fine.”
 
   “I’m here for you,” he stated flatly. “You know that.”
 
   “Would it make a difference to say that I’m sorry?”
 
   “You cut me. I want to return the favor.”
 
   Kyran stood there motionless as the winds picked up slightly and the trees began to sway. His long black hair veiled his eyes, but James knew Kyran was staring straight into him, trying to decide the best way to hurt him.
 
   “We’re teammates now,” James said, a break in his resolve coming to the forefront. He had been so calm. Why was he cracking now? 
 
   “What does that matter?”
 
   “We need all of us for the journey to the five Kingdoms. Hurting me won’t solve anything.”
 
   “He’s right, you know,” a sweet voice whispered from the darkness. Kyran turned around to see Chloe emerge, the same way he did earlier. James rolled his eyes. Was the whole faculty watching them?
 
   “What are you doing here?” Kyran said as Chloe gave him a wink. She moved so fluidly and gracefully that James wondered if this was a source of her power. Arimus had told him months ago that they were all Sages, but he didn’t get into the specifics. He had no idea what Chloe could do and what strength lied beneath her warm smiles and frilly, green sundresses. All that resonated through his mind were the words Arimus said of her:
 
   “She’s the strongest of us all.”
 
   “I asked you a question,” Kyran said and Chloe placed her right palm on his chest. James felt a shudder ripple through him. What if Kyran attacked her?
 
   “And I was going to answer you,” she said. “But the way you said it was so rude. I’m not James. You can’t just speak to me any way you please.”
 
   “Of course,” he said, straightening up. “I apologize.”
 
   James raised his eyebrows. Now this was an interesting sight. Kyran on the defense?
 
   “I’m here to bring you back to the Academy,” she said. Kyran narrowed his eyes. 
 
   “Why? Afraid I’ll harm the Sage-in-training?”
 
   “No,” she laughed. “I’m actually curious to see how James would deflect an attack coming from you. No, I’m here because we all promised to stay out of Catherine’s day off. She needs this, and…you’re kind of a party pooper.”
 
   “How graphic.”
 
   “Kyran, you know what I mean,” she chuckled. “We should allow her to enjoy herself for once.”
 
   “Then why does he have to be here?”
 
   “Catherine likes having James around. There’s nothing wrong with that.”
 
   “I question the Princess’ judgment.”
 
   “It’s not your call,” Chloe whispered to him as she leaned in toward his face. “And besides, you promised me a night away too. We only have two weeks left. When was this vacation going to happen?”
 
   “It’s in the works,” Kyran mumbled as James looked at them back and forth. It was starting to get a little weird.
 
   “Hurry up,” she cooed before she jumped forward and gave him a passionate kiss on the lips. 
 
   James nearly screamed.
 
   The sight was so repulsive he turned away, then back at them, then away again, feeling his stomach rumble and groan. He was suddenly glad he hadn’t eaten recently. It would all be gone now.
 
   “WHAT ARE YOU DOING?!” James shouted, managing to recover just enough to speak. Catherine mumbled something in her sleep and turned over in the grass. Chloe giggled and put a finger to Kyran’s lips.
 
   “I’ve got this, Kyran,” she said. “Now James, how do I put this…we’re married.”
 
   “Why did you tell him that?!” Kyran exclaimed, as much as Kyran could exclaim.
 
   “It’s true, isn’t it?”
 
   “EW!” James gagged. “That’s the worst thing I’ve ever heard! And how are you two married anyways? I thought there’s not supposed to be any relationships in the Academy.”
 
   “Oh, that’s just a rule for recruits so they can focus on becoming a Sage rather than their love life.”
 
   “Hey!” Kyran gruffed. “Don’t give the boy ideas!”
 
   “He has a right to know. And for the record, James. I think it’s cute the way you look at Catherine. I can just imagine how…how…”
 
   “How what?” James asked as Chloe’s face became solemn. She pursed her lips and looked back into the darkness, towards the village. Kyran flapped back a corner of his trench coat, revealing a sword underneath. He unsheathed it and held it firmly in his grasp. James couldn’t see what they were saw, but it had to be serious.
 
   “What’s going on?” he demanded as a hand shot out behind him and grabbed his pant leg. He turned to see Catherine still sitting on the grass, but she was now wide awake and staring into James’ eyes with a deeply concerned look upon her face.
 
   “Cath -,” James began to say, but she cut him off.
 
   “James,” she whispered. “The village…”
 
   And that’s when the screams began.
 
    
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter 2 – Through the Fire and the Flames
 
   “Eidolon ban lifted,” Catherine barked out as they began running from the meadow at full sprint. And as they ran, they tried not to dwell on the villagers’ cries, echoing across the plain. James couldn’t deny the screams were getting louder, more intense and increasing in number at an alarming rate. Whatever was happening to them, it was happening fast.
 
   “Kyran, go!” Chloe shouted as he nodded in her direction and then took the lead. Faster than them all, Kyran sped off into the shadows and left them behind, still running to the source of the problem. Chloe turned back to James.
 
   “James, you have to stay back with Catherine. And protect her with your life. I have to go ahead.”
 
   “No!” Catherine shouted. “We can help!”
 
   “You don’t have you eidolon anymore,” Chloe said. “You’ll just be in the way. James will keep you safe.”
 
   “No, Chloe. You can’t…” Catherine sobbed angrily as Chloe ignored her pleas and ran forward, following Kyran to the battlefield. James stopped running and grabbed Catherine’s arm, pulling her back. 
 
   “James, you can’t listen to her!”
 
   “This is the most important thing we can do right now!”
 
   “So we’re going to just sit here while my people are slaughtered?”
 
   “Catherine, I can’t allow you –“
 
   She punched him in the face. 
 
   As hard as she could. 
 
   It didn’t hurt nearly as much as the first time they met, but it was enough to catch him off guard and lose his grip…
 
   Catherine started running as soon as James stumbled and he shouted for her to stop, but it didn’t matter. She was determined to help. James swore under his breath and followed after her, watching as the outskirts of the village came into view. Nothing seemed to be wrong from the outside, but it was undeniable that there was danger in the center. 
 
   The night sky was red and orange, and just over the rooftops; James could see ash rising into the air, wisps of flames lapping at the wooden rooftops…
 
   But there had to be more than a fire. 
 
   There had been fires in the village before. The villagers usually came together without a panic and put it out before it got out of hand. But this was far different. The screams of help, the splintering of wood, the crashing down of homes and the blood-curdling shrieks of pain were evident of only one thing. 
 
   The Kingdom of Allay was being attacked. 
 
   And Arimus, Catherine, Kyran…all of them…
 
   They had all said the Kingdom couldn’t survive another one…
 
   James thought of who the culprit could possibly be as he saw Catherine climb to the rooftop of the first house she saw, using the make-shift tables below it as support. James wasted no time in following. He had to help.
 
   Placing his right fist on his left rib, he took a breath…
 
   And the world opened up to him. 
 
   As he pulled the eidolon from his side, it was like his senses activated for the first time. He could see all around him like he had eyes coming from all angles of his head. His nose could catch every trace of ember, how wounded each villager was and how much blood they could afford to lose before they passed out or worse. His ears could identify every cry individually, learn which beam of wood was to fall next and where each person was located. The taste of the air on his tongue told him how long the fires had been ablaze, and where the source of the first ignition was. But the touch was what empowered him the most.
 
   For he could feel his hands gripping the hilt of his very soul, emerging from his body with great power. A weapon that only a Sage carried, and no one else. He admired it only for a second. 
 
   It was hot white, blazing with the intensity of a star. The hilt was bordered in gold and the blade itself was shaped like a scimitar, boasting an impressive curve. James couldn’t understand the meaning, even to himself, but a black rose keychain hung idly from the hilt. The strange sight drew his attention, but he managed to pull himself away. His village was in trouble, and he had to concentrate if he was going to protect the people he loved. 
 
   “Catherine, wait! I won’t hold you back!” James shouted over the roaring and the screams. She didn’t answer so he picked up the speed. Now that he had activated his eidolon, the world slowed down. Not to mention the boost in basic movement he received automatically. Everything was enhanced as he skipped the tables Catherine used to climb upon and simply jumped over them. Within seconds he had caught up to Catherine and matched his speed with hers. But she barely acknowledged him as they ran across the rooftops, her focus only on the center, the origin of the chaos. 
 
   Before they could reach it, however, James saw some kind of beast on the tin and wooden rooftops with them, headed directly for Catherine’s right. James grabbed the Princess by the waist and moved her over to his left as he faced the creature head on.
 
   It was ugly. A lion’s body with the neck of a snake and the face of a boar. He had never seen anything like it, yet it didn’t take his enhanced senses to know it was hungry for their flesh. 
 
   It whipped its head directly for his neck but he side stepped it easily and with a swipe of his arm, he decapitated the monster, sending it skidding to the ground below. Catherine had just recovered from James’ save and thanked him quickly as she pointed to the sword hanging from his side. James got the message. She wanted his standard-issued sword since he could manifest his eidolon.
 
   “Don’t you have an eidolon of your own?” James asked as he handed it to her.
 
   “Long story,” Catherine commented, inspecting the sharpness of the blade. “But basically, the stone inside me suppresses it. As long as I carry it, I can’t use my Sage powers. But we’ll talk more about that later. Stay with me.”
 
   They continued running and reached the village center where most of the shops were set up. But not anymore. Every house at the center had been decimated and reduced to rubble, and no living person was left to relay what happened. Only the dead remained.
 
   Catherine looked over each of the dead bodies carefully, her arms shaking in anger as she searched for clues amongst the debris. James waved his eidolon to each victim, trying not to dwell on their identities and what they meant to him throughout his childhood. Finally, he caught a scent. It was only a trace, very miniscule, and normally, the smell would be foreign to one of Allay. But not James. He remembered this man all too well.
 
   “It was Alexander,” James said through grit teeth. “He’s here.”
 
   “The Prattlian?” Catherine asked. “The one on the loose from months earlier?”
 
   “The same. Arimus and Scarlet had gone searching for him but he was never found. He’s smart. Staying low until he could strike at the right time. When we got complacent.”
 
   “That beast back there. I’ve seen a couple in the forest beyond the Academy. But normally they’re docile until provoked. Alexander must have invaded their territory and led them here.”
 
   “There’s more,” James sighed as he examined a large, peculiar footprint. “His Langoran is here too. Goes by the name of Keel. He’s probably the one that destroyed the houses. From what I was sensing, they had been set ablaze, but not for long. No fire could have caused this much damage so quickly.”
 
   “Where are the villagers now?”
 
   “Kyran and Chloe are moving large numbers back to the meadow. Some…”
 
   James’ voice trailed off as he noticed one of the destroyed homes. He and his friends had visited it often, especially when his chubby friend Korey was hungry…
 
   “This is Leidy’s,” he whispered as he lifted a beam and waved his eidolon forward. “Thank the Maker she’s not here.”
 
   “We’ll find them,” Catherine said confidently.
 
   “Wait…there are people nearby.” 
 
   James turned toward one of the broken houses and swung his eidolon down slowly, splitting the wreckage in two halves. He sheathed his eidolon back into his left side and then used his strength to push the separate piles to the side. As they flew and crumbled out of the way, he unleashed his eidolon again, the blinding light flashing for only a second. And when it cleared, there were twenty villagers hiding underneath a table. 
 
   “Don’t worry, you’re safe,” James said as he sheathed his eidolon again and extended a hand. “That was smart to use the wreckage as a barrier.”
 
   “JAMES?” Ms. Jelloine exclaimed in shocked, her familiar round face greeting him with awe. James fought back the pride welling up within him. Whenever it tried, he was reminded of Dominic, and he had sworn long ago to never be like that egotistical hothead. 
 
   “It’s me, Ms. Jelloine,” James said soothingly as he helped her to her feet. The other villagers, made up of all different ages, shapes and sizes, stared at him with gaping mouths, unable to contain their disbelief.
 
   “We heard you were sent to the Academy,” Mr. Lie commented.
 
   “We thought you were dead,” Little Aaron cried out.
 
   “I’m alive and well,” James laughed. “But that’s not important right now. What happened here?”
 
   “A skinny man and a giant,” Mr. Lie spoke up. “They announced themselves in the village square. They asked if we knew where the Sages were but we didn’t have a clue what he was talking about. And that’s when the skinny guy got angry. Had the monster wreck everything in sight while he took a torch and started setting our homes on fire. Then the Terrs came. We had no choice but to hide.”
 
   “The Terrs are the beasts running around?”
 
   “Yeah. There were probably a hundred of them.”
 
   “Where’d they all go?”
 
   “Not sure. But I saw a pack of them chasing an old man in a big, grey wool cloak.”
 
   “Arimus,” Catherine said behind them. James nodded.
 
   “Where’s the skinny guy and the monster now?” Catherine asked the villagers. “We can’t get a read on them.”
 
   “They were headed toward the residentials in the south end. Said they wanted to see the Academy.”
 
   “We have to stop them,” Catherine stressed to James. “The entire school will be slaughtered if there’s not a Sage there to intercept.”
 
   “Let’s go then.”
 
   “Thank you,” Catherine said to the villagers. “Now, I’m going to have to ask you to move towards the meadow. There’s a couple of Sages there that will take care of you. Stick to the roads. The Terrs will have a harder time tracking you amongst the smoke and will primarily hunt on the roofs.”
 
   “We’d rather stay here,” Ms. Jelloine said firmly. Catherine shook her head.
 
   “No you can’t. Though your hiding place was sufficient at the time, this fire shows no sign of stopping, and we can’t take the time to quench it right now either. Eventually, the flames will spread and consume you.”
 
   “Who are you to be giving us orders? You’re barely a woman, and James…James is a  nobody!”
 
   “Thanks,” James said, rolling his eyes. “But if you must know, this young woman is the Princess of Allay, and she has full authority to hand out orders.”
 
   “That’s impossible,” the older woman squinted, but an elderly man touched her forearm gently. 
 
   “No…” the old man said tenderly. “This woman is her. I can see it in her emerald green eyes. What woman in Allay has such eyes? And her hair. It has the locks and curls of her mother. This is Catherine. I’m sure of it.”
 
   “I can’t believe it!” Ms. Jelloine said in shock as the other villagers murmured amongst themselves. 
 
   “Well, believe it!” a shout rang through the air from above the smoke. James looked up and smiled. Always the grand entrance…
 
   Dominic hit the ground hard, landing on one knee while his eidolon shone brightly in his right hand. Blazing with a fiery red that made the flames on the houses appear dull, his eidolon rippled with showmanship, a perfect display of power that only one of Dominic’s ego could muster. James shook his head, but he couldn’t deny that he was happy to see the upperclassman. They would need all the help they could get.
 
   “James,” Dominic scoffed. “Why would you take the Princess, of all places, to the middle of the fray? And why isn’t your eidolon out? Too weak to come out of its shell?”
 
   “Too powerful,” James spat back as Catherine stepped between them.
 
   “Are we done now, boys? Dominic, tell me, is there anyone at the Academy? I hear that’s where the enemy is headed.”
 
   “Just Achan. Arimus had the rest of us do damage control and save any villagers we came across. I just came back from the forest myself. Had to lead most of the Terrs back to their natural habitat.”
 
   “Good. Then the Academy is where we’re headed next. Take me there.”
 
   “That’s no place for a Princess.”
 
   “I gave you an order.”
 
   “I’ll have to respectfully decline. You are the Princess, but not yet the Queen.”
 
   “That’s true, I’m not the Queen,” Catherine snapped at him. “But someday I will be, and if you have any hope of sitting on the throne by my side, you better follow my orders now! Do I make myself clear, soldier?!”
 
   “Geez, Catherine,” Dominic winced, scratching his head. “That’s not very ladylike…but…I’ll take you there.”
 
   “And what am I supposed to do?” James asked, not feeling too comfortable that Catherine was ready to go back with Dominic so easily. 
 
   “Find your friends,” Catherine said, leaning forward and giving him a pat on the cheek. “They need you.”
 
   “As you wish,” James said. Catherine leaned in to his ear.
 
   “And don’t worry. Dominic will be a perfect gentleman - as long as I have this sword held firmly in my grasp.”
 
   “That’s my girl,” James laughed as Catherine lightly slapped his cheek. 
 
   “Don’t be fresh! And don’t die!” She gave him a serious look as she waved for Dominic to follow her. The two of them climbed back to the rooftops from a wobbly kiosk and then headed to the south where the Academy lay, leaving James to concentrate on his own private task. 
 
   The villagers had left during their conversation so he didn’t have to persuade them any further, and the fire had picked up in strength.  It wouldn’t be long before the village square would cease to exist…
 
   James unsheathed his eidolon and stretched it out, waving it slowly around him, looking for his friends specifically. The thought of checking on his father crossed his mind, but there was really no point. Even if he was in trouble, being ripped apart by a mob of hungry Terrs, he would demand that no one intervene, so that he could die as a true man…whatever that meant.
 
   James’ eyebrows perked up as he caught a trace of Leidy and Jennings. And from the stench flowing through his nostrils, he could tell they were fighting back several Terrs. A couple other villagers were with them too, but he didn’t waste time identifying them. He had to hurry.
 
   With a surge of adrenaline pumping through his veins, he leapt to the rooftops once more and started running as fast as he could, as fast as a Sage of his caliber was able. There was no one to protect, therefore no need to hold back. He could run with everything within him.
 
   The houses became a blur as he ran faster and faster, knowing precisely what steps to take, what weak spots to avoid and the perfect angle to approach his destination. Only his instincts moved him, and as he came upon his friends’ location, he leapt high into the air. 
 
   With his eidolon blazing in his hand, he emerged from over the rooftops and saw the Terrs below. Seven of them. Roaring and snapping at a wounded Jennings, who was swinging a 2x4 plank at their heads. Leidy was nursing a deep cut on her left leg, and the other two villagers, an elderly couple, were cowering in fear behind them. 
 
   James came down upon one Terr like lighting, bringing the eidolon straight through its body. As it split into two, his eidolon reverberated and absorbed the knowledge of their anatomy. Instantly, he knew of their poison, what type of environment they enjoyed based on the moss between their claws and the dirt on their paws. He could identify their species’ pressure points and weaknesses. Especially their propensity to hunt at night. No wonder they stuck to the rooftops. The flames were killing their eyes.
 
   James brought his eidolon to his chest and increased the brightness, making it blind everyone within a half mile radius. The Terrs roared as he swung through them all, moving his sword like he was conducting a symphony, even adding a powerful intensity to his last swing as if his orchestra had reached the pinnacle of their crescendo. The beast was obliterated, and when the calm took over, he immediately sheathed his eidolon and turned to face his friends. 
 
   Jennings couldn’t believe what he saw and fell to his butt in shock. Leidy ignored her wound and stood the best she could to her feet. Walking slowly to James, she reached forward and caressed his cheek, staring into his still eyes while tears welled up in hers.
 
   “James?” she sobbed, trying to hold back the mix of emotions, a horrible blend of sorrow, joy and relief. “What are you doing here?”
 
   James lifted his chin, reached forward and ran his fingers through his hair lovingly. 
 
   “I’m here to save you all.”
 
   Leidy gave out a short, amused laugh and leaped into his arms, hugging him as tight as her skinny body could muster. 
 
   “I thought you dead, idiot,” she sobbed and laughed in exhaustion into his shoulder.
 
   “I’m sorry I didn’t send a letter,” he laughed as Jennings came over and hugged him too.
 
   “You’ve changed,” Jennings said as strong as he could. Though James’ eidolon was sheathed, there was always a residue of power left behind, enough for his senses to still reach extraordinary levels, if only for a few short seconds. And in those few seconds, he noticed something alarming. 
 
   Without realizing it, he gently pushed Leidy and Jennings aside, and looked over to the elderly couple. They were more afraid of him than they were of the Terrs, but he didn’t care about that. It was the body they were guarding at their feet. 
 
   James looked at the body’s face and felt his heart skip a beat. It was no wonder he couldn’t sense him…he had tried to, but all he could pick up was Jennings and Leidy. Two out of his three friends. James felt Leidy grab his shoulder from behind. He couldn’t face them now. Not with the water accumulating in his eyes. He still had to be strong. His work as a Sage was not yet done…
 
   “James…” Leidy sobbed, only confirming what he saw. “Korey didn’t make it…”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   “The Academy is quiet,” Catherine commented as they arrived at the courtyard entrance. “I’m not sure that’s a good sign.”
 
   “Maybe they haven’t arrived yet,” Dominic said, looking at the pillars that formed a line to the Academy on each side. “But I think we’ll be okay. The recruits are hiding in the gymnasium. As they should be.”
 
   “United, they have a chance. Where’s Achan?”
 
   “With them,” Dominic sighed, pointing his eidolon toward the school. “They’re safe.”
 
   “But are you?” a voice inquired behind them. Catherine and Dominic turned to see their enemy standing before them; the Prattlian putting a smug look upon his smooth face. The hunched over Langoran was stoic, but his muscles were rippling with untamed energy, like he was a volcano on the brink of eruption. He towered high over the pillars of the courtyard, with Dominic and Catherine barely reaching his shins in height. Catherine felt a twinge of nervousness. There was no way a Langoran could be that big, not without some kind of twisted experiment or concoction. Whatever Alexander had done to him, it was unnatural.
 
   “So, who do I have the pleasure of speaking with?” The Prattlian said in an amused tone. “You are the first non-villagers we’ve come against.”
 
   “I’m Dominic,” he said boldly. “And I am a Sage.”
 
   “And I’m Catherine,” she said in the same manner. “The Princess of Allay.”
 
   “Princess!” The Prattlian laughed. “Wow! I never thought I would have the pleasure of meeting you! Now we’ll have a perfect hostage!”
 
   “What do you want?” Catherine said with listless eyes. 
 
   “The destruction of Allay,” Alexander said. “Nothing short of it.”
 
   “Why? We’ve done nothing to you.”
 
   “Call it my duty,” he laughed. “After what you’ve done to my Langoran friends, what Kyran has done to my people, after the righteousness and truth you dare to claim but really, all of it’s a lie…well, I think my motives are very justified.”
 
   “What lies?”
 
   “You know full well what I’m talking about! Don’t stand there, claim you’re the Princess of Allay and profess you’re innocent! You know of the Siege of 88!”
 
   “Of course I do,” Catherine said casually. “But I was four years old when it happened. And whatever you think we did to justify such a heinous occurrence is off. We were victims that day, and left in a dire state of emergency ever since. Even a minor group, as you’ve proven today, could tear us apart. What I don’t understand is why? Haven’t we suffered enough?”
 
   “You barely understand the word suffering,” Alexander spat back. “This Kingdom deserves nothing less than annihilation, and I’m here to do just that. After my friend here has killed every last recruit in your Academy, we’ll target each of the Sages until there’s no one left. And then, we’ll finish off the village. Our arson earlier was just to get your notice. I knew that as soon as it happened, you would send off most of your armada to preserve life, leaving the door wide open for me to strike.”
 
   “See, that’s where you’re wrong,” Dominic said. “I don’t think you get it. The moment you came face to face with a Sage, you lost. And that time is now.”
 
   “I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t think Keel was prepared,” Alexander chuckled. “But be my guest.”
 
   The aura of Dominic’s eidolon grew in intensity as the fiery red began to ripple across the blade’s surface. Alexander and Keel were unimpressed.
 
   “Catherine, stand back,” Dominic ordered and she reluctantly obeyed. Alexander blew her a kiss as she rolled her eyes. 
 
   “Be careful, Dominic,” she said. 
 
   “Don’t even worry.”
 
   Dominic ran towards the gigantic monster known as Keel as Alexander backed away to give them space. Keel raised a foot the size of a small house and tried to squash Dominic with his might, but the Sage-in-training was too quick for it and jumped upwards, using the giant’s raised knee as a launching pad. Flying higher up into the air, Dominic flexed his arms and threw all of his weight into a downward stroke, right into Keel’s extended left arm. The eidolon cut through and continued sinking deeper until it was nearly on the other side when something horrible happened.
 
   The descent came to a halt.
 
   Dominic watched in horror as Keel’s flesh began to regenerate, renewing itself even as his eidolon rested upon it. Before he could react, the arm suddenly became whole and he and his eidolon were bounced away from the recoil, right into Keel’s right palm. Keel squeezed his victim tight as Dominic winced under the pressure, trying to swing his sword with his dangling hands, but he couldn’t budge. Alexander laughed from below.
 
   “I heard a true Sage can phase his eidolon out from any part of his body,” Alexander chuckled. “After all, it is his soul. But I’m guessing that you’re still in training.”
 
   “Right,” Dominic muttered as he closed his eyes and concentrated. Keel grunted and mumbled something to his master.
 
   “He’s getting heavy?” Alexander scoffed. “Not this again. We have another one?”
 
   Still holding Dominic tight, Keel’s right fist slammed into the courtyard floor as Dominic continued to struggle against the grip.
 
   “It’s one of my abilities,” Dominic grunted as he grit his teeth and pushed against the giant’s fingers. “It’s called Lock. I can…make mine or another’s sword as heavy as I want, just by willing it!”
 
   With a shout and one last push, Dominic broke free and rolled away. The giant swung his huge fists at Dominic one after the other as the Sage dodged them with ease. The pillars of the courtyard began crumbling under the power of his blows. Catherine stared with contempt at the sword in her hand. What good was she without her eidolon? She had fought so hard to unleash it, and how could she know that when she infused the stone into her body it would suppress her Sage abilities?
 
   “Hey!” Catherine shouted out to Alexander, getting his attention. Alexander pointed to his chest as the Princess nodded. “Yes, you! Why don’t we settle this between the two of us!”
 
   “I’d much rather watch, thank you,” he shouted as Dominic ducked under one of Keel’s blows, came behind him, jumped high into the air and slashed down his back with all his might. The giant barely acknowledged the blow and spun around awkwardly, taking more pillars with him in the process. Keel grunted in frustration as Dominic came at him again, ready to jump on one of Keel’s arms the next time he punched. But Keel was waiting for him.
 
   “Checkmate, Princess!” Alexander called out as Catherine watched the fight in confusion. Right as Dominic leapt into the air to step onto Keel’s right arm, the giant suddenly…shrank. 
 
   In the blink of an eye, Keel transformed down to the size of a regular human being, barely six feet tall. He suddenly attacked Dominic’s midsection with a deadly barrage of punches and kicks, increasing the intensity with each passing second. The Sage was still in shock when Keel delivered the last roundhouse kick, sending him to the gravel and clutching his stomach in agony. 
 
   WHAT WAS THAT? Dominic thought in alarm as he tried standing to his feet. Already he could see his sword flickering, its aura dimming with each gust of wind that brushed past it. He glanced up and squinted through his sweat filled eyes at the giant, not much taller than himself. Keel was still quivering uncontrollably, the energy of the Langoran struggling to break free, to explode and revert him back to a more fitting frame, but Dominic had been wounded to the point of paralysis. Each of Keel’s punches had felt like he was being hit with a tree. No training had prepared him for such brutality.
 
   But he couldn’t fail now. There was too much pride at stake. And Catherine was counting on him. She could be taken captive without his intervention and it would be all his fault. He tried to rise, but his body refused, and he watched in horror as Keel couldn’t contain his energy any longer, his muscles bursting like bubbles and his size expanding at a rapid rate. It took only seconds for the giant to change back to his original form. 
 
   “I don’t think you’ll be able to dodge that foot,” Alexander chuckled as Keel began to raise his foot over the fallen Sage. 
 
   A sword suddenly hit him between his middle toes.
 
   Keel bellowed in pain as he clutched his precious foot and fell onto his bottom. Alexander jumped under the shock of the crash and looked for the source of the attack. Only Catherine remained, coming out of a throwing knife position. But she looked different than before. 
 
   Her hair was shooting up into the air at all angles, her locks straightened and spiked as each strand glowed an electric purple. Her eyes were still green but her stare had changed from worry to that of determination and willpower. Her body had not grown or increased in strength, but it was now glowing the same electric purple aura her hair was, coloring the wind whenever a breeze rolled past. Patches of her skin were now revealing strange symbols and tattoos, shining a hot white as if she had been branded by the sun. She clenched her fists tightly and tried to hold back the power slipping from her very pores. 
 
   Alexander didn’t know what to make of this…
 
   “What are you?” he asked, slightly nervous. Catherine took one step forward, her aura and purple winds following her like a bride’s train. Raw energy began circling her wrists like bracelets and her body like little fairies zipping around in earnest. 
 
   “A consequence,” she said firmly, her voice echoing as if it came from another world. Alexander took a deep breath and maintained his stance. Keel rose to his feet and prepared to face his new challenger.
 
   “Are you a Sage?” Alexander asked.
 
   “Not anymore,” she said. “This is the power of Allay.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “I carry the stone, and you have just broken the seal.”
 
   Before he could say another word, Catherine ran to Keel with blinding speed and hovered in the air before he could react. The giant’s eyes widened at the strange sight and his mouth opened as Catherine cocked back her fist and then hit Keel with all the strength her small frame could muster. An explosion of purple and green light erupted on impact, and the giant toppled over, and onto his back, unconscious the moment Catherine had connected her fist to his face.
 
   Dominic could barely believe his eyes as she floated gracefully back to the ground, controlling her descent with the colorful winds that surrounded her. Alexander didn’t even bother running.
 
   “Tell me one thing,” he said nervously. “Just one…how did I break the seal?”
 
   “You threatened my Kingdom,” Catherine said, reaching out in the blink of an eye and grabbing his dirty collar. “And with Dominic defeated, you gave me no choice. I had to stop you. I couldn’t bear the thought of you escaping or causing any more harm to those I cherish.”
 
   “The stone…it has that much power?” Alexander said in awe, mesmerized by the display of raw energy surrounding him. “I never thought Keel could be defeated…so easily.”
 
   “No more talking,” she said as she pulled him close, her face scrunched up in pain like his breath reeked. “I just gave up a month of my life to take out that giant…I won’t waste but a second on you.”
 
   And with that, she slapped him gently, sending Alexander to sleep. She threw him to the ground as the symbols and tattoos faded. The winds died completely, and her hair curled once more. Catherine gave one little smile to Dominic, and then she suddenly fainted.
 
   He managed to gather just enough strength to catch her…
 
    
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter 3 – Pieces
 
   “It was a foolish decision,” Arimus said harshly as Catherine refused to bow her head in shame.
 
   “I did the right thing.”
 
   “We can sometimes do the right thing the wrong way.”
 
   “And that was not today,” she said adamantly. James looked around the table nervously as he listened to Catherine and Arimus’ heated exchange. It was weird enough sitting at a grand table in Arimus’ quarters, which he had never seen personally. But it was another spectacle altogether to see Arimus and Catherine at odds with each other. They never argued. 
 
   And then there was the fact that every last Sage in Allay was in attendance, watching the whole ordeal. Not once had they all gathered together. Not for one meeting. There were usually a few missing, off on guard duty or there were classes that needed instruction. But this morning, the Academy, in unprecedented fashion, had not only closed down the school, but sent every last student home. For a place that had the reputation of killing off every student that entered its halls, it must have been a sight to see a mob of recruits returning home, especially in light of recent events. 
 
   But today was an exception. Not since the Siege nearly twenty years ago had a single outsider been seen within the walls of Allay, let alone attacked them. With the village mostly in rubble due to the fires, and the internal safety of its citizens shaken, there was much damage done. With only one Prattlian, one Langoran, and a host of Terrs, Allay had nearly been decimated and brought to its knees. It didn’t need to be said, although every Sage in the room was thinking it. Another attack would almost certainly wipe Allay off the map.
 
   “Catherine, lifting the ban on the eidolons was unnecessary,” Arimus said. “Especially when we didn’t have a grasp on the situation.”
 
   “I did it for the good of the Kingdom,” she shouted. “You and Scarlet were off saving the citizens so I had to make a decision.”
 
   “Chloe and Kyran were with you in the beginning,” Arimus stated. “You should have had one of them accompany you. There was no need to place James or Dominic in unnecessary risk. And thank the Maker that maniac didn’t enter the Academy. No offense, Achan.”
 
   “None taken,” Achan said shyly. “I was probably more nervous than the recruits. Kept them calm with my songs of brotherhood.”
 
   “I agree with Catherine’s decision,” Kyran said. “I wouldn’t have left her otherwise.”
 
   “I second that,” Chloe said as Arimus looked to the two of them in surprise. Suddenly the room got a lot smaller, and it was already cramped as it was. Besides the large wooden table in the middle of the room, the walls were made up of stacked boulders, and the only light came from a few hanging torches on the sides. James couldn’t help but think it looked like a dungeon. And with the eight of them squeezed in, not counting the chairs they had to borrow from other rooms, he had to suck in his stomach just to feel slightly comfortable. He was afraid if he breathed, the place would implode.
 
   “We keep the identity of the Sages a secret for two very important reasons,” Arimus stated. “To misinform our enemies of our actual number, and to give the villagers peace of mind. Yes, there was chaos and death, but consider my words. Once it was discovered Alexander was at the Academy, we were in the clear. Exposing our power in the courtyard would have still kept the villagers in the dark, and with a clear mind to sleep at night.”
 
   “And then what would have been said?” Catherine demanded. “They saw Alexander and the giant. What would we tell them? That it was a training exercise? That a hundred Terr somehow collaborated together and decided to scale the castle walls?”
 
   “How did they get in, anyways?” Chloe asked.
 
   “The northern wall,” Arimus sighed. “By the castle. You know how that area has been abandoned since the siege. And we rarely guard the north due to how hard it is for an intruder to escape once they’re inside the castle walls. They apparently have been using it as a headquarters of sorts. For a month or so by the looks of it. Scarlet and I each killed thirty Terr.”
 
   “Says you,” Scarlet spoke up. “I believe I took down thirty five.”
 
   “Who cares?” Kyran muttered as Scarlet sneered his way.
 
   “And where were you and the missus hiding when the fires started?”
 
   “None of your business,” he stated as James raised a hand.
 
   “Can someone explain to me when it was okay for Kyran and Chloe to be married?”
 
   “James, now’s not the time,” Arimus sighed as James threw up his hands in reply. His mentor turned back to Catherine.
 
   “Now the villagers know of us, and so do our enemies if any were watching. Every day we waste from here on out could ruin the element of surprise. Do you understand what I’m saying?”
 
   “Unfortunately, I do,” Catherine said. “But I still stand by my decision. There was no guarantee Alexander was going to be at the Academy when we engaged him.”
 
   “James and the others could have been killed.”
 
   “I know,” she said firmly. “But I took that chance. I had to believe they were strong enough. Especially with the journey ahead.”
 
   “I’m done here,” Arimus said in a stoic manner. “James, Achan, come see me in the courtyard in fifteen minutes, will you?”
 
   “Sure,” they replied as Arimus looked to Dominic. Dominic bowed his head in shame as he glanced down at his bandages, wrapped tightly around his abdomen. Four broken ribs and a good deal of bruising came from his fight with Keel. Arimus didn’t say another word as he opened the door to his quarters and left, slamming it behind him. Kyran chuckled from beneath his trench coat.
 
   “Told you he can be just as harsh,” he said as he too left the room. Chloe and Scarlet, the other senior Sages followed, leaving the youth behind. Dominic fidgeted in his chair, debating whether he should leave when Achan spoke up.
 
   “Catherine, I don’t understand what the big deal was. If the ban wasn’t lifted, we would have been defenseless.”
 
   “Arimus wants me to consider the bigger picture,” she stated, leaning back. “He put the ban in effect because these eidolons, while very powerful, are still extensions of your soul. And when you’re in battle…if your eidolon edge can’t take the stress…it’s possible for it to break…”
 
   “And what happens if your eidolon breaks?” James asked. 
 
   “What do you think, idiot?” Dominic shouted, catching them all off guard. “You die!”
 
   Dominic rose from his chair, kicked it to the back wall in anger and stormed out the door. Catherine sighed, leaning her head in the palms of her hands. 
 
   “What’s wrong with that man?” Achan exclaimed. 
 
   “A broken eidolon,” Catherine said solemnly. “Is exactly how his teacher died.”
 
   “Who killed him?” James asked curiously.
 
   “Dominic did,” Catherine muttered. “The day he released his eidolon. He was trying to block his teacher’s eidolon, and in response he unleashed his own for the first time. Dominic’s sword was so strong upon release, he accidentally killed his proctor…and he’s been putting on a façade ever since. It’s funny…you know he was actually quite sweet before it happened? But that day…turned him into someone I never expected. He lives only for the battle. The challenge. It’s the only thing that keeps him going. He doesn’t want to face his limitations internally…it scares him too much.”
 
   “I can understand that,” James said truthfully. “I think we’ve all been there.”
 
   “No reason to act like a jerk,” Achan muttered. “So Catherine, what’s the plan now? Arimus sounded pretty ticked about this.”
 
   “Our mission to the five Kingdoms counted on one advantage: surprise. For the past two decades the Kingdom of Allay has been a ghost town, keeping ourselves nice and low. The villagers hid out of fear, and we…by choice. See, without any outsiders allowed in, and no displays of power to assess, the other Kingdom’s can’t accurately say how powerful or weak we really are, and people, when unsure, tend to lean on the side of caution. Our plan was to go to the Kingdoms under stealth. Yes, we may be discovered eventually and revealed as Sages, but there’s no way our enemies could know how many were still back at home, defending the Kingdom. Last night may have changed everything. For all we know, Alexander could have had other partners, and if he did, then an unknown party could have been sitting in the background, counting just how many Sages we have and how efficient we really are, which, by all accounts, is not very.”
 
   “I see now,” Achan sighed. “With us being exposed, there’s the possibility that word will carry over to the other Kingdoms. And they’ll know exactly how fragile our forces really are. They could send an attack and overtake Allay in a day.”
 
   “Exactly. And part of me knew the risks. Maybe it would have been better if we remained secretive while Arimus assessed the situation first, but I didn’t care then. All I could think about was my people dying. No, I’m sorry. I don’t care if I’m twenty years old and a villager is a hundred. To me, they’re all my children, my responsibility, my duty, and I’ll take their lives over my well-being any day. I couldn’t sit back.”
 
   “If we hadn’t gone in strong,” James’ voice cracked. “I would have lost more than one friend. As it stands, I’m upset that I had to come back here without giving Korey a proper burial, but…at least Jennings and Leidy are still alive. If the ban was still in effect, if we had taken our time…they wouldn’t be.”
 
   “I’m sorry you had to experience that, James,” Catherine said sadly. “But I’m afraid that there will be more pain before the healing can truly begin. Though we’ve saved a number of lives, now we’re forced to act quicker than expected.”
 
   “You’re referring to what Arimus was talking about, aren’t you?”
 
   “Unfortunately,” she sighed. “In order to have a good chance of success, we still need to keep some element of surprise…which means we’ll be leaving sooner than expected…”
 
   “How soon?”
 
   “Tomorrow morning,” she nearly broke down. James shut his eyes at the crack of her voice. This was it…the day they had trained for, but dreaded simultaneously. But nothing could be done to change it. He understood Arimus’ stance. Even if they waited two more weeks, there was a possibility that word would have reached the other Kingdoms by then, and they would be attacked. As Sages, they would be obligated to protect the Kingdom. More lives, including their own could be lost and their forces weakened. They would be fighting a lost cause, and in the end, the ether would not be averted. Salvation would be lost to all simply because they never had the chance to leave…
 
   They were forced to depart now, before the other Kingdoms learned of the attack. It seemed…Alexander had weakened them more than they thought…
 
   And James dared not to ask Catherine what would happen to the Allay and its people once they left, if another Kingdom did attack while their Princess and her seven Sages were away…
 
   “James, we have to go,” Achan said, standing up. “Let’s leave Catherine to her thoughts.”
 
   “I have to give a speech tonight just after the sun sets,” Catherine stated, leaning back in her chair and staring off into space. “The villagers will still be in the meadow due to their homes being destroyed…I plan on speaking to them from the castle balcony…but until then, after Arimus is done with you…you’re free to do as you please. Say your good-byes. Prepare yourselves…that sort of thing.”
 
   James couldn’t bear the look on her face. Already burdened by an endless wave of scenarios. She would have no time to prepare for the journey to come.
 
   “And what about you?” he asked her. Catherine snapped to attention and gave him a warm, but fake smile.
 
   “I’m going to rest a while.”
 
   James knew she intended to, though none would come. He wanted to run over and hold her, take her back to his dorm room and let her nuzzle her head into his chest as he caressed her hair and spoke softly into her ear, kiss her forehead and keep her close with his strong arms. But he knew Catherine too well. If anything, he would just get slapped at the proposal. Another time perhaps…
 
   “We’ll see you later then,” James said as she nodded in their direction. He closed the redwood door behind him and sighed heavily. Achan put a hand on his shoulder and gave him a smirk. They had business to attend to. 
 
   As they walked from Arimus’ room, James tried to remember their way back to the Academy lobby. Apparently, the teachers’ quarters existed behind a fake wall in the room he had spent his first night in at the school. Nestled behind the fireplace that once warmed him was a labyrinth of elaborate twists and turns, leading eventually to a horrific hall of macabre dorm rooms. They had followed Arimus to get there but now he had no clue as to how they were going to get back. He looked to his friend for guidance.
 
   “Left a bread crumb trail?” James asked. 
 
   “Hardly,” Achan laughed. “But I do have an eidolon.”
 
   “For someone that hated the idea of becoming a Sage, you sure whip that sword out a lot.”
 
   “Maybe I’ve gotten used to the job.”
 
   “Well, lead the way then.”
 
   Achan began walking down to what seemed like a random hall to James. But Achan took each turn as if he had the floor memorized. James had to know.
 
   “You didn’t even pull out your eidolon,” James observed. “Yet you know where to go? What gives? Receiving extra training?”
 
   “Just on my own,” Achan said matter-of-factly. “It started when Arimus gave us that lesson on heightening our senses. Do you remember it?”
 
   “Of course,” James nodded. “It was one of the coolest lessons we’ve gotten since the classes began. Everything else has been exercise and training drills.”
 
   “And we were taught to sense things by holding out our eidolon, right? Which makes sense since it’s an extension of us, but then I started thinking of the mission, and I realized that there will be times in which it’s impossible to keep our eidolons out. Especially if we’re supposed to be stealthy.”
 
   “They are pretty bright.”
 
   “Exactly, and I’ve heard rumors that an experienced Sage can phase their eidolon out from any part of the body, so I’ve been practicing. See my right hand?”
 
   James glanced down at Achan’s right palm, pointed directly to the floor and marveled. The tip of his eidolon was sticking out, so slight that it was nearly invisible. 
 
   “Not only can I still sense the world around me, but I can keep my cover. And this is probably great for sneak attacks too. But that’s not all I’ve learned.”
 
   “You’ve been busy,” James said in awe, feeling a bit of shame for not training in private.
 
   “You’ve noticed that when we sheath our eidolons, we’re still able to retain our power for a period of time, haven’t you?”
 
   “I did,” James confirmed.
 
   “With my training and concentration on keeping my eidolon out for long periods of time, I’ve noticed that when I do sheath it, that period of time gets longer and longer, as if my body is slowly adapting to the changes it goes through when the eidolon is exposed.”
 
   “How long can you retain your power?”
 
   “Three full minutes,” Achan said through a smile. “Awesome, isn’t it?”
 
   “Well that settles it,” James said. “Starting today, I’m going to keep my eidolon out at all times.”
 
   “James, wait –“ Achan pleaded but it was too late. The blinding light streaked across his eyes and he winced as James brought out his full eidolon in the cramped hallway.
 
   “Geez, can you put that thing away?” Achan groaned. “And it takes practice to only reveal a piece of it. Train in your quarters where you won’t disturb anyone.”
 
   “Fine,” James said, sheathing it back into his ribs. “But I blame you for keeping me up all night from now on.”
 
   “This isn’t a competition.”
 
   “Isn’t it?” James replied. Achan stopped walking and held up a hand in protest.
 
   “Wait. Are we still talking about Sage training?”
 
   “Are we?”
 
   “James, don’t be childish. What’s on your mind?”
 
   “I want to know where you stand with Catherine.”
 
   “Are you serious?” Achan asked, taken off guard.
 
   “Just answer the question.”
 
   “I’m not pursuing her right now if that’s what you’re asking. It’s not really convenient. Don’t get me wrong, I love her, but we have a mission to prepare for, and she needs to be at the top of her game. I’m not going to start confessing my feelings to her now. She can’t be distracted.”
 
   “What took you so long to tell her in the first place?”
 
   “We were training, remember? Even you hardly got any face time over the past few months.”
 
   “True, but I’m just surprised that you’re so casual about it. I can’t stop thinking about her.”
 
   “I thought you didn’t like her like that,” Achan replied, raising an eyebrow.
 
   “People change,” James said firmly. “Feelings change. And I think I’ve fallen for her too.”
 
   “You think? You think, James?” Achan scoffed. “C’mon. Seriously. A few months ago when you didn’t know she was the Princess, you practically called her ugly and implied that there was no way she could be royalty. Remember?”
 
   “I was a child then.”
 
   “And a few months have changed that?”
 
   “A few months have changed everything. If you would have told me a year ago that by now I would be a warrior with supernatural abilities, helping to save the village from forest creatures and giants while making my way through the Sentinel Academy, I would have laughed in your face. But it did happen. And I did try to keep my feelings for Catherine at bay. I know what I said about her, and I’ll never forget it. Perhaps I’m still atoning for those words. But I can’t deny what I feel for her either. I’ve tried, Achan. Trust me. I know that you’re the better boyfriend, husband and future King. And out of respect for you, I’ve kept silent. But I can’t hold my peace any longer.”
 
   “So what are you saying?” Achan asked calmly, studying James’ expression.
 
   “I understand you want to wait until the mission is over, but we don’t even know if we’re going to survive. And I can’t wait that long. I can’t…watch her die out there without having told her the truth. So you have a week, my friend. Tell her how you feel, spend time with her, all that. Because after that time is up, if she hasn’t reciprocated your love, I’m taking a shot.”
 
   “We have a job to do, James,” Achan said in a serious manner. “You’re forcing me to pursue a relationship, but by doing so I could be jeopardizing the salvation of the entire world. Do you realize what you’re saying?”
 
   “To me, she is the world,” James said boldly. “I can’t imagine existence without her. Even if she didn’t feel what I do, every second I get to spend with her, makes me forget all the horrible things going on around us. I understand the logic of what you’re saying, but I just can’t follow it. When I say that I’m going on this mission to protect her, I mean just that. If she dies, I could care less if it’s a success.”
 
   “You shouldn’t say such things.”
 
   “I believe in our journey because she does,” James said truthfully. “That’s it. The only reason I even became a Sage was because I was giving up my life for her. And that’s the only reason I’m going with you now. What I can’t comprehend is why you don’t feel the same.”
 
   Achan studied his friend’s eyes, and for the first time, saw the anguish he was going through. James was in love. It coated every syllable he uttered. Only because they were such good friends did he was allow him the opportunity to court Catherine first. But how could he try to…date her…under such conditions?
 
   “Okay, James,” Achan said finally. “I’ll speed things up. Thank you for being such a good friend.”
 
   “You’re welcome, Sage,” James tried to smile as Achan patted him on the shoulder. 
 
   “Now, let’s really get going. I’m sure we’re late.”
 
   James followed Achan through the maze, never questioning his friend’s direction. And he had no mind to. All he could think about was what Achan had said. He was hoping that his friend would secede, miraculously say that he had fallen out of love with the Princess and would rather pursue his Sage training instead, but he had been wrong. Achan still loved her…and he too was fighting an internal battle. Of course he wanted a relationship with Catherine but considering the mission ahead of them, and how much it meant to her, he wasn’t willing to interfere. 
 
   “Am I really that selfish?” James thought as they ran to their mentor. Could he really not hold back and just do the job he was ordered to carry out? Was Catherine being with him all he could think about? What if he was so enveloped in emotion for her that he made a mistake during the mission? His focus so divided that couldn’t see an enemy approaching? What if his feelings ended in her demise?
 
   He refused the thought and looked up at his friend, running in front of him. Achan was still the better man, through and through. And though James wasn’t willing to give up a future with his Katie, he couldn’t deny that his focus had to shift a little more in the other direction. So during the week he gave Achan, he decided to devote himself entirely to his Sage training. No matter how much he preferred spending time with Catherine, if he didn’t prepare, he might not be strong enough to shield her from the dangers ahead…
 
   “You’re late,” Arimus said in a troubled mood as the two boys arrived. 
 
   “Sorry, Arimus,” Achan said. “We lost track of time. There…was a lot to talk about.”
 
   “How’s Catherine?”
 
   “Well. She’s preparing for her speech tonight.”
 
   “That’s good,” he said, looking to the ground. “I hope she wasn’t too angry with my words.”
 
   “As a wise man once told me,” James said. “Just apologize and all will be forgiven.”
 
   “Those weren’t my exact words.”
 
   “It’s what I heard at the time,” James laughed. “Arimus, you know I had listening problems.”
 
   “How true,” Arimus smiled warmly as he straightened up. “Gentlemen, I called the two of you here to complete your formal training. There is still a lot to show you about the path of a Sage, but with the situation before us, it is not yet certain how much time we’ll have in the field. Scarlet, Kyran, Chloe and I may have to devote our full attention to the task at hand.”
 
   “We understand,”Achan said. “Failure is not an option.”
 
   “Not unless we all plan to reside in Oblivion one day,” Arimus sighed. “And make no mistake, I want you at full attention for the entire journey. It will be difficult, exhausting, and draining. I don’t know who we will fight or how long we may have to run. But our mission will be a success. Even at the cost of our lives, our souls, and Paradise itself. Look to the sky.”
 
   They obeyed and Arimus continued speaking.
 
   “Once we leave Allay, all that will be above our heads is the ether. You realize what this means if one of us should be killed in battle…”
 
   “We automatically go to Oblivion,” James said monotonously.
 
   “Yes,” Arimus said, looking to the sky himself. “Which is why you must be careful, young ones. My aim is to ensure we all return home in good health.”
 
   “I would like that,” Achan smirked. “And to ensure it, we’ll continue our training while we’re on the road.”
 
   “Good to hear it,” Arimus replied. “Now, over the course of our time together, I’ve prepared you solely for hand to hand combat, but as you’ve heard, the eidolon has many more tactical uses. I’m sure you both know of Dominic’s support ability, Lock.”
 
   “Yes,” the two said.
 
   “Then you also know that every Sage’s eidolon comes with three abilities separate from its enhancement of your senses. An attack, a defense, and a support. Would you like to see mine?”
 
   “YES!” they said in enthusiastic unison. Arimus smiled. 
 
   “I thought as much. Stand back.”
 
   It was the first time they would get to see Arimus’ eidolon. Even with constant pestering he refused to give in, but now they would get their wish. Now they would finally get to see a true Sage’s eidolon revealed. 
 
   “Here it goes,” Arimus said as he placed an open fist to his chest. And when he pulled it back, the light hit them. 
 
   It was so subtle, that it immediately caught them off guard. Whenever Achan and James unleashed their full eidolons, a fantastic light show emerged with it. But Arimus barely gave off the glow of a firefly. It only spoke further volumes of how they were still amateurs. 
 
   Arimus grabbed the hilt sticking out of his chest and pulled out the sword quickly. And they stood in amazement at what they saw. They had seen Dominic’s eidolon of course, and each other’s. All of them looked like swords with only slight variations, but Arimus’ resembled more of a giant shuriken, with a hollow circle in the middle for him to grab. The “hilt” that they saw earlier was merely one of the “sword’s” extensions. Like a ninja throwing star, each of the four extensions had a rubber hilt which then jutted out into a sharp blade, glowing a cool, oasis blue. Arimus held the awkward looking construct with ease, and flipped it over and over to show how easy it was to use in battle. 
 
   “Each of the eidolons are an extension of us,” Arimus explained. “It would do you well to study yours in depth. Only then can you discover your eidolon’s innate powers. I will now explain mine. I trust you won’t reveal its secrets to anyone.”
 
   “No way,” James said as Arimus smiled.
 
   “Then pay attention. James. Please take out your eidolon and try to attack me.”
 
   James obeyed with glee, ripping the eidolon from his side like a whip. Arimus didn’t squint under its light, and when James was sure he had a concrete hold on his blade, he lunged forward. Arimus held out his shuriken eidolon and from the four blades came a mighty wind, engulfing Arimus in a small tornado within a matter of seconds. James reached his teacher and swung downward, but the winds just bounced his arm away, with such velocity that it nearly broke his wrist in the process. Achan decided to join in and tried piercing Arimus with his standard sword, but half-way through his swing, the sword was wretched from his hand and thrown across the courtyard. Arimus never moved during the display of his wind control. James was about to speak when the miniature tornado died down and Arimus cocked back his arm, the shuriken still in hand. And when he did so, wind once again erupted from the four blades, but instead of protecting Arimus this time, it shot in an arch over their heads and to the fallen standard sword, lying idly in the gravel. The winds picked it up as if it had hands and then charged towards James like it was trying to joust. James met the sword with his own eidolon, but at the last second, the wind changed course, taking the sword with it over James’ head and then zig-zagging through the air until it rested by James’ throat. 
 
   James refused to move as Achan saw his opportunity to strike his teacher with his own eidolon. With his weapon in hand, he carefully positioned himself in front of Arimus waiting for the wind to defend him, but Arimus was still concentrating on James. Achan smiled and swung in an upward diagonal arch, but at the last second, his vision was struck with sharp gusts of wind, as if someone had taken sandpaper and rubbed them vigorously over his eyes. He cried out and halted his assault. Arimus in turn reached forward with his left arm, grabbed the hilt of Achan’s eidolon and plunged it deep within his student’s chest. It didn’t hurt. But Achan got the message. If it was the enemy’s weapon Arimus had used, he would be gravely injured, or worse.
 
   Arimus smiled warmly and then dropped his arms. The winds died, the standard sword dropped from James’ throat, and Arimus released his grip on Achan’s eidolon. The two protégés brushed themselves off and prepared to hear the rest of the lesson. In no time at all, he had humbled them profoundly. 
 
   “Three abilities,” Arimus said, raising his fingers. “My defense, I revealed first.  A type of wind shield, going at speeds so fast that it makes it very difficult to break through. Imagine if I had been attacking while the shield protected me.”
 
   James gulped. It was a scary thought.
 
   “My second was my attack. The winds are then at my discretion. Able to control it with my mind, I can use it to push, to pick up, to punch, pretty much anything a human being can do, giving me a ‘extra man,’ as I like to call it, fighting by my side. And the third, is what Achan experienced. Now, for attack and defense abilities, they have to be used voluntarily, but the support is not. A support ability kicks in whether the user is focused or not. You can use it to your will, but if you’re not paying attention, it activates anyways. My support blinds the nearest threat, attacking their eyes violently. I’ve found that it only targets one foe at a time, but still, it can be invaluable in a pinch.”
 
   “If a support ability activates regardless of our choice,” Achan spoke. “Then how come we don’t know ours yet?”
 
   “Simple. You haven’t had to use your eidolons in dangerous situations. Think about it. Terrs didn’t pose you any threat. And none of you faced Alexander or Keel.”
 
   “That brings up something we’ve been wondering about,” James asked. “What happened to them?”
 
   “Executed,” Arimus said flatly. “Achan and Chloe saw to it.”
 
   “It’s true,” Achan said solemnly. “After Catherine defeated them, we took them to the forest. Chloe carried out the duty.”
 
   James couldn’t believe that Chloe could carry out such an order, but if she truly was the strongest of them all, there had to be a lot of things she was able to perform easily.
 
   “That’s another thing,” James said. “How did Catherine defeat them? If I recall, as long as the stone is in her, her eidolon is suppressed.”
 
   “That’s correct,” Arimus said. “She used the stone of Allay.”
 
   “She activated it?” James said in shock. “What happened?”
 
   “We were going to discuss it at the meeting, but my emotions got the best of me…she and Dominic encountered the two here in the courtyard. Dominic engaged them but was quickly overwhelmed. When Catherine saw his plight and the danger that the recruits, the school and her Kingdom was about to be in, the stone activated. She used its power to overcome Keel in one blow.”
 
   “How does that work exactly? The stone?”
 
   “She uses her life force,” Arimus sighed. “The greater the power, the more of her life she exhausts. Say she had fifty more years until her natural death. If she uses a year, for whatever purpose, her life expectancy drops to forty-nine.”
 
   James didn’t know what to say. It was a ridiculous notion. Her life? Every time the stone was used? How much had she used to knock a giant like Keel unconscious? Weeks? Months? Years? What if they encountered an impossible situation in the field? Would she sacrifice her all to ensure the safety of the mission?
 
   Yes. 
 
   She would. 
 
   There was no doubt. She would do anything for her people and her Kingdom. But what good would a relationship with her be in the end if she only had a couple years left? Or a month? What would it all have been for? This was unacceptable. Now he truly had to train harder. As much as he was able, he was going to ensure Catherine would not only be protected, but never be in a situation that she would have to use the stone. Not until they gathered all five and destroyed them all… 
 
   James clenched his fists in rage. Suddenly he felt more disgust for Dominic than before. What was he doing? He was a Sage, wasn’t he? It didn’t matter that he was still in training; he had his eidolon far longer than both him and Achan combined. And he couldn’t even do his duty in protecting the Princess. Catherine had to intervene personally…what kind of a warrior was that?
 
   “It’s a horrible situation…but if we do our job,” Arimus said, echoing his thoughts, “she won’t have to use the stone. And her years will be long and prosperous…which brings me to my last point…a Sage is beyond an eidolon and three abilities. There is no limit to our power. It is only we who decide to go no further. With training and dedication, you can even surpass Chloe in no time at all. If only you focus, and devote yourself to this way. I once told you that there is more to the bright light than an activation of our Sage powers. This is true. It is like a transformation countdown. As long as that light remains, we are able to activate more and more of our power. Transforming our limbs, our entire body, activating new abilities. It would do you well to get a lesson from Chloe sometime. But if you take no other advice from me, take this: Do not be afraid to reach for the stars.”
 
   James and Achan nodded, both wondering to what level they would reach before their journey was over.
 
   “Class dismissed,” Arimus said. “You have about two hours before the speech. Do whatever you must before then.”
 
   James and Achan turned to each other. There was so much to be done. 
 
   “What are you going to do in this time?” Achan asked his friend.
 
   “I’ll see you at the speech,” James replied. “I have business to take care of in the village.”
 
   “Okay,” he said, leaving James to his thoughts. Achan headed back toward the Academy while James walked past Arimus and out the courtyard doors. Standing in the silence, he tried not to think of the conflict ahead. He dwelled only on the present.
 
   “A Sage doesn’t need a stagecoach,” he said, unsheathing his eidolon as soon as he was outside. Holding it behind him, he closed his eyes, and began running, using his enhanced senses to guide the way. He began running faster when he thought of Catherine using the stone, Achan training on his own and Arimus’ powerful abilities. He ran as fast as he could, determined to waste every ounce of energy within him. He was ready to bring himself to the brink of exhaustion, so that he could heal, and do it all over again. His training would start now. Before the battles would be underway…
 
   It took him a half hour to reach the village at full speed. Not too bad. Of course, he was completely exhausted now and the eidolon was beginning to weigh him on him, but he refused for his body to rest. He would get plenty of that tonight.
 
   He didn’t have to worry about anyone being afraid of him once he entered the village outskirts. Most of it was in shambles, so many of the villagers had taken refuge in the meadow, the very place they had once avoided out of fear. 
 
   He didn’t want to go to the meadow, but it was the only place he could find Leidy and Jennings. Sheathing his eidolon reluctantly, he made his way there and tried not to dwell on the sight. Tents, blankets and makeshift wooden shelters, roofed with straw and tree branches were scattered throughout. Scared and shaken, the villagers clung to each other and spoke in whispers. James wished he had brought a cloak to conceal his identity, but at this point, he wasn’t sure if it would cause more harm than good anyways. 
 
   Ignoring the stares and increased whispers upon his recognition, he navigated the crowd until he saw his friends, just sitting and staring off into space. As soon as Leidy saw him though, she removed Jennings’ arm from around her and leaped into James’. 
 
   James hugged her back tightly and he couldn’t fight back his tears any longer. He cried into her shoulder bitterly as he squeezed her shoulders. Leidy wailed and Jennings soon joined them, throwing his jock reputation to the side. No one would remember. It was time of mourning for all…
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   “Where is he buried?” James asked carefully. They had been weeping for so long that he had long forgotten the purpose of his arrival. Leidy picked at the grass.
 
   “There were too many bodies,” she said. “We had to burn them.”
 
   “I’m going to miss him,” James replied, staring up at the sky. “When you weren’t around, Leidy, he would make me laugh to no end.”
 
   “He was a jolly guy,” Jennings laughed. “It didn’t matter what people said about the two of us being together. He made me forget how much life sucked…well, considering last night; it wasn’t so bad I guess.”
 
   “I don’t even think my store made it,” Leidy sighed. “All that work for nothing.”
 
   “Not for nothing,” James laughed. “If it wasn’t for you, I wouldn’t have gotten so big and strong.”
 
   “Speaking of which,” Jennings sat up further. “Who was that we saw last night? It wasn’t the James I knew.”
 
   “The Academy did me good,” James chuckled. Leidy leaned on his shoulder.
 
   “Guess your father was right after all.”
 
   James wasn’t sure what to say to that. Jennings laughed and shook his head.
 
   “Seriously, what was that? You were like a superhero or something.”
 
   “I’m a Sage,” he declared proudly. He now had Leidy and Jennings’ undivided attention.
 
   “Do tell,” Leidy said.
 
   “We don’t have time to get into all of it. The Princess is due to speak in a few minutes, but I’ll explain everything I can.”
 
   James stood up, looked around him at all the sad faces and decided to go against his better judgment. He unleashed his eidolon with a flash of light, making the whole crowd erupt in gasps and terror. Some began running away but James held up his hand.
 
   “Don’t worry,” he shouted. “I’m not here to hurt anyone. I’m just trying to show you something.” James cleared his throat.
 
   “Here in the Kingdom of Allay, we all have the ability to become Sages, people with the power to do things like this – take their souls and fashion it into a sword. And you all know me well. If I can somehow become this warrior of immense power, you can too. I’m no different than any of you. Actually, I was worse off…but this is what I’ve learned to become in the Academy. And how you do it is that you have to let go. Of your fear, your troubles, your terror. Look within yourself, find that person that brings you up, not tears you down, and strengthen that person. And with that powerful man or woman at the helm of your life, make this decision: don’t live for you. Don’t strive to just achieve great things for you and you alone. Live for others. Die for them. And you will find that you have the power inside of you to defeat anything that seeks to oppress us. Think of last night.”
 
   The crowd murmured, still staring at his eidolon, glowing like a beacon.
 
   “To fight against such enemies, you must become Sages. Nothing less will do. Don’t settle. Each of us has this power inside of us. We just have to bring it out.”
 
   “Will you show us? Train us?” Someone called out from the crowd. James shook his head.
 
   “No. Because no one could train me. Think about it. I was hard-headed. Worthless. A slacker of the highest degree. I received endless knocks on the head and teaching from my father, from all of you and it did me no good. It wasn’t until I was forced to face who I was and make a decision for myself that my life changed. I had to choose whether to achieve greatness, or die in depression. And I chose greatness. I won’t lie. It was a long process, and because I had slacked for so long, the road was harder than it needed to be, but in the end, I learned to believe not only in myself, but all of you. Suddenly the words you’ve tried to relay to me rang true, and I appreciated the kindness you’ve shown. But none of this would have happened if I didn’t go through the journey on my own. You will have to do the same.”
 
   The crowd was speaking amongst themselves louder this time, pointing at his eidolon and themselves. James could already see the seeds he planted beginning to germinate. He had once felt the same rise within him. In such a common place as the village of Allay, there was nothing to look up to, to strive for. But seeing this slacker before them with an eidolon shining bright in his hand, they were already saying within themselves and to each other…
 
   “I can do that.”
 
   As James sheathed his eidolon, he felt his fellow warriors suddenly appear behind him. Walking forward and then standing next to him side by side, they revealed themselves to the Kingdom of Allay formally. 
 
   Arimus. Kyran. Chloe. Dominic. Achan. Scarlet and James.
 
   These were the Sages of Allay, and not one villager in attendance would forget the sight of them. Should the Kingdom strive on, the image would be seared into their minds forever. The Sages of legend had not been destroyed and made extinct. Here they stood, still endangered, but strong and ready for battle. Their protectors still here, igniting a passion in the core of their being, giving them something to strive for. The villagers, with nothing left to look to, would reach for higher, and in their hearts, they declared loudly:
 
   These would not be the last of the Sages. 
 
    
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter 4 – Gone
 
   The crowd hushed and looked to the castle, which had been nothing more than a dead zone for the last two decades. They had not looked to it simply because they knew no one was there to speak. But today was different. In the aftermath of their turmoil, a voice from the past would talk to them, and usher in a new age for them all.
 
   As the crowd, both villagers and Sages looked to the sole balcony of the castle, jutting out a castle tower and extending out toward the meadow, they waited. And then they saw her step out. James couldn’t help it. His jaw dropped, and Arimus just chuckled as soon as he saw it from the corner of his eye.
 
   If anyone had showed him months ago, that the woman now standing on the balcony was the Princess of Allay, there would have been no question.
 
   She approached the balcony’s end gracefully, with eyes closed and a blushed face. Her hair was still curly but it had been washed and shined. Her face had been scrubbed and her freckles seemed to twinkle like stars. The dress she wore was elegant and majestic, a royal purple silk that hung on her shoulders like a King’s robe. The dress was very much like a bride’s, complete with frills, a beautiful array of colorful flowers decorating the belt running across her waist and a veiled train falling down her legs and extending far behind her. Her hands were gloved in the same purple silk. In her right hand, she carried the crown of her father, glistening from its vast spread of diamonds and choice rubies. In her left, she carried only a piece of paper. 
 
   When she was in full view of her people, the last glimpse of the sun descending in the distance and the shadows of the evenings coming out to play, she opened her eyes. Her emerald green eyes were full of life and vibrancy. They were washed in tears, and she struggled to maintain her composure as she cleared her throat and prepared to address her Kingdom. James couldn’t hold his breath any longer.
 
   “She’s beautiful,” he sighed in awe as each of the Sages looked to him. Only two showed any expression. Dominic scowled and Achan smiled.
 
   The crowd took a deep breath, and their Princess spoke to them all for the first time.
 
   “I love you all,” she finally said, nearly breaking into tears. She cupped her mouth with the crown but then bit her lip and straightened up. The crowd nearly joined her in her weeping.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she laughed nervously. “But I had to tell you. Because I needed you to know before I explain what must be done…”
 
   The people waited for her to continue.
 
   “Nearly twenty years ago, our Kingdom was crippled. And we’ve been recovering ever since. It was thought that the Sages had been extinct, and there was no hope for Allay. I can tell you now that that is not true. Standing amongst you are the last of the Sages. Only seven.”
 
   The crowd looked to them, still standing tall.
 
   “And now the hard part…” she said, nearly breaking again as she picked up the piece of paper in her left hand. “This is a letter I received three years ago. It reads as follows: My dearest daughter, I don’t have time to explain everything, but I have risked my very life to get this into your hands. Catherine, your mother and I are safe, but that is not what’s important. I’ve learned that Zen-echelon is behind the spread of the ether over this world, the ether that now travels to Allay. I’ve learned that the ether is a result of Zen-echelon’s use of their powerful stone, and they seek to destroy us all, both body and soul. Time is short. In five years, they plan to release a force that will destroy us all, as soon as the ether has covered each Kingdom. They are ruthless, and care nothing for our lives. Our only hope is if you should get the five stones of each Kingdom, for when they are brought together, their collective power counteracts one another and they become vulnerable. Only then can they be destroyed. I don’t care how it is done, but done it must be. If Allay or any other Kingdom seeks a life in this world or the next, this must be done. I am sorry for putting this burden upon you…signed Cornelius Herald…my father.”
 
   James examined the crowd as he thought over the contents of the letter. Why did Zen-echelon hate them all so much?
 
   “The ether my father speaks of now covers most of the forest outside Allay’s walls. Within two years’ time, it will cover the Kingdom. That I promise you. My mentor, Arimus and I have studied this letter in detail and have determined that these are the words of the King himself. But now we are faced with a choice. We can ignore these words and wait, and hope that they are not true. Or we can act. My Sages and I have chosen the latter. And this means we must also do something horrible to ensure the success of our mission…we have to leave you.”
 
   Any whispers in attendance now stopped as the villagers’ fear suddenly renewed.
 
   “We know how scared you must be, especially after last night. And there is no guarantee it won’t happen again. Next time we may not be there to defend you…tomorrow morning, we are leaving Allay.”
 
   Leidy and Jennings turned to James in horror. All he could do was nod in return. It was for the good of everyone…
 
   “To go to each Kingdom and enact my father’s plan,” Catherine said loudly. “We don’t have a choice…but you still do. You can sit and wait for our return in fear, or you can fight for yourselves, as you’ve done for all these years…if you love me, if you love this Kingdom, if you cherish your lives, you must fight for them. You must take up arms and rebuild. We must all become the people we once were and show the world that we are not afraid of what may come. From this point on, you are all soldiers. Warriors. Men and women of prestige and honor. There are no more villagers. No more citizens. You are the army. The infantry of Allay!”
 
   The villagers did not respond at first, unsure of their own voices crying out into the night air less they be heard by enemies unseen. But then a voice shouted loud and unashamed, a roar that caught them all off guard. James could not believe his eyes.
 
   It was his father.
 
   And then Jennings joined. Then Leidy, who simultaneously slapped the back of the head of the man next to her. And he cried out too.
 
   Then another, and another. 
 
   Soon the village erupted in shouts of war and battle. And then the Sages joined the rally, roaring with all their might. Within a minute, an entire Kingdom was shouting in unity, and whomever could be watching or listening from outside the Kingdom walls, would grow afraid. 
 
   Catherine smiled and then joined her people, pumping her fist into the air.
 
   Then she threw the crown into the crowd, and the shouting died down as they stared in shock at the ornament lying in the grass. Catherine spoke up boldly.
 
   “That is my father’s crown. And it is supposed to be mine. I was to have it put upon my head when I took over as queen. But on this mission, I will first and foremost be a warrior and a Princess second. And even now, I don’t deserve the honor of being made your queen. As a husband chooses his bride, you will choose your queen, or your king. Decide amongst yourselves. Should I return, and you determine that I am the best suited for the position, I will accept, but that is up to you to decide. From this moment on, I am a soldier, just like you.”
 
   And with that last word parting from her lips, she ripped the dress from her body, and threw it behind her. In its place was armor, thin purple armor that was worn, dirty and battle scarred. Catherine reached up and ran her hands violently threw her hair, messing it up to the best of her ability, then her armor to gather dirt, and then her face, rubbing the grime well into it. She finally wiped her hands all over her pants and then stood up straight and sighed in relief. 
 
   “There she is.” James thought. “That’s the Catherine I know.”
 
   “Good-bye,” she waved to the people and then blew them a kiss. “I love you all.”
 
   And then she turned and disappeared into the darkness, possibly never to be seen again amongst the villagers. They didn’t gasp or cry out this time. They spoke with more confidence and boldness, asking each other when they were going to begin training. Who was going to be their leader…taking care of business. James smiled as Arimus placed a hand on his shoulder.
 
   “Our job is done here,” Arimus said. “We must prepare for tomorrow.”
 
   James nodded and waved a good-bye to Leidy and Jennings. They leaped up and hugged him one last time. He embraced them back and then pulled them away. He had to focus now. 
 
   They understood his silence, and reluctantly went back into the crowd, finding their place in the Kingdom. And before he turned around to leave with his fellow warriors, he happened to see through the crowd…a stare. His father, glaring at him with a clenched jaw. James had no emotion to give him and they just stared at each other for a moment before his father’s face softened.
 
   He nodded in James’ direction and placed a closed fist to his heart. 
 
   James didn’t nod back, but raised his head and then turned to leave.
 
   With his back to his father, and the coast being clear, he smiled.
 
   And allowed the tear to escape…
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   The night had been a sleepless one, which made him angry considering he probably wasn’t going to get much out in the forest. Maybe in the other Kingdoms, if he wasn’t being chased or fighting…
 
   James took a deep breath and sighed as he walked through the empty dorm hall. He had neglected his packing the night before so he had to hurry this morning, and he had no breakfast so his stomach was weeping uncontrollably. James ignored it and reinforced the knapsack on his shoulder. The contents fell hard against the breastplate he wore under his white wool cloak.
 
   Standard Sage issue. 
 
   Every Sage received a wool cloak of a different color like the one Arimus wore to conceal their identity, but if they engaged in battle, there was no point in being subtle. They each wore pieces of lightweight armor underneath, not enough to protect them from deep cuts, but certainly the shallow ones. Each of them had received color specific armor also, except for Scarlet and Catherine who both wore purple. Catherine had insisted that she be aligned with her cousin and Scarlet, though scowling, smiled with her eyes.
 
   Arimus had his blue armor with matching cloak. Achan his red. Dominic his bronze. Chloe her green and Kyran his black, of course. James had the white armor. A representation of his eidolon, his soul. He wasn’t sure what the white hot light that came from it meant, nor the black rose keychain, but he would devote plenty of time finding out. He was ready to begin training.
 
   He finally made it to the courtyard and winced when the Academy doors closed behind him. It could be the last time he would hear them, or see the school itself. This was it. There was absolutely no turning back now.
 
   Standing before them were the other six Sages and Catherine, waiting on him, and surprisingly smiling at him as he approached. Well…except Kyran.
 
   “Sleep well?” Kyran commented as Chloe nudged his arm. James walked to Arimus and nodded. He was ready. The group instinctively formed a semi-circle around their leader as the winds began to pick up. James shuddered and listened attentively.
 
   “This is it,” Arimus said, a smirk breaking through his long, grey beard. “The day we’ve talked about for the last three years. As we embark today, I can’t think of a greater group of people I would rather lay my life on the line with. You are my friends, but more importantly, fine warriors.”
 
   The group remained stoic and listened.
 
   “But enough with the kind words. Here is the reality. If we fail, the world dies. For every one of us that falls, our chances at success diminish significantly. We can’t afford to lose one. The odds are stacked insurmountably against us. And do not underestimate anyone. Languor has shown how powerful their soldiers can be if they set their minds to it. Keel was one, and he did much damage to our Kingdom. Imagine thousands of him engaging us in battle. Prattle is not made up of warriors, but they are silver tongued. Remember Alexander. Remember the plan he executed in the forest and on Allay. Imagine thousands of him. They may not be able to defeat us in physical combat, but certainly in matters of the mind…
 
   “…And I don’t have to tell you in depth of Quietus. The siege of 88 is evidence enough. They alone nearly wiped us off the earth. They alone, killed thousands of Sages. We are six. Even now I shudder at the thought of entering that dark Kingdom. Our entire group could fall at the hands of one…just one…and finally, we have Zen-echelon. I know nothing of them but this: if they are not afraid to wipe out four other Kingdoms in one fell swoop, knowing the knowledge I just relayed to you, then they are a force that is not to be taken lightly…but even with all my warnings…even with this small number, we can succeed. The Sages of yesterday lived a life of luxury, even Lakyrmos himself. Allay was in the prime of its life. They didn’t have to fight the way we will now. And with so much riding on our shoulders, with this hunger for success fueling our eidolons, we can achieve feats they could only dream of. Remember that we limit ourselves. Remove those limits. Right now.”
 
   He looked to Dominic, Achan and James.
 
   “No more will I look at you as Sages-in-training. From henceforth, we are equals, regardless of what knowledge we possess. I won’t limit you with titles. Don’t you do the same to yourselves.”
 
   They nodded as he continued on.
 
   “Our aim is stealth,” he reiterated. “Do not draw attention to yourselves. We will move as one unit, infiltrate a Kingdom, and hope to retrieve the stone peacefully and anonymously. Understood? Good. Now, one last thing…Catherine unlocked the power of the stone yesterday. I was so upset over the eidolon ban being broken that I failed to acknowledge this impressive feat.”
 
   The group began clapping as Catherine blushed and nodded at everyone individually.
 
   “Thank you, all,” she said as Arimus smiled.
 
   “She accomplished the last goal she had set before our mission. With that completed, we have all the power available at our disposal. But we also know what using the power of the stone means. As her guardians, we must keep her safe.”
 
   The group nodded again as Arimus sighed and looked back toward the courtyard exit.
 
   “That’s all I have to say,” he said. “Let’s head out.”
 
   The group moved immediately, without anyone saying a word. James took up the rear and looked back at the Academy for a second, his last thoughts on the people of Allay.
 
   “I hope that every one of you becomes a Sage,” he whispered, and then he ran forward to catch up with the group. He smirked as he saw two smiling faces greeting him.
 
   Catherine and Achan had trailed behind, waiting for their friend to rejoin…
 
    
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter 5 – Cracks
 
   The forest had a nostalgic feel to it that James was not happy to relive. As a result of his trust in an enemy, recruits had lost their lives when it could have been prevented. He remembered each of their names and thought of them often. And it only reminded him that his actions had effects on others he couldn’t foresee in the present. He realized that he had to be careful now that the journey was underway, and he swore to never add Catherine to that list. 
 
   “Where are we headed first?” Achan asked as the group marched forward. With the hundred Terr that had been killed recently, there wasn’t much to be wary of in the forest, except the green ether that is. James looked to the sky and sighed as he they walked under it, not slowing down for anything.  There was no room for fear.
 
   “We’re headed to Languor,” Arimus said as the pushed some vines to the side. James noticed they weren’t taking the path he and the recruits had traversed in the third Academy exam. A path worn and beaten down from an uncountable number of recruits that had also taken the test. Arimus must have known a shortcut to their first destination.
 
   “Any reason why?” Achan asked, brushing away a cobweb that stuck to his spiked up red hair.
 
   “It’s the closest,” Arimus said as he cleared more branches out the way. “And although there’s a chance we’ll have to fight, it will give us some battle experience as a team. Prattle is second, hopefully giving us the opportunity to rest, and afterwards, we tackle the real problems.”
 
   “What are the odds we’ll encounter several giants like Keel?”
 
   “None,” Kyran spoke up, somehow slinking past branches instead of having to swipe them aside. “I’ve been to Languor before of my own accord. Should be nothing to worry about.”
 
   “In other words,” Catherine chuckled. “It’s going to be the hardest Kingdom of all.”
 
   “It might be easy for you,” Chloe said to Kyran, patting his back. “But the rest of us can’t just camouflage ourselves. We have to actually walk through the streets exposed.”
 
   “What camouflage?” James inquired. “Black will only help him at night.”
 
   “Oh it ties into his abilities,” Chloe informed him. “He’s all about stealth. You know his eidolon is completely invisible? I’ve never seen it myself. Felt it. But never saw what it looks like. Very mysterious. Especially since I’ve always wanted to spend days just interpreting what it meant.”
 
   “It’s not invisible,” Kyran stated. “It’s just a color that none of you can see.”
 
   “Oh yes, I forgot about that. See, James, his eyes are messed up, and –“
 
   “ – there is nothing wrong with my eyes,” Kyran sulked. “It’s just that this particular color is only one I can see. If the eidolon is basically my soul, it makes sense that I can see it while no one else can.”
 
   “Can you describe it to me again?” Chloe pleaded. 
 
   “I’d rather not. And we shouldn’t be discussing this. The enemy could be listening.”
 
   “We’re still on Allayan grounds.”
 
   “That didn’t stop Alexander and his pet. And besides, what if the fool gets captured and tortured. He’ll reveal all of our individual secrets.”
 
   “HEY!” James shouted at him. “Are you talking about me?”
 
   “It was a plain insult,” Kyran said, squinting his already small eyes from over his trench coat. “Though I’m surprised you understood it so quickly. I figured it would come to you days from now.”
 
   “HEY!” James shouted. “We’re equals now! You don’t get to speak to me like that!”
 
   “Says Arimus. To me, you’re still a child.”
 
   “Would you like to me to prove myself? Again?!”
 
   “Our last encounter was a fluke. I merely feigned unconsciousness to spare the Princess pain. Your eidolon was as dull as a rock.”
 
   “Oh was it?!” James was getting furious and already he could feel his hand go instinctively to his ribs. If Kyran wanted to settle the score, he was more than happy to –
 
   “James,” Achan said, breaking his thoughts. “Remember Catherine.”
 
   James immediately backed down and took a deep breath. Looking forward, he saw her back, still marching on next to Arimus, her focus on the task at hand. James shook his head and patted Achan’s shoulder, letting him know he was okay. Already he had forgotten the mission. He couldn’t do it again.
 
   “That’s what I figured,” Kyran said as Chloe glared at him and then took the lead. Kyran slowed down his walk as he looked to his wife, and the next thing he knew, he and James were alone in taking up the rear of the procession. Kyran cleared his throat.
 
   “Let me tell why Languor shouldn’t be a problem.”
 
   “I don’t really care,” James sulked. Kyran wanted to gut the boy, but he decided to hold himself back and ‘relax’ as his wife was always telling him to do. A twitch of his left eye was all that broke out.
 
   “I will tell you anyways,” Kyran replied. “As Allay’s only assassin, I’m tasked with bringing down enemies without detection. The only way to perform this is to know their weaknesses. Weaknesses are best found when someone is in their natural habitat. Their home is their natural habitat.”
 
   James rolled his eyes as Kyran droned on. He sounded like he was listing off the results of a tax audit.
 
   “So I decided to go to Languor on my own. It wasn’t hard. They’re so lazy that they would rather sit around and talk than train. I was surprised to learn you came from Allay actually. I figured you a native of their Kingdom.”
 
   James ignored him as they continued walking. Kyran sneered beneath his coat and just stared ahead. The kid was worthless. Couldn’t even listen to a fascinating story.
 
   “Our hope is that Languor hasn’t gotten aggressive in the last decade,” Catherine called out from the back. “If it’s business as usual, then most of them should be too lazy to move.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” James replied. “The Langorans I’ve seen are far from lazy. They’re fast and very strong. I don’t see why we shouldn’t be taking this more seriously.”
 
   “Of course he responds to her,” Kyran muttered under his breath.
 
   “Those Langorans are different,” Catherine said. “They chose to sit and accumulate energy. The less they move, the more strength they acquire. For Keel to have been that size, for example, Alexander must have kept him still the entire time they were waiting to strike us. But in their Kingdom, most waste energy playing stationary games. It’s interesting how their anatomy works. As long as they are doing something, even while sitting down, their power never reaches peak levels.”
 
   “So, they could be sitting down and talking,” James tried to understand. “And at the same time they’re wasting vast amounts of energy…but if stop talking, their energy immediately starts growing?”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “Sounds complicated. How do they even sleep?”
 
   “They don’t,” Kyran said flatly. “Not really. It’s more like cat naps than anything. Their bodies are designed like walking batteries. Full of energy. As long as they are engaged in something, regardless of how miniscule, then they can release this energy. But keep them docile and still, and the energy eventually begins to reach dangerous levels. Like a bomb.”
 
   “What about Keel?” Dominic muttered. James looked over at the solemn Sage. His bandages were now gone, but he was still not acting like his normal self. He had been way too contemplative. So quiet that he had barely been noticed. What was going on in his mind?
 
   “What about him?” Scarlet sighed. She sounded irritated about something.
 
   “Keel was bigger than the Academy when I faced him, but in the middle of battle, he transformed to someone our size, then back again. What was that all about?”
 
   “I’ve never heard of this,” Arimus said as he held up a hand for everyone to stop. They all stood still and waited for Dominic to continue.
 
   “We don’t need to stop on my account,” he snapped. “I can walk and talk at the same time.”
 
   “No, we need to process this,” Arimus said. “We didn’t get to have a proper debriefing in Allay due to what we had to prepare for. But perhaps we should have. Kyran, have you seen this?”
 
   “No,” Kyran said flatly. “Never heard of it.”
 
   “Explain it again,” Arimus said.
 
   “He was huge, and then he became small,” Dominic said, fidgeting with his knapsack. “I don’t know how else to explain it. But he did it at will. It caught me off guard. That’s why I lost.”
 
   “It’s true,” Catherine said. “I couldn’t believe my eyes. And I was so angry at the time, I forgot all about it. Looking back, it does seem strange for a Langoran to be able to do that.”
 
   “Was he larger than average?” Arimus inquired. “Or could he be the size of the smallest of us?”
 
   “He was only a few inches taller than Scarlet,” Dominic said.
 
   “What are you insinuating?” Scarlet asked, putting her face close to his.
 
   “Oh c’mon, he doesn’t even know the word,” James laughed. Dominic shot him a death glare. 
 
   “Can I ask a serious question? A serious one?” Dominic said through a clenched jaw. James was already waiting for it. “Why is he here?”
 
   “I second that,” Kyran replied.
 
   “We need him,” Arimus said as James glared back at Dominic. “We’re all Sages here. All of our talents are needed if we’re to succeed.”
 
   “He’s a joke,” Dominic spat. “An accident.”
 
   “I second that,” Kyran said.
 
   “He shouldn’t be here. He’ll screw everything up.”
 
   “At least I can protect the Princess,” James snapped at him. Arimus had to step between them to stop Dominic from lunging forward. 
 
   “Say that again!” Dominic screamed in rage, fighting Arimus’ grip. “SAY THAT AGAIN!”
 
   “Your hearing’s just fine, Sage,” James said. “Or have your senses dulled along with your skills?”
 
   “Let them fight, Arimus,” Kyran said. Arimus gave his friend a glare.
 
   “The Princess was well protected until she went with you!” James shouted as Dominic was beginning to break free.
 
   “YOU FOUGHT A COUPLE TERR, YOU WORTHLESS BUM!” Dominic practically shrieked. “I FOUGHT A LANGORAN!”
 
   “Hardly,” James said. 
 
   “James, shut up,” Arimus barked as Dominic saw his opportunity in his teacher’s momentary distraction. Pushing Arimus to the side, he unleashed his eidolon in one movement and aimed directly for James’ throat. The action was so quick that even James failed to see it coming, and at the last second, the eidolon stopped, the red machete hanging just at his adam’s apple. James focused down on the blade, and that’s when he felt the wisps of wind lapping at his chin. In the background was Arimus, his shuriken eidolon exposed, and his winds extending from the weapon to wrap around Dominic’s eidolon and stop his attack.
 
   Arimus pulled the eidolon back as Dominic strained against it, and when Dominic had turned just enough for his right cheek to face his teacher, Arimus delivered a left hook straight into the Sage’s face. Dominic fell into the wet grass, humiliated. He scrambled to his feet and suddenly began running forward, leaving the group already feeling the odds of their mission succeeding, going downhill fast. 
 
   “I’ll go get him,” Scarlet said as she chased after her pupil. Chloe pulled Kyran and Catherine forward and Achan followed, leaving Arimus to speak with James alone. James was still catching his breath as Arimus sheathed his eidolon. He stepped forward and grabbed his pupil by the cloak.
 
   “I have a mind to kill you,” Arimus said firmly. James’ eyes widened in horror as he felt the truth in his teacher’s voice. His eyes were calm and full of assurance. He meant every word.
 
   “I will decide within the minute,” Arimus said as he tightened his grip on James’ collar. James refused to squirm and pleaded with his eyes. 
 
   “Arimus, I’m sorry,” James cried out. “I didn’t mean this.”
 
   “Our mission will survive based on our unity. Nothing else. Even if we enter a Kingdom with stealth and exit without being seen, it will all be a bonus. Unity, is the only thing we’ve got, and with your…childish, immature words…you threaten that. You may have caused irreparable damage to Dominic’s morale. And apparently you still think of this as a game. Why shouldn’t I kill you now and spare us all the suffering?”
 
   James didn’t know what to say. But he did realize one thing. If he was a danger to their safety…Catherine’s safety, it was better that he die now. It would be better…
 
   “Should I kill you now?” Arimus asked. “Tell me.”
 
   “If you must,” James replied after a pause, closing his eyes and relaxing his body. “If it’s for the good of the group.”
 
   “Correct answer,” Arimus replied, and then immediately threw James back to his feet. James stared at his teacher as Arimus’ eyes softened. He shook his head and scratched his grey beard. “If you had begged for your life, it would have told me that you are still too selfish to see the bigger picture. I would have taken your life.”
 
   “I believe you,” James muttered as Arimus turned his back to him.
 
   “Walk with me,” he said as James matched his teacher’s stride.
 
   “You must watch you words,” he said as they walked. “Normally Dominic would have deserved a retort, but in this instance, he was not at fault.”
 
   “I know,” James admitted. “I was just thinking of how close Catherine had come to being killed at the hands of that monster. I remember Alexander all too well.”
 
   “But that moment is past, and we can only reside in the present. For her well-being and her respect for you, it would be well of you to mind your actions.”
 
   “Her respect, Arimus?”
 
   “It is obvious you have feelings for her beyond a friendship, but you have to remember that ultimately, the Princess chooses her prince, not the other way around. Without her consent, a prince would have no more of a chance marrying her than a Quietus. If the two of you survive, and you hope for even a small chance of being with her, you must be a man worthy of her respect and love. Without it, no matter how entertaining or kind you may be, you will never be her King.”
 
   James considered his words. It was true. Even if Catherine adored him to no end, she would ultimately side with her head over her heart. Should Achan or even Dominic prove the better candidate for the people, she would choose them, no matter what her heart said. She was a woman of principle. If he wanted to stay by her side, he had to adopt his own.
 
   “I’ll grow up,” James promised. “From here on out.”
 
   “Thank you,” Arimus said. “But if you don’t, I guarantee that you won’t see another birthday.”
 
   “I understand, Arimus,” he said. “You have your own code to abide by. I’ll respect it, and the group…even Dominic.”
 
   “Again, you have my thanks. Now, let’s catch up to the rest of the group.”
 
   They picked up the pace as James felt like he had just a valuable lesson in maturity. From this point on, he was determined to prove himself worthy of being Catherine’s prince…
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   “Dominic, stop!” Scarlet shouted as she maintained her pace right behind him. “You know how much I hate running. Running makes me irritable. And you know what happens when I get irritated!”
 
   Dominic came to a halt and leaned onto his knees, catching his breath as Scarlet placed her hands on her hips and heaved out loud.
 
   “Maker, help me. I think I have lungs the size of a goldfish.”
 
   “I can’t be around him,” Dominic said as he began to recover. “I can’t do it, Master Scarlet.”
 
   “You have to.”
 
   “I can’t,” he stressed through grit teeth. “I can barely stand the sight of him. How are we going to fight side by side? Why do you think I requested separate classes?”
 
   “What annoys you about him so much?” she said as she flipped her long, red-purple hair out her eyes. “I’ll admit he’s a little annoying at times, but he means well. Catherine’s taken a liking to him.”
 
   “That’s what I’m talking about!” Dominic exclaimed. “That commoner has her heart! I know it! And it doesn’t make any sense! I’m the one chosen by her father to be her husband. Because of my strength! And my background! This James came to the Academy with barely a day’s hard work in his bones, and even disrespects Catherine to her face! And then…and then….she falls for him?! And I didn’t care at first, because I know we were leaving him behind, but then…he unleashes his eidolon, and becomes a Sage! How Scarlet? What is this?”
 
   Dominic fought back tears as he punched a hole through a nearby tree. Scarlet crossed her arms and tapped her foot as she listened.
 
   “And then he insults me,” Dominic said angrily as he punched another tree.
 
   “So you try to kill him?” Scarlet scoffed. “In front of all of us? While we still have four Kingdoms to go to? I thought you were smarter than that.”
 
   “What am I supposed to do?” Dominic shouted.
 
   “Wait,” Scarlet said as she watched him pace.
 
   “Wait for what exactly? For the mission to be over and then watch as my love falls into his arms and make him King?”
 
   “No one said that,” she said, still watching him. “You really don’t understand how the world works. You’ve been in the Academy too long. Stop pacing and listen to me, boy.”
 
   Dominic stopped and fumed, staring straight at Scarlet. Scarlet smirked and laughed within herself. 
 
   He’s just like I was. She thought. 
 
   “I understand anger more than anyone,” she said to him plainly. “It wakes me up in the morning, it gives me my second wind when I’m about to break down and just give up on my desires. I understand completely what you’re feeling, but you must also realize how destructive rage can be as well. See, anger, if it had its way, would just destroy everything in its path. And when it’s done with you, it becomes a coward. It leaves you to face the consequences while it just jumps to someone else and continues its murdering spree. Now, anger can be harnessed. It can be a fuel to your fire, but you have to know how to kindle it. You never let the fire burn too bright.”
 
   “You’re basically telling me to forget all about him,” Dominic snapped at her. He turned to leave but Scarlet grabbed him and spun him around until he was well in her face.
 
   “I didn’t say any of that,” she spat at him. “You want to kill him in cold blood, you go ahead. And then we’ll strike you down right after. But if you’re real smart, as smart as I always gave you credit for, you’ll wait for the right moment. You’ll bide your time. It’s the only way you’ll come out on top and still keep your head.”
 
   “What are you saying?” Dominic said with wide eyes, suddenly becoming a little nervous. “You don’t mind if I kill him?”
 
   “No, but what I do mind is if you do it when it’s inconvenient for the rest of us.”
 
   “But you’re a teacher, a Sage…” Dominic looked at her carefully. “How could you say such things?”
 
   “Simple…” she smiled. “Because I’m waiting too…”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   James and Arimus joined the group just seconds before Scarlet and Dominic. Neither of the boys looked to one another, but it was apparent that whatever talks had been given, the problems had been resolved. James stepped forward and extended a hand out towards Dominic.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said the best he could. “I don’t want to destroy the group.”
 
   “I’m sorry too,” Dominic replied, even throwing a smile at him. “I let my anger get the better of me. It’s a problem that I have to work on.”
 
   “Me too,” James said. “And I also want to apologize to the group as a whole. As someone who barely got to join this mission in time, I have no place jeopardizing our success. I’m sorry.”
 
   The group nodded and began walking again, continuing the mission they had set out to complete with barely a word. Kyran slowed down to walk with Arimus in the back as they progressed.
 
   “I must also apologize, old friend,” Kyran replied. “It was unbecoming of me.”
 
   “Why do you hate James so much?” Arimus asked.
 
   “I don’t hate him,” Kyran said truthfully. “I just don’t like the idea of him becoming King. If Catherine simply left him as a friend, I would be completely fine with his presence.”
 
   “Noted,” Arimus chuckled. “And for the record, James as King is a scary thought.”
 
   “So according to your shortcut, how much longer until we reach the Langoran border?”
 
   “Two more days’ journey, provided there’s no more hiccups.”
 
   “What do we tell the Princess about the Langorans we keep chained up in a hole down below?”
 
   “Nothing,” Arimus said. “And she won’t find out. There’s a reason I took this shortcut.”
 
   “Smart.”
 
   “I do regret keeping secrets from her.”
 
   “It’s necessary,” Kyran explained. “In order to keep a Kingdom in order, decisions must be made that are…unpopular. Let’s take you, for example. You refuse to hear stories of my personal missions concerning Allay, in order to keep your precious conscience, when in fact, I see it in a different light.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “I think that by rejecting the gory details you are not preparing yourself properly. I may not always be around. Then you’ll also have to take up matters that are unpopular.”
 
   “I don’t care to know about them,” Arimus stated. “It keeps my mind as pure as possible.”
 
   “At least one of us can. You know, it does give me some satisfaction at night to know that my friend can sleep while I can grasp at only a couple hours…based on the atrocities I’ve committed.”
 
   “Would you have it any other way?”
 
   “No,” Kyran chuckled. “As sick as it may sound, a part of me actually enjoys what I do, even in spite of the fact I do it in the name of Allay. However, I have had thoughts of dividing my load recently…provided we survive this.”
 
   “Where is this coming from?” Arimus asked. “This is a most unusual request.”
 
   “I want to do it for her.”
 
   “Chloe?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Has she requested this, or are you actually bringing this up on your own?”
 
   “My wife has no clue as to what I do in secret.”
 
   “Then this decision is all of your own doing?”
 
   “Is it impossible for a man such as myself to fall in love?”
 
   “You’ve told me once that you were…it’s just that I’ve never really considered it a possibility.”
 
   “Then you truly think me a monster.”
 
   “No, Kyran,” Arimus stated. “I mean no offense. It’s just that I’ve seen no outward sign of your passion for her. Even when you asked to marry her in private, the request was very formal.”
 
   “You know I am a private man.”
 
   “So you would like to spend more time with her? Is that the source of the problem?”
 
   “Yes. I want to while I still can.”
 
   “I would grant this, but we simply can’t, even after the mission. Not for years, my friend. Someone would have to be properly trained to handle your set of skills.”
 
   “Then we will train someone.”
 
   “After the mission.”
 
   “Fine,” Kyran said as he began walking faster. “Excuse me if I catch up to my wife. This is the most time we’ve gotten in a while. Practically a vacation.”
 
   “Kyran, I understand you want more time with her, but I just…hope you realize how short of hand we are. How your request cannot be approved.”
 
   “Do not worry about it, old friend,” Kyran’s eyes lightened as he turned for a moment. “I know you understand. You must understand more than any of us.”
 
   Arimus’ eyes fell to the ground as Kyran’s words pricked his heart. A distant memory knocking on the barriers of his mind. He stared at the ground in thought, not caring if the group got ahead of him, when he saw the line.
 
   A thin, invisible line, stretched out from a tree on his left to a tree on his right. Kyran must have stepped over it naturally. He would have said something if he had noticed. But what was this doing in the forest, on Allayan property?
 
   “Kyran!” he shouted out.
 
   And then he heard an explosion…
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   James heard the shout coming from behind them, and then he heard a loud BOOM in front of him. At first he thought his ears were playing tricks with him because Catherine had been in front of him, and after the sound, the Princess was still standing. But then the adrenaline kicked in as he realized that the sound, whatever it was, had not been native to that of the forest.
 
   “A trap!” Scarlet yelled from the front of the formation as they saw her running back towards them. “RUN! RUN! RUN!”
 
   But then the sound went off again, and this time there were visuals to go along with it. As she reached Catherine who was looking for the source of the noise, the ground literally caved in like a breaking table, taking them all into its grasp. Only Kyran and Arimus were not in the vicinity. 
 
   It wasn’t a long drop as they only fell a few yards down, but it was enough to take the wind out of them. Chloe was the only one to land on her feet. 
 
   James scrambled to his and looked over to Catherine who was being guarded by Scarlet and Dominic. Achan took out his eidolon and concentrated, brightening whatever hole they had fallen into. There wasn’t much to see. Rock and dirt walls. Tree roots. No symbols or markings. No signs that any living thing had resided there. Yet they had definitely fallen into a manmade hole.
 
   James looked up towards the top and then at Achan who smiled back. He had seen the same.
 
   “Hardly a problem for a Sage,” Achan smirked, but as he leaped into the air, four more explosions went off simultaneously, coming from each corner of the makeshift room. The floor beneath them fell with them on top, and to their horror, continued to fall. 
 
   James unsheathed his eidolon as fast as he could and reached out with his free hand to grab Catherine’s who grabbed Scarlet’s and so on. With the chain secured, he leapt forward and slammed his eidolon into the side wall, forcing them all to dangle from each other hand in hand. Achan, who had jumped when the explosions went off, was delayed in the fall, and after seeing James’ strategy, followed suit, digging his own eidolon into the wall. The floor they had once been standing on continued to descend, as if the pit beneath it was bottomless. Soon the whistling of its fall ceased and all that remained was the darkness and random falling pebbles.
 
   James sneezed, causing more pebbles to rain on the Sages below.
 
   “Oh, great,” Scarlet groaned. “Please don’t do that again…Chloe, can you get us up there?”
 
   “I don’t know how to fly,” she said as she gave off a petite sneeze of her own.
 
   “Well, we’re not going to just hang here forever, are we?”
 
   “I can use the stone,” Catherine suggested as a resounding “NO!” echoed throughout the chamber. James concentrated on his blade, making sure he had cut deep into the rock interface. It was deep, but not deep enough. He focused on it, wishing it would cut in just a little more, and to his surprise, he felt it lengthen. 
 
   “HEY!” James shouted out in surprise. Scarlet asked what was happening and James shushed her. “I have to concentrate.”
 
   “Stupid kid, shushing me,” Scarlet mumbled as James focused on the blade. He willed it to not only lengthen this time, but widen as well, and within a second, the blade expanded exponentially, stretching out to the point his eidolon now resembled more of a giant spatula than a sword. James laughed as the others looked up in wonder. Chloe giggled.
 
   “Looks like someone figured out his support ability.”
 
   “Right on time!” Scarlet said as she flexed her muscles and threw Dominic up into the air. Dominic landed on top of the expanded eidolon gracefully and then immediately reached out for the next Sage. One by one, each of them were thrown onto James’ eidolon with James himself being last. Dominic tapped the expanded sword with his heel. 
 
   “Hey, watch it!” James shouted as Dominic stooped over to inspect it.
 
   “Just seeing if it was durable,” he commented. “And I was wondering if I could do this.”
 
   Dominic unleashed his eidolon with minimal effort and then pointed directly at James’. He closed his eyes, and James’ eidolon began to suddenly solidify and grow stronger beneath their feet. James figured it out instantly. Dominic’s ability to make anyone’s weapon weaker, or in this case, stronger, had come in handy.
 
   “At least it will ensure we’re not going anywhere,” Dominic uttered as he opened his eyes. 
 
   “And now that I have a base to place my feet,” Chloe said, rubbing her palms together. “I can get up to the top.”
 
   “How?” Achan wondered from above, but she answered as soon as he asked. She bent down slightly, and then launched like a rocket to the top, a smile plastered over her face as she passed Achan, the hole, and eventually became level with the tree line itself, soaring high into the sky. 
 
   “Show off,” Scarlet muttered. They heard some movement up top, and then suddenly Achan was magically lifted off his eidolon and taken outside the hole itself. His eidolon disappeared as its master left, and then one by one, James and the others were also lifted out of the hole by an invisible force. As soon as James felt the familiar winds pick him up by his limbs and carry him to safety, he knew that Arimus had been responsible for saving them. 
 
   With everyone outside and safe, Arimus wasn’t ready to sheath his eidolon yet. Kyran stood next to him with an ear bent outward, listening for signs of what caused the ground to cave-in. Chloe maintained her position above them in the trees, scanning the area for enemies.
 
   “I guess it’s a good thing we were spread out,” Arimus mused when a shout was heard from above.
 
   “Langorans!” Chloe shouted. “Fifty of them headed this way from their Kingdom border!”
 
   “Can you identify them in any way?” Arimus shouted back. “What class they are?”
 
   “Looks like the King’s guard!” she yelled as she let herself fall back down to the ground. She landed gracefully as Arimus used his wind to catch her in the last couple of feet.
 
   “King’s guard,” he said thoughtfully, scratching his beard. “They wouldn’t send the King’s personal guard unless they were to escort someone to him personally.”
 
   “Sending fifty men doesn’t sound like an escort,” Scarlet said.
 
   “A precaution if anything else,” Arimus replied. “Still, I think we should hear them out. If the situation gets tense, we can dispatch them if need be. Either way, with that trap going off, they will know someone is headed their way. No use hiding. The Kingdom will be on alert and it will only be worse for us if we’re caught. Let’s see how this plays out.”
 
   “Famous last words,” Scarlet chuckled as she pointed a finger at the Sages one by one. “Eidolons stay sheathed. Catherine remains anonymous. She looks as common as any of us with her face that dirty.”
 
   “Thank you, cousin,” she replied as Arimus turned to Kyran.
 
   “Stay in the shadows.”
 
   “Already on it,” Kyran said as he seemed to vanish entirely. Arimus turned to face the incoming troop, narrowing the distance and gaining more audible by the second. 
 
   “Only I or Catherine will speak,” Arimus said as the sound of a stampede came closer. James narrowed his eyes and focused, and soon, he could see them. They had spread out and surrounded them, sprinting through both the tree tops and the ground below. A group of ten came from the front, coming to a hard stop as they halted only a couple feet from the group of Sages. The rest maintained their position around them, with swords or bow and arrow in hand. James noticed immediately that although their bodies trembled and twitched involuntarily at times, they were significantly smaller than the monsters he had encountered during his Infantry exam. They were still big and tall, but only a few feet above Arimus in actual height and width.
 
   They wore bold blue colors on their pants and tank top shirts. Though it was slightly chilly outside, they wore no armor, their hide being thick enough for battle and climate. Patches of hair was strewn about the crown of their head in random places, and their eyes were inquisitive, unlike the Langorans James had met. 
 
   The definite leader of the troop actually had all of his hair still intact, and he rarely trembled. James could tell that he had a great deal of control over the energy coursing through him like blood. The Captain scanned the crowd and finally his eyes rested on Arimus. 
 
   “Are you the leader?” he asked cautiously, as he glanced at each of the Sages individually.
 
   “I am,” he answered.
 
   “Why are you headed towards Languor?”
 
   “If I recall, these are still Allayan grounds,” Arimus said, testing the waters. The Captain smiled.
 
   “Yes I suppose that’s true. But with your people capturing ours on a monthly basis, we figured we should join in the game ourselves.”
 
   “What capture-“ Catherine began to ask when Chloe covered her mouth. Arimus proceeded as the Captain stared at the two.
 
   “We would like to discuss that in private if you’re so inclined.”
 
   “What’s wrong? Not of all your people know of the sick games you play with our people?”
 
   “I think there’s a misunderstanding. We are not here to cause trouble. I apologize for my words earlier.”
 
   “Not just anyone goes this deep in the forest,” the Captain commented. “Only recruits of the Academy who get lost…or…well, the last time I’ve seen an Allayan go this far, they were a Sage.”
 
   “We’re not Sages, if that’s what you’re implying.”
 
   “We heard a rumor your Kingdom got attacked recently. Word of eidolon use too. Know anything about that?”
 
   “Actually, we’re villagers that have been displaced because of it. Prattlians attacked us and now we have nowhere to go. We’ve decided to try our lot in Languor. Better than starvation.”
 
   “Prattlians aren’t strong enough to cause that kind of damage. Must have been a Quietus.”
 
   “Saw no Quietus that night,” Arimus said firmly. “But we are so hungry. Is there a chance we might be able to ask for some hospitality?”
 
   “Sure,” the Captain said. “I’ll spare you from your starvation. Guards!!!”
 
   The Langorans readied their weapons at the Sages as Arimus raised up his hands.
 
   “Please, sir. We mean no trouble!”
 
   “FIRE!” the Captain shouted, and over forty arrows flew towards the Sages. Chloe responded before Arimus could even give the order. Throwing her cloak off to the side, she unsheathed her eidolon with great confidence. A double edged long sword emerged, very thin but undeniably powerful as the green aura that radiated from it was wider than the blade itself.
 
   Her draw of the sword was so fast that James could do nothing but awe as he saw the light appear after it was drawn! And in that split second, her right arm transformed, no more bare, but cloaked by the green sleeve of a majestic robe. Only her right arm had the robe covering her as the rest of her body remained the same, revealing the same green sundress she was so fond of. This one arm was all she needed.
 
   It moved in a blur, extending the six feet long sword over her friends’ head like a whip. Chloe herself barely moved, but her arm was like a tornado, gobbling up every arrow that threatened the Sages’ lives. And when the spray was over, the archers just sat back and stared. Chloe smirked and then snapped her arm once toward the ground. The robe covering her right arm, and the eidolon both disappeared instantly.
 
   “You’re Sages!” The Captain cried out as he began to draw his sword. Catherine reached out and placed a hand on the hilt of his sword as she removed her cloak with the other.
 
   “Stop!” she pleaded. “I am the Princess of Allay!”
 
   Scarlet and Arimus groaned as Chloe stepped next to Catherine, ready to defend any surprise attack the Captain dare try.
 
   “I recognize you,” he sighed after a moment’s study, taking his hand away from the sword. “Although you’ve grown…tell me, what are you doing on our grounds?”
 
   “We want to speak with your King,” she said. “That is all. It’s a matter that concerns him as well.”
 
   “The King sensed something coming from this area…” he said as he examined the Sages one by one. “If you’ll come with me, I’ll see if you can gain an audience. But I swear, if you try anything to upset the order of our Kingdom, Languor itself will descend upon Allay in all-out war.”
 
   “I would expect no less from such a proud people,” Catherine replied as the Captain offered his arm. The Princess accepted it as the guards of Languor descended from the trees, ushering the Sages along. Chloe shook her head and turned to Arimus.
 
   “Perhaps you should let Catherine do the talking from here on out.”
 
   Scarlet tapped the large man on the mouth as she walked past.
 
   “Yeah, Arimus, keep your mouth shut for once.”
 
    
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter 6 – The Kingdom of Languor
 
   “Is this a back entrance?” Arimus asked as the Captain turned around and glared at him.
 
   “And what if it is?”
 
   “Don’t mind my servant,” Catherine said, patting her escort on the forearm. “He doesn’t know when to keep his thoughts in his mind, where they belong.”
 
   Chloe and Scarlet laughed as James examined the interior. After walking for about an hour through the forest, the Captain had revealed a camouflaged entrance, crafted out of the ground itself. James could imagine a tree stump, but how they managed to make entrances out of the dirt and grass without creatures falling through was a mystery. 
 
   After a short fall of only a couple feet, they landed in a tunnel, also man made, complete with torches and railings on the side in case darkness overtook it. Arimus had whispered that it was possible they were going under parts of the Kingdom itself with the way it was designed. Originally, they were to spend the next couple days climbing over the hills and rocky terrain that lay outside the confines of the forest, but now, by skipping the hills they would save much time. 
 
   It was all quite fascinating really, and with the Captain agreeing to take them to the King, James felt a sense of security. Especially after seeing Chloe move. Whatever Languor had to threaten them, he just wasn’t afraid, and suddenly he felt that familiar lackadaisical feeling coming back to soothe him. He brushed it off and gathered his composure. If he wouldn’t face any conflict while they were in Languor, then he would have all the more opportunity to train. After all, he was confident that at the very least, Quietus wouldn’t escort them through their Kingdom. They would have to take it by force.
 
   And it was a great time to see Catherine in action. She had suddenly taken on a personality he had never witnessed. Talking about Arimus like a butler, charming the Captain, giggling like a little girl with a schoolyard crush, she was truly playing the diplomat. And it looked like she was enjoying it in the process, which just made him all the happier. As long as she was enjoying herself, so was he.
 
   As they walked, Achan nudged him.
 
   “Getting jealous?” he whispered as he pointed at Catherine and the Captain whispering and exchanging small talk.
 
   “No. Should I be?”
 
   “Ha, you sound like you’re already her fiancée.”
 
   “Shut up,” James laughed as he pushed Achan aside. “Well, at least someone’s making a move. Not like you.”
 
   “Oh, don’t worry. I remember what you said back in Allay. I intend to slip in and take over their dance the first chance I get.”
 
   “Oh?” James asked, feeling a bit of sadness. He had hoped Achan had forgotten.
 
   “How much further is this walk?”
 
   “Seriously. My feet are beginning to ache.”
 
   “Stop complaining,” Scarlet grunted from in front of them. “We’re here.”
 
   The Captain came to the end of the tunnel and knocked at the wall, made up of nothing but rocks and dirt. Surprisingly, a slit opened in the middle, and a pair of eyes peered through.
 
   “Who’s there?” a muffled voice called.
 
   “Captain of the King’s guard,” the Captain said.
 
   “Where are your men?”
 
   “With our guests,” he said as James looked behind him. It was pretty intimidating to see fifty soldiers cramped up behind them with swords and bows in hand.
 
   “Proceed,” the voice replied as a couple creaks were heard. Then the door opened, and the groups began filing in. James could barely hold in his excitement upon seeing the other side. Sure there were fifty other soldiers at the door’s entrance with swords, ready to kill any foreigners, but past that was a majestic hall, with an arched ceiling nearly a mile wide, laced with gold and splashed in white. Colorful murals of ancient battles and old tales were painted in vibrant colors, showing off Languor’s history in amazing displays. Colossal chandeliers hung from the ceiling and only further brightened the room. Even though by now it had to be night, it was as if the sun was still shining brightly through with how many candles and torches were lit, line by line, like a choir of light. To the right at the far end of the hall was a door which James suspected was an exit to the Kingdom, and to the left were stairs that were over a football field wide, with red carpet in the middle and candles bordering the outskirts. Golden colored banners and curtains hung from the bannisters and five servants stood at each side at the bottom, dressed in fine clothing with food served on a golden platter in their hands. James heard his stomach weep.
 
   “Princess,” the Captain bowed to her as he let go of her hand. “I will be right back. I will inform the King and Queen of your arrival and inquire if they will receive you tonight. It is getting quite late in the evening. They will be off duty soon.”
 
   “I understand,” she said. “But I must ask, may my servants have some of that delicious food I see over there? It has been a long walk.”
 
   “Of course,” the Captain replied, and then proceeded up the stairs. The guards of the King joined those surrounding the door in formation. All of them packed close to one another like a school of fish as they formed a half-circle around the door’s perimeter. The doorman sighed and took a large stake out of his jacket pocket to pick his teeth. 
 
   James looked back at the guards, still as statues and then back at the food.
 
   “Is it okay now?” he asked, and Arimus nodded. He ran forward to partake but he had only taken two steps when Catherine smacked his face back with her palm of her hand, vying to take the lead.
 
   “OH MY!” Catherine gasped as she nearly dived onto one of the plates and started shoveling mouthfuls of apples, grapes, oranges and plums into her mouth, pounding her chest as she swallowed with only minimal chewing.
 
   “Disgusting!” James exclaimed as he joined in on the plate next to her. The other Sages took their time with the other servants.
 
   “I....have to!” she said through a mouthful. “The Captain will come any minute…and I, have you tried this?....mmm….then I have to act like a lady!”
 
   “Catherine, for Paradise’ sake, slow down,” Dominic sighed as he rolled his eyes. “You’re spilling juices all over you!”
 
   “Oh, sorry!” she said as she pulled up parts of her shirt and started sucking on the juice stains.
 
   “Just stop!” Dominic cried out as James snorted from laughing so hard. Up above, he heard a click coming from a door.
 
   “They’re coming!” James said the best he could as he swallowed what was left in his mouth. Catherine quickly shoved a bunch of fruit under her armor and brushed her hands on her clothes while throwing up a cheesy, Princess smile. Achan laughed so hard that he spit out his food into the servant’s face who immediately smashed the gold plate right into Achan’s nose. Achan cried out and fell to the floor as the servant stormed off in rage, neglecting his post altogether. James helped his friend up and they laughed together. The rush of food entering their system gave them new life, and they were now more alert than ever.
 
   The Captain waved a hand up in peace as he descended the steps. The stairs ascended so far into the ceiling that James could barely make out the door he had come from. 
 
   “The King will see you,” he said. “All of you. Please remember my warning while you are in his presence.”
 
   “Of course, Captain,” Catherine replied, giving him a slight bow and proceeding up the stairs. The Sages followed behind, taking the steps slowly as to cause no alarm. After a lengthy flight, the door revealed itself. Cased in pure gold from the decorations to the hinges, it looked more like a vault than a royal entrance. As soon as Catherine stopped in front of it, it opened, and immediately they saw the King and Queen, sitting on individual gold thrones side by side, adorned with a number of diamonds, rubies and precious gems. There were no guards in the room, and surprisingly, no décor or impressive displays to speak of. Besides the thrones, it was quite plain, though massive in height.
 
   The Sages walked forward a few yards and then kept their distance as Catherine approached and bowed.
 
   “Your Majesty,” she said as they stared at her curiously. The King waved the Sages forward to join their Princess side by side.
 
   “Greetings,” the King spoke. He was an elderly fellow, withered and thin despite his heritage. Still, James could sense a dormant power from within him, as if he could break out his real strength at a moment’s notice. The Queen was also getting older in age; gray hair was falling from her scalp even as they gazed upon her, and her hands were wrinkled and brittle. The couple had been on the throne for a long time.
 
   “Why do you come to our Kingdom?” the King asked as he leaned into his arm rest. 
 
   “We are on a mission,” Catherine said. “One that concerns each of the five Kingdoms.”
 
   “Surely you don’t mean the five stones? After all, that is the only thing that we still have in common.”
 
   “I do, sir.”
 
   The King scoffed and shook his head. Arimus stepped forward.
 
   “If I may,” he said, and then he removed his cloak entirely. The King stared at the Sage curiously and then his eyes lit up with recognition. He gasped and stood up from his throne, gazing at the Sage with joy.
 
   “Arimus?” the King chuckled. “Is that you, old friend?”
 
   “It is,” he replied to everyone’s surprise. The old King walked over as fast as he could and hugged him.
 
   “It has been too long,” the King laughed. “Where have you been?”
 
   “I want to discuss that with you if you don’t mind. And the business at hand as well.”
 
   “Of course. Of course. MESSENGER!!!”
 
   One of the guards ran into the chamber and the King pointed directly at him.
 
   “Declare this throughout the entire Kingdom. No harm is to come to our guests unless they bring the trouble upon themselves. Understood?”
 
   The guard nodded and ran out the door quickly as the King looked at each of the Sages.
 
   “While Arimus and I discuss your mission, please, enjoy Languor to your heart’s content. Eat and be merry!”
 
   “Thank you, friend,” Arimus said as he walked with the King behind the throne and down the chamber to a hidden room. Scarlet turned to the rest of the Sages.
 
   “Have fun, but be careful. We’re still in a foreign land.”
 
   Chloe started walking off alone, no doubt to look for the invisible Kyran while Scarlet looked to the young Sages.
 
   “Keep Catherine safe,” she said. “I’m going off alone.”
 
   She then left too without another word, leaving the young recruits to sort out their next adventure amongst themselves.
 
   “So what now?” James asked as Achan turned to the Princess.
 
   “Catherine, if you wouldn’t mind, I would like to be your personal escort around this Kingdom.”
 
   “Why can’t we all be?” Dominic snapped. “She might need more than one.”
 
   “Let me be a little more plain,” Achan said to her. “I want to ask you out on a date.”
 
   Catherine was taken back in surprise as he took her hand and kissed it. She continued to blush and nervously, she looked to James and Dominic.
 
   “Um,” she hesitated. “Sure…if James and Dominic don’t mind.”
 
   “Why would we mind?” they said in unison, both scowling at Achan. Achan smiled and offered her his arm. She took it, smiled at him, and together they walked out the chamber and down the stairs, ready to enjoy the night. James and Dominic were the only ones left.
 
   “Just great,” Dominic scoffed. “The Sage and the Villager, left alone.”
 
   “You’re referring to yourself as the villager, right?”
 
   “Hardly,” he said turning to face James. “I have more nobility in my blood than you have in your whole lineage.”
 
   “You know nothing about me.”
 
   “I know you aim to destroy my marriage to the Princess.”
 
   “I’m not the one on a date with her right now.” 
 
   Dominic studied his face solemnly.
 
   “That much is true,” he said and looked at the chamber around him and then back at the Queen. “Perhaps we should take this opportunity to get to know each other better. You know, solidify our teamwork.”
 
   “You…want to do that?” James said suspiciously. 
 
   “It’s not my idea,” he said. “Scarlet suggested it.”
 
   “That sounds even stranger. Last time I checked she hated my guts.”
 
   “And so do I,” Dominic said truthfully. “But we have to work together. So, we might as well get familiar.”
 
   James shuddered at the word “familiar.”
 
   “Okay, let’s check out the Kingdom…”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   The King of Languor sat down into a throne similar to the one in his chamber, even though the room had been designed explicitly for privacy. Arimus sat in the throne seat across from him as they both rested their hands on the small diamond table between them. Upon the King’s order, a guard lit ten more torches and then left them to talk in the room that looked very much like Arimus’ dorm. The King gave Arimus a warm smile and then sat back into his seat.
 
   “My, how you’ve aged,” the King commented. “At least in appearance. You weren’t that old the last time we saw each other. What have you been through in the past sixteen years?”
 
   “Too much to reminisce about,” Arimus replied, fidgeting in his seat. “Tell me, what is the purpose of these thrones and the abundance of gold?”
 
   “Production has increased. There is a surplus of gold that I’ve decided not to waste.”
 
   “Still a distinction between the classes, your Majesty?”
 
   “I don’t see how that concerns you. You’re an Allayan again, correct?”
 
   “I am.”
 
   “Then we’ll chalk my handling of Languor as a taboo topic during the rest of your stay here.”
 
   “Fair enough.”
 
   “Tell me, Arimus, what are you doing here? Really? Surely you knew that we would meet eventually. Especially with the topic you wish to discuss with me about.”
 
   “I realize that.”
 
   “And you’re not afraid I’ll simply have my guards take you to prison and have you executed for treason? That doesn’t concern you?”
 
   “Not at all. I’ve…acquired great skill since I left.”
 
   “My,” the King chuckled. “You’ve become a Sage, haven’t you?”
 
   “I have.”
 
   “And do you honestly think that since the Kingdoms learned of the Sage’s near extinction that we have not prepared for a return? That we have not put in precautions against you kind? You are, after all our closest neighbors. What would stop you from growing strong and trying to take us over completely?”
 
   “This is a different time, King. Allay is different. We wouldn’t consider conquering anybody.”
 
   “Ah yes, I forgot that your Kingdom is cut off at the knees. Hard to wage war when you can barely stand.”
 
   “I know you’re bitter for what happened,” Arimus said. “And if it’s any consolation, I do regret leaving you in your hour of need, but I had to, considering the circumstances.”
 
   “We’ve worked together for years, and after what Allay did to you, I was willing to grant you trust, but then, on the brink of victory, you abandon me. Why, Arimus? What was it that changed you so?”
 
   “It was her,” Arimus sighed wearily. “It was Catherine.”
 
   “The Princess? That’s all?”
 
   “It was more than her innocence that convinced me that what I was doing was wrong, it was…it’s hard to explain. She has some kind of power to change people. If only you got the chance to know her.”
 
   “Perhaps that can be arranged,” the King said, picking at his fingernails. “Tell me about this mission you’ve come here for, and what you want of me.”
 
   “You know of the green ether that covers your Kingdom. Surely you’ve heard of the purpose.”
 
   “I have. Not that I’m an avid listener of fairy tales.”
 
   “Whether you are or not, it is close to blanketing all of our Kingdoms, and we’ve received word that Zen-echelon is the cause. It’s waiting for each of us to be under this ether, and then it plans to send an army to kill us all.”
 
   “No one’s seen any movement from Zen-echelon in over a century. There’s nothing there.”
 
   “Yet everyone that goes to investigate never comes back to confirm. What does that tell you?”
 
   “Who knows? I have no mind to go myself.”
 
   “Listen,” Arimus said. “We’re here to stop this before it comes down to a global war. And whether or not you believe it, we’re here under peace. We’re here to save you all.”
 
   “And I should be so thankful,” the King said, sitting up. “But I grow weary of your dance. Tell me what you want.”
 
   “The stone of Languor.”
 
   “Ah, there we are. That’s what I was waiting for. You want me, the King of Languor, to give to an Allayan…our Kingdom’s greatest source of power.”
 
   “I know how it sounds. But our intentions are pure. By bringing the stones together, we’ll be able to destroy them all, clearing the ether out of the sky, and giving us all a chance at Paradise.”
 
   “Ridiculous,” the King laughed. “And all I get in return is what? The hope of salvation? Come on, Arimus. I thought you to be reasonable. Do you remember Languor at all? We have everything we could possibly need. Entertainment. Food. Luxury. We have enough warriors to rival that of Quietus, and you want us to give that up? To scrounge? To cripple ourselves and become like Allay? If you take our stone, within two generations we’ll lose all our power, and suddenly, we’ll be no different than the villagers in your Kingdom. Weak. Lost. Dirty. No, Arimus. I would never entertain such a thought…well, I would consider one exchange.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Give me your Princess,” he said, leaning forward, looking steadily into Arimus’ eyes. “Have her marry me, and you will be given your stone.”
 
   Arimus stared into the eyes of his old friend, searching for signs of humor.
 
   “You’re serious,” he said finally, as the old King straightened his robe.
 
   “That’s my only offer.”
 
   “I will have to decline.”
 
   “Then we don’t have a deal. But I’m not evil…or impatient. It would be wrong of me to just banish you and your group from my Kingdom so abruptly. Take a couple days to consider my offer and then come back with an answer. We’ll go from there.”
 
   “Fine,” Arimus said as he got up from the throne. “I’ll discuss it with them.”
 
   The old King chuckled as Arimus stormed out the room, fuming.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   As soon as James stepped outside the massive hallway, and the relatively small castle, he almost forgot about Catherine entirely. Languor…was nothing like the village he left behind. 
 
   At night…the Kingdom came alive. 
 
   Firework and light shows went off constantly. The lights of the city below were bright and caused shadows to dance on the night sky above it. Cheers and shouts of entertainment could be heard even from the hill where they stood. Bright colors and laughing children were in abundance, and even large floats of famous Langorans and their cultural heroes hung in the air, some looking like strange woodland creatures while others looked no different than the guards the Sages had encountered earlier. 
 
   James didn’t know what to say. When the citizens of Allay were just going to bed from a hard day of work, the Langorans were ready to party. Suddenly, he remembered Catherine, and he felt a pang in his chest over the thought of her enjoying such a dazzling city with Achan and not him. 
 
   “This is amazing,” Dominic said as he took in the sight. “How is all this possible?”
 
   “They must work real hard during the day,” James replied. Dominic swung his head to him in surprise.
 
   “Oh, I forgot you were still there.”
 
   “I’m sorry that my commonalty makes me so invisible.”
 
   “I’m not,” Dominic said as he began descending the steps. James groaned as he looked below him, the vast amount of stairs that led from the mountain where the castle lay, to the bright city below. There had to be over a million steps.
 
   James ran down the steps as fast as he could, trying to catch up to Dominic who seemed to be gliding over them. As he ran he thought of Chloe and how she had transformed her arm in the forest. How she did it so effortlessly, and how quick and precise she had been. How did she manage it? What was her secret?
 
   “Dominic, can I ask you something?” James said, swallowing his pride. Dominic had been a Sage longer than he had. He had to have received training beyond his own.
 
   “No,” Dominic replied, but James persisted.
 
   “I really need your help.”
 
   “Okay, fine,” Dominic groaned, talking as he ran. “What is it?”
 
   “How is Chloe able to pull out her eidolon so quickly? I mean, the transformation light came after it was already out.”
 
   “I’ve been trying to figure that out for a while,” Dominic said truthfully. “To be honest, I’m not sure. When I asked her, she said that the soul is already a part of you. Why limit yourself to transforming just in the midst of light? Something like that.”
 
   “I don’t get it.”
 
   “Neither do I. But there’s got to be something to what she’s saying. She wouldn’t be so powerful otherwise.”
 
   “True…hey, we’re here!” James exclaimed as they skidded to a halt. Standing at the entrance to the city, he was able to see just how tall and wide the buildings were. Even the doorways were massive, and James could only surmise it was because of how big some of the Langorans could get. What he couldn’t understand was how they accomplished so much. Lights were everywhere, and the city was crowded, bustling with Langorans that were exchanging their currency at vendors for clothing or food, arm wrestling on coffee tables or eating vigorously in the restaurants. James felt a lump in his throat as he thought of his friend, Korey. He would have been right at home here.
 
   “Now, if you really want some entertainment,” Dominic said, the first twinge of excitement in his voice yet. “We should go there.”
 
   James followed his rival’s finger and gazed off in the distance. From where they stood, a fork in the city was created, allowing two streets for pedestrians to go down. On the right, a banner hung over it declaring the shopping district, but the left, got a rise out of James. It read, “Warrior district”
 
   “No one said we couldn’t fight for sport,” Dominic mused. James was happy to agree.
 
   “Let’s check it out.”
 
   They ran down the street made of gold bricks, dodging the townspeople dressed in their finest clothing for a night on the town. Glorious robes that boasted as many jewels as possible. The more one possessed, the greater they were revered. One man they passed even had a diamond the size of James’ head hanging on his chest from a necklace. James tried not to think of how even one of those small diamonds could probably feed his village for a week.
 
   There was nothing exciting about the warrior district at first. Just vendors and kiosks with axes, swords, bows, one even had an old guillotine on sale. But then they saw what they were hoping for. Sticking out on the left side of the street was a large sign that said: Tournament Center.
 
   Dominic patted James on the back in a friendly gesture and preceded ahead, running up to the booth next to the iron gated entrance.
 
   “What are the rules to enter?” he asked as the Langoran, barely able to fit inside the construct looked at him like a piece of meat.
 
   “What does it matter? You looking to die tonight?”
 
   “Yes,” Dominic said. “I wish to die like a warrior. With honor.”
 
   “Well, that’s all good and well, but the tournament is about to begin in a couple minutes, and registration already ended. You can try again tomorrow. We hold this nightly.”
 
   “Oh c’mon. I don’t need any armor to fit in. Just send me as I am.”
 
   “There’s regulations, kid. Besides, you look like an outsider, and we’re not – hmm?”
 
   The Langoran stopped talking as a head poked out from behind his shoulder and whispered in his ear. The Langoran in the booth nodded and then gasped as he looked back at James and Dominic.
 
   “How come you didn’t tell me you were Sages from the start? You guys are an endangered species! Haven’t seen one in years!”
 
   “So my friend and I can enter?”
 
   “Of course! You do know that if you die in there, we’re not responsible, right?”
 
   “I wouldn’t hold you to it.”
 
   “All the same, sign this.” The Langoran produced a death waiver for them to sign and then he pressed a button on the wall, opening the iron gate.
 
   “Hey, alright then! Have fun! Try not to kill each other!” he laughed as Dominic chuckled and headed through the door. James followed behind eagerly but was too far back to hear Dominic mutter under his breath.
 
   “No promises.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   “Are you having fun?” Achan asked as Catherine swallowed the last of her candied apple. She burped on instinct and then covered her mouth in embarrassment. Achan laughed and took her mouth away.
 
   “It’s okay,” he said. “You can be yourself around me.”
 
   “That’s good to know,” Catherine said as she looked at all of the beautiful decorations. They were sitting on stools under a rainbow umbrella, watching a parade of floats go past on the golden streets. 
 
   “You know what’s so funny and sad?” Catherine said. “This city…it reminds me of Allay in so many ways. Before the siege, I mean. I don’t remember details, but I do recall the lights. There was more than the village then. Most of it was in what’s now the meadow…it’s strange how nostalgic all of this feels.”
 
   “Well, I’m glad that we’re able to relive some fond memories.”
 
   “Oh, no, there’s nothing fond about it. All of the lights and noise was actually very distracting. Kept me awake most nights when I was little. To be honest, I prefer Allay as it is now. Everything looks so natural. As it should be.”
 
   “I never knew Allay once looked like this…”
 
   “You know, I’m surprised you asked me out, with you and James being such good friends…he doesn’t mind?”
 
   “It was his idea actually.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “He knew how much I cared about you, so, he thought that I should be given the opportunity to get to know you first.”
 
   “How sweet of him,” she said, looking at a float passing by that resembled like a giant, orange snail. “That’s a strange looking creature.”
 
   “Catherine,” Achan asked, bringing her attention back to him. “Are you bored?”
 
   “No,” she said. “It’s just I’m trying to figure you out.”
 
   “How so?” Achan asked curiously.
 
   “Your comment…just now, about not knowing Allay looked like this…how could you have not known? Or at least heard about it?”
 
   “What are you saying?”
 
   “Out of the seven Sages, I know you the least. Sure, James was the last to join, but I’ve met his father, been to his village, heard of his friends. But you…I know nothing about. I’ve heard about you at the Academy. How you wanted to be an infantryman more than a Sage, which is a little odd, but nothing serious…still, I wonder, where did you come from?”
 
   “I came from Allay, Princess,” Achan laughed. “I’m a Sage, aren’t I? Only Sages come from Allay.”
 
   “That’s true,” Catherine mused, leaning her chin into the palm of her hands. “And that’s the only kink in my theory.”
 
   “And what theory is this?”
 
   “That you come from another Kingdom,” she said, looking directly at him. “That you don’t belong to Allay at all.”
 
   “I’m not following,” Achan said, scrunching his eyebrows together. 
 
   “Where did you live before coming to the Academy?”
 
   “In the village.”
 
   “Who was your mother and father?”
 
   “I lived with my aunt Michelle on the outskirts, in the poorer district. I joined the Academy because I was tired of our conditions and wanted to make a difference. But I never wanted to be a Sage, even after I heard of the legends. I wanted to be a normal man saving lives, like the people I knew in the village itself, not these heroes from bedtime stories and picture books.”
 
   “But who was your mother and father?” she stressed.
 
   “I don’t know,” he said, staring at Catherine blank faced. “They died when I was young…”
 
   “Hmm…”
 
   “Catherine, I don’t know where this line of questioning is coming from, but the fact of the matter is, I’m madly in love with you, and that’s the truth. I’ve always admired you from a distance, and if you’ll just give me a chance, I’m sure you’ll fall for me too.”
 
   “That’s quite confident,” she said in surprise. “What makes you so lovable?”
 
   “I’m a man of principle,” Achan said boldly. “One that won’t break them under any circumstances.”
 
   “And what are those, if you don’t mind me asking.”
 
   “I’ll put my life before others. I’ll always fight for my dreams. And I’ll treat the woman I love like a Princess.”
 
   “But I am a Princess,” Catherine perked up, her eyes smiling. “So if you want to impress me, you’ll have to do better than that. We spoiled types are used to be pampered.”
 
   “Oh I mean to go way beyond that for you. It’s hard to put into words though. Perhaps I should show you.”
 
   “You’ve got my attention, stranger,” Catherine smirked as Achan stepped down from the stool and offered his hand. She accepted it, and he led her down the shopping district, wondering just how he was going to show her how much he cared…
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   “Are you absolutely sure you don’t want any armor?” Dominic asked as James stretched his neck. 
 
   “You’re not putting any on. Why should I?”
 
   “Because I’m stronger than you are.”
 
   “Whatever, just concentrate on your first fight.”
 
   “I hope you make it to the finals, James.”
 
   James stopped stretching and stared at Dominic. He had been irritatingly friendly in the past hour.  There was no way Scarlet scolded him into a complete character change. Something was up.
 
   “What’s wrong with you,” James said as he stepped over the wooden bench to face his rival. With the tournament already under way, the armory/locker room was completely empty, giving them the privacy they needed before heading off to the waiting room. 
 
   “What do you mean?” Dominic said, walking toward the waiting room. “You think I’ve gone soft after Scarlet’s talk with me?”
 
   “That’s exactly what I think,” James replied, following him. “You’ve never been nice to me. Why start now?”
 
   “Maybe it’s for the good of the mission. Maybe I’m doing it for Catherine. Have you ever considered that?”
 
   “Not for a second,” James raised his voice at him. “Because I know you too well. Whatever you’re doing, it’s for you and you alone.”
 
   “Am I?” Dominic yelled, turning to face him. “And what would you know about me, James? Tell me what you think you know.”
 
   “I know that I was just like you. An egotistical maniac who never knew when to shut up. A fool who couldn’t back up his words.”
 
   “See, that’s where you’re wrong. You know nothing about me. See, while you were sitting in the village wasting away, I was training to become a soldier, a Sage. My parents were Sages, James. They fought in the siege of 88 and died fighting. I wanted to be like them so much that I even went out there and tried to kill a Quietus myself when I was barely six years old. Of course, I didn’t get very far.”
 
   Dominic ripped the front of his shirt, exposing a large, deep scar that extended from his collarbone to his waist. 
 
   “The Quietus gave me a nice cut and left me to die. Took years to fully recover. And it wouldn’t even have taken that long if I had just lain in bed and rested. But I was too ambitious. I kept on training, in spite of my wounds. See, I want to be the strongest there is, and not because of some fantasy where I go around fighting bad guys. I do it because I never want what happened to Allay to happen again. I do it because Catherine needs someone that can kill any Quietus that rears its ugly head in the Kingdom. See, I’m nothing like you. You stumble in the Academy doors like a drunkard and mumble some retarded babble about becoming a Sage. Your common bones steps on sacred ground and suddenly you declare that you’re going to succeed where so many have failed…all of it, on a whim.”
 
   “But I did it, didn’t I?” James huffed, getting closer to Dominic with clenched fists. “I’m here, aren’t I?”
 
   “You’re an accident, James, “Dominic said coldly, shrugging his shoulders. “I heard about how you unleashed your eidolon. Tripping over your own feet while thinking you were using a manumit. And all of it was to save Catherine against Kyran of all people. Not an enemy of Allay. A teacher of your own school. So when I say you’re an accident, James, I say that as serious and candidly as I can. For your own good, just go back to Allay while you still can, pull up a chair on your failure of a father’s land, and go back to being what you were all along: Dirt.”
 
   James screamed in rage and pushed Dominic forward as hard as he could, through the armory and into the waiting room. Throwing a punch as fast as he could to Dominic’s face with his left, he reached toward his ribs with his right, but Dominic saw it all. He kicked James’ right hand away as he dodged the punch and kept backing up, past the number of Langorans lined up and waiting for their turn to fight. James lunged again, but Dominic pivoted to the right and jabbed James in the face so fast it knocked him off balance. Gritting his teeth, Dominic continued jabbing James like a boxer, each consecutive punch slowing down but gaining more strength by the second. One final right hook sent James flying into the line of Langorans, who picked him to his feet and yelled at him. 
 
   James growled and charged Dominic, tackling his midsection and slamming him into the waiting room exit, and out onto the tournament ring: A raised wooden ring with iron gates extending high into the sky. A crowd of Langoran spectators ceased their clapping and cheers once they saw the two Sages burst through. From their bleachers, spiraling all around the circular ring, they watched as the two Langoran fighters who were in the middle of their cage match, decide to leave altogether, giving the fans a new fight to watch. 
 
   Dominic grunted as James stayed on top of him blocking his flailing hands.
 
   “This look familiar?” James shouted as he went for the head butt. Dominic narrowly dodged it and punched James in the cheek, sending him flying off to the side. James scrambled to his feet and brushed himself off. The crowd looked in on in wonder as Dominic stood up and put a fist to his shoulder.
 
   “No, but this will,” he said ominously as a voice came over the loudspeaker.
 
   “You two can’t be in the ring! It’s not your turn!”
 
   “Then send out all your fighters at once!” Dominic roared, catching even James by surprise. “This would have been the final round anyways! And let’s make it a little more exciting! We, two Sages, will combat one another until one loses, while fighting your entire lineup at the same time! How’s that for an event!”
 
   The crowd roared with approval as soon as the proposal stuck in their minds. It was too good to pass up, and nothing short of a riot would ensue if it was denied. James heard the announced chuckle to himself.
 
   “So be it! You heard him, warriors of Languor! It’s time to show those boys what you’re made of!”
 
   The waiting room doors exploded open and James clenched his fists as thirty Langoran warriors, of all shapes and sizes, crowded into the ring. Some climbed up on the iron enclosure, waiting for the right moment to strike. Others slinked into the background and waited with axes or swords. James smiled as he looked over at Dominic. Now this was a battle worthy of a Sage. If there was ever a time to prove his worth, it was now.
 
   “So how do we know when the fight’s started?” James called out. A Langoran rushed Dominic as he spoke but he refused to warn his rival. Dominic waited until the last second before he turned around in the blink of an eye and knocked out the Langoran with one well-placed punch to the face. Dominic turned around with blood on his knuckles. He held it up proudly.
 
   “Ding – Ding,” Dominic sneered. 
 
   And then they released their eidolons.
 
    
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter 7 – Unbecoming
 
   James barely got the full blade of his eidolon out when he had to swing behind him and take out a charging Langoran. With so many in the ring with them, his senses were about to explode. The sweat and body odor alone was making his mind foggy, and his brain was firing off orders in record speed, telling him who was about to attack and how, based on the change in the air or the creak of the ring beneath him. He heard the shuffling on the iron gate above him and felt his muscles tense whenever he heard a war cry, expecting one of the Langorans climbing atop had caught him by surprise. Thankfully, since both he and Dominic had each taken out a Langoran, they were being more cautious now, each taking a second to think. 
 
   But as soon as the second was over, an unforeseen kick to his back sent him forward. Dominic screamed and swung his machete-like eidolon straight for James’ head who was able to duck and evade it, but not a shallow cut from a Langoran’s sword to his side. The cut was enough to make him lose his focus, and as a consequence, he took a kick to the face and a punch to the gut. 
 
   Dominic swiftly killed two of his attackers and aimed for his stomach. James parried Dominic’s eidolon with his own and then immediately dropped it as it became as heavy as a boulder. James threw it down to the ring floor, creating an impressive imprint and then he stepped backward, punched a Langoran away and then rolled out the way of Dominic’s eidolon, only to be kicked in the face. 
 
   This is ridiculous! James thought as he could already feel himself becoming short of breath. He rolled again out the way of Dominic’s blade as he met three other Langorans. As quick as he could, he dispatched them, blocking their blows with deadly precision, using the combat training Arimus had taught him instinctively. He managed to chop one in the neck with the side of his hand and he punched the other two in the throat as his Sage senses told him to duck, and very low. 
 
   James fell on his belly to the ring floor as Dominic’s eidolon pierced through one of his assailants. Dominic ripped it out and through the other two as one of the cage climbers jumped onto Dominic’s back. The Sage grunted in frustration as he reached over, flipped the Langoran over his shoulder and then pinned him through the chest with his blade. 
 
   James took this precious moment to gasp for air, but this breath was met with just another punch to the face and a butt on the back of his head by an axe. James fell down hard, right in front of his eidolon. And now sensing that the axe was coming blade side down toward his neck, he took the chance and grabbed his eidolon. Fortunately, it was now free of Dominic’s lock ability. 
 
   He swung upwards with all his might, expanding his sword wide and completely obliterated his opponent, turning him into ashes. Three more came his way as his eidolon shrank back to normal. He could feel the weapon in his hand longing to do…something. But it could speak no words. It was just a feeling. 
 
   Still, James came to a realization as he saw the three Langorans charge him in relative slow motion…
 
   He was thinking too much. 
 
    A Sage, just didn’t think in a situation like this. A Sage moved, and nothing else. Sure, there were times to be tactical and devise strategy, but not now. There was just too much information to filter. And if he ever wanted the power to one day take on entire armies…he needed to trust his instincts. He needed to trust the eidolon in his hand. It was after all his soul, and therefore it could do more than he ever could. By letting it take the lead, by trusting the silent messages that flowed forth, perhaps…he could defeat his enemies.
 
   James let the three Langorans come, refusing to be on guard or even raise his sword. Until he received a message from the eidolon itself, he was going to let go. Either his eidolon would react for him, protecting them both, or they would both perish.
 
   He knew his soul wouldn’t like the idea of dying.
 
   As soon as the three Langorans’ swords were about to cut into his flesh, his eidolon told him to move his arm, and he did. The closest Langoran was cut down the middle and fell to the side as the other two backed up for a second. They looked at James as he stared down at his eidolon and nodded. It would take over from here on out.
 
   James cocked back his arm, and listened. The two Langorans charged, and James swung forward. Surprisingly, out of his eidolon came a wave of light, as white as his blade, spreading across the room like a ripple in a pond. Except this ripple was also encased in fire. 
 
   The wave spread to the other side of the ring before it disintegrated against the iron gate, causing a crackling sound to come from the metal. Dominic had dodged the attack easily, but James didn’t mind. The wave had taken out not just the two Langorans pursuing him, but five others as well. Dominic smirked as he clutched his hilt tight.
 
   “Finally joining the fun?” he asked, but James wasn’t listening. He loosened his grip on the hilt and let his eidolon drop until he was clutching only the black rose keychain. Letting the eidolon hang down by his side, he began spinning it as fast as he could in a circle, walking forward with confidence. 
 
   Dominic, unfazed, cracked his neck and then charged just as the other Langorans gained their resolve. James smiled, and then…moved.
 
   Both he and Dominic became a blur as their eidolons flashed around the ring, their swings more like strokes, their blades more like brushes, as they painted a light show for the audience that they would never forget. Still clutching the keychain only, James swung his eidolon around him like a nun chuck, taking down everything in his path with only one strike each. Dominic moved just as fast, slicing through each Langoran he came across like a lumberjack, leaving nothing in his path as they turned into dust upon each blow. The two swung their eidolons faster and faster, walking closer and closer to one another as each Langoran failed to overcome the power of a Sage, and as they came within each other’s space, they each gripped their hilts tightly and swung forward simultaneously, each going for the killing blow.
 
   Their eidolons clashed, and out exploded raw power, two waves of fire erupting from the center and engulfing them both. Neither Dominic not James refused to yield to the pain as they leaned forward, their blades scraping against one another, waves of fire busting from them faster and faster. The crowd exploded in applause despite their fallen warriors and watched, as the two Sages refused to give in to each other. 
 
   James suddenly felt his sword get heavy and the eidolon slipped from his hand and onto the floor. Dominic swung down now that James was unarmed, but James didn’t miss a beat. Taking his hands, he slapped Dominic’s blade between the palms of his hands and twisted it to the side, causing him to lose balance and concentration. James dove down, picked up his eidolon and sliced upwards but Dominic spun around, dodging it easily. He swung his sword around him and then cut upwards, catching James’ hilt on the upswing and sending it skyward above his head.
 
   Dominic smirked and put his locking ability back upon it, sending James’ eidolon crashing down towards his head. But James activated his own support, and caused the blade to flatten and widen until it was level in width with the entire ring. The eidolon crashed down upon them both and then immediately went back to normal. With it being James’ eidolon, he felt no harm from it, but Dominic had taken the brunt. Grunting, he rubbed his shoulder as James readied his next attack. Though he could feel his lungs on fire, and his body aching for reprieve, he couldn’t rest. Not yet, for there was no denying it now. His senses were declaring it to him loud and clear.
 
   Dominic aimed to kill him…
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   “Do you know where you’re going?” Catherine asked as they continued walking down the shopping district. Already an hour had gone by, and Achan had made no move to purchase or barter for anything. Yet, he continued leading her forward. 
 
   “I just want to see what’s at the end,” he said assuredly. “Then we’ll head back.”
 
   “You know we’re not Langorans. We sleep during the day. And as fun as this is, I’m getting pretty tired.”
 
   “We’ve got to be hitting the end. See how there’s not as many lights?”
 
   “The further we get away from the center, the more dangerous this walk becomes,” she said. “Let’s head back.”
 
   “Alright,” Achan sighed. “I guess I can check it out during the day.”
 
   “Are you looking for something in particular at the end. Something important?”
 
   “I just think that…” Achan’s voice trailed off as he stopped and pulled Catherine behind him.
 
   “What is it?” she asked. Achan scowled ahead.
 
   “I’m sensing danger,” he said casually.
 
   “What kind of danger?”
 
   “I’m not sure,” he said. “But I’ve been keeping my eidolon like this for a reason.”
 
   He showed her his left palm, with just the tip of his eidolon sticking out. 
 
   “Clever,” she commented as she let go of his arm and put a hand to her standard sword. “My senses are dull right now. You’ll have to instruct me on what to do.”
 
   “Run back,” he said. “Quickly. Whatever it is has a murderous intent. Just go down a couple blocks so we’re not too separated. I’ll see what he wants.”
 
   “Okay, be safe,” she said as she ran back from where they came. Achan relaxed and waited for the man to approach. A Langoran, about seven feet tall. He wore a cloak similar to the ones Arimus had given the Sages, and one noticeable feature was the abundant amount of hair that covered his scalp. Achan shuddered as soon as he saw him come out of the shadows. He never got used to him.
 
   “Achan, you didn’t follow orders,” he said calmly, folding his hands together. His eyes were beady and never blinked.
 
   “I couldn’t go through with it.”
 
   “It was about to be over,” the man said. “If you had completed your mission, then you would be free. And then your mother would not be harmed.”
 
   “I don’t even know if she’s alive after all these years.”
 
   “Don’t be stupid. Of course she is.”
 
   “I need reassurance.”
 
   “No need. We’ve been following you since you’ve come to Languor. We’ve discovered something most unsettling…you’re in love with the target.”
 
   “I said that I was in love…but I didn’t mean it.”
 
   “You’re lying, Achan. I can always tell when you do…we heard your conversation at the café. It was all over your words.”
 
   “So what if I am? It doesn’t mean I won’t deliver.”
 
   “Your failure tonight was proof enough. Five more minutes. That’s all the further you had to go.”
 
   “So what happens now?”
 
   “Don’t worry. You still gave up many years of your life for our cause. We won’t punish you for this minor hiccup. After all, she is quite beautiful. It makes sense that you would fall for the target…but now, I’ll need the extractor to take over. He’ll come to snatch her when the time is right. All you have to do is not interfere. And as a bonus, we will free you and enable you to go back to your mother once the kidnapping is complete. That sounds fair.”
 
   “And what happens to me?” Achan said. “I’m a Sage now.”
 
   “We’ll figure out how to use your talents. Now, pretend to strike me with your eidolon. I will escape in the process.”
 
   Achan extended his eidolon far enough out of his palm to make it as long as his arm and then he swung at the man. The man sidestepped it quickly, turned, and then ran off into the shadows as Achan closed his eyes, sheathed his weapon and ran back to Catherine. She was waiting only a couple blocks down, watching the exchange curiously from a distance.
 
   “Catherine, are you okay?” Achan asked in worry as Catherine studied his face.
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “A Langoran smuggler. He wanted to offer me a hundred Langis for you. He didn’t know you were the Princess, but he noticed you were quite beautiful.”
 
   “Well, I hope you weren’t too tempted,” Catherine smirked as she grabbed his arm. “C’mon, let’s head back to the castle. Once daybreak hits, this place will become a ghost town.”
 
   “You’re not worried about the smuggler?”
 
   “When you’ve seen the Quietus rip your countryside apart, I hardly think one smuggler is cause for worry.”
 
   “If you say so, Princess,” Achan replied, keeping her close. He couldn’t give her up. Not after what he’s seen. And though his mother could still be in danger, he couldn’t deny that Allay felt a lot more like home than Languor ever did…
 
   The two of them kept each other close as they headed through the now familiar shopping district, watching as the night sky began to lose its darkness. The morning sun already casting hints of its imminent arrival. Achan remained deep in thought but Catherine was alert as ever, and when she heard a story being told on the side of the street, a crowd of about a hundred waiting in anticipation, she led him over, eager to hear what this Langoran storyteller had to say.
 
   “Princess, we have to go,” Achan said, coming out of his stupor but Catherine shushed him.
 
   “This is the story of Languor,” she whispered. “I’ve heard that they tell this story at the end of each night as a reminder to the people of their heritage.”
 
   “Fine, then we have to go,” he whispered back. The storyteller was sitting on a stool with one leg draped over the other. One half of her head was bald, the other showing off a lengthy train of fine, red hair. She was thin, but her neck was massive. No doubt she used her power to amplify her voice. The crowd waited anxiously, trembling and shivering, trying to maintain their own innate energy, but they kept quiet, and gave her the respect she deserved.
 
   “Hello, listeners,” she said in a sweet voice, a voice that also echoed up and down the street for a mile. It wasn’t loud, but somehow her words rode the air.
 
   “Since there are only a couple short hours before the sun is well in the sky, I won’t leave you waiting any longer. Our story begins as it always does. The very beginning. We do not know the year or date, but we understand that approximately three hundred and twenty years ago, a cataclysmic event occurred, altering the world as it once was. Before the event, it was a world in which many had no powers, no abilities. Their weapons were fashioned by themselves and Kingdoms were practically non-existent. It was said that they could fly in great machines called planes and ride the oceans to other worlds called continents. Once the event happened, however, the world was forever changed. When the entire planet was connected through invisible wires and communication equipment, suddenly, everything went dark.”
 
   The crowd gasped as they thought of their precious lights going out at once.
 
   “With the population greatly reduced, the people scrambled and began the construction of the five Kingdoms we now know, though at the time it was simply walls of brick, mortar and stone. That was until the five stones were discovered…a boy found them actually. A boy not of any particular Kingdom. We like to think he was a Langoran, but no one knows for sure. Still, he and his lover at the time were searching for food in the woods, woods that had long taken over the ruined cities and ravaged countryside…”
 
   “…And what was funny was that the stones were just lying there in the grass, in a circle, as if waiting to be found. Five, ordinary looking stones, but glowing with an aura that scared the boy and his girlfriend. Still, hungry and tired, he saw no reason to deny curiosity. He reached over warily, and touched one. And upon his touch, all five activated at once, dousing him in the collective power of a world long gone, turning him into a god overnight…”
 
   “…And a god he became to the world. With the five stones of power, he ruled the world as we know it, demanding all to come to the country in which he resided to worship him. Drunk with power, he systematically destroyed every continent that didn’t pay allegiance, taking any delayed message of the people’s alignment as a sign of mutiny. Soon, there were no countries left but the one in which our five Kingdoms reside. To this day, if you travel to the shore, and take a boat out to sea, you will never reach another country. The people, and the land have been completely obliterated…”
 
   “…So the people worshipped him, and eventually, he had sons. Five sons that would become the rulers of each of the five Kingdoms. He had complete control over his world, until death came to take him. Though the stones had given him much, they had not bequeathed immortality. And so as he lay dying on his death bed, he divided the stones of power to his five sons. Each accepted their stone with gladness and then ran back to their Kingdom to rage war. Languor was actually the most peaceful then, refusing to join the battlefield. But of course, that would not last, especially once we learned that Allay had been taking our men, even our women and children, for their own sick games. Chaining them in their forest, they would –“
 
   “We have to go,” a voice whispered between Catherine and Achan. They both jumped in surprise as a couple Langorans in front of them looked back in suspicion. The storyteller caught the distraction and leaned her head forward.
 
   “Does my tale surprise you, Sages?” the storyteller said in disgust. “Will you pretend even now that you don’t know what your people do?”
 
   “Let’s go,” a voice whispered urgently and this time, other Langorans heard it. They began looking around for the source.
 
   “Arimus needs us at the castle,” the voice whispered. “It’s Kyran.”
 
   “Kyran,” Catherine whispered accusingly. “What is this storyteller talking about? Do we capture their people?”
 
   “We’ll discuss that later. Go to the castle.”
 
   “We have to go, Catherine,” Achan said, grabbing her arm. “It could be urgent.”
 
   Catherine grunted and began walking away, taking her arm from Achan’s grasp. She began walking toward the castle in a hurry as he followed, trying to understand why she was so angry.
 
   “Catherine, what is it?” he pleaded. “What did I do?”
 
   “You knew, didn’t you?!” she accused him loudly, pointing a finger in his face. “You knew this was going on!”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “I’ve put it together…the Langorans that attacked you during the Infantry exam. They weren’t a rogue group, were they?”
 
   “No…they were chained up underneath the shrine.”
 
   “So everyone’s been lying to me.”
 
   “I didn’t know about it for sure, at least until the exam. I just heard the rumors.”
 
   “Yet you thought it was okay for you to think they were chained once you found out the truth!”
 
   “I didn’t think much of it…but, I can see why you’re upset.”
 
   “Upset doesn’t even begin to explain it. Kyran! Kyran, show yourself!”
 
   Kyran materialized out of thin air behind them, keeping up in the brisk pace back through the streets and up the stairs to the castle.
 
   “We could have prevented Allay being attacked,” she said angrily as he kept his eyes low. “No wonder Alexander wanted to kill us all. Who knows how long he and the other Langorans were trapped down there!”
 
   “They were prisoners of war,” Kyran said flatly.
 
   “What war?” Catherine shouted. “There is no war! Allay is not fit for a war! We could have easily simulated a dangerous experience for the infantry exam, not used live people! Allay could have been destroyed that night because of your foolishness!”
 
   “I’m sorry, Princess.”
 
   “Tell me the truth, does everyone know?”
 
   “Yes,” he said quickly. “But take the blame on me.”
 
   “No, I blame the so-called leader of our group. I blame Arimus.”
 
   “He sought to prepare the recruits for a proper training exercise. Without the Langorans, it wouldn’t have been enough to test their strength.”
 
   “No wonder so many recruits didn’t survive the test,” Catherine yelled back as tears began to well up in her eyes. Each lost recruit coming to her mind. “I thought we were justified. I thought Allay was innocent and we were attacked because the other Kingdoms wanted to kill us without cause. That they were monsters…now I wonder what else is being hidden from me. Now I wonder if the siege of 88 was as clean on our end as we’ve thought.”
 
   “That siege was wrong of the Quietus,” Kyran said. “Nothing we could have done would justify that genocide.”
 
   “At the moment…in my eyes, we are no different than they,” Catherine seethed, clenching her jaw. “And when we get to Quietus, I’ll find out for sure what happened back then.”
 
   Catherine reached the top of the stairs and angrily approached Chloe, Scarlet and Arimus who were sitting patiently on the steps. They stood up to greet her when Catherine came up and tried to slap Arimus across the face. He barely managed to catch her arm. Scarlet chuckled.
 
   “That’s my cousin,” she said as Catherine snapped her arm away and glared at him. His eyes softened and stared at her out of concern as she let the tears stream down her face.
 
   “The Langorans, Arimus,” she sobbed. “We’ve been capturing them? Holding them against their will and forcing them to fight our recruits?”
 
   Arimus looked to Kyran in shock but Catherine reached up and gently pulled on his beard, bringing his eyes to hers.
 
   “Is it true?”
 
   Arimus nodded as she let go angrily and looked to each of them one by one. Chloe and Scarlet nodded ashamedly as Catherine glanced up at the sky and closed her eyes.
 
   “So I’m the only who didn’t know,” she chuckled between sobs. “How am I supposed to rule anything, if my own bodyguards won’t even trust me. If they still think I’m a CHILD!”
 
   She roared her last word in their faces as they waited for her to let out her frustrations. 
 
   “You don’t know how I would have ruled,” she accused them. “You assume that I can’t make a difficult decision, even when lives are involved. But if it is for the good of Allay, then I will always put them first, above all else. However…with that being said, I will not stand for insubordination and secrecy from my closest friends! My advisors! My confidants! Even my suitors,” she said as she glared at Achan. “Make no mistake, I will rule alone if I have to! Do not force my hand!”
 
   Arimus dropped to one knee and bowed his head to her. She scoffed and pulled up on the cloak of his shoulders.
 
   “Oh, get up,” Catherine said. “We’ll discuss this in full later when we have the time. Tell me though, what does the King say about our mission?”
 
   “He refused to give up the stone unless we give him something in exchange.”
 
   “So what does he want?”
 
   “Well,” Arimus hesitated. “He wants your hand in marriage.”
 
   “He wants me to be Queen of Languor?” Catherine scoffed. “What about his wife?”
 
   “I know this man,” Arimus said. “And he is no different from the other Langorans. They seek pleasure above all else. Because he’s old, he is willing to sacrifice his Kingdom’s only source of power for time with you. It is not an offer I was comfortable entertaining.”
 
   “He is old,” Catherine said. “He may not even survive the rest of our mission.”
 
   “True, but to give up your freedom so simply is –“
 
   “ – do not speak to me of freedoms,” Catherine said with steady eyes. “Not now.”
 
   Catherine pushed past her friends and burst through the castle doors. The King of Languor was speaking to one of his servants, enjoying a late snack as he prepared for bed. He swallowed a grape quickly as he saw the furious Princess emerge.
 
   “Princess, to what do I owe your presence?” he asked nervously.
 
   “I accept the proposal you gave Arimus,” she declared boldly. Arimus and the Sages’ mouths dropped as they heard the words seep from Catherine’s lips.
 
   “No…” Chloe gasped as she placed a hand on Arimus arm. “She can’t go through with this. Allay needs her.”
 
   “I know,” Arimus said, shaking his head. “But she won’t listen to us…where are James and Dominic?”
 
   “Indeed,” Kyran muttered from beneath his coat. “Where are those fools when we need them most?”
 
    
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter 8 – Abdicated
 
   “Catherine, you can’t do this,” Arimus pleaded as the King’s servants escorted them to their rooms. After accepting her proposal, the King immediately declared them family and had a couple of his most trusted servants lead them through a hidden passage to the guest rooms. The hall was lit up with torches, but resembled the dirt tunnel they had traveled through earlier. It wasn’t until they hit the end and walked through another vault like door that they saw the clean, dimmed hallway that appeared much more like a hotel than anything else. Each Sage was able to procure their own room, but Arimus was not ready to sleep. He felt like he had failed Catherine miserably and he knew that he had to fix it while the situation was still fresh in their minds.
 
   “You can’t,” Arimus whispered to her. 
 
   “I just did,” she said solemnly, leaning up against the disgusting flowery wallpaper. “This guarantees us the stone.”
 
   “He won’t give it up. I’m sure he won’t.”
 
   “I’ll stress that we need it for our mission. If he doesn’t relinquish it before we leave, then we’ll consider other options. I won’t marry him without our side of the deal carried out.”
 
   “And what of Allay? What if our mission is a success and you become his Queen? What if he lives for decades? What then?”
 
   “It is up to the people who rules them,” Catherine sighed. “But it is you I will ask to take my place. You would have my blessing to rule.”
 
   “I’m not fit.”
 
   “But your Princess says you are.”
 
   “After what you’ve learned about what we do to Langorans, you would put me in charge?”
 
   “Scarlet is too temperamental and Kyran wouldn’t desire such things. Chloe is a warrior and nothing else. A bubbly warrior, but a warrior nonetheless, burdened with a one track mind. James and Dominic…even now we don’t know where they are, and Achan has yet to be proven. You’re the only one I trust. Despite your questionable methods, I know you have the purest of intentions.”
 
   “You don’t know me as well as you think.”
 
   “I know that you are my oldest friend,” she smiled warmly. “I know that you are like a father to me. I know that despite your allegiance to this Kingdom, and despite once being Captain of the King’s guard, you decided to spare my life. And you’ve stayed by my side since. I know your heart, Arimus. You act simply to do what’s best for us. And though we disagree with the execution of those methods, I know you would still be a wonderful King.”
 
   “I pray that you’re right,” he sighed.
 
   “Now,” she yawned. “I’m going to bed. We’ve been up for over 24 hours, and no action occurs during the day here. I hope you don’t mind.”
 
   “Not at all, Princess.”
 
   “Oh, and one more thing,” she said as she rubbed her eyes. “Before you head off to bed, could you go find my boys? I’m scared that they’re off destroying the Langorans’ crops or something.”
 
   “Kyran and I will get on it right away,” Arimus nodded. “Sweet dreams.”
 
   Catherine retired to her room as Arimus’ mind raced. There was still much to be done. Scarlet and Chloe stepped out as soon as they heard Catherine close her door.
 
   “Everything okay?” Chloe asked. Kyran slinked into the hall behind her.
 
   “She wants me to be King after she marries him,” Arimus said. Scarlet chuckled.
 
   “We’ve been through worse.”
 
   “Still, we have bigger matters to attend to. First of all, where’s Achan?”
 
   “Knocked out,” Scarlet said, listening to his door. “Sleeping soundly.”
 
   “Good,” Arimus said. “Leave him. We’ll need someone rested to protect Catherine once we leave. Unfortunately, we don’t have that luxury. We need to find Dominic and James. Kyran, have you seen them while you were invisible?”
 
   “No,” he said flatly. “Though I’ve heard rumors of two Sages fighting each other in the warrior district.”
 
   “That sounds promising,” Arimus rolled his eyes. “Okay, I’ll go look for them. Chloe, do you mind accompanying me?”
 
   “Not at all,” she said.
 
   “Scarlet, I need you to watch over Achan and Catherine while they sleep.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “And Kyran, may I speak to you in private? I have a special assignment for you.”
 
   Kyran stepped forward as Chloe and Scarlet took their cue and went back into their respective rooms. Kyran and Arimus walked a little down the hall as to not be heard.
 
   “What do you need from me?” Kyran asked. Arimus looked steadily into his friends’ eyes.
 
   “You won’t like it.”
 
   “I may surprise you,” Kyran said as he leaned forward. Arimus whispered his assignment into his ear.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   “As fun as this is,” the announcer yelled out. “The two of you need to cease your fight. The sun has already come up.”
 
   James and Dominic ignored him as they kept on clashing against each other’s eidolons, neither one showing signs of seceding. Though the sweat had long stopped flowing and their clothes hung from their body, they refused to stop. The crowd had either left for home or fallen asleep in the stands. The announcer had been pleading with them for five minutes now, begging them to cease so he could go home. 
 
   “PLEASE!!!” the announcer shouted as Dominic locked James’ sword again. James expected it and dropped it gladly, charging Dominic to stop his assault. Dominic tried swinging his eidolon but James grabbed his forearms and kept a firm grip. In a stalemate, Dominic spat at his rival, who used his senses to dodge that as well. James huffed and tried kneeing his rival in the stomach but he backed up and dodged it. 
 
   “Okay, that’s it!” the announcer shouted. “I’m sending in the Enforcer.”
 
   They could hear him dropping the microphone and walking out the door as he mumbled instructions to someone. James and Dominic’s eyes narrowed as they both sighed heavily. James chuckled.
 
   “Man, I’m tired,” he said. “Want to just call it a draw for now? We’ve been fighting for hours.”
 
   “No,” Dominic said flatly. “I have no intention of doing that. Only one of us is leaving here in good health.”
 
   “Don’t be so dramatic,” James laughed. “I know we’re never going to get along, but seriously, you’re still mad?”
 
   “I guess not,” Dominic muttered as he relaxed his stance. “I am tired…”
 
   “Then let’s continue this later,” James said as he let go of Dominic and jumped back to the other end of the ring. He took a deep breath and relaxed his body; his eidolon disappearing from the floor. Dominic did the same and the two breathed heavily as they headed for the waiting room. 
 
   “I’m going to sleep forever,” James muttered as Dominic groaned and rubbed his left shoulder.
 
   “I’m surprised a commoner lasted so long,” he said as he suddenly cried out in agony. Clutching his right side, he fell to one knee and he reached out to James. “Darn it, I think I broke another rib.”
 
   “Serves you right,” James said as he took Dominic’s arm and swung it over his shoulder. “Maybe you’ll finally give me some respect.”
 
   And that’s when he felt it. An alarm going off in his head. His dwindling Sage powers sensing danger coming his way.
 
   “Respect?” Dominic scoffed as an eidolon shot out from his free hand, stretching out and plunging deep into James’ chest. “What respect?”
 
   James didn’t even feel the pain at first. He just stared in shock at the massive eidolon sticking through his chest, burrowing deeper and deeper, until it finally burst out on the other side, the tip sticking out of his back. And then the agony came.
 
   His eyes widened to capacity as he screamed in earth shattering pain. His mouth foaming and dripping blood as Dominic showed no remorse, continuing to twist as he stood to his feet. James body went completely limp as he fell onto his back, his eyes already beginning to lose focus. Dominic leaned in close and covered James mouth as he continued to scream through the pain.
 
   “Shut up and accept this,” Dominic spat at him. “This is the only respect you’ll get. Dying at the hands of my eidolon.”
 
   James began to black out as he tried to bring one single thought together: unleash your eidolon…but he couldn’t. He just didn’t have the strength. And as his body went numb, his breathing slowing, and his eyes closing, all he could see was Dominic’s face, smiling, leaning on the hilt of his eidolon.
 
   “I win,” Dominic whispered to him. “Catherine is mine.”
 
   And that’s when he felt the rumble deep within him. 
 
   A hunger…but not for food. Something more…whatever it was…Dominic had it. Dominic could quench this hunger that was growing at such a rapid rate. It shot up his skin, crawled along his nerves, tickled his senses. It was like an itch that extended from the crown of his head to the soles of his feet. It was taking over, masking the pain, becoming more annoying than the eidolon sticking into his chest. He didn’t even feel that anymore…what was this? What…was THAT?
 
   James was able to raise his head, just enough to see a silver hilt sticking out of his chest, pushing the tip of Dominic’s eidolon out with commanding force. Dominic leaned into his own eidolon, trying to push it back down, but this mysterious hilt was too strong, until Dominic was forced to yield. James’ right hand shot up, grabbed the hilt, and released this new eidolon from his body with a breath.
 
   The puncture wound in his chest healed instantly once the new eidolon emerged, and feeling invigorated, he stretched his legs back over his head and then flipped up to his feet in order to face his rival. Dominic backed up with his eidolon held tight as his eyes examined James with fear.
 
   “WHAT ARE YOU?!” Dominic yelled as James looked to the new eidolon. The blade was pitch black and fashioned in a scimitar style, only about three feet long in size. A single white dot lay in the middle of the black, and a blue rose keychain hang from the hilt. He found it strangely beautiful to look at, but what scared him was not the fact that a different eidolon had emerged, but what it was saying to him.
 
   It wasn’t mysterious like his first one, whispering so low that James struggled to find its meaning. This one was plain in its feelings. And before he could ask it an internal question, it dumped a boat of memories onto his head.
 
   His Infantry exam. The basement underneath the shrine. The Langorans. Alexander. Keel. The crushing of his leg. His body growing and expanding. His hair slicking back. His leg healing. Alexander’s fear. The scythes growing from his forearms. His teeth turning into fangs. Fighting the Langorans. Killing them. The Hunger. The Superiority. His transformation. 
 
   James eyes widened as he remembered it all. Especially what his Langoran roommate and Alexander had called him upon his escape…
 
   A Monster.
 
   A Quietus.
 
   James looked at the eidolon and turned it over in his hand, examining it carefully. The eidolon’s black surface rippled as it spoke.
 
   “YeS”. It said. “I aM oF yOuR QuIeTuS sIDe.”
 
   James stared at it in horror. How could that be? How could he be of Quietus and Allay simultaneously? Wasn’t that impossible? If he could pull out an eidolon that mean he was from Allay, but then what was this new sword declaring he was from Quietus? What was going on? The blade rippled again.
 
   “yOuR MOTHER!” It screamed and then fell silent. James pleaded with it for more information, but it refused to speak, dening all of his cries for more. It only declared feelings now. Hungry feelings. The same hunger he had experience earlier creeping back. 
 
   “WHAT ARE YOU?!” Dominic screamed again as James looked up at him with listless eyes.
 
   “I’m ready,” he said. Dominic stared at him with a maniacal look in his eyes. “Ready? Ready for what?”
 
   “To kill you, of course,” James said in a matter-of-fact tone. With his right hand gripping the Quietus eidolon, he took his left and placed it on his ribs. He smiled as Dominic followed his hand’s movement carefully.
 
   “Just curious to see what happens,” James said casually. 
 
   And then the white eidolon emerged. 
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   “That was a long conversation,” Chloe commented as Kyran entered their guest room. She motioned to remove his coat when he put up a hand for her to stop. She ceased and looked into his eyes. Still veiled by his hair, she reached up and brushed his long hair aside. He refused to look her way.
 
   “You’re scared,” she said as he turned completely around, his back to her. 
 
   “I’m never scared,” he declared. Chloe hugged him from behind and nuzzled her cheek into his spine. She wished she could just lean her head on his shoulders, but he was so tall, and she so short by comparison. At least she could wrap her arms around him. He was so lanky, and she so stocky. Chloe couldn’t help but think how mismatched of a pair they were. Yet she wouldn’t have it any other way. She kissed the back of his coat tenderly.
 
   “Are you heading out?”
 
   “I am. So are you. You have to find the boys.”
 
   “What did Arimus ask you to do?”
 
   Kyran hesitated as Chloe spun him around so that he could face her. Kyran still avoided her gaze.
 
   “I don’t ask what you do,” Chloe said carefully. “I understand your need for secrecy. But as I’ve said from the beginning, if you need to ever share the burden, I’m here for you.”
 
   “I know,” Kyran muffled through his coat. 
 
   “I’m just as strong on the inside as I am on the out.”
 
   His eyes shifted to hers.
 
   “And I’ve never seen you this…nervous,” she said, choosing her words. “You can tell me what Arimus is asking of you.”
 
   “You would not approve,” he said flatly.
 
   “Try me, and let me be the judge.”
 
   “He wants me to kill the Queen of Languor.”
 
   “What?” Chloe scoffed, the laugh escaping her lips as his words hit her with shocking reality. “I don’t understand.”
 
   “She carries the stone,” Kyran explained in a blasé tone. “By killing her, I’ll be able to reach in and retrieve it. I will be able to sneak in their chamber and steal it without the King’s notice, and then we will leave Languor. This also frees Catherine from her obligation.”
 
   “Kyran…Catherine will never forgive you…or Arimus.”
 
   “I don’t act based on her perception of me. I do my duty.”
 
   “But what about my perception? What if I told you that I don’t want you to do this?”
 
   “Then I would say that I should have kept my mission a secret all along.”
 
   “Fair enough,” Chloe sighed, looking to the floor. “Then what about you?”
 
   “What about me?”
 
   “Don’t you care what this kind of action does to you? Your personality? Your soul?”
 
   “I’ll worry about that when death comes.”
 
   “Kyran, you can’t do something like this and be okay. This, and whatever other horrors you’re committing must take its toll. At some point it will overwhelm you.”
 
   “If I don’t do this, then someone else must. And no one else will. I can handle the burden, which makes me the best suited for the job.”
 
   “Arimus is wrong to do this to you. I’m going to talk to him.”
 
   “You will do no such thing.”
 
   “You’re my husband!” Chloe yelled in his face. “And I love you! I’m not going to let you commit murder!”
 
   “I’ve already done it countless times. Why does this time matter?” Kyran muttered as he turned to head out the door. Chloe reached out to grab him but he had already gone invisible and her hand swiped nothing but air. Chloe began breathing heavily as she shouted throughout the room.
 
   “You know I can still sense you! You may be invisible, but I’ll find you within seconds! Come back, Kyran!”
 
   Chloe watched the door open and she followed after it, reaching out to catch Kyran’s invisible coat. But she was so focused on grabbing him that she didn’t see Scarlet waiting outside the door. As soon as Chloe stuck out her face, Scarlet slammed a fist into it as hard as she could. Chloe fell unconsciously instantly as Kyran shimmered into view. He glared at Scarlet with intense eyes as Arimus stepped out his room to see what the noise was about. Seeing Chloe unconscious on the floor, he looked up to Kyran, who simply nodded.
 
   “You’ll have to get them alone,” he stated. Arimus said nothing more, figuring out the situation, and left promptly. Kyran picked up his wife from off the floor and carried her limp body to their queen sized bed. Laying her gently onto it, Scarlet watched as he tucked her into the blankets and caressed her cheek with the back of his hand. With her sound asleep, he admired her for a second, her beautiful, innocent face pressed against the pillow as the silver streaks in her blonde hair played against her lips. Kyran brushed it to the side and then noticed just how black his fingernails were. Pulling his hand away suddenly, he turned to Scarlet.
 
   “Touch her, and I will kill your entire family,” Kyran said coldly.
 
   “My, my,” Scarlet said with arms folded. “And is Catherine included on that list?”
 
   “I’ll do my best to spare her,” he said as he began walking away. Scarlet followed, closing the door behind her. 
 
   “Kyran, wait,” Scarlet called out, stopping him in his tracks. “I promise I won’t do anything tonight. The mission needs her. I’m not too proud to admit that. But one day, I will get my revenge for what she did. I will have her head. I just want you to know.”
 
   Kyran considered her words as he looked at the dingy, flowered wallpaper. 
 
   “And I won’t yet touch you,” he said. “For we also need you for the mission. But I will also make a promise. The second your services are rendered in full, you will suddenly find yourself waking up in Oblivion.”
 
   “Deal,” Scarlet laughed. “I’ll prepare a place for you while I wait for your arrival. Enjoy your kill, Kyran. Good night.”
 
   Kyran continued walking down the hall, keeping his eyes straight ahead and clearing his mind as he went invisible. Since he had fallen in love with the sunshine girl, as she was so called in Allay, he had one, and only one fear.
 
   The fear that she would someday manage to take a peek through his invisibility, and see him for who he really was…
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   James could not believe what he was feeling. It was like the world had opened up, and he could sense everything on levels that even as a Sage he had never imagined. The entire Kingdom of Languor was exposed, and he found comfort when he eventually sensed that Catherine was sound asleep in the castle. With her safety secured, he then concentrated on the task at hand. 
 
   It was so strange…it was like everything lit up, but not to the point of blindness. It was like the world had gained some kind of sepia tint, and he could see anything he wanted if he concentrated hard enough, even Allay. He could actually sense Leidy and Jennings, waking up to help in repairing their village. He could hear his father grunting as he chopped away at the rocks beneath their soil. He could hear the villagers still talking excitedly about the Princess’ words the day before they left. And when he brought back his view, he could now see Dominic, exposed for the weakling he was.
 
   He was so tired, so exhausted that there was almost no point in engaging him in combat. His eidolon…posed no threat. It was flimsy and barely maintaining its density. And upon closer inspection....
 
   “Unbelievable.” James laughed to himself. “He doesn’t even have an attack or defensive ability on his eidolon. It’s only Lock. There’s nothing else.”
 
   James examined the eidolon further as Dominic got sick of waiting. He made his move. Running forward as fast as he could, he swung his eidolon downward to slash James across his chest. James moved with little effort. 
 
   With the Quietus eidolon in his right hand, he brought it close to his chest and swung it out, bringing Dominic’s blade down and towards the floor. As soon as it was below his shins, James jumped up lightly and stepped on top of Dominic’s eidolon like it was skateboard and then immediately put the Allayan eidolon in his left hand to Dominic’s throat. It was such a simple, effortless move that as soon as it was completed, James could see the defeat shudder all over his rival’s body. Dominic sheathed his eidolon, letting it disappear and go back into his body as James maintained a steady arm at his foe’s throat.
 
   “Just kill me,” Dominic said. “I can’t take this anymore.”
 
   “No,” James said. “You don’t get that luxury. We still have a mission to do.”
 
   James let both his eidolons vanish as he stared at Dominic intensely, allowing the residue of both eidolons wallow him in a wave of information. Even he was afraid of the power he had felt. Was this what Chloe experienced? This level of euphoria? It was almost too much. And no matter what scenarios he thought of, nothing explained why he had two eidolons, and how he could possibly be of Quietus and Allay.
 
   “What was that?” Dominic asked. James sensed that he wasn’t going to try anything sneaky…for now.
 
   “Not sure myself,” he said truthfully. “But don’t ever try that again. For the rest of this mission, you stay out of my way. Unless you want to fail and kill your betrothed in the process.”
 
   “No, never,” Dominic replied. “And I’ve learned a valuable lesson tonight too. If I want to kill my enemy, no matter who it is, I must be patient. Scarlet was right.”
 
   “We’ll resume this after the mission is – wait, what? Scarlet?”
 
   A loud crash interrupted the two as the waiting room literally exploded, sending the two boys crashing into the iron gate at the other end. 
 
   “What now?” Dominic shouted through the smoke and debris. James could still see that Dominic was in bad shape and in no condition to be taking on whatever had caused the damage.
 
   “Since I’m healed up, I’ll handle this,” James said, climbing to his feet. Dominic didn’t try to stop him. James ran forward through the smoke and then concentrated as hard as he could, attempting to bring the Quietus eidolon forward, but it wasn’t responding. He could only sense his Allayan eidolon, the one he had carried with him since they left the Kingdom.
 
   “What’s happening? Come out!” James shouted as he strained to bring it forth. But there was no sign it even existed. Frustrated, he was about to call his original eidolon forth when a shadow revealed itself through the smoke. 
 
   And it was big. Taller than the iron gate and any building he seen from the other districts, whatever monster stood before him now had to be practically touching the sky. James suddenly remembered the announcer saying he was calling the Enforcer. 
 
   Whoever this enforcer was, he couldn’t have been hidden in Languor. He had to have been living far away and had walked here. And with everyone sleeping after a long night of play, he wasn’t really disturbing anyone either. The Enforcer was here to do the purpose he was summoned for.
 
   “We’re just leaving!” James shouted as he heard the giant move. “I’m serious! No need to fight!”
 
   And then a giant hand smacked him away, sending him past Dominic, through the iron gate, and into the next three buildings behind them…
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   “WAKE UP!!!” Scarlet barked as Achan shot up to attention. He had been having the best dream too. He and Catherine had been having a picnic in the meadow back at Allay, laughing and enjoying each other’s company. He was just about to lean in for a kiss when Scarlet had started screaming her head off.
 
   “What’s going on?” Achan groaned, rubbing his eyes. Then realizing that he still had most of his clothes off, he pulled the blanket up high over his body. “And what are you doing in my room?”
 
   “I tried knocking but that didn’t wake you. So I decided to break down the door.”
 
   “Geez, how long was I out?”
 
   “A couple hours,” Scarlet huffed. “And I was going to let you have your beauty sleep but something’s going on. There’s a lot of noise coming from the city below.”
 
   “Are the Langorans attacking someone?”
 
   “Don’t know, but we won’t have to worry about being discreet. They sleep like rocks during the day. Get up. We might have work to do. I’ll go get Catherine.”
 
   “Okay, okay,” Achan muttered as Scarlet left and briskly walked over to Catherine’s door.
 
   “CATHERINE! RISE AND SHINE!” she shouted, banging on the door hard. “CATHERINE!”
 
   Not hearing a sound, she started punching the hinges out. 
 
   “As bad as the Langorans,” she muttered under her breath as she bust in the door. As soon as she examined the room, she immediately turned around and nearly crashed into Achan who was busy securing his armor.
 
   “Ow!” he said. “Is Catherine up?”
 
   “Look for yourself!” Scarlet yelled as she began running down the hallway in a hurry. Achan peeked into the room and saw a large tunnel carved out the back, just behind the headboard to her bed. Catherine was nowhere to be found.
 
   “Don’t do this,” Achan whispered as he shook his head. Leaving the room, he followed Scarlet, ready to catch the man he was sure had taken the Princess: his employer…
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   The room was easy enough to sneak into. While the Princess and the other Sages had been enjoying themselves, he had been examining every nook and cranny in Languor, watching elite soldiers and servants open secret passageways and knock in code on hidden doors. Sure, they had felt his presence, looked behind them and waited for him to reveal himself, but he had learned to slow his breathing at an early age, being able to hold his breath for several minutes if necessary. So by following the guards’ routes and keeping a mental map of where all the secrets were located, he knew exactly how to break into the royal bedroom. Particularly, through the escape hatch. It was barely a couple feet in diameter, and in order to come in from the other end, he had to go through the Langoran sewers, but he had waded through worse.
 
   Climbing up the mile long pipe, slowly but surely, he squeezed his way upward, using his eidolon as extra support. It was only a dagger, barely a foot long in length, but it did the job, especially since his enemies never saw it coming. 
 
   Kyran grunted as he reached the top and climbed over the hump, becoming level with the floor. There wasn’t a grate or bars to block his entrance because the King would need a quick escape in case of danger. He wouldn’t have time to work his way through a barrier. And besides, there were twenty men always on guard at the bottom, waiting to escort their majesty to safety. So what was there to be worried about?
 
   Naturally, Kyran had taken them down without a sound. The last guard had almost shouted out, but a quick throw of his invisible dagger to the trachea took care of that. 
 
   Now he was free to really take his time.
 
   The King and Queen were sleeping soundly in a massive chamber, on top of a bed made of silver and gold. A silk canopy hung from above the four posts and their sheets were the finest in the land. Despite the messy job before him, Kyran really didn’t want to get blood on them. He had learned to appreciate beauty in life. 
 
   He shook his head as he climbed to his feet and tip-toed to the far corner of the room, standing invisibly against the wall, and waiting for any abnormalities in their slumber. 
 
   “Look at me.” He scoffed internally. “Thinking of beauty.”
 
   Sure, Chloe had caught his eye, but it was because she was so annoying, not because of how beautiful she was. She wore the boldest colors in the village, somehow finding beauty and somehow found happiness in the dirtiest and darkest of situations. They had both grown up in the outskirts, in the poorest section, but either of them couldn’t be further from each other in personality. Kyran preferred to be alone, spending his days free-running on the rooftops or slinking in the shadows, watching the other kids play. He liked pretending he was an assassin, funny enough, blending in with his surroundings in broad daylight, getting closer and closer to his victim before he went in for the kill. He never actually killed anyone back then. He would just take a stick and pretend it was a knife, sticking it into one of the kids’ spine while they were in the middle of a kickball game or working at their family’s store. 
 
   No one thought it was funny except her.
 
   She would laugh whenever she was nearby and he had “killed” his next victim, calling him a sneaky little kitty and other cutesy monikers. It was only a matter of time before she became his next target. 
 
   But he couldn’t get her.
 
   No matter how hard he tried, she always turned around at the last second and would actually scare him, shouting out BOO! Or worse…surprising him with a hug. He would get embarrassed of course and promptly scurry away like a mouse, sneering and waiting for the next opportunity.
 
   She was just too smart, and alarmingly aware of her surroundings. Even from an early age she had this ability to master anything she set her mind to in record time. Games, sparring, business. It was all so simple for her, and normally, he would admire such dominance, but she did it with such bubbly goodness that it disgusted him to the core. And the dresses she wore! They were so bright and frilly and flowery that anyone could recognize her from a mile away. 
 
   While the rest of the village wallowed in mud and dirt, taking a bath in the rivers once a month, she did it daily, and somehow kept dirt at bay like she had won some secret war against it and her constant cleanliness was part of the treaty. 
 
   All gloom succumbed to her. Even when the siege occurred, and both she and Kyran had lost their parents in the chaos, she would hang bright banners with quotes of hope and encouragement for each individual family. After coming back from burying his parents, he had looked up at the house he had called home over the years and saw a black banner with pink bubble letters declaring for him and him alone:
 
    
 
   IT IS SAD THAT YOU LOST TWO LIVES, BUT REMEMBER THAT A CAT HAS SEVEN MORE.
 
    
 
   He had taken down the banner, but he didn’t throw it away. It was humorous, and it actually made him feel. He didn’t laugh, of course. He never laughed. But she had managed to make him feel something he didn’t think possible.
 
   She made him feel human, and that was enough for him to take interest in this upsetting, irritatingly beautiful creature. He followed her around, observing her and trying his best not to look like a creep. She would try talking to him occasionally, but whenever he was discovered, he would run away. Still, she would always try.
 
   And then Arimus came. 
 
   Kyran hadn’t met the young, old man in his childhood, but immediately he had felt a kindred soul. The weary traveler said he belonged to Allay, but had been living in Languor for years. Kyran’s home was the first he had come across in the village. Kyran cared little for allegiances and accepted the man into his home, feeding him and caring for him and his strange wounds. What solidified their relationship the most though was that he didn’t talk. Kyran was ever so grateful he didn’t talk. And through their silence, they somehow got to know each other, with nods and stares. Though Arimus would speak with other villagers candidly, he was wise enough not to intrude on the culture of Kyran. When he entered Kyran’s house, he only spoke his language, or lack thereof. He ate his bland and tasteless food. He lived by his rules. And for this, Kyran actually looked up to this man, who had humbled himself before him when so many had tried to change who he was.
 
   So when Arimus said he was going to rebuild the Academy, train to become a Sage like the warriors of old, and rebuild the Kingdom, Kyran shrugged his shoulders and took on his friend’s mission in life. And when Arimus said that Kyran could be his sergeant and assassin, well, that almost made the corner of his mouth curl.
 
   He had no trouble leaving the game of cat and mouse with Chloe. She was so beautiful by human standards that many of the young men had begun calling on her, and because she was so kind and gentle, she never refused their courting. Seeing that it was only a matter of time before she chose a suitable mate, Kyran left without saying good-bye, heading straight for the Academy…
 
   Only a few months passed, and both Arimus and Kyran had become Sages. It wasn’t hard, once they understood where their power stemmed from. And Kyran had actually been on a few private missions of his own already. He had even begun taking a liking to the Princess, which was a surprise. Though she was still naïve and full of dreams, he admired on some small scale, her tenacity and fiery spirit. She hadn’t joined the Academy formally yet, so he and Arimus trained her in private, in order to keep her safe from foreign enemies. And she never complained when he would treat her roughly, as many other soldiers under his watch tended to do. This made him respect her, and this…was very hard to do.
 
   Scarlet said he treated her far too rough, but Catherine disagreed and took on her punishment with odd glee. Kyran was happy to oblige, and Arimus didn’t mind, so when Catherine emerged triumphant and unleashed her eidolon for the first time in a powerful flash of light, he felt a sense of pride. 
 
   “Perhaps.” He considered. “This is what a parent feels for their child.”
 
   But it was only a fleeting thought, for he didn’t care much for sentiment. That was, until Chloe showed up at the Academy doors. 
 
   He couldn’t believe his eyes. He figured her married with children by now. It had been a couple years since they had last seen each other and yet, there she was. Quickly he had taken to the pillars of the courtyard, watching her as she called out for assistance, someone to acknowledge that she had come to join their ranks. He was invisible, having been well trained in his Sage abilities by now so this day, he felt a great deal of confidence. 
 
   This day, he would win the game. 
 
   Today, he would be victorious.
 
   His approach was flawless. 
 
   His steps, mute. 
 
   His body, invisible. 
 
   It was impossible for her to detect him.
 
   Yet when he was within inches of her, ready to poke a finger into her spine, she suddenly turned around and leaped into his arms. His eyes bugged out as she squeezed tight, and with a flood of strange emotions flushing through his body, he de-cloaked himself. 
 
   “There you are, black cat,” she mused as she hugged him again. “I missed you.”
 
   “My name is Kyran,” he had said. She smiled, hugged him again, and never called him “black cat” from that day on.
 
   Since Arimus was busy with Catherine and a number of new recruits who were far from ready in becoming a Sage, Kyran trained Chloe personally.
 
   It took two hours for her to become a Sage.
 
   It took one second for her to challenge him.
 
   It took three minutes for her to win.
 
   And only two seconds more for him to kiss her.
 
   It was so random, so unlike him. Yet he had done it, and before he could slink away, she had kissed him back. And that was pretty much it. He had fallen for her. He couldn’t say love. Because Kyran didn’t love. But he felt something strong that was like love. It was a Kyran love, whatever that meant, and that was good enough for her. 
 
   He didn’t know why she wanted him or why he wanted her, but there was want, and that was good enough for him.
 
   He never met a woman that was so strong, that accepted him for what he was, and asked nothing in return. No one understood their relationship, especially not they, but they had it, and that was good enough for them.
 
   They were married within a year, and Kyran was…content, which was about as happy as he would ever get, and neither wanted children, not in the world they lived in, so that especially pleased him. And he didn’t need them. Not with how Dominic, the brash new Sage acted or how Catherine was always trying to get herself in trouble. Then Achan came, and James…
 
   They were like his children. And on some level, he cared for each of them. He could still kill them if they ever compromised the mission or betrayed his trust, but it would be…difficult. And he didn’t even realize the full extent of his feelings for them until the morning they left Allay. 
 
   He had woken up, and Chloe had not been in the bed, having woken up early to prepare breakfast for the two of them. He had wiped the clouds from his eyes, awakened his foggy brain, and stared in surprise at what he saw hanging at the foot of the bed between two strategically placed chairs. It was a banner, and it read:
 
    
 
   YOU STILL HAVE SEVEN LIVES.
 
    
 
   And it was so true. He had gained seven friends whose friendship could last a lifetime. He cared for them, and more importantly, they accepted him, and valued his companionship and presence. And then something very, very horrible happened.
 
   He loved.
 
   He realized that he loved them all, and Chloe even more so. And he was never more scared in his life. He had never loved before. Not his parents. Not his dog who died when he was four. Not the villagers who died in the siege. No one. And now he was forced to deal with this powerful emotion, on the morning of their departure, when those he loved needed the Kyran that didn’t, the very most. They needed the monster, not the cuddly cat. How could he carry out the missions he was given with such deadly precision if he was afraid of what others thought of him? Of what she…thought of him?
 
   What would his life be now if he lost it all? If Chloe refused the new man he had violently become? Could she accept that man? Could she? 
 
   Could he?
 
   Kyran sighed and closed his eyes, now familiar with the rhythmical breathing of the queen. It was best to kill her when she inhaled. It wouldn’t disrupt the white noise as much, and hopefully, the King wouldn’t sense a thing.
 
   Kyran moved closer to the right side of the bed, where the queen lay sound asleep, and waited. He tried not to let Chloe’s words cloud his judgment as he became short of breath, anxiety beginning to grip his heart, unsteady his hands.
 
   He fought the stress the best he could, but it was beginning to overwhelm him. Kyran growled under his breath and decided to throw caution to the wind. 
 
   Impatiently, he plunged the invisible blade into her heart.
 
   With the deed now done, his breathing slowed, and his heart steadied…he reached into her bosom and grasped the stone that attached to her heart like a baby in its mother’s womb. With his dagger, he made the proper minor incisions and then placed the stone in his coat’s side pocket. As soon as it entered, the stone also became invisible, shrouded by his aura. 
 
   He sighed and walked steadily over to the escape vent when he heard a rustle behind him. He looked over quickly and saw the King sitting up, wide awake and staring directly through him. At first, his eyes widened as he thought his cover was blown, but then he remembered that he was invisible. There was no way he could be seen. 
 
   But then he saw the stone, glowing wildly in his pocket. 
 
   It was the King…he was activating its power with his will, and though the stone was now invisible, the light was glowing so brightly, tiny rays had seeped out his pocket and shot up toward the ceiling. Kyran grit his teeth as he realized a mini beacon was being sent from it, and he dived for the escape hatch.
 
   But it was too late. 
 
   The King unleashed the power of the stone, causing it to let out an electrical surge, sending Kyran flying back into the bedroom, slamming him against the far wall, breaking his concentration, and therefore his invisible cloak.
 
   The King shouted for his guards as Kyran climbed to his feet. 
 
    
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter 9 – Handled
 
   “James! James! Get up!” Dominic shouted in his face as he helped him to his feet. James snapped his eyes open and blinked, stumbling amidst the rubble.
 
   “What hit me?” James groaned as Dominic looked ahead of them.
 
   “How are you feeling?” he asked. 
 
   “I’m just glad you didn’t stab me while I was unconscious.”
 
   “Can’t say it wasn’t tempting. But don’t worry, when that time comes, I’ll want you nice and awake.”
 
   “Good to know,” James groaned, grabbing his pounding forehead. “Was that the Enforcer?”
 
   “Probably. He just slapped you through four structures.”
 
   “Is that all?” 
 
   “James, this is serious. He’s coming this way.”
 
   In spite of the sunlight bouncing off of the golden streets and blinding most of their sight, he could still make out the outline of the giant, towering over the shops.
 
   “What do they feed that thing?” James asked as he brushed himself off.
 
   “SAGES!” the Enforcer roared in a gruff voice. “Leave the city now! There we will continue your execution for violation of orderly conduct!”
 
   “He sounds professional enough,” Dominic muttered. “But we better do as he says.”
 
   “Why?” James scoffed. “We did nothing wrong. You saw the crowd cheering us on. They loved it! And besides, we can’t leave Catherine and the others behind.”
 
   “I’m saying we should lead him away from the homes and then cut him down for size.”
 
   “Oh, why didn’t you say so?”
 
   “I thought I was speaking plainly enough, but I forgot how dense you villagers can be.”
 
   “WHAT DO YOU TWO THINK YOU’RE DOING?!!” a voice roared from atop one of the rooftops to their left. Both boys and the Enforcer looked over. It was Arimus, standing vigilant with fists on his hips. James felt his knees buckle.
 
   “Arimus, I know this looks bad,” James called out. “But it’s not what it looks like.”
 
   “It looks like the two of you made the citizens mad enough to call out their Enforcer – the executioner and police of their city, here to escort you out of Languor and then have you killed!”
 
   “Oh,” James chuckled nervously. “Well then I guess it’s exactly what it looks like!”
 
   “The two of you are in big trouble!” Arimus yelled. “But fortunately for you, we have bigger problems. You are to come with me immediately.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” they said as the Enforcer flexed his muscles and motioned to crush Arimus under one of his gigantic fists. Arimus saw it coming long before it hit and jumped to other side of the street as the Enforcer completely destroyed the house Arimus had just been standing on. The Enforcer bellowed.
 
   “ALL SAGES MUST LEAVE NOW!”
 
   “We can’t,” Arimus said. “Not until our work is done.”
 
   James and Dominic took out their eidolons and jumped to where Arimus was standing. Arimus observed Dominic’s eidolon flickering wildly. 
 
   “It appears the two of you have already been in battle.”
 
   “Arimus,” James said, trying to change the subject. “Why don’t we just leave the city? At least we’ll be out of the people’s way.”
 
   “Because,” he whispered solemnly. “Their Queen is dead.”
 
   “WHAT?!” the Enforcer and the boys cried out in unison. Arimus raised an eyebrow at the giant.
 
   “Apparently his hearing is phenomenal,” Arimus muttered. “I guess there’s no use hiding it. James, Dominic...we’ve taken her life, for the stone.”
 
   “THE QUEEN IS DEAD?” the Enforcer bellowed. “IF SO, THERE’S NO POINT IN LEAVING! I WILL KILL YOU WHERE YOU STAND!”
 
   “Doubtful,” Arimus said confidently as he reached out towards the giant’s face. An invisible hand seemed to grab his chin and pull his head down with great strength, slamming it into the rooftop right in front of them. The giant roared in pain as Arimus unsheathed his eidolon and walked calmly forward, keeping the giant’s head weighed down with his impressive wind abilities. Before the giant could say another word, Arimus jumped onto his back, and cut down into its neck, taking his life in one fell swoop. The Enforcer’s body dropped to the streets with a crash, sending a shockwave throughout the city. 
 
   With the death of the Enforcer and hearing about the execution of their queen, the Langoran people, watching secretly from their homes decided to act. A great uproar sprang up from the streets as Arimus sighed and looked to the boys.
 
   “Prepare yourselves,” Arimus stated calmly. “There is a Kingdom to fight.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   Kyran watched as the stone was suddenly snatched from his pocket by an invisible hand. The King stood up from the bed and welcomed the stone flying back into his possession. The sound of the guards stampeding up the steps were closing in.
 
   “You fool,” the King sneered. “Don’t you remember how these stones work?”
 
   “I know that you can’t use it to harm me,” Kyran said as he leaped forward. “Only push me away.”
 
   The King stretched his hand forward and another wave of electricity hit Kyran in the chest, sending him back to the wall from where he came. Kyran hit the floor in frustration, thinking of how he was going to get close. He considered going invisible, but he knew that now that the stone was back in the King’s possession, he might be able to sense him. He couldn’t be sure. Each stone was a little different.
 
   “Since you’ve killed my queen,” the King sighed. “I’m the carrier now. It’s true that I can’t use its great power, but I can keep any that try to take it at bay. At least until I find another partner. Seems your Princess has moved up on my list. She will be my queen.”
 
   “After the mission,” Kyran grunted.
 
   “No,” the King said. “Now. She will be my queen while you go on your suicide quest. I think that’s a fair trade for murdering my wife.”
 
   The guards bust open the door and the King pointed to Kyran.
 
   “Kill him,” he ordered, but Kyran just went invincible. Just because the King might be able to see him, didn’t mean they could. There were about fifty men pouring into the chamber but it was child’s play since they were swinging so wildly. Without a target to pinpoint, Kyran executed them easily. All the King could do was cry out and point as he saw his guards dwindling in number by the second.
 
   “Over there!” the King shouted. “No there! No! Over there! Stop! Behind you!”
 
   The King shot out another wave of electricity to throw Kyran off balance but as Kyran sidestepped it, it ended up hitting his men instead. Eventually the King saw it was a lost cause and began creeping back toward the escape route. With so many guards in his way, Kyran wouldn’t be able to get to him in time, so he began pushing them out the way to get toward the King. A guard managed to grab the back of his lapel as he nearly made it past the group, and he grunted in frustration as he realized the King might escape.But then a blur sped past them. Kyran’s eyes widened as he saw the last person he suspected to arrive shimmer into view, grab the King and throw him to the floor.
 
   “We have to kill him right?” Chloe shouted as the afterimages stopped and she stood over the surprised King. “Is that what’s next?”
 
   Kyran could hear the wavering in her voice, see the shaking of her hands. Even her blonde hair appeared to be trembling. He knew she was in no shape to take an innocent life. 
 
   “Chloe, stay back!” he yelled as he kicked the guard who grabbed him down the stairs. The other guards somehow managed to grab him in the scuffle, and he fought desperately against their collective strength, reaching for Chloe as she unsheathed her eidolon.
 
   “No, my love,” she whispered. “I can do this. I can do it.”
 
   She raised her eidolon to strike down when the King shot the stone’s waves of electricity into her chest. In response she fought through the push and slapped the stone out of his hands, causing it to roll under the bed and out the other side. Chloe took a deep breath and raised the eidolon again as the King screamed. 
 
   “NO!!!” Kyran shouted, with more fervency than he had ever shown in his life. If anyone was to take the King’s life, it had to be him. He couldn’t afford for her to start traveling down the dark road he only begun to question. He may never get her back.
 
   Kyran flexed his muscles and used every bit of strength he could muster to shove off the guards and he instantly dived straight toward Chloe. Catching her in mid-air, they slammed against the wall, her eidolon piercing his shoulder accidentally on impact. Kyran fought against the wound’s ache and dove back towards the King who was scrambling to his feet. He took his dagger and made sure to take his life in one slash. With the King dead, the stone’s glow dimmed and Kyran retrieved it, putting it into his pocket before any other complications arose.
 
   The guards ran now that their King was dead, calling for reinforcements as Chloe walked sheepishly over to her husband. She placed a hand on his chest and stared at his shoulder wound.
 
   “I really made a mess of things, didn’t I?” she said low. Kyran brushed the hair out of his eyes and gently cupped her chin.
 
   “You stopped the King. Without you here, I would have failed.”
 
   “But you’re hurt.”
 
   “And you’re not,” he said. “And you are not tainted. That’s enough.”
 
   He pulled her lips to his and kissed her tenderly. A quick kiss, but considering Kyran’s personality, it made Chloe want to explode in joy. He really did love her.
 
   “Let’s get out of here,” she said as she grabbed his hand. “With both the King and Queen dead, there will be a whole Kingdom after our heads.”
 
   The two of them ran out the chamber hand in hand, surprised to see that there wasn’t an army of guards waiting for them in the main hall. Cautiously, they opened the castle doors and stared out towards the city. Already they could see the destruction before them, buildings crumbling and fires beginning to start as the citizens of Languor scrambled in the streets to save their homes or fight against their enemy. Chloe was shocked to see the Kingdom already in turmoil.
 
   “What happened out here?”
 
   “Not sure,” Kyran said. “Though if I had to guess, I take it Arimus found the boys.”
 
   “You know, Kyran…we’ve always called Quietus the dark Kingdom because of what they did to us. How much destruction they caused and how they disrupted our lives for years on end. Looking at the sight before me…I have to wonder, what will they say about us?”
 
   “Everyone has their nightmare,” Kyran said but Chloe was not convinced.
 
   “True, but how many nightmares do you see in the flesh?”
 
   Chloe began descending the steps as Kyran took in the devastation before them. As long as their mission is a success. They retrieve the stones and give salvation to all…it would all be worth it…
 
   But even Kyran had to ask.
 
   “At what price?”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   “This way,” Scarlet said as she waved Achan on. They had been running on the outskirts of the Kingdom for over an hour now with no signs of stopping, and she had insisted on activating their eidolons to take advantage of the extra speed. 
 
   “KEEP UP!” she shouted as he hurdled over a couple fallen trees. The sunlight streamed through the forest canopy like a sieve, occasionally piercing his eyes with blinding accuracy. Still he ran, regardless of what lay before him. All he could do was run, if nothing else but to take his mind off of what may happen once they caught up to the kidnapper. 
 
   “I hear a lot of noise coming from Languor,” Achan commented as he heaved, trying to make his breath more methodical. 
 
   “Stop talking,” Scarlet grunted, leaping over a shrub. “Save your breath.”
 
   Achan kept silent and maintained his speed, hoping Scarlet didn’t sense anything was off about him. He almost didn’t see Scarlet come to a sudden stop.
 
   “Settle,” she huffed as she crept down behind some bushes. “Stay low and shush!”
 
   Achan tried to look through the thicket as he made out three figures a few yards away. One of them was undeniably Catherine.
 
   “You’re making a mistake,” Catherine said as one Langoran kept a firm grip on her arms. Even from where they stood, Achan could see that she had been bound at the hands with some rope. 
 
   “Hardly,” the man said. “I already told you. This will bring our Kingdom into a new age.”
 
   “The stones are more complicated than you claim. Just because you have the stone of Allay, that doesn’t mean you can just create Sages.”
 
   “Won’t know until we try…Rathe, are you sure this is the rendezvous area?”
 
   “Certain.”
 
   Achan ducked his head lower and looked up at Scarlet carefully. Rathe would certainly recognize him. After all, it was his handler. Only two Langorans knew of his secret mission. One was Xai, the man he talked to in the shopping district. The other was Rathe, the man who gave him his initial training, his cover story, and actually got him into Allay itself. If there was anyone that would ruin everything, it was him. Why did he have to be the one to go capture the Princess?
 
   “Xai is never late,” Rathe said with his signature deep, stoic voice. “Something must have happened.”
 
   “I’ve heard the Sages are attacking Languor as we speak,” the man holding the Princess said. Catherine squirmed.
 
   “Yeah, probably looking for me!”
 
   “It will be worth it if all this goes to plan…Rathe, what happens if Xai doesn’t show?”
 
   “We’ll need to find someone that can take us back to headquarters.”
 
   “You don’t know the way?”
 
   “I’m a middleman. I handle the infiltrators. Though...most of the infiltrators started out at headquarters. They may know the location.”
 
   “Do you have any infiltrators close enough to help? It doesn’t matter if their cover’s blown. This is what we’ve been planning all along.”
 
   “True. Actually I do, he should be in Languor right now. Xai said he spoke with him last night. I’ll go retrieve him.”
 
   “No. No. No!” Achan’s head went off like a siren. It was he that Xai had talked to!
 
   “What’s his name? In case something happens to you too?”
 
   Rathe looked at the Princess as he considered revealing his contact. 
 
   “Alright, I guess there’s no point keeping it a secret now that the mission’s complete.”
 
   “I have to go now!” Achan‘s mind shouted as he let out a war cry and leaped over the bushes, narrowly missing Scarlet’s swipe as his pants to pull him back.
 
   He ran as fast as he could toward the men as Rathe’s eyes widened in recognition. But before the handler could say his name, Achan extended his eidolon sticking out his palm and slammed it directly into his right lung. Rathe died instantly, but now he had Catherine to save, and Scarlet had only just hopped the bushes, having recovered from his surprise attack.
 
   “Hey, I know you!” the man managed to shout out as Achan swung the eidolon toward the man’s neck.
 
   “Yeah, I’m a Sage,” Achan said boldly as the blade met its mark. Catherine ran away as soon as the eidolon connected, right into Scarlet’s arms. Scarlet cut the ropes off and hugged her tight as she spoke into her hair.
 
   “Did they hurt you?” Scarlet asked as Catherine shook her head.
 
   “We have to go,” Catherine said hurriedly. “I don’t know what damage Arimus and the others have caused in my absence.”
 
   “It’s best if we keep you outside the confines of the Kingdom. I’ll go get them. Achan, stay here and watch her.”
 
   “Are you sure that’s best?” Achan asked nervously. Catherine let go of her cousin and looked to him.
 
   “With how valiantly you just saved my life, I couldn’t ask for a better guard. Scarlet, you may go. I’ll be fine.”
 
   Scarlet nodded and took off to the left, taking a shortcut back up to the Kingdom of Languor. Catherine watched her leave and sighed as she heard the screams and cries of its citizens. The noise was too familiar. 
 
   With the situation over, Achan plopped down onto the leaves and grass, basking in the sunlight that shone on his face. Catherine stepped around and sat on a boulder behind him, leaning forward with her elbows on her knees, looking straight into Achan’s hair.
 
   “Your hair is red,” she said, catching Achan off guard. Achan chuckled and sat back into the sun. 
 
   “Yeah,” he said. “I like it though.”
 
   “I wasn’t implying anything,” she said casually. “I was just commenting on how it’s like a Langoran’s.”
 
   Achan’s body tensed as his eyes stared straight ahead. He started breathing rapidly as he tried not to look back at her.
 
   “I mean, those who do have hair,” Catherine commented. “But yeah, definitely a Langoran’s.”
 
   “If you say so, Princess,” Achan chuckled. Catherine sighed and looked at her hands.
 
   “Where are you from again? What part of the village?”
 
   “Are we having this conversation again?” Achan whined in a playful tone.
 
   “If your Princess wishes it,” she said firmly. Achan looked to his right palm, the tip of his eidolon still sticking out. Based on the distance between them, he could easily kill her, before she even realized what happened…but was it worth it? He had known no other home but Allay, despite being born in Languor.
 
   “The outskirts,” he replied. “Poor district.”
 
   “What was it like out there? Chloe and Kyran grew up in that part of the village. They’ve told me all about it.”
 
   “Then I would just be repeating them.”
 
   “But I want to hear your personal story. Specifics really bring the story to life.”
 
   Achan sighed and bowed his head toward his lap, closing his eyes.
 
   “Catherine, just tell me what you’re really trying to say.”
 
   “Fine,” Catherine said as she stood up. Achan looked again at his right palm, the tip so small it almost looked like a rash.
 
   “Rathe,” she said, looking down at him. “He was the one who snatched me. But before he met up with his friend in the woods, he did get to talk in passing with Xai. They exchanged some interesting information.”
 
   “I’M A SPY!” Achan screamed as loud as he could, jumping to his feet and facing Catherine directly. Catherine’s face showed no remorse as she looked into his eyes.
 
   “And I now I know your secret,” she said, her eyes steadily looking into his. “And we’re alone in the woods. What happens now?”
 
   Achan sheathed his eidolon and dropped to his knees. It was all he could do. He knew this moment was inevitable. Ever since he had joined the Academy, he had admired her from afar. At first it was simply reconnaissance, studying his target. But as the months went by, and he got to observe her interact with the other recruits, he came to an unnerving conclusion…
 
   She wasn’t a fake.
 
   He had had ample time viewing royalty in Languor. After all, it was his sole mission to capture the Princess, and therefore, Xai had arranged a schedule with the King himself, so that he could study the habits of royalty. He got to study the habits and interactions of the royal family first hand, extending also to their guards, the servants, and their butlers and maids. And what he discovered was that none of them acted in private the same way as they did in public. As soon as they were in the same room with another Langoran, they would put on a mask, laughing and exchanging small talk as if they were old friends, when at night, kneeling in their bedchambers they prayed to the Maker for their demise.
 
   Achan was very good at remaining hidden. It was a skill he had acquired in childhood, especially since he was so small compared to the rest of his brethren. So eventually, those he observed even forgot he was there, and then they began to show their true nature. They cursed their family members, backstabbed their friends, even committed murder…all for selfish gain, meaningless trinkets and a little more gold.
 
   He didn’t despise them. He just observed, and accepted that this was who they were. This was who all people were and all that was shown in public was but a shadow. A shade of the monster people swore they weren’t…
 
   So when he was tasked with Catherine, he expected no different. And he had no reason to. Already he had quietly seen the elusive Kyran commit atrocities that were far beyond the actions of his Langoran brothers. Arimus was kind in person, but a ruthless predator and schemer in private. Scarlet was openly abrasive and relished in her temperament. Chloe, his teacher, had gained his respect because he had found that she was the same person throughout the day…but the fact that she continued to take an interest in Kyran, eventually taking it to the extreme and actually marrying the assassin, he determined that she must have secrets of her own. She was the strongest of them. Perhaps she was just that good at hiding too…
 
   But Catherine…Catherine was pure, through and through. As wonderful as she was in front of others, treating them with mutual respect and equality regardless of their status, she was even more impressive in private. Praying for her enemies, meditating on a huge decision she would have to make, giggling at jokes she had heard earlier that day, showing no sign of false humility or humoring a student.
 
   She actually loved them all. Each and every one. 
 
   And it didn’t take long before he was madly in love with her. The more he watched, the more he fell. It didn’t take long before he regretted the very mission he was sent to Allay for…
 
   “You are from Languor, aren’t you?” she asked, looking down at him. Achan felt his chest and head pounding as he kept his body docile. He wouldn’t give her an excuse to kill him.
 
   “I am. I was sent to capture you,” he said.
 
   “Last night, that man who approached us in the shopping district…that was Xai, wasn’t it?”
 
   “Yes. I was supposed to deliver you then, but I couldn’t do it.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because I lo-“
 
   “- stop it,” she snapped. “Answer my questions, but don’t try to affect my emotions.”
 
   “I’m not…I’m sorry,” Achan sighed.
 
   “How are you able to become a Sage if you were born in Languor?”
 
   “Typically in a Kingdom, every citizen that is born touches their Kingdom’s respective stone, in order to take part in the power it gives. I was denied that. Though I carry some traits of an Langoran because of my parents, I will never be able to harness the energy every Langoran draws from within. I was in essence, a blank slate.”
 
   “Why would someone do that? It leaves you defenseless, especially in times of war.”
 
   “Because I was born to be a spy. I’m part of a select group, created by the Langoran organization, RAW. They specialize in figuring out ways to overthrow other Kingdoms or making theirs stronger. My parents were known for their expertise in expanding or decreasing their sizes at alarming rates like Keel was able to. So when my father died, and my mother in childbirth, they decided to take me in because of my genetics and ability to adapt. They figured that if anyone could become a Sage in Allay, I could.”
 
   “So when you got to Allay…how were you able to touch the stone?”
 
   “I was beaten to the point of death and left at the northern wall,” Achan said, remembering the horrible ordeal. “It was a risk, but it paid off. Guards took me to your mother since she was known for compassion. Sure enough, she got close and brought me back to good health. Because I had not been near the stone of Languor, the Allayan one transferred a portion of its essence to me. My handler, Rathe had already secured a cover story and placed me under the care of two other Langorans, descendants of a couple spies put into Allay over a hundred years ago. No one would suspect them.”
 
   “I didn’t know the Langorans had taken such lengths,” Catherine replied. Who else were Langorans? Prattlians? Or worse?
 
   “I signed up for the Academy when I was ordered to by my ‘Aunt Michelle,’ and then I was on my own, left to carry out my mission. But I never wanted to. Catherine, please believe me when I say that my heart was never with Languor. Even when I was in the Academy, I tried my absolute best not to become a Sage.”
 
   “What did it matter if you became a Sage or not? Your mission was me.”
 
   “I found out about your journey over a year ago,” Achan admitted. “I overheard Arimus and Kyran talking about it when I was doing some reconnaissance. I knew that you were waiting for a number of recruits to turn Sage, and when you had enough, you were going to head out. I was determined not to be in that number. But during the infantry exam…it was either sacrifice my teammates or unleash my eidolon and save them. I chose the latter…and here I am…if I could have avoided becoming a Sage, I could at least justify my absence during the journey. I could say my cover would have been blown.”
 
   “I see,” Catherine said, mulling over his words. “So what should I do with you? Let you go?”
 
   “You can’t,” Achan said. “They’ll kill me. Especially after learning how Rathe and his friend died. They’ll figure out it was me eventually.”
 
   “So what are you saying? We should let you follow along? As if nothing happened? How am I supposed to trust you?”
 
   “I don’t know how to convince you…but I ask for your forgiveness.”
 
   Catherine studied him carefully and then coming to a decision, she grabbed his shoulders and helped him to his feet.
 
   “From here on out, you obey my every command,” she said carefully. “No question. If I tell you to do something, even if Arimus tells you otherwise, even if it endangers your life, you do it. You are forever in my debt and will side with me in every matter.”
 
   “That’s fair,” Achan said with a weak smile. “But how can you trust me?”
 
   “You mission was never to kill me, just capture. Even if you’re lying about how you feel, the most that could happen to me is I’ll be captured again. And let’s be honest, with the power of the stone under my control, I could have broken free whenever I wanted. But I wanted to find out who was responsible first.”
 
   “That’s true,” Achan said in relief. “Thank you, Catherine. I can’t ever repay you for this.”
 
   “You will,” she said. “Remember our agreement. In exchange, this will remain between us, and you’ll be able to live in Allay, should we survive the mission. Of course, you can’t report any information to this organization unless I relay it.”
 
   “I understand,” he said as Catherine continued to stare into his eyes. Achan could see the waver in her eyes. She had more to say.
 
   “One more thing,” Catherine said, her voice breaking. “We will never be a couple. I hope you understand why.”
 
   The words hit Achan hard, and his face softened as he felt the tears well up in his eyes. 
 
   “I understand,” he chuckled nervously. “I do…just…tell me one thing. Did I have a chance? That’s all I want to know.”
 
   Catherine debated telling him or not, but decided in the end to not withhold her words. 
 
   “You did,” she smiled warmly. “And to add to that, you were a perfect gentleman.”
 
   Achan began to cry as he hugged her abruptly. Catherine tensed up under his embrace, but after a second, she returned it. Achan couldn’t stay strong any longer. He knew the moment she spoke the words that she was telling the truth…
 
   And what he could not believe, was how after her capture, after his betrayal, after all the evil he had done to her, she would not only forgive him for his deeds, but keep his secret and continue to keep him by her side. The mercy was overwhelming, and it only further broke him down as he clutched her tight, letting it all go. All he’s held in since he was a child. All the agony, all the secrecy. All of it lifted in one act of kindness.
 
   He could follow her commands and serve her until they day he died, regardless of her feelings toward him. Because it was all about her, and what she wanted. His love extended beyond his selfish desires. 
 
   Far beyond.
 
   In the end, he simply loved her…because she first loved him.
 
    
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter 10 – Basics
 
   James had once thought that when he became a Sage, the people would come in droves, men begging for his secret. Women demanding his love. He was certain that they would chase him like a mob, clamoring to take him apart piece by piece. 
 
   Though his dream was now manifest, it had warped in a way he had not intended, and while he did want to be dissected piece by piece, he meant more of the tales he would tell of his adventures, and not so much literally…
 
   The crowds roared in protest as they chased relentlessly, trying to kill he, Arimus and Dominic before they reached the border of their Kingdom. Hundreds ran across the rooftops in chase. Thousands swarmed like ants in the streets, using every bit of dormant energy to maintain their speed. Being the last in line, James was able to see it all, and occasionally he would even glance back to observe their faces. He regretted it each time. Eyes bloodshot and enflamed. Their hands swinging at him wildly with cleavers, swords or cooking pans. Their bodies fluctuating from their chest to their feet, as if a creature was moving around under their skin. 
 
   “Stop looking behind you!” Arimus ordered from the front. “Keep moving!”
 
   “What’s the plan, exactly?” Dominic shouted as he batted away a stray arrow coming from his left. 
 
   “Most of them are afraid to leave their Kingdom. We’re doing just that.”
 
   “What about the others?” James shouted, thinking only of Catherine.
 
   “Use your senses,” Arimus said. “Achan and Catherine are in the woods, and Kyran and Chloe are about to rendezvous with them as we speak. We, James, are the stragglers.”
 
   “And Scarlet?” Dominic asked as Arimus chuckled. 
 
   “Look in front of you,” he stated.
 
   James looked beyond Arimus and saw Scarlet waiting on the rooftop about a mile down, holding her eidolon in front of her. 
 
   “That looks nothing like a sword,” James yelled as Arimus laughed again.
 
   “Neither does mine, but it’s her eidolon all the same.”
 
   James examined it again as he suddenly forgot the mob directly behind him. It was beautiful. A scarlet colored Halberd. A pole with what looked to be a sharpened angel wing for a blade on one end. The wing was white and possessed twelve feathers. The end of the shaft was fashioned with a considerably large spike and several metal rings were bound tightly along it, increasing its defensive capabilities. Out of all the eidolons he had seen so far, somehow, this one was the coolest.
 
   “Keep running past her,” Arimus ordered as they closed the gap. James questioned it, but obeyed, looking back as they sidestepped Scarlet and left her to face the hungry mob. As soon as they were behind her however, she activated her eidolon’s main attack. Scarlet held her eidolon tight as she screamed its name: 
 
   “INCINERATE!” 
 
   It took only two seconds to clear the rooftops.
 
   A fantastic tidal wave of fire emerged from the relatively tiny halberd, washing their attackers away and melding them with the elements of their homes. The Langorans running in the streets stopped their pursuit instantly. Standing in horror at the loss of hundreds, they let the Sages escape, too demolished in morale. Scarlet sheathed her eidolon and quickly joined the others, striding to the front with Arimus as James could not look away at the devastated faces left on the streets below.
 
   He knew they had to escape…but was this going to become a preview of things to come? Throwing whole Kingdoms into turmoil, killing hundreds, maybe thousands for their goal?
 
   “I hope this is worth it,” James said under his breath as he forced his gaze forward. After seeing his teammates murdered during his Infantry exam, he knew all too well what it felt to lose someone you had connected with. But he couldn’t even begin to fathom what the Langorans must have felt watching whole families being torn apart. 
 
   Despite his enemies wanting his death, he said a small prayer for the fallen that day…
 
   It barely took a half hour to catch up to the others. Running nonstop at top speeds, they were able to reach the Kingdom’s concrete walls, similar to Allay’s and took it in bounds. Using their eidolons, they phased them in and out of their bodies. Plunging it into the side, they would climb on top of it, jump as high as they could while the eidolon below them dematerialized, only to reactivate it and stab the wall once again. Having to repeat it only a couple times, they scaled and leapt over the wall in seconds, landing to the familiar forest below. 
 
   Not far from the border, the rest of their group waited, resting and in good health. As they approached, Kyran smiled and reached into his black coat. Taking his hand out, he revealed their prize: the stone of Languor, now in their possession. Arimus nodded and looked at everyone.
 
   They were all tired, but there was no time to rest. They had to move on.
 
   Scarlet took the lead as they all followed, saying few words between them. James tried to drown out the sound of shouts and cries coming from beyond the Langoran walls. 
 
   “Keep the stone in your possession,” Arimus said to Kyran. “You’re able to keep it safe the best. Especially since Catherine can only carry one stone at a time.”
 
   Kyran didn’t say a word. He just pocketed the stone and continued walking.
 
   “Before we continue on,” Catherine said. “I need some answers.”
 
   “There’s no guarantee the Langorans have given up completely,” Arimus said without turning around. “We must keep going.”
 
   “Then answer my questions while we continue.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “How did we get the stone so easily? I was supposed to marry the King to complete the trade.”
 
   “After the mission you will,” Arimus assured her. “He entrusted the stone to us in the meantime so that we can complete our journey.”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   “Is that all?”
 
   “That’s all,” Catherine said as James felt dirty on the inside. Arimus wasn’t going to tell Catherine until it was all over what really happened. That the Queen was murdered for the stone. She would never forgive him…but by then, Arimus would have some comfort in knowing the mission was complete. But did the ends justify the means? Was keeping it a secret the right thing to do? There was no guarantee word wouldn’t be spread to the other Kingdoms before they arrived… 
 
   “What’s next?” James finally asked after a few hours went by, trying not to dwell on it. Only by keeping his mind busy and moving forward could he continue on. And the running they had been engaged in since leaving Languor was no longer keeping his focus.
 
   “Prattle,” Scarlet said from his left. “Where Alexander had come from. We’re not expecting much from them.”
 
   “Like Languor?” James asked, to which he received a stern glance. 
 
   “Languor turned into a mess, but it didn’t have to.”
 
   “No,” James said, thinking of the children on the streets, watching their fathers vanish under Scarlet’s power. “No, they certainly didn’t.”
 
   “If I recall, you and Dominic were off causing enough trouble without us. Why did they call the Enforcer again?”
 
   James ignored her as she laughed. 
 
   “Because the Enforcer in Languor doesn’t get called out unless there’s real trouble. Whatever you two did, it must have been  real –“
 
   “- we camp here!” Arimus yelled out as Scarlet scowled at him.
 
   “Why? We’re barely a few miles out.”
 
   “They have a lot to rebuild. They won’t be searching for us.”
 
   “How can you be so certain?”
 
   “Regardless,” Arimus said sternly. “We need to rest. And the mountains of Conun are between us and Prattle. I want our minds sharp for when we get there.”
 
   No one offered a counter-argument as the group half-collapsed onto the leaves and moss strewn about. Before James could get comfortable, Kyran and Chloe had already snuggled up against a huge tree, snoring away. Catherine chose a rock to sit on alone as Scarlet, Achan and Dominic sat down in deep thought. Arimus looked directly at James and waved him over. 
 
   James grunted as he fought the ache in his legs and strolled over to his mentor.
 
   “Walk with me,” Arimus said, folding his hands behind his back. James took a deep breath and started the apologies right away.
 
   “It wasn’t meant to get out of hand,” James explained hurriedly. “There was a tournament being held and Dominic and I thought it was a good way to get out her frustrations. But what happened is that –“
 
   “- James, relax,” Arimus said calmly. “That’s not why we’re talking.”
 
   “It isn’t?”
 
   “With what Kyran and I have done, your actions have been insignificant by comparison. We’re the ones that have sent the Kingdom in an uproar. Not you. Not a soul exited their house when the Enforcer arrived.”
 
   “Arimus…” James trailed off. “Why? Why did…I don’t understand.”
 
   “I did what was necessary,” he said, stopping and looking up at the tree tops. “Catherine could not marry that man.”
 
   “I did hear that back there,” James said. “What happened?”
 
   “The King would only give up the stone if Catherine married him.”
 
   “She can’t do that,” James said firmly. “That’s insane.”
 
   “Exactly, which is why I acted against her knowledge…and had both the King and Queen killed. Catherine tries to do what’s best for the people of Allay, but she fails to acknowledge that her leadership is what they need most. Right now, her focus is only on the bigger picture, the end result. But what good does it do our Kingdom if they are without their Queen? I fear that she is willing to make such a brash decision for a reason I do not care to admit.”
 
   “She doesn’t think she’ll survive this,” James said. “I’ve thought of that too…it’s not what she says, but what she does that gives it away. I’ve been trying to figure out why she would throw away a month of her life to stop Keel. Why she just couldn’t go inside the Academy and get Achan…I realized she doesn’t care about her life…and she’s ready to throw it all away to make our journey a success…”
 
   “But she forgets that’s why we are here,” Arimus said. “As long as we do our job, no matter how questionable it may be, she is preserved. She is too ready to throw herself on the sword when she fails to remember that it is us who are expendable.”
 
   “Is that why you called me over? To help me understand why you killed them?”
 
   “I saw the look in your eye when you spoke with Scarlet. And I realize how close you and Catherine are.”
 
   “You want me to keep it a secret.”
 
   “Until the end.”
 
   James considered both sides carefully. Sure, telling her was the right thing to do, especially since hiding it will only make her angrier later on, and he had to stay on her good side if he had any hopes of starting a relationship with her one day…
 
   But…that was not his duty. It was not the reason he was supposed to be on the mission.
 
   Revealing the secret could be destructive, to the point that she would take a more prominent role in their travels, demanding she become more involved. If she was to survive with years of her life still intact, she couldn’t know…not now…no matter what it would do to their friendship…
 
   “I’ll keep it,” James promised as Arimus nodded in approval. “Thank you, James. And as a reward, when the time comes, I’ll make sure to tell her that I forced you into this decision.”
 
   “You don’t have to do that,” he said. “And what about you? It will just make her hate you.”
 
   “I’m already too far gone, I’m afraid. She’s already angry with me over the Infantry exam.”
 
   “Let me guess…she didn’t know the Langorans were being captured and used to train us?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Wow…why wouldn’t you tell her that?”
 
   “I’ve been too protective of her, I guess,” he sighed. “It’s gotten to the point that I keep everything from her just to keep her safe…I still see her as I did the day we met.”
 
   “When was that?”
 
   “It was not under the best of circumstances…mind you, I was under a lot of emotional stress.”
 
   “I’ll keep it to myself, if that’s what you’re implying.”
 
   Arimus looked to James and then off to the sky, already dimming as the sun began to set. 
 
   “I was tired of Allay back then. There had been a string of bad luck happening in my life, and I couldn’t take it anymore. I was young, but that still doesn’t excuse me for what I did.”
 
   “Did you kill someone?”
 
   “No, I left Allay. Completely abandoned my Kingdom for another. Though my family was well off enough, despite the village’s hardships, I needed a change…and I ended up in Languor. I was not a Sage then, but I was skilled in combat. Upon my arrival, and a declaration of my allegiance, the King of Languor took interest in me right away. I believe that secretly he hoped I would unlock my Sage abilities and become a powerful addition to his army. Either way, I didn’t care. I was a man searching for a new life...”
 
   “…After proving I wasn’t a spy over the next three years, I continued to show my worth, training Langoran soldiers and sharpening their skills significantly. James, to be honest, I became a part of Languor through and through…even when the siege of 88 happened…I felt no remorse for my Kingdom. Not because I didn’t value lives, but because I was so far removed by then, so distant, it was like hearing of some horrible event that occurred in a distant land. It was sad, appalling even, but it did little to change my daily life…”
 
   “…The King of Languor wasted no time in trying to take advantage of the situation. With Allay crippled, he wanted to strike immediately. To conquer it and enslave the women and children. He decided the perfect opportunity was during the sendings, after the Kingdom wide funerals for the King and Queen.”
 
   “…During the sendings, any remaining relatives of the King would be ordained the heir to the throne. They would go to the graves with only a few select guards and pray for wisdom from the Maker. It was a ceremony that Allay had enacted over a century ago, and this tradition had never been broken. That year, the King and Queen were ‘buried’ in the meadow before the castle, and with the Kingdom already destroyed, it was easy for me to lead a group of warriors inside.”
 
   “What were you supposed to do?” James asked.
 
   “I had become Captain of the guard then, and even when I had heard the details of my mission, I had not been fazed. I had just become too hardened with all I had seen…and so I took ten of my best men and  led them through the northern wall…to the meadow. Catherine had been standing alone, about twenty yards from her guards as she paid her respects. She didn’t even notice when we killed her guards. We blended right in.”
 
   Arimus paused and tried not to choke up.
 
   “She was only four…but that didn’t matter…I had killed children before…”
 
   James eyes widened in horror as he heard his mentor relay such a horrible story. The man he described was a far cry from the humble, wise mentor he knew today.
 
   “She was all alone…and I told my men to hang back. I would perform the deed. The King of Languor had decided that without an heir of any kind, it would be easier to overtake the Kingdom. Catherine’s death would mark the beginning of Allay’s end…but as I approached, sneaking up with my sword drawn, I suddenly stopped.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “To this day I try to remember what it was…but what I do recall is that I dropped my sword, and when Catherine turned around to face me, I could barely move. When I had killed people, even children in the past…they all cried, or cowered at my approach…but not her. She looked directly into my eyes and waited. She waited for me to make a move…it was so strange. And as I hesitated, she took a step forward, then another, and another. I stared at her in awe, wondering what she was going to do when she waved me down to her level…I bent down and she leapt into my arms and hugged my neck tight as she whispered directly into my ear: ‘if you’re not going to kill me, then join me…’”
 
   “…I don’t know what came over me…it was so unusual for a child of her age to say. But as I tried to decide what to do, one of my guards ran over to finish her off while she was distracted. I saw him at the last second and took his sword directly in my back…”
 
   “…I was wounded, but suddenly I was concerned about the girl I had moments earlier, thought to kill. I picked up my sword from the grass and dismembered him quickly, telling Catherine to run back to the castle as fast as she could. The rest of my men attacked me, and though fighting them was exhausting, I had been the one to train them personally. Knowing their strengths and weaknesses respectively, I stopped them all...”
 
   “Weary and wounded, I didn’t bother going back to Catherine. I was still conflicted over what I had just done…so I turned to the village and sought shelter. There, I met Kyran, and in an act of kindness I can never repay, he brought me back to health. During that time I was able to do a lot of thinking, and with my allegiance now to Catherine over Languor, I decided to rebuild the Kingdom I had once scorned. One recruit at a time…the Academy was rebuilt, and revamped…”
 
   “Arimus…” James said. “Why are you telling me all this?”
 
   “Because Catherine needs someone to rely on when this is all over. Someone she can still trust to share the burden. Should you survive, I want you to remain as innocent as possible, so that you are able to carry the filth it takes to run a Kingdom. Be able to perform the duties that Catherine herself cannot bear to consider. I’m not giving you my approval to become her lover, or even her friend. All I’m asking is that when this concludes, I hope there is at least one Sage she can still keep close.”
 
   “I’ll try my best, Arimus,” James said. “And thank you for confiding in me…but I must say, you are not too far gone. Catherine looks up to you.”
 
   “Only because she was four at the time,” Arimus replied. “Children tend to gravitate to adult figures that are prominent in their lives…but as she continues to grow, as her light continues to shine, the darkness that dwells deep within me will be cast further away.”
 
   “Don’t give up on her, or you,” James said. “It’s true that we can’t neglect our duties…but she’s also stronger than we give her credit for. Instead of protecting her from the horrors out there, we should be educating her about how to combat them.”
 
   “It’s not that simple, my friend,” Arimus said. “But I will consider your words…let’s go back to the group.”
 
   “I think I’ll stay out here for a little while if you don’t mind.”
 
   “Are you sure you don’t want to get your rest?”
 
   “Not yet,” James said solemnly. “Good night, Arimus.”
 
   “Good night,” his mentor said as he walked off. James concentrated on releasing his eidolon when he heard a rustling behind him. Achan revealed himself with hands raised in surrender.
 
   “Don’t worry, Sage,” he said. “It’s just me.”
 
   “Spying on us?” James chuckled. Achan winced.
 
   “Something like that.”
 
   “How much did you hear?”
 
   “Just the tail end. I was wondering if I might join you.”
 
   “I can’t say no to a friend.”
 
   Achan walked next to James and stuck out his right hand as if to catch rain. His eidolon emerged instantly, hilt in hand and facing the right, away from James. James smiled and stuck out his left hand, his eidolon emerging in the same fashion but extending to the left. Both raised it up until they were facing straight, and then they simultaneously closed their eyes. 
 
   For over an hour, they just studied the forest, the sounds, the chatter, the whispers…they dwelled on the anatomy of all that lived and dug deeper into those that didn’t. They absorbed as much knowledge as they could, committing to memory all five senses of the woods.
 
   Achan broke the silence first.
 
   “I didn’t know you could manifest your eidolon from any spot on your body now.”
 
   “It came to me recently,” James chuckled. “When I was facing Dominic…though, if you don’t mind, I’d rather talk about it another time.”
 
   “Sure,” Achan said as they continued their rhythmical breathing. James felt an unsteady emotion from his friend.
 
   “What’s wrong?” he asked, his eyes still closed. “You’re…nervous.”
 
   “James, you’re the closest friend I have. Do you know that?”
 
   “Of course I do,” James smiled. “Likewise.”
 
   “Then I have to say something. It may be unsettling.”
 
   “With what’s been going on lately, I’m sure it’s mild by comparison.”
 
   “Well,” Achan hesitated. “I’m not from Allay. I’m actually a spy from Languor…though, I gave that up…”
 
   James didn’t say a word for a second.
 
   “I’m sure you are a spy,” he finally said to Achan’s surprise. “When we talk about the village, nothing you say makes sense.”
 
   “And that doesn’t bother you?”
 
   “You say you’re not a spy anymore…what does that mean exactly?”
 
   “It means I’ve confessed to Catherine and she’s forgiven me. Though for the good of my well-being, I’m not telling anyone else.”
 
   “That sounds like Catherine,” James smiled, opening his eyes and keeping his eidolon pointed to the ground. He faced his friend and Achan did the same.
 
   “And since you’re my best friend, I wanted you to know.”
 
   “Does this change anything?” James asked.
 
   “Nothing. I’m for Allay a hundred percent.”
 
   “Then don’t worry about it.”
 
   “There’s more though,” Achan said as James scowled. “Catherine’s made it very clear that we have no future together. “
 
   James studied his face without a word.
 
   “I knew that would make you happy,” Achan chuckled. “I see it in your eyes.”
 
   “How do you feel about that?” James asked, his gaze steadily on his friend.
 
   “I feel like she gutted my heart like a fish,” Achan laughed nervously. “But that’s not what’s important. What matters is that we turn you into a man worthy of the Princess.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” James said with leery eyes. “Why would you help me get the woman you love?”
 
   “Catherine has emotions, but she’s very logical when it comes to Allay. If she chooses a King, it will be someone suited for the job, which, if I may so, you are not. I had my chance, but due to what I’ve done, there’s no way I can ever win her complete trust back. That leaves you…and Dominic.”
 
   James winced.
 
   “Exactly,” Achan laughed. “So what we’re going to do is this. I’m going to train you, both as a Sage and how to mature, as fast as I possibly can. Basically, I’ll teach you everything I know, and then, hopefully, you can surpass me. It’s the only shot we’ve got left. Because if there’s one thing I cannot deal with, it’s seeing Dominic ascend the throne.”
 
   “How in the world are you going to get me to surpass you?” James scoffed. “That seems impossible!”
 
   “I’m flattered,” Achan said. “But I’m serious. And we’re going to start right now. Here, let me show you something…”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   “Arimus, can I talk to you?” Dominic grumbled as he stood over the sleeping Sage. Arimus blinked and sat up, motioning Dominic to take a seat next to him. Dominic looked at the others, still resting under the moonlight, and then back towards James and Achan, their eidolons still shining bright in the distance. He leaned forward.
 
   “I found out something about James,” he whispered. Arimus raised an eyebrow.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “He has two eidolons.”
 
   “Two?” Arimus said in surprise. “I’ve never heard of that. Are you absolutely sure?”
 
   “Yeah,” Dominic said firmly. “I was kicking his butt all over that ring. I even…” He leaned closer. “I even killed him…”
 
   “Dominic,” Arimus’ anger began to rise but Dominic patted his arm.
 
   “But he didn’t die, Arimus,” Dominic whispered urgently. “That’s when the second eidolon emerged. And his body healed instantly…he’s dangerous.”
 
   “Healed you say,” Arimus thought deeply as Dominic waited for his answer.
 
   “Well,” Arimus cleared his throat. “Whatever it is, we’ll have to keep an eye out.”
 
   “Shouldn’t we quarantine him or something? What if he goes berserk on Catherine?”
 
   “Until we see that he’s a threat, he’ll continue to be an acting member of our troop. That also hinges on the condition you keep your murderous intent to yourself.”
 
   “I apologize, teacher,” Dominic said humbly. “But if we keep him around, I fear that we’ll regret it.”
 
   “I’ll keep watch,” Arimus chuckled. “Now go to sleep.”
 
   Dominic grunted and stood up angrily, walking over to his spot. Arimus wiggled back against the tree and closed his eyes as his thoughts wandered.
 
   “The only ones that can heal themselves of fatal wounds are Quietus…”
 
   Arimus stayed up the rest of the night pondering the situation. If James was a Quietus, it would be detrimental to them all. They were an unpredictable and blood-thirsty race…yet nothing came to mind that could explain two eidolons…
 
   There were so many questions…but he was deathly afraid of the answers…
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   “When will we eat next?” James asked as his stomach grumbled. It was so loud that it made Catherine giggle and Dominic noticed it immediately. 
 
   “He doesn’t even have to try to make her laugh.” He thought bitterly as the Sages walked. Heading west, they had finally cleared the forest and were walking as fast as they could through a wasteland. Void of water, the ground was littered with the bones of creatures who failed to find nourishment and the bodies of warriors past. Yet they traveled on, the cloudless blue sky, mixed with the green ether above them reminded them all of water and dryness simultaneously. Paradise and Oblivion. And it mocked them cruelly as they kept their cloaks and hoods on, shading themselves from the sun’s burning rays. 
 
   “Can I sweat any more?” Scarlet muttered through her wool cloak. “We should have packed for this stretch of the trip.”
 
   “It’s only a two hour walk,” Chloe said in a chipper tone. She was the only one without a cloak, walking briskly with a bright green, strapless sundress, and keeping her body cool with a woven sunhat that stretched out like an umbrella. 
 
   “No one asked you,” Scarlet muttered as Kyran cleared his throat. He had been doing it a lot since they reached the wasteland and James looked up at him and nearly broke down laughing. Because he was wearing black, the sun heated his body up more than anyone, making him sweat like he was in a hot box, causing his hair to droop down like a mop and stick to his skin like wax. His eyes were listless and he was beginning to wobble.
 
   “Aren’t you hot?” James giggled as Kyran snapped to attention and glared down at James.
 
   “That’s a stupid question considering we’re basically in a desert.”
 
   “That’s not what I meant.”
 
   “Then choose your words before you open the hole in your face.”
 
   Chloe burst out laughing as she pushed James along.
 
   “Don’t bother my husband. He’s very irritable right now.”
 
   “I don’t understand. He can just take the black coat off.”
 
   “Or maybe he can’t,” Chloe said putting a finger up into the air. “Maybe he’s naked underneath.”
 
   “Ew,” James gagged as Chloe giggled. “Okay, I’ll stay away.”
 
   “Catherine,” Dominic said, walking up next to her. She had insisted on taking the lead ever since they woke up that morning. Part of it because she didn’t feel like talking after the devastation Languor endured. The other being that she wasn’t going to miss anything. Once they got to Prattle, she was going to ensure that only she made the decisions for once. 
 
   “Yes, Dominic?” she said wearily as she rubbed her itchy nose on the wool of her collar.
 
   “We haven’t had much time together lately,” he said. 
 
   “That’s true.”
 
   “Do you think about us at all?”
 
   “You mean that we’re betrothed?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Occasionally.”
 
   “And how do you feel about that?”
 
   “I’m not following you.”
 
   “Do you even want to marry me?”
 
   “I haven’t been thinking of marriage lately,” she said, her voice wavering. “Considering the mission at hand.”
 
   “Or maybe you don’t want to talk about it with me,” he snapped. He regretted saying it instantly. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “I can only imagine what you’re going through, considering you’ve been watching a ’commoner’ vie for my heart.”
 
   “That’s what I’ve come to talk to you about…Catherine, I see no reason to abide by ordinances established when we were only children. I think we’re adults perfectly capable of making our own decisions. With that being said…I release you from our contract.”
 
   “What are you saying?” Catherine exclaimed, dropping the hood from her cloak and looking at Dominic for the first time since they’ve begun their conversation.
 
   “That we are no longer betrothed,” he said. “I want your heart to be able to choose who it belongs to.”
 
   “That’s very noble of you,” she said with her eyes steadily on his. “And mature.”
 
   “I only ask that you give me the same consideration as anyone else,” he said, taking her hand and gently kissing it. “Nothing more than that.”
 
   “I promise,” Catherine agreed and flashed him a smile. Dominic smiled back and leaned in to give her a kiss on the cheek. She accepted it and they continued walking without another word.
 
   James saw the whole thing.
 
   “Uh, oh,” Achan whispered from behind him. “We’re in trouble.”
 
   “I’m not worried,” James replied. “Dominic’s a hot head that will mess it up all on his own. You just watch.”
 
   “I don’t know. They look pretty cozy,” Achan observed. “We have to step up the game.”
 
   “What did you have in mind, matchmaker?”
 
   “Trip Dominic. See what he does.”
 
   “I’m not doing that,” James scowled back at him. “That sounds like something a child would do.”
 
   “Exactly,” Achan laughed. “Congratulations. You just passed my first test. If you had agreed to it, we would have gone back to a lesson in manners.”
 
   “Ugh,” James muttered. “You’re an annoying teacher.”
 
   “But effective,” Achan laughed. 
 
   “I have a better idea,” James said as he looked back at Kyran and Chloe walking side by side. Kyran squinted at him the moment he turned around. James stopped moving and let them catch up, until he was side by side with the brooding Sage.
 
   “Can I make a request?” he asked. Kyran kept looking straight ahead. “Can I get advice on how to become a better Sage from your wife?”
 
   Kyran frowned and looked down at him.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I want to get better. I want to become stronger,” James said adamantly. He looked at Chloe and then back at Kyran. “To protect the ones I love.”
 
   Kyran didn’t respond but sped up his walk, catching up to Arimus and Scarlet who were arguing about what the angel wing on her halberd meant. Chloe chuckled as she tipped her hat at James.
 
   “Looks like you have your session.”
 
   “I thought he was going to ask Arimus for permission to kill me or something.”
 
   “Who, Kyran? Oh, he’s a big softee,” she whispered. “Just don’t tell him I said that.”
 
   James chuckled as she adjusted her hat.
 
   “So what’s on your mind?” Chloe asked as James gathered his thoughts. He didn’t know how many opportunities he would get. Now was the time to learn all he could.
 
   “I want to become a powerful Sage,” he said boldly. “But I’m not delusional. I can’t imagine how much training and work it must take to reach a level of your caliber. Just releasing my eidolon for the first time nearly killed me…but still, if I have any hope of helping Catherine, I want to know, is there any shortcuts I can take?”
 
   “It’s so funny you ask,” she laughed as she kept a hand on her hat through an incoming breeze. “You’re the first to come to me for help.”
 
   “That can’t be true,” James said.
 
   “Think about it,” Chloe said. “You don’t even learn who’s a Sage until you actually become one yourself. Arimus, Kyran, Scarlet, even Catherine were all Sages before I was. Why would they come to me for advice? Dominic demanded some information once but he was too proud for me to be of any use, and Achan’s been fighting the Sage life since he got to the Academy.”
 
   “I guess when you put it that way,” James said. “But you’re said to be the strongest of us all. It’s strange no one would wonder why.”
 
   “Oh, there’s no time to improve,” she laughed. “Catherine has a Kingdom to worry about. Arimus has an Academy.Kyran’s on secret missions. Scarlet and Dominic guard entrances to Allay. And those are just the basic duties. No one has the time to get together and collaborate. No training sessions or social gatherings. It’s work, work, work always, all to better the Kingdom when even a small exchange of ideas could be profound for its improvement. Even now, everyone’s minds are wandering and being burdened by the past, the present or future. Or a combination of the three. This is life for many, James. But it doesn’t have to be for you.”
 
   “How can I change that? How can I keep my mind pure?”
 
   “Sacrifice,” she said through a smile. “A horrible word, isn’t it? Yet only with it, can the ordinary become extra.”
 
   “What do I have to sacrifice?”
 
   “You haven’t figured it out by now? Usually one can only achieve greatness when their mind is concentrated on one thing at a time. Divide it, and it just takes that much longer to reach the pinnacle, if at all. So, are you willing to devote all your energy to one focus?”
 
   “You’re talking about Catherine,” James said solemnly.
 
   “It’s a pickle, isn’t it? You can give up on her completely to become the greatest Sage that ever lived, but possibly lose your chance at love in the process…or, you can pursue love full time and gain only small advances in your skill, hoping in the mean time that it’s enough to protect her and not cut your love short. Troubling, isn’t it?”
 
   “But you have both. You’re the strongest, and you have Kyran.”
 
   “You don’t understand our relationship though. We’re soul mates for sure, but how we show our love is not manifest. And he’s not big on spending time being mushy. Add that to the fact he goes away on missions, and I’d say I have plenty of time to get stronger.”
 
   “But don’t you have duties too? Students to take care of?”
 
   “I’m the lunch lady. And as far as students, I’m big on the whole, the power lies inside you thing. Most times I just give them tasks to complete. If they become a Sage, they do. If not, they don’t.”
 
   “That sounds like horrible teaching,” James laughed.
 
   “Yet here you are,” Chloe laughed with him. “Asking me for advice.”
 
   “Then let’s get to it.”
 
   “Wait, you haven’t answered the question. Are you willing to sacrifice? Can you give up Catherine while you focus only on our training? Knowing that Dominic could swoop in and grab her?”
 
   James looked over to the two of them, walking side by side, actually laughing. He was about to say no on instinct, but then he saw Achan, walking alone, but with a look of satisfaction and contentment on his face. Achan would make the sacrifice…he would be the better man. Because deep down, he’d know that ultimately Catherine made the choice. And if she didn’t choose him, he was never worthy of her in the first place. That was where the matter ended…
 
   To protect her, to provide her security, to give her a better life and become the husband and King she deserved, that the people of Allay deserved…he had to grow. He had to better himself first and ensure he could handle the challenge…
 
   But it didn’t make the decision any harder.
 
   “I’ll give her up,” James declared, feeling his stomach clench the moment he spoke the words into existence. “Train me.”
 
   “Excellent,” Chloe said, adjusting her hat again. “Then our first lesson begins now. Pay attention.”
 
   “I’m ready.”
 
    “When you release your eidolon and expose it to the world,” Chloe said. “Out of your five senses, which is your eidolon lacking in the most? Which is your weakest?”
 
   “Hmm,” James thought carefully. “I would have to say taste. My soul can’t really taste anything.”
 
   “I would disagree,” Chloe said. “You can disagree too, but…I think our eidolon is tasting the moment it emerges. Take your eidolon out.”
 
   James obeyed and Chloe stuck her tongue out to lap the air.
 
   “It’s a different kind of taste, for sure, but it’s taste nonetheless. It takes in the particles of each organism, living or non-living, and processes it only the way taste can. It breaks down its composition, and tells you the recipe like you’re baking a cake. See what I mean?”
 
   “I do,” James said, realizing he never thought of it that way.
 
   “In actuality, taste is probably one of its most powerful senses. See, we fail to think of our eidolon in proper terms. First and foremost people just think of it as a weapon. A sword, a blade, a halberd, a shuriken…all weapons. But why a weapon? Why not a cup? Why not a tree? Why not a room? A house? A castle? The problem is that we give it this name: eidolon. And it sounds so exotic and foreign when in fact we can break it down to its basest form. What it really is: our soul.”
 
   “So you’re saying you can turn your soul into a house?” James scoffed. Chloe laughed heartily and slapped him on the shoulder, though she was the one that said it.
 
   “You’re getting ahead of me, silly…now, we tend to look at souls as this separate entity. This formless, invisible thing that we treat like a tag on the back of the shirts we wear. We don’t give it the importance that it’s due. We don’t treat it like it really is: us. No matter how you try to avoid it, it is us, and even stronger than the shell we associate ‘us’ with. Our shell dies. It decomposes and becomes worm food. But our soul…it’s eternal. It lives on forever, whether it’s in Paradise or Oblivion is irrelevant right now. We must remember only that it lives forever, and we take this eternal thing, and fashion it into a weapon for our use. This unfathomable endless supply of energy is in our grasp, and we confine it.”
 
   “So what you’re saying…” James tried to wrap his mind around it. “That if our souls are eternal, what we create is limited only by us?”
 
   “Exactly!” she said, clapping her hands. “Most people don’t become Sages because the concept is too much for them to handle. They actually think their husks; their bodies are more powerful than their souls are when it’s not true at all! It’s only when one starts thinking beyond their shell, that they abandon it, that they can reach their soul, and their eidolon can emerge.”
 
   “So for me,” James thought carefully. “It was when I gave up on my own life…for Catherine. I stopped caring about life and death. I stopped caring about what Kyran could do to my body, the unimportant part, and dwelled only on helping her. That’s when my soul intervened.”
 
   “Without this revelation, it’s nearly impossible to reach down and form an eidolon. Of course, we don’t just explain this to everyone. Because we want those that become Sages to fight with us in the natural world…”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “An eidolon’s strength is tied into one’s will. Now, although a soul cannot die, a body can, and that body is the only thing keeping our soul firm in the natural world. Say one has an eidolon, but their will is weak, and it breaks. The soul isn’t killed. It just dispersed. It’s still you. It’s still eternal. But unfortunately the physical body has a core in which to hold the soul in place. Once the soul disperses into the air, it can’t just mold back into its core form. Therefore, it can’t re-enter the body. And the body needs its energy source to survive. Now do you understand why we don’t just take anyone on our journey? For a recruit who’s eidolon shatters, they’re just going on to the afterlife, but it does no good for our mission. Understand?”
 
   “I…think so,” James said, blinking his eyes. “I think I get it.”
 
   “Eidolon mechanics 101,” Chloe said.
 
   “But it still doesn’t help me get stronger.”
 
   “Uh, yes it does,” she laughed. “With this understanding, you can technically craft anything you want, as long as your will is strong enough. The bigger the manifestation, the weaker the structure will be, meaning the more likely you’ll die if it’s broken. But, you can form anything. We only choose a sword because it’s relatively small, so it’s nice and dense. But if you remember my words, then you can do this.”
 
   Chloe stuck her hand out, and in the blink of an eye, her bare arm was covered up to the shoulder in a green robe. Then in the next second, it was gone.
 
   “You can transform yourself,” she said. “Just with your mind. Strengthen your will. The rest will follow. Just keep practicing the same forms over and over, or the same techniques. Those forms and techniques will get stronger, last longer, become more structurally sound.”
 
   James smiled as he thought of the possibilities. But he had just one more question.
 
   “So what is the weakest sense of the eidolon?”
 
   “Touch,” she said. “Because all you can think about when you introduce your will to the world…is what you can smash with it. Change your approach…and perhaps…you can manifest a new world…”
 
    
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter 11 – The Mountain of Conun
 
   “Sounds like a long lesson,” Kyran said as he looked curiously as his wife. Whatever they had discussed, it sounded like they were having a wonderful time, laughing and giggling. That sort of thing. Chloe smiled sweetly as she looked up into Kyran’s eyes, both of them sitting on the bed in their very own couples’ suite. 
 
   After walking another hour, they had finally found a lodge in which to stay, located at the base of the snow covered Mountain of Conun, separating the Kingdom of Prattle from the rest of the world. Although it was barely evening, Arimus decided the group should rest for the night and climb up the mountain in the morning. 
 
   No one complained.
 
   All of them were able to procure their individual rooms as the lodge had not seen much business over the last century. Still, the owners were able to secure their living through gardening, raising their own livestock and drawing water from their own private well. Finding the only good soil in many miles, the old couple that owned it considered themselves blessed. Ma and Pa Conun, two Prattlians after which the mountain was named had received the lodge after it was passed down through their family over many generations. The Conun family were a proud family of Prattlians that grew weary of the bickering in the Kingdom and decided to stop talking and start doing. Though business was great when the lodge was first built, as many visited Prattle back then, it had died off in more recent and tumultuous times. But occasionally they did see business. The weary traveler, the lost caravan, the Prattlian who needed a vacation from his cohorts. Business always came at just the right time and usually they were to get what they needed most. 
 
   So when the Sages arrived, they were more than happy to take their standard swords (except for Catherine’s of course) as payment for their night’s stay. They asked no questions and preferred it that way. Questions meant there were answers, and opinions…and there were plenty of opinions being thrown around the Kingdom of Prattle. If they wanted opinions, they wouldn’t have the lodge…
 
   Chloe steadied her eyes as Kyran questioned her again. She was shocked.
 
   Two questions one right after the other? She thought. My, he’s curious tonight!
 
   “What did you two talk about?” he asked.
 
   “Manifestations,” she said. “And how there’s more your soul can do than make a weapon.”
 
   “It’s all he’ll need.”
 
   “Maybe,” she winked. “You never know.”
 
   “It’s like that thing you created once…it was pointless.”
 
   “I call it a roller coaster.”
 
   “Yes,” Kyran said emotionless. “When you made that instead of an eidolon. It was pointless.”
 
   “I had fun.”
 
   “But it doesn’t help our mission.”
 
   “Maybe not,” she said. “But it’s how you get stronger. Stretching out. If you stay stiff and closed in, then your eidolon will remain stagnant.”
 
   “Are you implying something?”
 
   “About you, dear?” she said, leaning into him seductively. “Oh, no. Not at all.”
 
   “Your body temperature is rising.”
 
   “It’s not a bad thing,” she laughed backing away and sitting on the bed with her hands folded. “Why are so curious, anyways?”
 
   “I was just thinking.”
 
   “Of?”
 
   “Of eidolons breaking.”
 
   “That’s morbid thinking.”
 
   “Do you remember who you married?”
 
   “Did you just make a funny?” Chloe gasped. “I think you made a funny!”
 
   “What is a…funny?”
 
   “Oh, c’mon. You just made a joke. I know you did.”
 
   “I was making an observation,” he said, his eyes wandering off into the corner.
 
   “If we’re not laughing then, tell me,” she said concerned. “Why are you dwelling on broken eidolons?”
 
   “Because it is important. You’re telling James to stretch his imagination, but that will only endanger him further. We all can form more than swords if we want, but we shouldn’t. It’s dangerous.”
 
   “He wanted to know how to get stronger. I told him.”
 
   “He is not you. He doesn’t have your talents.”
 
   “That’s not for us to say,” Chloe said, staring into her husband’s eyes. “But is that really why you’re bringing this up? You’re concerned about James? Kyran, you hate James…”
 
   “I was thinking of what happens when they break…because of Oblivion.”
 
   “Why would you dwell on such a place? We don’t even know it exists.”
 
   “You believe in it.”
 
   “But you don’t,” Chloe said quickly.
 
   “When we die, you will go to Paradise. I will not,” Kyran stated. Chloe took a deep breath and grabbed his hand.
 
   “Stop it,” she said firmly. “Don’t do that.”
 
   “Why not?” Kyran said, snatching his hand away. “It’s true.”
 
   “I can’t imagine being anywhere without you,” Chloe said. “Don’t talk about this.”
 
   “But our chances of dying and going to one of those places…are very possible, very soon.”
 
   “Then…” Chloe began to cry. “Why didn’t you let me kill the King?”
 
   “STOP IT!” Kyran roared, standing up from the bed. He immediately blinked and composed himself after the sudden outburst. “I’m sorry…I have to go…”
 
   “Kyran!” Chloe cried out as he went invisible and walked out the room. “DON’T YOU DO THIS TO ME AGAIN!”
 
   Chloe burst out the room as Scarlet was walking down the hallway, eating an apple as red as the carpet beneath her. She looked up, realized who it was and went back to eating, turning the doorknob to her room. Chloe walked up to her.
 
   “Did you see which way Kyran went off to?”
 
   “Don’t care,” Scarlet said quickly, opening her door and walking inside.
 
   “Please?” Chloe pleaded as Scarlet sighed and turned around to face her.
 
   “Listen, sunshine, I could care less what happens between you and Hubby. And even less about helping you repair it.”
 
   “When are you going to let this go?” Chloe asked, shaking her head. “This is petty.”
 
   “I’ll let it go when you’re dead,” Scarlet replied coldly. “Sweet dreams.”
 
   Scarlet slammed the door in Chloe’s face as she blinked the tears away from her eyes and looked down both sides of the hall. Wherever he went, she would find him. 
 
   After all, she didn’t need to unsheathe her eidolon to hone her senses.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   “James?” Catherine called out, walking along the outside of the lodge. She had noticed that everyone had retired to their rooms except him. And he had been so distant recently. It was unlike him.
 
   “Yes?” James asked, appearing suddenly behind her. Catherine jumped and clutched her chest.
 
   “Geez, where did you come from?”
 
   “I’ve been pretty much standing here the whole time.”
 
   “Have you now?”
 
   “You don’t believe me?”
 
   “Not one bit.”
 
   “Then close your eyes, and don’t move.”
 
   “Fine,” she muttered as she closed them. James rubbed his hands together and then stretched them out, concentrating on the area around him and Catherine. It took a minute before it began to form. The walls, the carpet, the lights on the ceiling…and there was so much more detail to include, but he could feel his body aching, longing for his soul to retract, to come back to its shell. James fought through the ache and moaned.
 
   “Okay, open.”
 
   Catherine opened her eyes and gasped. 
 
   They were back in the Academy. The hall of the dorms…except…the color was wrong, and there was a couple doors missing. The carpet was only half there, and James…James looked like a mess.
 
   “You’re doing this?” she whispered as he struggled to keep his eyes open.
 
   “Yep,” he said weakly as it suddenly disappeared, and they were back at the lodge again. James moaned and nearly fainted. Catherine barely caught him and slung an arm over her shoulder as she patted his stomach.
 
   “You must not have gotten enough to eat,” she laughed nervously. “But seriously…James, what were you doing?”
 
   “I was trying to recreate the dorm room,” he said. “Just an exercise.”
 
   “You’re about to faint. Let me bring you inside.”
 
   “No!” he said sharply, freeing himself from her arms. “I have to train more.”
 
   “You’ve barely slept since we left Allay. Go inside or I’ll knock you out myself.”
 
   “I can’t!’
 
   “Why?!”
 
   “Because I have to get stronger!” he yelled at her. “It’s the only way I can protect you.”
 
   “I have six other bodyguards,” Catherine said. “Neither one of them are making dorm rooms. I know what you’re doing. I saw you talking to Chloe. She’s started telling you about forming your soul into more than an eidolon. James, there’s no point. All you need is your eidolon right now. Don’t strain yourself to the point you’re no good when we need you most!”
 
   “Chloe’s strong because she tries to master the soul, not just use it like a tool. I can do the same.”
 
   “And what if it doesn’t work out?” Catherine cried out as James dropped to all fours, panting and heaving. “What if all you do is make things worse?”
 
   “It’s a risk I’m willing to take.”
 
   “What if you die then? Because your soul has been stretched to its limits making buildings?”
 
   “Then I die,” James chuckled between his panting. He wiped the sweat from his brow. “I’m just a walking corpse anyways. I should have died the day you took that test against Kyran.”
 
   “What about us then?” Catherine said, her voice cracking. “You’re willing to throw your life away and end our friendship? Any possibility of something more?”
 
   “I’m doing this for us,” James said, gathering his breath. He climbed to his feet slowly. “For you. I’m making sure I’m in this for the long haul. Don’t worry about me. I can take it.”
 
   “You’re scaring me, James. I hope you know that.”
 
   “Then you know the lengths I’m willing to go for us,” he said. “But…I can’t talk about this anymore. I promised to focus only on my training. We can’t hang out tonight.”
 
   “I don’t understand what you’re doing at all,” she said, rubbing her arms. “This makes no sense.”
 
   “It will, I promise,” James said, facing her with his strength back. “I’m purging who I was to become the man you need. And the only way I can do that is to train right now. Prepare for the future and ensure that you are a part of it. If that means a little less laughs and jokes right now, that’s fine. But I’ve got to do this. The boy you know has to grow up.”
 
   “But I loved that –“ Catherine stopped, looked at James for a second, and then turned around to walk back inside. It took everything within him to not chase after her, to beg her to finish what she had to say. But he promised.
 
   He promised…
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   James managed to get a few hours of sleep, which compared to the last few days, felt like forever. Arimus had to come and get him up like old times, shaking his head as he watched him roll out of bed and trip over the blankets. James didn’t care though. He knew he was different, even if everyone on the outside didn’t know it yet. He was becoming a man…
 
   “You’re going to miss breakfast,” Achan yawned as James stepped outside his room. His friend secured his cloak around his shoulders as they walked together down the hall, leading to the lobby where a Prattlian continental breakfast awaited: Sausage and bark. Surprisingly, the bark offset the sweetness of the links. Or maybe they were all just that desperate for food. 
 
   James examined the small lobby, complete with a Terr rug in the center, a few chairs and a desk for Ma and Pa Conun to do their transactions from. Ma Conun came into the room with another tray of bark just as Kyran stuffed the last of it into his pockets.
 
   “You come back now,” Ma said and everyone nodded and agreed as they munched away. Across the room, James saw Chloe and Catherine talking to each other in the corner. Catherine must have sensed someone looking at her as she suddenly glanced his way and smiled. James nodded as Arimus was known to do, and then turned to his elders for business.
 
   Arimus, Kyran and Scarlet were discussing the mountain when James broke into their circle and stood there like he was one of the founding members of the Academy, chewing on his bark as he nodded and listened. They gave him strange glances. Especially Kyran. But they kept talking.
 
   “The Mountain is void of creatures,” Arimus continued to say, “which is why people used to travel through it so often. But we should still be careful. During our time in Languor, Kyran, while invisible of course, would whisper the names of some of our destinations into the citizens’ ears. Occasionally they would start discussing the subject so it was an ingenious way of getting intel on his part. However, with that being said, what he heard about the Mountain is a little disturbing. Kyran, if you please.”
 
   “There are traps,” Kyran said. “Put there by an unknown party. The first death happened three years ago when someone was trying to get back to Prattle.”
 
   “Needless to say, we don’t know what to expect,” Arimus said. “And what the status of Prattle is either. It could be empty for all we know. Someone could have placed the traps to keep the people imprisoned within the Kingdom.”
 
   “The Prattlians are resourceful though,” James spoke up in a serious tone. “So we must also entertain the idea that they know how to navigate the traps. That would mean they’re trying to keep people like us out. To what end, remains to be seen.”
 
   Kyran made a noise that sounded like a strange hiccup.
 
   “Did you just laugh?” Arimus asked him as Kyran shook his head violently. Scarlet gave James a skeptical look.
 
   “Well, well,” she said. “Look at High Hopes.”
 
   “Excuse me,” James mumbled, swallowing the last of his bark and leaving the conversation. He navigated over to Achan who was having an intense conversation with Dominic.
 
   “Why put ourselves in harm?” Dominic asked, throwing up his hands.
 
   “It’s for the good of the mission, “Achan said. “Besides we get some bonding time.”
 
   “We could die tomorrow. I don’t need to…bond.”
 
   “What’s he so moody about?” James asked as he butted into the conversation. Achan shook his head and pointed to Dominic.
 
   “I was suggesting that we volunteer for the trek through the Mountain. Scout ahead. You heard about the traps there?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “We should be the ones to trigger them. Ensure the adults come out unscathed. If we die, it’s not as detrimental to the mission as one of them will be.”
 
   “Oh, that makes sense,” James replied.
 
   “It does?” Dominic scoffed. “What about having Chloe going in and disarming them all? What if we let the experienced Sages take a crack at it?”
 
   “Because it won’t help us grow,” James said, slapping Dominic on the back. “Where’s your sense of adventure?”
 
   “Slap me on the back again and we’ll be fighting like we did in Languor.”
 
   James leaned in to his ear.
 
   “And the result will be the same.”
 
   Dominic threw up his fist to punch James in the mouth, the commotion causing the whole room look their way. Dominic raised both hands in the air as Achan pointed to him.
 
   “Dominic is just volunteering to scout out the Mountain for those traps,” Achan called out. “All the new Sages are!”
 
   Dominic glared at him as Arimus gave a big smile.
 
   “Sounds like a wonderful idea!” he shouted.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   “I think I hate you more than James now,” Dominic grunted as they walked the snowy trail. He clutched his cloak tight and bowed his head, letting the snow fly past him. Achan and James chuckled as they followed closely behind, the mountain getting steeper by the second. Arimus and the others had not been sad to remain behind. Even now they were probably getting their rest, sleeping soundly while the boys scouted ahead. 
 
   “At least the Princess will be rested,” Dominic mumbled as he stopped in his tracks. “But besides that, there’s no reason for us to have volunteered. We could be killed unnecessarily.”
 
   “Not confident in your abilities, Sage?” James mused as they took the lead. Dominic glared at him as Achan chuckled.
 
   “Let’s try our best not to push each other over the edge, gentlemen.”
 
   “I wasn’t thinking it,” Dominic replied. “But I am now.”
 
   “Come take a look at this!” James exclaimed. Achan and Dominic looked up to see James take a sudden left off the trail. Being that the mountain had showed no signs of alternate routes, even with their eidolons mapping the way, this was quite alarming.
 
   “Wait up!” Achan cried as they too reached James around the corner. They all stood in amazement. A cavern had been carved out of the mountain wall, a large arch housing a steel door with an inscription in the middle, carved in gold.
 
   “Do you think this is the first trap?” James asked.
 
   “Not sure,” Dominic said, pointing his eidolon out. “I’m not reading anything on the other side.”
 
   “Is this the original route to Prattle?”
 
   “No. Arimus said we have to climb over the mountain to get there. We’re barely half-way.”
 
   “Then what is this?”
 
   “Let’s look at the inscription.”
 
   The three boys walked forward cautiously, watching for signs of trouble as they approached. Sensing no danger, they all inspected the inscription carefully:
 
    
 
   TO ALL BEHOLD, TO ALL THAT DESIRE
 
   TRAPPED IN THE ELEMENTS ARE THOSE THAT CONSPIRE
 
   TO REACH THEIR PLIGHT, HAVE THE POWER OF ALL
 
   OR PERISH UNDER THIS MOUNTAIN TALL
 
    
 
   “Sounds fun,” Achan said. “Should we try to break in?”
 
   “I’ll give it a shot,” Dominic said as he stepped forward with eidolon in hand. He stretched it out in front of him and swung it down on to the door. The eidolon simply bounced back as the door didn’t even show a nick in the exterior.
 
   “Interesting,” Achan said as Dominic prepared to try again.
 
   “How is this time going to be any different?” James asked. “Nothing happened.”
 
   “I’m going to use my lock ability to make my eidolon stronger,” Dominic said. “Stand back. I’m going to put all I’ve got into it.”
 
   Dominic cocked his arm back and prepared to take a swing. James and Achan stood back as the upperclassman chuckled to himself.
 
   “Timber!” he shouted as the eidolon connected to the door. In an overpowering flash of light, Dominic was knocked backwards into the air, heading straight over the side of the mountain. James reacted immediately, calling his eidolon forth, but not in the form of a weapon. It turned into a net, catching Dominic in mid-air and knocking him back onto the mountain side. 
 
   “What was that?” Dominic demanded as they heard the sound of footsteps running down from the top of the mountain. James quickly reverted the net back into his sword as Achan took out his eidolon as well. James smirked at his rival.
 
   “I just saved your life. That’s what happened.”
 
   “Guys, pay attention,” Achan said as the footsteps grew louder. Within seconds, the culprits turned the corner. About ten men appeared, dressed in cloaks a lot wider and more padded than the Sages. The leader of the pack, wearing a black vest that resembled a bib in design, put up his hands toward them.
 
   “Put down your weapons! We are not here to fight!”
 
   “The way you ran toward us, you could have fooled me,” Dominic shouted. The men tensed up from within their cloaks. James could tell that underneath they were placing their hands on swords, just in case.”
 
   “What’s your business with us?” Achan asked, stepping forward. The leader looked at the steel door with the inscription.
 
   “Have you managed to break through?”
 
   “We’ve tried,” James said. “But no.”
 
   “Good,” the leader sighed in relief. “There is a horrible man inside. If he were to be freed, it would be terrible for all of us.”
 
   “Who is it?”
 
   “I only know him by a title. He is a jester.”
 
   “A jester?” Achan scoffed. “Whose jester?”
 
   “He could be lying…we weren’t able to confirm anything he claims. But he says Zen-echelon.”
 
   “Would it be alright to speak with him? We have business with Zen-echelon.”
 
   “Then you are our enemies,” the leader said, drawing his sword. “We’re not going to entertain any more of your words.”
 
   “Wait, wait,” Achan said, sheathing his eidolon and holding up his hands in surrender. “We are from Allay, a group of weary travelers simply looking for an audience with the King of Prattle.”
 
   “Prattle is off-limits to outsiders, especially the King. You have no idea what we’ve had to deal with in the past six months.”
 
   “We’re willing to listen. There is a lodge down below where the rest of our troop is waiting for a report. Ma and Pa Conun are housing us there. We would love to have a conversation with you.”
 
   “Our duty is to turn people away from climbing to the summit. That may be difficult.”
 
   “I know you must be weary, and since the lodge is right at the foot of the mountain, you can easily see if anyone tries to head for Prattle. Please. It could be beneficial for all of us.”
 
   “Well,” the leader smiled, sheathing his sword. “If the Conuns like you, you can’t be so bad, and she does make a mean apple cider.”
 
   “The best,” Achan smiled. “Men, sheath your swords.”
 
   Dominic and James obeyed as once again, James stood in awe over the words of his friend. How he was able to persuade a man to not only leave his post, but follow him down below. How could he be so certain that they weren’t a threat? Yet Achan had been so trusting, so persuasive. He truly was the better man for Catherine…but no, he couldn’t think that any longer. It was clear he had lost his shot. Instead of dwelling on his inadequacies, he had to continue his training. Continue growing…
 
   “Lead the way,” the leader said as Achan began walking down the mountain. James glanced back only for a second, at the steel doors that held Prattle’s prisoner.
 
   A Jester? What would Zen-echelon, the Kingdom that was going to wipe them all off the map have to do with a jester? Why would he visit Prattle, and what horrible things did he do there?
 
   James looked up at the top of the mountain and thought of the nervous and scared faces of the Prattlian guards. If they were terrified of one man, what was the rest of Zen-echelon like?
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   “Hello, everyone,” the leader said as he entered the lodge to everyone’s surprise. Ma and Pa Coun recognized him immediately and rushed off to retrieve a fresh mug of their apple cider. The leader motioned for the rest of his guard to remain outside as Chloe got up from one of the few seats, and motioned for him to sit down.
 
   “No, thank you,” he said. “A lady must never stand if a seat is available.”
 
   Chloe smiled and sat back down as the leader spoke to them all.
 
   “My name is Gyruin, son of Giarin, son of Tgharian. I have been the leader of the guards of this mountain pass for twenty years now.” He paused to accept his mug of cider and adjusted the clasp on his cloak, letting it drop off his shoulders. Underneath his baby face and intense brown eyes, there was massive armor, sticking out well past his collarbone. Silver in color and boasting the symbol of a panther on his chest, James realized that this man was not your average guard.
 
   “Your comrade and I talked on the mountain’s pass,” he said, blowing on his cider. “And he’s made it clear that you intend to walk into Prattle. Now, I don’t know what business a Sage has in Prattle, but considering recent events, I cannot allow it.”
 
   “Excuse me, Gyruin,” Arimus said, stepping forward. “But what events do you speak of?”
 
   “Six months ago, Prattle was as it should be. A mess. But it was our mess. The arguing had not changed but at least the lack of action amongst our people had maintained order within the Kingdom. This is how we like it. Our majesty is able to rule as he pleases without discord. But that’s when he arrived. He gave no name. Only a title. He claimed to be a jester from the Kingdom of Zen-echelon. To this day I’m not even sure if that’s true.”
 
   “For anyone to claim they’re from Zen-echelon is no small matter,” Arimus said. “What happened?”
 
   “We didn’t believe him, of course. Our philosophers and orators berated him with questions but he remained mysterious. He claimed that he had all their answers, if they only left Prattle and came with him to Zen-echelon. For a month he did this, taking only a few at first, but then tens and even hundreds of our people from Prattle, left to an unknown location. Once we realized he was targeting our most intelligent, we gave chase. He met us at the Kingdom gates, surrendering himself to us. He still won’t reveal what happened to the people he had taken.”
 
   “And he is still imprisoned?”
 
   “For now. In Prattle we set up a monitoring system to see his actions. He just sits in his prison all day and night, sitting with his legs crossed, staring up at us with a crazy smile on his face and eyes widened to the point I feared they would come out his sockets. After two days, the inscription on the prison appeared, scribed in gold. No one knows where it came from, and the Jester won’t talk.”
 
   “Any theories on what it means? Or what the Jester plans to do?”
 
   “Oh, there’s plenty of theories. But as you know, in Prattle, there are never any concrete answers.”
 
   “We would like to visit your Kingdom and see if we can offer an outsider’s perspective.”
 
   “That’s impossible,” Gyruin shook his head. “Our Kingdom is under lockdown. King’s orders.”
 
   “Perhaps he would offer an audience.”
 
   “Why do you need to speak with him so urgently?” Gyruin said with eyebrows raised. “It doesn’t have anything to do with what happened in Languor, does it?”
 
   “Word travels fast.”
 
   “Then you understand why we can’t allow you to see the King.”
 
   “We’re on a mission, to retrieve the five stones of power. The ether above us thickens and expands every day.”
 
   “So you’re here on a crusade,” Gyruin chuckled. “Trying to bring salvation to all, are you? How noble, friend. But not everyone believes as you do. The ether is much debated in our Kingdom.”
 
   “I’m sure,” Arimus said. “Then you’ve heard the possibilities. On both sides of the coin. We’re ensuring the worst outcome doesn’t happen.”
 
   “By taking away all of our power? Leaving us defenseless to foreign enemies?”
 
   “The only people we ever fight are ourselves. I think we can handle any invisible devils hiding in the shadows.”
 
   “Well said, but what’s to stop Allay from taking all five stones for yourselves once they’re gathered?”
 
   “We’re not.”
 
   “But we don’t know that. See, you’re asking us to trust you and believe that your intentions are pure, yet you leave a Kingdom like Languor in ruins. A place that keeps to themselves and are as neutral as we are. The only time we find trouble is when you superpowers join together and oppress your doctrine and beliefs on us. We’re fine until you show up.”
 
   “We’re trying to change the way things are handled,” Arimus said. “But now is not the time for discussion. We have reason to believe that Zen-echelon is behind the ether, and they intend to kill us all once its completed its sweep over the world.”
 
   “So now you bring in fear to persuade me? Really, you Sages are good.”
 
   “We’re not trying to persuade,” Catherine said, stepping forward. Kyran tried to hold her back but she violently shoved his hand away. “We mean what we say. If we don’t retrieve the five stones and destroy them, I’m confident that Zen-echelon will eventually get them for themselves. Even this Jester that took away your best strategists. That sounds like a pre-emptive strike to me.”
 
   “And who are you that I should listen to?”
 
   “I’m the Princess of Allay,” she said, kneeling before him and staring into his eyes. “And we mean no harm. What happened in Languor was a mistake. And when I say that, I mean that sincerely. Look into my eyes. You’ll know that I’m not lying.”
 
   “I see it,” Gyruin said. James looked to Arimus who remained facing forward. 
 
   “To complete our mission, we need the stone of Prattle.”
 
   “I thought you would say that…and so did the King,” Gyruin sighed. “He told me what to say if anyone should ever ask for his stone. Obey his request, and he promises to relinquish the stone without struggle. If he, or our people stand in your way, he even said that you can cut them down.”
 
   “What is this request?”
 
   “Get the stone of Quietus first,” Gyruin chuckled before taking a sip of his cider. Catherine rose to her feet and stared down at the man. She turned and looked to the Sages who were all considering his words. None of them felt comfortable.
 
   “It’s not a bad deal,” Gyruin said. “Quietus is the closest Kingdom to us so they cause a great deal of nightmares. You can only imagine how us thinkers must be in a fit over it. Kill our enemy for us and get their stone. Come back and show the proof of your victory, and our stone is all yours, especially since we won’t have to worry anymore about that horrible race.” He looked around the room at all the solemn faces. “Oh, don’t tell me you forgot that you need their stone too? I’m surprised you went to Languor first actually. Shouldn’t you get the worst out of the way first? While you’re still in good health and numbers?”
 
   “We have a history with Quietus,” Catherine stated. “None of us have been eager to go there.”
 
   “I understand completely,” Gyruin said, putting the mug on the ground and shooting up to his feet. “We’ve heard all about the siege. And if I recall, one Quietus warrior is more than enough to cause your merry band a great deal of trouble…but that’s the deal. We’re not going to give you our stone now, just so you can lose it in battle to those monsters. And if you’re so adamant about taking our stone here and now, then I promise you, our entire Kingdom will fight against you, and make sure you’re nice and tired before you even get close to Quietus or Zen-echelon.”
 
   Gyruin snapped his cloak back on and gave a warm smile to the Conuns.
 
   “Thank you again for your hospitality,” he said, and then he turned to the Sages. “And I will be waiting anxiously for your return. Good day.”
 
   Gyruin shut the door to the lodge as Ma and Pa Conun left the Sages to talk. Arimus sighed and shook his head, thinking about their next move. No one, not even Catherine was ready to make the call. Finally, Arimus cleared his throat and spoke.
 
   “We leave for Quietus tonight,” he declared. Then he walked out the lobby, and back to his room. Dominic shook his head.
 
   “Why tonight? Why not wait until tomorrow morning?”
 
   “Their vision is slightly impaired under the shine of the moon,” Kyran stated, making his way back to the rooms as well. “Though I wouldn’t say it gives us an advantage.”
 
   Kyran left and Chloe followed. Scarlet chuckled under her breath and returned to her quarters as well, leaving only the young Sages to dwell on the Kingdom they had heard so much about, but were too young to recall what its inhabitants were like.
 
   “This is the first time I actually thought about death,” Achan mumbled.
 
   “We all die sometime,” Dominic said, turning to Catherine. “Princess, would you like to come to my room and talk?”
 
   Catherine looked at him with weary eyes and then smiled weakly.
 
   “Sure,” she whispered and took the hand he offered. James and Achan watched as the two went back to the guest rooms. Achan nudged his friend.
 
   “Aren’t you going after her?”
 
   “No,” James said, his eyes growing tired. “Not yet. I’ll be outside if you need me.”
 
   “More training?”
 
   “Exactly. Want to join?”
 
   “I would, but unfortunately some of us actually need to sleep. Especially since we’re headed to that place.”
 
   “See you tonight then,” James said, walking out the lodge abruptly. He had a project he had been working on all night. Sure it might not help him in battle, but it did stretch his mind, and he figured that it had to help him improve his general skills at least a little. 
 
   He was just about to start when he heard the lodge doors open and close. Without turning around he chuckled out loud.
 
   “Couldn’t sleep, Achan?” he called out as he stretched his arms forward. Catherine stepped in front of him.
 
   “I am not a boy,” she said, putting his arms down with her gentle hands.
 
   “Yet you’re so determined to hit like one,” James smiled. “I thought you were with Dominic.”
 
   “This could be my last day,” she admitted. “We weren’t expected to go to Quietus so suddenly. So…since it could be, I’d rather spend it with you than him.”
 
   “Tell the truth, it’s only because he smells, isn’t it?”
 
   “No,” she giggled. “It’s because I enjoy your company more…is that being selfish?”
 
   “Love doesn’t need to…” James’ voice trailed off as Catherine looked steadily into his eyes, her emerald greens sparkling with the snowflakes providing a backdrop. 
 
   “You can continue what you were going to say.”
 
   “I won’t,” James said adamantly. Catherine scowled and said politely through clenched teeth.
 
   “As your Princess, I order you to finish that sentence.”
 
   James laughed and grabbed her shoulders.
 
   “I think it would be more effective if I show you.”
 
   “More dorm rooms?”
 
   “Not exactly,” he said as he stretched his hands forward and concentrated. A white light suddenly washed out their surroundings, and then disappeared as suddenly as it came. In its place was an ocean. The water rippling lightly in a cool breeze as the sun set in the distance, just over the horizon. A wooden dock appeared under James’ and Catherine’s feet, and she stared in awe at the beautiful sight before her. She had never seen anything like it.
 
   “What is this?” she asked, taking ahold of his arm. 
 
   “The ocean,” he said, trying to control his breathing and concentration. 
 
   “I’ve never seen this before…is this real?”
 
   “I don’t know,” James replied truthfully. “But I see it sometimes…in my dreams. And I’ve always been in awe over the effect it has on me. Looking at it just…makes me feel like everything is going to be okay.”
 
   “And what’s that?” Catherine asked, pointing to the right, an unfinished manifestation sitting on the shore.
 
   “It’s a boat I’m making,” he replied.
 
   “Boat?”
 
   “It’s a vessel, kind of like a stagecoach. It carries you across the water.”
 
   “We’re going to get in that thing?”
 
   “Eventually,” he said, closing his eyes.
 
   “And then what? Where do we go?”
 
   “Wherever we want, I guess,” James laughed. “I haven’t figured it out just yet…Catherine, I wasn’t supposed to show you this until it was completed…right now it’s nothing more than a fancy picture…but I just want you to know that it’s all yours.”
 
   “Mine?” she said in awe. “How can this be mine?”
 
   “I want you to have the world,” James smiled at her. “I want to give you everything in my power. This is yours because without you, I would have never trained so hard and gotten this far. You indirectly created this, just by being you.”
 
   “Thank you, James,” she whispered, reaching up with her hand and pulling his face close to hers. With a moment of hesitation and sigh, she kissed him. A tender, sweet kiss that only increased in intensity the longer it lasted. 
 
   The ocean, the sun and the beach all disappeared, and suddenly they were back in the cold snow, but their kiss remained, and as James held her tighter, and he felt her lips press urgently against his, he was filled with a bittersweet influx of desire. 
 
   Creating a paradise for the woman he loved was fine and well, but how was he going to save her from the evils they would have to face that night?
 
    
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter 12 – The Darkness and the Light 
 
   “Thank you again,” Arimus said to the Conuns as they eagerly shook his hands. They provided them with a good stock of food and water, supplies to carry them through unknown territory. Both Arimus and Achan had been from Languor. A few times, long ago, Kyran had been to Prattle on secret missions. But no one had ever been to the Kingdom of Quietus. No one actually went there to visit. 
 
   The Sages stood outside the lodge looking over their supplies and examining one another for breaks in resolve. They all were so anxious they felt like throwing up but not one was willing to admit it less they start a chain of nervous breakdowns. Arimus sighed and took point.
 
   “The stone is probably with the King,” Arimus said as strong as he could. “He has never taken a queen to my knowledge. The good thing is that he won’t be able to use the power of that stone. But he can repel us. And remember the story we’ve been told. It’s been said that he absorbed the power of Lakrymos into his being and has both the powers of a Sage and a Quietus. I’m not sure if it’s true, but be careful all the same. Kyran, if you would continue.”
 
   “We’re going to be moving fast,” Kyran said. “The slower we are, the greater the chance we’ll be detected by their advanced senses. Detection is very bad. We’ll have about an hour on foot through more waste land and another in meadow. After that, we’ll have thirty miles of the Quietus woods, similar to ours except the Quietus use the grounds for hunting. The creatures are harmless though. No worry about that.”
 
   “But there will be hunters,” Arimus said. “So we’ll have to be quiet. As long as we move as a unit in their woods, the hunters will focus only on the hunt. Once we hit the Kingdom itself, all bets are off. No one’s seen the exterior, let alone inside. Kyran will go invisible and scout ahead. Chloe will take point, and the rest will back her up in any way possible. Quick and precise. In and out. That’s the plan.”
 
   “Then let’s move,” Kyran barked as they all made sure their cloaks were on tight and started running, all eight of them maintaining the same pace. James looked back at Dominic who was taking up the rear. His eidolon was unsheathed and he was holding it behind him as they continued on. James looked back to the front and thought of how he had improved so quickly. Already he could draw on his Sage strength without needing his eidolon exposed. Even Achan didn’t need the tip sticking out his palm anymore. Why had Dominic fallen so far behind?
 
   He turned to his friend, Achan, running by his side as he thought of the Kingdom they were running to. How many warriors could he strike down? What was the extent of his Sage abilities now? What would happen when he arrived?
 
   He recalled the strange eidolon that emerged in Languor, but not again since. It had been born of a Quietus heritage. Would it emerge again now that he would be in the place he considered home? Would his…mother be there?
 
   He didn’t know what to think of that, and he threw the thought aside as he dwelled on what Arimus said about the King. In the story of the siege, Lakrymos, the most powerful Sage, had lost his life at the hands of the King, being absorbed into his very being, giving him the powers of both Quietus and Allay. 
 
   “Yet I have that power too.” James thought. “What does that mean?”
 
   The King had to be very powerful if the rumors were true, and that was the one person they needed the stone from. How were they going to manage that?
 
   “Why can’t he use the stone?” James asked Achan. Achan laughed. 
 
   “It’s common knowledge, James,” he said. “To create a balance of power in each Kingdom, the stones gravitate towards a female first and foremost. Because they’re usually seen as the weaker between the two sexes, the stone gives a single woman full power, being able to let her carry it and use its abilities like in Catherine’s case. But when she marries and their souls intertwine, while she still remains the carrier, only the male is able to use its abilities. It creates a balance between the two. But if only the male has the stone, while he can use its repelling power as a carrier would, he can’t fuse it inside him or use all of its abilities easily. This is typically because men are usually more power hungry, so the stone doesn’t often give the single male full access. Though I have heard it happening in extremely rare cases.”
 
   “How could the stone know though? You’re making it sound like it’s intelligent.”
 
   “Maybe it is,” Achan said. “Who knows?”
 
   “Quiet!” Scarlet scolded them. “We’ll be entering the meadow soon. There’s no telling who will be listening. And Dominic, put away your eidolon. It’s like you’re sending a beacon straight to Quietus.”
 
   “Sorry,” Dominic muttered as he sheathed it. James noticed Dominic had to work even harder to maintain the pace. 
 
   The Sages ran under the shine of the moon, lighting their way through the darkness, which had already begun to increase in density. As they entered the meadow, no one said a word, thinking of only the dreaded woods that lay before them next. Reminiscing over their time in Languor, their past decisions and if their teamwork would be enough, silence had descended upon them all like a weight. They fought against the burden, trying to remain optimistic, but as they saw the woods’ edge, the tree line getting closer with each step, no one wanted to admit that it felt like the weight had increased.
 
   “What now, Arimus?” Kyran asked. Arimus scanned the tree line as they kept running.
 
   “Scout ahead for an hour. We’re going to rest at the edge before heading in. One last reprieve before the battle. The hunters are sure not to spot us. There is no sport in the meadow.”
 
   Kyran nodded and sped forward, going invisible and disappearing into the Quietus woods. Arimus held up a fist, signaling for them to halt their approach. He turned to address them.
 
   “We rest until Kyran’s return. If he doesn’t return in two hours’ time, we will assume him dead and proceed. Keep your voices down, and stay sharp.”
 
   The Sages sat down at the edge of the woods, sitting behind the trees and looking out to the moon. James noticed that the trees in Quietus were nearly dead, void of any leaves or flowers yet the moon only barely pierced through the canopy. The trees crowded together so tightly that the roots took up most of the space on the forest floor, and it appeared they were fighting for the sky up above. The bark was a dark purple and stringy, as if the tree itself was made out of millions of licorice woven together. Even as he leaned on it, he felt like it was going to open up and swallow him whole.
 
   “Do you have my back?” Chloe asked Scarlet as she sat next to her. Scarlet looked to the ground and thought for a moment.
 
   “While we’re here, of course I do,” Scarlet replied. “We can’t be divided in this place. We’ll both end up dead.”
 
   “Thank you,” she said. Scarlet studied her.
 
   “But that doesn’t mean we’re hanging out like old friends. Go find another tree to lean on.”
 
   “Will do,” Chloe said happily as she went to search.
 
   Achan was busy talking with Arimus, and Dominic was still catching breath so James shuffled toward Catherine as silently as he could. She suppressed a giggle when his cloak got snagged by one of the low branches. He carefully detached the branch and sat down next to her. 
 
   “What’s on your mind?” he asked her. She turned to him and smiled warmly.
 
   “The Ocean,” she said. “With all this gloom around, I was thinking of how the sun looked over the water, how it cast its colors upon the surface like wet paint.”
 
   “You don’t have to just think about it. I can take you there.”
 
   “James, you should conserve your energy.”
 
   “Just for a minute. And then I’ll have nearly a half hour to rest. I’ll even let you sleep on my shoulder if you play your cards right.”
 
   “Aren’t I a lucky woman?” she snickered.
 
   “So are you ready?”
 
   “James…”
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Do you love me?”
 
   “What kind of a question is that? I’m infatuated with you. I can’t stop thinking about you.”
 
   “That’s completely different than love.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “You could see a beautiful woman walk before you and be obsessed with her. She might stroll through your dreams, take up your thoughts and control your actions, without you even knowing her name. But that doesn’t mean it’s love. I guess…I’m just worried that…you only fell for me because I was a Princess. That without that status looming over my head, you would have never given me a second thought. And I know how I feel about you. I’m sure you felt it when we kissed, but I need to know where you stand.”
 
   “I love you, Katie, because of how I see things now,” James said. “Before, I only wanted the best. To be the strongest Sage in Allay. To dominate my enemies and rule the Kingdom with a goddess on my arm. But all of that has changed so drastically. After what happened in Languor, I don’t want to dominate anyone. Now that I know my eidolon can be more than a weapon, I would rather spend time creating new buildings and masterpieces like a sculpture, than slicing down other living beings like a warrior. It’s scary being out here fighting, but watching a family being torn apart because of what I’ve done…hurts even more. I’m not even sure how much I want to be a warrior at all. The only reason I’m training now is to protect you and you alone. I have no desire to be King, even if we were married, and I don’t want a goddess on my arm because of how boring and high maintenance she would be. I just want my plain Catherine, so ordinary to the world, yet so strikingly beautiful to my eyes. And if you don’t want me for any reason, I’m okay with that, because love means the other person should always be happy before you are.”
 
   Catherine smiled and took James’ hand.
 
   “Take me there. Just for a minute.”
 
   James stretched out a hand and darkness was flooded by light. And they were suddenly back in their haven, their own private getaway. Though he could only maintain it for a couple minutes at a time, the water didn’t quite ripple right, the boat wasn’t finished and the sun descended way too fast, Catherine didn’t care one bit, and as if to hear what he was thinking, she grabbed his arm and whispered in his ear.
 
   “It’s perfect.”
 
   James turned to face her and took her hand. He led her to the edge of the dock, and they sat at its edge, dangling their feet as she leaned on his shoulder. Already he was getting butterflies in his stomach, and he could feel the picture before him beginning to waiver, but he closed his eyes and tried to give her the full minute. 
 
   He barely managed. 
 
   And in the last second, just as it was being erased in a wave of white light, Catherine pressed her lips against his, and smiled when they parted.
 
   They were back at the woods’ edge, but instead of only the moon casting light upon their faces, there was a shadow, standing in front of them. It lunged forward, lifted James off the ground and slammed him into the adjacent tree. James’ eyes widened as he saw the moonlight reveal the identity of his attacker. 
 
   “Dominic, what are you doing?” James whispered urgently as Dominic slammed him again.
 
   “What are you doing with Catherine?!” he roared, his voice echoing across the meadow. Scarlet and Arimus jumped to their feet and ran toward him, but Dominic unleashed his eidolon and threw it to them. They caught it and he immediately cast Lock, pressing them down to the ground. He had only a couple seconds to get the job done.
 
   “NO MORE!” Dominic screamed as he reached toward Catherine and quickly grabbed her standard sword. He swung it directly toward James throat just as he managed to activate a manifestation. They were back on the dock, and Dominic was now on the edge of it. James appeared at his side like a ghost coming out of thin air. He grabbed his rival by the collar and threw him towards the ocean. As soon as he was to hit the water, James cut off the sequence, and they were back at the woods’ edge. Dominic fell hard in the meadow’s grass. Scurrying to his feet, he went towards James again but Scarlet and Arimus apprehended him. Arimus snatched the sword from his hand and handed it back to Catherine as Scarlet forced him to his knees.
 
   “Have you lost your mind?” Scarlet whispered angrily as a shrill chirp suddenly pierced the air. Her eyes widened and she helped him to his feet. 
 
   “You attracted them, you fool!” she said. “Formations…and be quiet!”
 
   Arimus glared at Dominic and studied the landscape around them. Dominic bowed his head in shame as they each circled around Catherine with their backs to her. Catherine held her standard sword tight while each Sage searched for any sign of a hunter. All was still. The only sound that could be heard was their breath.
 
   But what none of them sensed was a sole Quietus hunter, watching from the highest treetop above the meadow, gazing upon them and smiling with his fanged teeth, glistening off the moonlight. He launched himself forward flawlessly, having aimed for the precise spot to land without them detecting his presence.
 
   He landed in the middle of the circle of Sages, not one aware of his presence, and he stood behind the frightened Catherine, who was clutching her sword fervently. He ran his lengthy, sharp fingernails through her hair and smelled her neck. She smelled delicious. But he didn’t want just a bite. He wanted her whole, and to be able to finish his meal without interruption, he would have to kill her bodyguards before he began.
 
   Smiling, he stretched his slimy neck out until his head was right next to Catherine’s and then he whispered in her ear.
 
   “You smell wonderful.”
 
   Catherine’s skin crawled but she was able to suppress her scream as the Sages turned in haste, catching the barely audible whisper. Catherine lunged for him but he back-flipped out of the circle of Sages, onto the wet meadow grass. He looked at them one by one as they frowned at him. And one by one, they clasped their hands together, and each of them released an unique sword of dazzling colors. Their eidolons brightening up the hunter’s face, who only smiled back in excitement.
 
   “SAGES!!!” he laughed deeply. “The whole Kingdom will dance when they learn Sages have left Allay to come here!”
 
   “You won’t get to tell them!” Arimus said as he reached forward, his winds wrapping around the Quietus and bringing him toward his blade. The Quietus flexed his muscles and broke free instantly, smiling wide as Arimus took a more personal approach. He swung his eidolon, using the wind to increase his striking speed, and it cut off the Quietus’ arm, sending it flying into the distance. The Quietus regenerated it immediately and dodged the next blow, back flipping over and over until he was a considerable distance from the forest edge. 
 
   “He’s trying to goad us into the meadow,” Arimus announced. “If he delays the fight, eventually other Quietus will come to his aid. We need to get into the woods where we can hide accordingly.”
 
   “A smart Sage,” the Quietus cooed as he brushed a hand through his greasy, slick black hair. His forearms flexed as he hunched his back over, and two scythes appeared, sticking out from his elbows. His rippling, tar like skin making him nearly invisible, even in the moonlight. Only his teeth shone bright.
 
   “We have to make this quick,” Arimus stated as the Quietus shrugged his shoulders.
 
   “I agree!” it cackled as it ran forward with alarming speed. He kicked James in the stomach before he could react, sending him flying into a tree. He punched Scarlet and clawed her cloak off, revealing her scarlet armor underneath. She ripped the rest of the cloak away and swung at him but he ducked under it and roundhouse kicked her in the face. By the time she caught her balance, he had moved on to another. Just as he was about to reach Chloe, who was waiting for him eagerly, Catherine stepped in the way.
 
   “I’ve got him!” Catherine shouted at him as symbols activated all over her body. Chloe saw it and pushed her aside before the Princess could use the stone’s power. Chloe’s eidolon clashed with the Quietus’ scythes and for a couple seconds, they parried with one another. But after seeing she was stronger than the others, he backed away and ran off, deciding to focus on the others. With his scythes ready, he headed straight for Dominic who held his eidolon tight, waiting for the enemy to strike. 
 
   Achan could see it all over him. The way Dominic’s knees shook. The flickering of his eidolon, the fluttering of his eyelids…
 
   He wasn’t ready to face this Quietus.
 
   Achan stepped in the way to intercept just as the Quietus swung his scythe forward to clash with the young Sage.
 
   “GET OUT THE WAY!” Achan roared as he clashed with the Quietus. Dominic obeyed and ran out their path as he stared deep into the eyes of his enemy.
 
   “I WON’T LET YOU HURT THEM!” Achan yelled in the Quietus’ face, who just smiled back mischievously.
 
   And then Achan heard the crack.
 
   His eyes narrowed, and he began to shed tears once he saw it.
 
   The Quietus’ scythe was already half-way through…
 
   Achan had no time to sheath it. With a final, tender glance at Catherine, he then closed his eyes, as the Quietus put all his strength into his strike. 
 
   Achan’s eidolon shattered instantly, like shards of glass.
 
   The scythe continued and took off the young Sage’s head, ensuring that there was no hope of his return. Achan’s shattered eidolon hit the grass and exploded into dust as his lifeless body crumpled into a ball. 
 
   Chloe angrily lunged forward and decapitated the Quietus in one snap of her arm. 
 
   And Catherine tried her best to hold back her cries. But she was not strong enough.
 
   She ran to Achan’s lifeless body but Arimus held her back, hugging her tight as James joined the group. 
 
   He took one look at Catherine, grasping Arimus’ cloak desperately as she buried her head into his chest, and then one glance at the object of the Sages’ gaze. When he saw his best friend lying in the grass, a broken cry escaped his throat as he dropped to his knees.
 
   And from the forest, a hundred more Quietus joined in the song with their own distinct sounds.
 
    
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter 13 – Kill Them All
 
   “Move!” Arimus shouted as he pushed Catherine and James forward. Neither of them was ready to leave Achan’s body to the monsters, but there was no choice. Not if their mission was to still succeed.
 
   “Shut it!” Arimus barked sharply, awakening Catherine and James from their stupor. “If you don’t run now, more of us will die! Remember our purpose!”
 
   “Right,” Catherine sobbed as she began running on her own. James picked up his speed as well when they hit the forest line, breaking through the trees with no sense of direction, no map, only a little light to illuminate their path. 
 
   “What now, Arimus?” Scarlet yelled. There was no point being silent anymore. Once the Quietus knew one was there, they couldn’t lose the scent. 
 
   “Head for the Kingdom!” Arimus shouted. “I’ll try my best to lead the Quietus away. They’ll head to this area first.”
 
   “What are you going to do?”
 
   “What I must,” Arimus said solemnly. “Scarlet, come with me. Stay in the background and wait for my word. Then light this place up.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Chloe, take James, Dominic and Catherine with you. The mission is your top priority. Keep them safe.”
 
   “I will,” she said as she waved them on. Catherine glared at Arimus intensely as he nodded in her direction.
 
   “Whether in this life or the next, we will meet again,” he said. Catherine fought back her words as Arimus and Scarlet went back where they came from. Chloe made James and Catherine run up front as they navigated through the thick dead woods. 
 
   “Get ready to fight,” Chloe said, removing her cloak and revealing her signature green sundress instead of her armor. “And get comfortable. You need to fight your best.”
 
   “I want to fight,” Dominic said with a broken heart. Chloe glared at him with an anger no one had ever seen from her.
 
   “You’ve done enough!” she shouted, and then continued to face forward.
 
   James, Dominic and Catherine reluctantly removed their cloaks and left them to the forest floor, any hope of stealth dropping with them. Their armor being the only piece of clothing they would need for the battles to come…
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   “Why the meadow?” Scarlet shouted. “It will be worse for you there.” 
 
   “Use your senses,” Arimus said as they ran. “There are over a hundred Quietus. We need to eliminate as many as possible. Once you see them hit the meadow, go all out. I’ll pick up the scraps.”
 
   “Fine,” Scarlet said. “Take care.”
 
   She veered off to the right to get in position while Arimus broke through the woods and into the meadow, the sharp chirps of the Quietus right behind him. He quickly skidded to a halt in the grass and stopped by the fallen Quietus Chloe had killed earlier. He put his eidolon through its torso and held it up toward the woods. Even as he turned to face it, he could already see the branches swaying under their collective weight, their murderous intent releasing into the air like smoke. Arimus smiled and got ready for war.
 
   “THIS QUIETUS WAS WEAK!!!” Arimus shouted proudly. “AS ALL OF YOU ARE! COME! DIE LIKE A WARRIOR! MEET YOUR MAKER AT THE HANDS OF A TRUE SAGE!”
 
   With the last of his words echoing into their ears, he strengthened his eidolon, its sheer power turning the dead Quietus’ body into dust. The Quietus roared and grumbled as they prepared to jump into the meadow.
 
   And then the wave of fire hit their backs. 
 
   Unleashing one wave after the other, Scarlet released waves of consuming fire from her eidolon, clearing the forest and obliterating the opposition. Several Quietus jumped from their perches out of necessity, not want, and ran with no place to go, towards Arimus. 
 
   Arimus’ winds released from his eidolon like a tornado, covering him in a cyclone shield. And once it was done protecting his entire body, he lunged forward to meet the stragglers, cutting them down without a second’s hesitation. Without the young Sages in the way, he didn’t have to worry about harming them. 
 
   A few Quietus managed to get close enough to swipe at him, but the winds kept them at bay, sending them spiraling into the air and onto his blade. When there was only one left, he used the wind to encircle it in turn, bringing it close as it fought against his grip. But Arimus was too powerful for it as he sliced the wriggling Quietus in two. He sighed and examined the bodies. Thirteen. Not bad, but hardly enough.
 
   Arimus’ perked up and he looked to the smoldering clearing that had once been half of the Quietus’ woods. He could hear more chirps sounding off and moving closer. But where were Scarlet’s waves of fire?
 
   “She must be caught up in a fight,” he said to himself as he began heading towards her. But then fifty Quietus began jumping into the meadow from the edge of the fires, running at him with full speed, their wide smiles the only thing he could see at such a distance.
 
   Arimus sighed and held his eidolon forward. He hadn’t expected to even get as much help as he did considering where they were at. Still, fifty was a lot of Quietus…
 
   “Oh, well,” Arimus said as he met the horde head on. The Quietus released their scythes and Arimus let his winds reach maximum velocity. With a roar escaping his throat, a tornado appeared in the middle of the Quietus horde, disrupting their approach and sending half of them flying through the air. Arimus jumped into the eye of the tornado and began slicing away at the ranks, letting his eidolon guide him, his experience carry him to victory…
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   “That had to be Scarlet,” Chloe said as the four of them looked back. There had been several explosions, and then the forest behind them had erupted into flames. Smoke the size of Allay’s castle billowed into the air as they kept moving. Arimus and Scarlet were doing an impeccable job. They hadn’t encountered one Quietus on their journey. They were all focused on what was happening in the meadow.
 
   “We’ll have to fight when we get to the Kingdom,” Catherine said solemnly. “And I will be using the stone. I just want you to know that.”
 
   “Perhaps you should let me go in first,” Chloe said sweetly. Catherine glared at her.
 
   “Everyone is fighting but me. I won’t be useless.”
 
   “If you say so, but that just means James and I are going to be fighting that much harder.”
 
   “If you must,” she said solemnly. James could see the pain in her gaze. She was thinking of Achan…he had been taken from them so…easily, so quickly, that they couldn’t even give him a proper burial or memorial. They could only run and continue the mission, praying his sacrifice wasn’t in vain.
 
   “Faster,” Chloe interrupted their thoughts. “I’m sensing something dangerous coming this way.”
 
   They didn’t question her order, just followed it as they gained more and more distance through the forest. James had just begun to see the outline of the Kingdom walls when he heard a sharp cry behind them. Catherine, Dominic and James stopped and turned to see Chloe caught in a headlock by a Quietus.
 
   “Chloe!” Catherine shouted as the Quietus took a step back and stretched his neck out to the right so that he could get a good look at them.
 
   There was a crown on top of his head. 
 
   Black, dripping in ooze and void of diamonds, but undeniably shaped like a crown. The Quietus let go of Chloe and pushed her forward. She stumbled and wiped the ooze from her dress.
 
   “You ruined my favorite,” she stated, unafraid of the Quietus that had held her captive.
 
   “You’re not scared of me?” the Quietus asked. James was surprised to hear this Quietus speak. It sounded like liquid, as if it was a fish trying to talk in water.
 
   “You’re strong,” Chloe declared, taking out her eidolon. “But not immortal.”
 
   “Not yet,” he chuckled. “But I’m surprised that you are so calm. Aren’t you afraid of the King of Quietus?”
 
   “No,” Chloe said firmly.
 
   “But I defeated your greatest warrior. I decimated your Kingdom. Isn’t that reason to fear me?”
 
   “You tricked him into giving up his life. I won’t do the same.”
 
   “What about them?” he pointed to James and Catherine. “Would you give your life for them?”
 
   “If I had to,” Chloe said. “But I won’t have to.”
 
   “We as Quietus love a good fight, and it’s been a long time since we’ve engaged in one. Before you try to strike me down, I have a deal for you.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “I know why you’re here. You want the stone I carry, correct?”
 
   “So?”
 
   “Pass my challenge and I will gladly give it to what’s left of your group. I have no use for it anyways. I have enough power at my disposal.”
 
   “I’m not playing your games.”
 
   “The two Sages in the forest will soon lose. One is already dead, and the invisible one is trying to find a way to salvage your failures. This deal is all you have.”
 
   “Speak then,” Chloe said as Catherine grabbed her arm.
 
   “You can’t listen to him!” 
 
   “Let me fight in your stead!” Dominic cried out but Chloe only sneered at him. Dominic bowed his head in shame once again as the face Chloe made seared into his mind. 
 
   “Go on,” Chloe spoke to the King.
 
   “When we happen to get intruders,” the King said. “We put them in our arena. It doesn’t look like much, but typically we allow a thousand warriors to engage the prisoner all at once. Of course, no one survives. But, if you do, I will give your group the stone and let them leave unharmed. And as you know, I am a man of my word.”
 
   “A thousand Quietus?” Chloe sighed, knowing that was too much, even for her.
 
   “A thousand elite Quietus. Not the citizens you’ve been facing in the forest. They hunt for sport and game. The ones you face will be a lot stronger.”
 
   Chloe paused as she looked to the young Sages, calculating their survival without this deal. Finally, she had her answer.
 
   “I accept,” Chloe said reluctantly. “Lead on.”
 
   “Right this way,” the King chuckled. “While you’re inside the Kingdom and the game is underway, no harm will come to you. Of course, if you lose, they will all be executed, but let’s not deal on the negative.”
 
   “What about our friends in the forest?” Catherine asked.
 
   “Sorry,” the King replied. “But I only give orders within the Kingdom walls. My people can do what they want outside of them.”
 
   The four of them followed the King of Quietus as he glided towards the Kingdom doors, maintaining a far enough distance that they could talk.
 
   “You can’t do this!” Catherine stressed to Chloe. “This is suicide!”
 
   “We have better odds, Princess,” Chloe said. “I’m sorry, but if I refused, we would have been killed. The King is far stronger than I am. That I can tell you. At least we have a shot of not only survival, but getting the stone too.”
 
   “Do you think he’ll really give it up?”
 
   “He is said to be a man of his word,” Chloe sighed. “And the Quietus love battle. If I can do this, they will show us respect.”
 
   “I hope you’re right,” Catherine said. “And we’re not all about to be taken hostage and absorbed.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   Arimus grunted as he parried a blow to his neck. The Quietus were beginning to overwhelm him. Since he had cut down the fifty to half, a hundred more at joined their brothers and sisters. And they were trying to crowd him, forcing him to keep both hands on the eidolon and focused only on his personal space rather than use his wind to clear the field. Now that there were so many in the meadow, they greatly had the advantage. 
 
   He had to get back to the forest, but there was a mob between him. And he couldn’t get through without taking big risks.
 
   Arimus shouted out as he swatted another Quietus away. 
 
   “But I can’t fight forever.” He thought as he sighed and braced for the pain. 
 
   Swinging his eidolon as fast as he could in front of him, he gave himself only one second to summon another tornado. Just one more to make a hole in the crowd. 
 
   But he didn’t have enough time. As soon as he stretched out his right hand, he had managed to create the tornado, but now he was exposed. A Quietus jumped onto his arm and immediately started biting him ferociously. Arimus roared and tried to shake the Quietus off but he was persistent, and the extra time he used on the biting Quietus only exposed him further. 
 
   He raised his eidolon in the air to catch them, but there were too many. Twenty jumped on his eidolon. The first ten disintegrated immediately, but the other ten were enough to weigh him down to one knee, giving the rest of the mob time to get their slashes in. Arimus swung his eidolon wildly as he fell to one knee, grunted as they pulled at his beard and that stupid Quietus kept gnawing at his arm.
 
   Arimus kept swinging but his vision was beginning to darken as the mass of warriors swarmed him like ants, and he was the wingless fly…
 
   “INCINERATE!” He heard someone bellow, and he was able to open his eyes just enough to see the flames engulf him.
 
   It hurt.
 
   Far more than the Quietus’ jabs and biting, but after the fire died down, he was free.
 
   Arimus fainted and fell face first into the grass as Scarlet rushed to his side. She flipped him over and examined him as she covered her mouth.
 
   “Oh, Arimus,” she whispered as she removed her cloak and covered most of his body. “I’m so sorry…it was the only way I could get them off of you…”
 
   She took out her eidolon and concentrated, despite her own stab wounds vying for her attention. She had never let out a little fire before. Usually she just let her anger take over and released as much as it desired. But this situation didn’t call for it.
 
   He was already burned by her fire so badly, and yet, that wasn’t even the most pressing issue.
 
   She had to cut off and cauterize his mangled arm before he went into shock.
 
   And if she was to succeed, there could not be one ounce of anger guiding her hand.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   “Where is she?” Catherine demanded through her blindfolds. They didn’t get to see what anything in the Kingdom looked like, only the massive gate, formed into the shape of a giant Quietus man standing tall. Then the King had snapped his fingers, and they were blindfolded. Chloe had whispered caution, but it was hard to trust the very people that ruined her Kingdom.
 
   And then Catherine had called for Chloe, and they hadn’t realized when she had left. James had dared not to activate his Sage senses, less the Quietus saw it as a threat. He had to wait for the right moment to act. And the time was not now. At the least, he could be thankful they weren’t bound.
 
   “Remove them,” the King declared and their blindfolds were removed promptly. 
 
   They were standing on top of a large crater, except bleachers that reached high into the air had been built around it on the east side. James, Catherine and Dominic were standing with the King next to his special VIP section on the west, a single block of marble that was about half a mile wide. There his throne was placed, made of rusted iron. The King sat down with a sigh and glanced over at his Allayan guests.
 
   “I trust you’ll behave?” he asked. The boys looked over to him and nodded. But Catherine was still angry with the situation.
 
   “Where are my friends?”
 
   “I don’t know,” the King sighed wearily, stretching his full body over the sides. “Still fighting probably.”
 
   “Where is Chloe?”
 
   “Being prepped for the main event,” he chuckled, pointing down below. The Crater was empty and worn from battles past. Dirty and barren, bones stuck out the ground and the soil itself had turned into a maroon color. On the northern side of the crater was a small room that the King kept pointing to.
 
   “She’s in there,” he assured them. “And my warriors are there.”
 
   He pointed to the southern end of the crater which extended into the Quietus village, the particulars of it closed off by a steel dome. They couldn’t see a thing from where they stood.
 
   “It will start soon,” the King mused as he waved his hands out. “Look at my subjects. Never one to miss a show.”
 
   The Quietus citizens began pouring into the stands in mobs, crowding for good seats and fighting each other for front row. The King laughed as he looked over at his guests. Catherine was still glaring at him.
 
   “What?” he asked.
 
   “Why are we not chained?”
 
   “Do you want to be?”
 
   “No, but I’m surprised that you’re acting so casually considering what’s happening in your Kingdom.”
 
   “I’m not worried about you three,” he yawned. “You’re weaklings. I can sense every atom in your pathetic little bodies.”
 
   “Don’t underestimate us,” she said, and he laughed again.
 
   “Oh I won’t. I can sense you have the stone for example. That’s pretty impressive. You must be the Princess of Allay.”
 
   “I am,” she said boldly. “And I need to ask you something. Do you know where my mother and father are? I ask only because you took them with you when you laid siege on my Kingdom. What did you do with them?”
 
   “I promised to spare their lives,” the King yawned again. “So I sold them.”
 
   “To whom?”
 
   “Some strange man that visited Quietus one day. Very strange. He referred to himself as a jester. Though nothing he said was funny.”
 
   Jester? James and Dominic looked at one another as Catherine kept her silence on his location. If she wanted to find her parents, they would have to talk with this strange man.
 
   “Did he say why he wanted my parents specifically?”
 
   “No…just that he wanted them. He beat me in an arm wrestling contest too, so I had to give them up.”
 
   “Arm wrestling?”
 
   “I demanded more knowledge of his origins. He said he would disclose all if he lost in an arm wrestling competition. I agreed, and he won fair and square. I’ll never forget his strength. If he was the one in the arena today, I’m sure he would win hands down.”
 
   “And what of Chloe? How will she fare?”
 
   “Oh, her?” the king perked up. “She’s a dead woman.”
 
   “But if she wins, we get the stone,” Catherine said, trying not to dwell on a negative outcome.
 
   “That’s the idea,” the King said. “Now shush, it’s about to start.”
 
   The three young Sages looked out over the crater and watched as Chloe emerged from her prison, the bars descending into the ground and allowing her onto the field. She was still wearing her green sundress and in her right hand was her long sword, glowing its vibrant green aura.
 
   “Release the challengers,” the King stated, and the sound of doors bursting open was heard below. Both Quietus and Allay watched as a thousand warriors scattered all over the field, surrounding Chloe with jagged swords of their own. Chloe stood there and sighed, closing her eyes and feeling out her enemies. 
 
   The King smiled, sat up, and leaned forward.
 
   “BEGIN!” he shouted, and then Chloe let out a blood-curdling scream.
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
   Chapter 14 - All’s Well that Ends…well….
 
   The light didn’t come from her. It shot out from the sky in a cylindrical form and covered her entire body. It then spread out in a fan like fashion from the soles of her feet and blanketed the entire crater until it hit the edge, splashing against the sides like an oceanic wave. 
 
   When the aura stopped glowing from Chloe’s body, she had been completely transformed. 
 
   Her hair stuck out in all directions and was a shamrock green. Her sundress had been replaced by a long, billowing robe that was two sizes too big. It covered her arms and hands completely and flowed in the breeze past her feet. The robe was dark green with golden stripes running along each of her limbs, which met at the center and then extended in two lines down to the bottom. 
 
   Her face had hardened. Her lips had gotten thinner. And even stranger, a separate collar from the robe appeared around her neck, completely black. Chloe opened her eyes and her retinas were completely gone. 
 
   The crowd watched in awe as the long sword she had been carrying earlier extended out from her left sleeve, until it gently scraped against the ground. The warriors that had surrounded her had lost themselves for a moment, but now they remembered their purpose. Growling they ran forward, and Chloe…vanished.
 
   Moving faster than they could blink, she systematically executed her attackers at the head one at a time, each with one swing of her sword. Moving faster and faster, it took barely a minute to reach each one, the Quietus barely breathing compared to her breathtaking speed.
 
   It was over before the audience could finish holding their breath.
 
   Chloe sped back to the center and then looked up at the King, still sitting lazily in his chair. James couldn’t believe this man. How could he witness such a spectacle and be so relaxed?
 
   “Bravo,” the King called out to her, and then she was gone again. The King got up from his seat just as fast and unsheathed the scythe from his right arm. James, Dominic and Catherine were knocked off their feet as he clashed with Chloe, the shockwave booming through the Kingdom. But Chloe hadn’t expected to be parried, and the second of surprise she felt was just enough for the King to remove his scythe from their clash and insert it into her right side. Chloe winced as the King kicked her back down to the crater, laughing as she tumbled at first and then jumped back into the air, gliding gently to the ground floor.
 
   Though her resolve was as cool as ever, her right hand was now clutching her side as it continued to bleed out.
 
   “We had a deal!” Catherine screamed at him, but the King shook his head.
 
   “The deal was that she kill them all. None of them are dead.”
 
   They all looked to the crater in horror as the warriors began regenerating, new heads emerging from their necks, and their limbs growing as if they had never been lost. 
 
   “These are warriors of Quietus,” the King said. “The same that destroyed your Kingdom. Do you think Lakrymos would have failed so easily if this Chloe could destroy us all with little effort? He was far stronger than she.”
 
   “But you wounded her!”
 
   “Because the event wasn’t over, and she attacked me. If she had stayed in the crater, she would’ve realized her folly. Now watch your friend die.”
 
   They looked over as Chloe blinked, a simple crack in her impressive armor. Looking at the warriors climb to their feet, she quickly sped around the arena and executed them all again. Coming back to her original position, she sighed as once again, the warriors regenerated immediately after.
 
   Frustrated, Chloe cocked her eidolon back and then swung it forward, unleashing a wave of green light at the horde of warriors. Most of them dodged it, but the ones that didn’t were suddenly reduced to ash. Chloe dodged and parried several sword attacks as she continued staring at the ones reduced to ash. They didn’t regenerate.
 
   The King laughed up above.
 
   “That last move of hers takes up a great deal of energy but it does the job. Those warriors are certainly dead. Unfortunately, the move is slow. You Sages are so weak compared to those of old. She hasn’t had to fight in her full transformative state yet, so she thought it would be enough. Not so. My warriors have faced many transformed Sages.”
 
   “It has to be,” Catherine said under her breath as she saw Chloe navigate the mob, releasing the wave of destructive light whenever she could defeat the most warriors compared to what she had to put out. But there was still so many, and they were beginning to crowd her now. She was forced to start using her long sword again, wasting precious energy at swatting Quietus away, cutting them down knowing that they would just regenerate. 
 
   “Stop this,” Catherine pleaded with the King as Chloe received her first blow from the fight: a punch to the face that reeled her backwards. She was able to recover from it and resume her impressive speed, but the fact that she had been hit at all was too much for the Princess to handle.
 
   “Let’s make a deal,” Catherine said. The King perked up as James grabbed her arm.
 
   “No, Catherine,” he said. “We have to trust her. Look, she’s already taken down three hundred warriors!”
 
   “But there’s so much more,” the King said.
 
   “Catherine,” James said. “Believe in her. She took on the deal. She can do this. And if she can’t, then we’ll take down this place with everything we’ve got.”
 
   “Even if I have to use the stone?”
 
   “Wipe them off this planet,” James said through a smile. “Even if we fail, I’m sure Arimus, Scarlet and Kyran are still alive. They’re more than enough to finish the job.”
 
   “You’re right,” Catherine said as the King chuckled.
 
   “I’m not going to let that happen.”
 
   “We’ll see,” James smiled at him. “We’re just full of surprises.”
 
   The King narrowed his eyes at him in contemplation but a shout from the audience interrupted his thoughts. Chloe was now gaining momentum, unleashing waves of consuming light at regular intervals now, taking out warriors ten at a time.
 
   “Nothing to be impressed about,” the King muttered. “She’s desperate now.”
 
   Chloe’s hair suddenly dropped as she missed a scythe toward her head. Her left arm suddenly lost its sleeve as it disintegrated into the air. She took a cut on her bare arm immediately, but she ignored it and kicked the Quietus in the face before turning him to ash with a wave of light from her long sword. The Quietus warriors picked up their efforts, throwing swords and jumping in groups but Chloe was still moving as fast as she could, dodging as pieces of her robe began to shred and tear, disappearing into the air. 
 
   With only a hundred warriors left, she suddenly fell to all four limbs in exhaustion. The last of her robe evaporated into the air, and only her sundress and long sword remained. She grunted as she narrowly climbed to one knee and clashed with a downward blow from a lunging Quietus. Parrying it to the side, another Quietus nicked her shoulder and she wheeled back to her feet, sending one last wave of light. It took only a few out, but it gave her the reprieve she needed to redouble her efforts. 
 
   She continued swinging her sword with all her strength and might, but the Quietus were wearing her down. It was only a matter of time now.
 
   “She’s going to lose,” Catherine whispered. “We have to do something!”
 
   “You’re right,” an ominous voice said as the King of Quietus suddenly gasped. They looked over to see Kyran shimmer into view, having stuck his eidolon well into the King’s heart. 
 
   “Kyran!” Catherine shouted in joy as the King jumped forward off Kyran’s eidolon, pivoted around and then punched him square in the face. Kyran fell to the ground fast but the King grabbed him in mid-air, putting him immediately into a choke hold.
 
   “You have to do better than that,” the King seethed as he tightened his grip. Kyran strained against him as the King forced him to look down to the crater. “Watch her die.”
 
   Kyran growled as Dominic lunged forward to help. The King immediately pushed him back with the light of his stone, a solid beam shooting out from his eyes and sending the Sage sprawling back into the marble. 
 
   “STOP!!!” Chloe shouted out from the crater below. The warriors stopped their assault in surprise as the King put up a hand to signal it was okay.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “You said,” she heaved through her bruised and bloodied face. “If I kill all these warriors, my friends go free?”
 
   “I did,” the King said. “It is my word.”
 
   “Your…word,” Chloe breathed heavily, clutching her side. Her hair was matted with grime and her left eye was swollen. Even from where he stood, James could see a crack the size of a pencil in the middle of her eidolon.
 
   “I promise,” the King affirmed.
 
   “Okay, then,” she chuckled. “Hold on.”
 
   She turned back to the warriors she was facing and waved them on. They charged and she grunted and heaved, mustering up the strength to parry their blows as she gave out the last of her energy.
 
   “No,” Kyran muttered weakly as he fought against the King. “Please.”
 
   “Shut up,” the King snapped as Kyran’s eyes turned desperately to James.
 
   “Please,” he said with wide eyes as James took a deep breath. He held up both his hands and concentrated.
 
   “Are you there?” James pleaded from within.” I need you.”
 
   But there was no reply. 
 
   Still, one eidolon was better than nothing. 
 
   James unleashed his white eidolon and charged the King who simply reached forward and grabbed his eidolon with his free hand, clenching it and using all his might to try to crush it. James fought against the grip, gritting his teeth as he leaned forward, even as tiny cracks begin to appear. He refused to back off… 
 
   And it wasn’t even that he liked Kyran. 
 
   That wasn’t it at all.
 
   It was because he realized, in the one word Kyran uttered, just how much he loved Chloe.
 
   And James figured that if was in the same predicament…if Catherine was fighting for her life and needed help…he hoped someone would intervene on his behalf…
 
   James screamed as his eidolon reached its breaking point, cracks beginning to appear all over its surface. Catherine dove to help but Dominic intercepted, grabbing her armor and keeping her at bay. She started calling for the power of the stone to help but she wasn’t sure if she could summon it in time. 
 
   Kyran yelled and fought against the King. James screamed to cut through the Quietus and Catherine pleaded for Dominic to let her go…
 
   And then it was all drowned out by the explosion. 
 
   A beam of light, as big as the crater itself, engulfed it in its radiance. It blinded them all as the King let go of James’ eidolon to cover his sensitive eyes. Kyran slipped out the King’s grasp and stabbed him again in the chest, even if he knew it wouldn’t kill him. James staggered back and sheathed his cracked white eidolon…for he heard another.
 
   “I’m here.” It said. “But next time…I want a favor from you…”
 
   The black eidolon erupted from his chest amidst the blinding light, and he was able to see the King clearly, begging for the lightshow to stop. James shouted and lunged forward, pushing Kyran out the way and then swiping at the King with all he had, from head to toe. 
 
   The King disintegrated on impact, and all that was left was the stone. 
 
   James grabbed it and held it tight as he kept his black eidolon out. 
 
   The light faded…
 
   And the crater was completely empty. Every trace of Chloe or the Quietus warriors gone.
 
   “No…”Catherine sobbed as she pushed Dominic away from her. “CHLOE!!!”
 
   There was no answer as the crater sunk even further, cracking and steaming from Allay’s most powerful Sage’s last attack. The Quietus on the bleachers were dumbstruck at not only seeing so many warriors defeated, but their King disappearing too. They rioted from the bleachers.
 
   “Kyran!” James shouted at the frozen warrior. “KYRAN!”
 
   Kyran barely came out of his daze, looking at James slowly with glazed over eyes. James reached out, took his hand and placed the stone in it.
 
   “You’re the only one that can hide better than any of us,” James explained as the roaring mob got closer. “You have to go!”
 
   Kyran cast his eyes at the stone and James slapped him awake.
 
   “YOU HAVE TO GO!” James shouted. “Get it out of here! We’ll protect Catherine!”
 
   Kyran reluctantly backed away as he continued to stare at the crater where his beloved had just died. Shimmering out of view, James hoped he was able to carry out his orders.
 
   “Let’s go!” James shouted to Dominic. “Grab her!”
 
   Dominic threw the paralyzed Catherine over his shoulder and they looked behind the King’s throne to what lay below. There was a Quietus forest to land into but still…it was a steep drop. 
 
   “It’s all we’ve got,” James said as Dominic nodded. Dominic went to leap over the edge but just as he jumped off, a Quietus caught up to them and snatched Catherine from his arms. Dominic looked back in horror as he continued to drop, calling out for Catherine. James sliced down the Quietus as more arrived and tossed Catherine between themselves. They picked her up, now kicking and screaming, and threw her back towards the crater, goading James to an open field, where they could rip him apart.
 
   It worked.
 
   “DOMINIC!” James yelled as he sliced his way to Catherine. “GO WITH KYRAN! COMPLETE THE MISSION!” 
 
   With his final words ringing through the air, James sliced his way through the Quietus citizens, faster and faster as the Quietus eidolon gave him a steel resolve and cold nerves. He wasn’t afraid, despite what happened to Achan…to Chloe. He just had to get to Catherine…
 
   Overwhelmed with the numbers, James punched a Quietus in the face, sending him spiraling in a circle. James leaped up on his back as turned and then leapt even further in the air, over the crowd of Quietus and towards the Crater where Catherine had been thrown into. As he fell, he saw her rise to her feet and begin to activate the stone’s power. James landed hard on his feet a couple yards away, but he fought the tingling sensation shooting up his legs and kept running. It wasn’t until he grabbed her tight and held her close that he breathed…
 
   And they were standing on the dock. 
 
   The sunset behind them descending far slower than it ever had before.
 
   “WHEW!” James sighed as he let go of her. Catherine glanced around in confusion and then back at him for answers.
 
   “Did we die?” she asked.
 
   “No,” he laughed. “We’re just in my manifestation.”
 
   “We’re still in Quietus?”
 
   “Definitely,” James said. “But they can’t get in…I hope. We should be safe…until this manifestation is over.”
 
   “What happens then?”
 
   “I’m not sure,” James said, going over to sit on the dock and face the sunset. Catherine plopped down beside him.
 
   “I could use the stone to help us escape…but, I know how you hate me even mentioning it.”
 
   “I think if we can,” James said. “It would be better if we stayed put. I can still sense outside this manifestation to some degree. I’ll know when Kyran comes back.”
 
   “What do you mean? Where is he going?”
 
   “As of right now, I don’t know what happened to Arimus and Scarlet. But Kyran and Dominic definitely have two stones in their possession: Languor and Quietus. And Prattle is guaranteed now that we defeated the King of Quietus. All that’s left outside this sanctuary of ours is Zen-echelon. If he’s smart, and I know he is, he’ll go there, hopefully get the stone, and come right back here. Where the last one remains. Mission complete.”
 
   “You make it sound so simple,” Catherine said, staring at the water, calmly rippling beneath their feet. “There’s no guarantee they’ll succeed.”
 
   “Well, we’ll have plenty of quality time together whether they do or not.”
 
   “How long can you hold this? You…never lasted long before.”
 
   “I unleashed my stronger eidolon,” James said, unsure of how to put it without saying the word, Quietus. “It will hold...I’ll explain later, I promise.”
 
   Catherine looked at him with a puzzled look and then faced the sunset.
 
   “How long do we have?” she asked. 
 
   “From what I’m reading…” James thought carefully. “Three days. So, Kyran has three days to get back here. Then we’ll reappear in the middle of Quietus, where a very angry mob awaits.”
 
   “Three days of bliss then,” Catherine sighed, trying to smile. “No Kingdom to worry about. No fights. No worries…I haven’t gotten a rest in so long…I won’t know what to do with myself.”
 
   “I’m sure we’ll figure it out,” James smiled at her as he leaned in towards her. Catherine raised her eyebrows and put a finger to his lips.
 
   “Last time I kissed you, this fell apart,” she laughed.
 
   “It’s worth it,” James said and then he kissed her tenderly. Catherine wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him hard. And as the water lapped at their tired feet and the breeze blew through their cuts and bruises, their dirty cheeks and blood stained hands, Catherine realized it was the first time she felt free…
 
   From everything.
 
   Catherine pulled her lips away from James’ and brushed his dirty cheek with her stained hands and laughed.
 
   “What is it?” he asked. She looked up at him steadily and let herself cry for the first time: tears of joy.
 
   “Perfect,” she said. 
 
   And she kissed him again.
 
  
 
  

 
 
   
    
 
   Epilogue:
 
   “They technically have three out of five stones,” a voice said in the darkness.
 
   “Technically?”
 
   “There were complications with the Allayan one. It’s still in Quietus.”
 
   “Quietus is in turmoil. We can retrieve it easily.”
 
   “You would risk exposing yourself?” the voice in the darkness asked.
 
   A pause.
 
   “Unless you want to get it for yourself.”
 
   “But I’m learning so much from the Prattlians. You know how they talk…”
 
   “Get moving. Time is short.”
 
   “Fine,” the voice in the darkness said. He stood up and brushed off his pants.
 
   “Thank you, Jester.”
 
   “You’re welcome, your Highness,” Jester said. “I did always want to see the Quietus countryside…”
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