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Prologue
 
   “You did it all wrong,” Tillian said, bursting into the bedchamber. The rotting wood splintered and groaned against the hinges, but Tillian was in no mood for apologies. He needed answers. Startled, Veer sat up in his bed and flailed wildly, having come out of a nightmare that he had been reliving far too often as of late. He cursed under his breath once his eyes fell upon the sheets, soaked once again with sweat. He wasn’t sure, but he thought he also smelled a hint of urine. 
 
   “I said,” Tillian spoke louder to garner Veer’s attention. “You did it all wrong.”
 
   “Wha—what? What are you babbling about?” Veer grunted, throwing the sheets off of him violently. He wiped the palm of his hand down his perspiring face and brushed his fingers through his slick black hair. He was a young man, and pleasant to the eyes, but he still refused to have anyone follow him home into his bed. If there were to be any late night rendezvous, it was always in an alley or some obscure inn, hidden under the black of night. No one could know what he truly thought about when he was surrounded by his thoughts. Not a soul.
 
   Besides Tillian, that is.
 
   “What time is it?” Veer whined, standing up and searching for his robe. Tillian averted his eyes to the ceiling, though he had wanted to keep his disapproving glare upon his friend. As Veer rummaged around his drawers, Tillian sighed and continued.
 
   “The stones were too powerful.”
 
   “Well, of course they’re powerful. They’re not ordinary artifacts.”
 
   “We’ll have to alter the next batch so that the effects aren’t as strong. You made a mistake in your calculations.”
 
   “That’s impossible,” Veer snorted and Tillian closed his eyes.
 
   “No, it’s impossible that you did it right this time. I don’t even know why we bother anymore. This isn’t going to work.”
 
   “You know why,” Veer muttered, slamming the last drawer shut. “Saying he doesn’t know why. How silly…ah ha!” Veer bent down and grabbed the silk robe from under the bed and threw it over him. “You can look now.”
 
   Tillian stared into his friend’s eyes, and Veer’s face sunk in concern. He even forgot about the cold stone beneath his bare and clammy feet.
 
   “Till,” he said, his brow furrowing. “You’re worried.”
 
   “I am, Veer. More worried than I’ve ever been in my entire life.”
 
   “But why? What have we to be afraid of?”
 
   “You made the stones too powerful.”
 
   “Perhaps they did it on their own,” Veer replied, unsure of his own words. “They are alive, after all.”
 
   “This boy—Thorn. He’s rash. Egotistic.”
 
   “Oh,” Veer said. “Is that who found a stone? A boy named Thorn?”
 
   “Not a stone, my friend. He found all of them. Didn’t you spread them out?”
 
   “I had a prior engagement,” Veer winced. “I had to be quick about it.”
 
   “Well, I hope this mistake of yours doesn’t cost us. There’s no telling what this boy will do with them all. That’s not how they’re supposed to be used.”
 
   “Ah, don’t worry about it,” Veer replied, walking toward his friend with a smile plastered across his face. “We’ll remedy the situation once this set of stones is destroyed. We’ll make sure the next batch isn’t as strong, and all will be right with the world.”
 
   “What makes you so sure this set will be destroyed?”
 
   “Because it’s in their nature,” Veer replied, putting a consoling hand on his friend’s shoulder. “That’s what we’ve counted on all this time, and they haven’t failed us yet.”
 
   “I hope you’re right.”
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 1 – Tomorrow
 
   “Two months,” James whispered to himself, or at least he thought he did. Bastion swiveled his head to the right and faced his mentor, studying his face meticulously. James looked at his student out of the corner of his eye and gave him a curt smile.
 
   “Sorry,” James replied. “Didn’t realize I said that out loud.”
 
   “You’ve been doing that a lot lately,” Bastion said, his eyes fixed hard upon James, studying him for signs of mentally cracking. James let out a short chuckle under his breath.
 
   “Eh, it’s only been a couple times. Nothing serious. Everyone talks to themselves every now and then.”
 
   “I suppose you’re right,” Bastion said, stretching his neck out and unintentionally pulling at the hood of his black robe. They were both laying down on a couple of large tree branches, so high up in the air that they were only a few feet below the canopy of the forest. Streams of blue and silver moonlight navigated through the treetops like a sieve, spreading apart and providing a great hiding place for James and Bastion. In the midst of darkness, people often focused only on the light.
 
   Bastion lifted the back of one of his legs, and then he let it fall down slowly, so that he wouldn’t make any noise beyond what was necessary. They had already been laying there for hours, and from the looks of it, it would be hours more. It was hard to see the target’s movements from so high up, and they didn’t want to release their eidolons to see for the light would be too bright, even if it was only partly unsheathed. All they could go by was what they saw through the branches below, and the minimal sounds that were carried up to them—as if they were attached to a pulley system. 
 
   Bastion suggested that they should have unleashed their eidolon for a second, to confirm the target’s location. Just a second. And then they would go in and do what they had to do, but James was adamant about them staying quiet and hidden. He said that there was a chance that the Quietus could be integrated into Allay in the future. Therefore, it was best to keep relations with them as cordial as possible. Considering who the target was, Bastion didn’t see how that was possible, but he was willing to try James’ method of approach.
 
   “What’s two months?” Bastion asked, and James gave him a weary look. The branch James had chosen to rest upon was smaller than Bastion’s so he had been quite uncomfortable, but he also had no desire to switch or find another scouting spot. He didn’t want to risk the Quietus noticing the movement from below.
 
   “It’s been two months since we left Allay,” James whispered. “Or…Catherine and the others left Allay. I was just thinking about how much has changed, and so quickly.”
 
   “It’s changed less than I thought,” Bastion said, and James glared at him angrily.
 
   “How can you say that? Everything’s changed.”
 
   “Depends on how you look at it, I guess.”
 
   “We shouldn’t be talking. They might hear us.” James put a finger to his lips, and Bastion sighed and waited some more. He thought about that day, when James, Daisy and Kent had returned to Allay, giving him hope and companionship again. He could never repay them for making such a sacrifice, and especially knowing that it was because of him that they had come back—to save his soul from Lakrymos’ corruption, and to guide him into becoming the powerful Sage that everyone knew he would one day be. 
 
   Strangely enough, as the weeks went by, he was unsure if their “help” was even warranted. Looking back, he realized that maybe he had just been angry or scared. After all, why did he have to stay behind in Allay when everyone else was free to go? Why was he boxed in and caged? What he didn’t know at the time was that under Lakrymos’ tutelage, it was actually quite the opposite. 
 
   He was free.
 
   Lakrymos gave him permission to do whatever he wanted, and no harm would ever come to him. As long as he didn’t commit mutiny against the King, or leave Allay without the King’s blessing. If he adhered to those two rules, he could do whatever he pleased, and he didn’t know what to do with himself after hearing that. Like before, he thought it best to wait things out, and see what happened until he formulated a goal. Observe. Take notes. And then act.
 
   It was strange having a new King and not seeing Catherine on the throne, but not much had changed. He didn’t know if it was because Lakrymos was waiting for something, or that was how he intended to rule all along, but Allay never felt more at ease. The village went about their business. The Orders went about their arguments, and the people themselves felt a sense of peace, knowing that that the Sage of Legend was watching over them. No one dared to cross him, and not just because of fear. In a sense, Allay had finally been restored to its former glory. And was that such a bad thing?
 
   “This is wrong,” James whispered, stretching forward to look below. “We shouldn’t be doing this.”
 
   “Do you want me to do it?”
 
   “No,” James practically growled. “I will do it. I’m required to bring you along, but that’s it.”
 
   “The King would prefer if I carried out the mission.”
 
   “Lakrymos doesn’t always get what he wants, and besides, you want to do this?”
 
   “No,” Bastion said, averting his eyes away. “That’s not what I meant. It’s just…”
 
   “Listen, Bastion. Just because Lakrymos says we have to carry out an order, it doesn’t mean we actually have to.”
 
   “But he’s the King. How is this any different than if Catherine gave the order?”
 
   “She would never do this.”
 
   “But she did have the Quietus jailed. That was pretty extreme. You could argue that our relationship with them was ruined from that moment on. I’m surprised that the King even allowed them to have space in the forest at all after that.”
 
   “Can you not refer to him as the King?” James said. “He tricked the people into giving him his position. That doesn’t make him worthy of the crown.”
 
   Well, that’s not entirely true, is it? Bastion thought. Catherine was the one who left the fate of Allay in the people’s hands. She had resigned, and Lakrymos had been crowned King before he strolled through Allay’s borders. 
 
   “Sorry, it’s habit,” Bastion said. “That’s how I have to address him when we’re talking to one another.”
 
   “Anything new to report?”
 
   “Not really. Just that he hopes this mission will go smoothly.”
 
   “He doesn’t care for the Quietus,” James said, glancing back down to the ground. “He’s simply observing them. You know what I overheard him saying to Orchid? He said that he wanted to watch the Quietus because he had much to learn about those with an uncivilized and animalistic nature. He said it will get his mind all set for when he has to deal with the Yama.”
 
   “Then why assassinate Hakin?” Bastion asked. He had never met Hakin, but everyone that did spoke highly of the leader of the Quietus. Hakin was ready to die for his people, and they were undoubtedly his first priority, but that didn’t mean he lacked manners, or that he wasn’t willing to work with others. The village was still afraid of the very thought of Quietus, so they didn’t talk about it much, but they saw Hakin every other day within the Kingdom walls in his human form, buying from the merchants, and making small talk with the citizens. What threat was he to Lakrymos when all he wanted was for his people to survive?
 
   “If Hakin’s dead, Lakrymos will have the Quietus people to himself,” James replied. “They are already grateful to Lakrymos for freeing them from the tyrant Queen Catherine and giving them their place in the forest. If they lost Hakin, they would be desperately searching for someone else to guide them. Lakrymos would step right in.”
 
   “And if they see us killing Hakin? What then?”
 
   “If you do it, he’ll write you off as being young and brash, and you did it of your own free will. If I kill Hakin, then they would already have expected it, since I was tied to Catherine. He has his bases covered.”
 
   “And if we leave this mission alone altogether?” James looked at Bastion in shock.
 
   “And do what, exactly? You know that if we don’t kill Hakin, we can’t go back to Lakrymos. Or at least I can’t. He’ll still keep you around.”
 
   “I want the kill,” Bastion said finally, and James eyes narrowed in the darkness. He could tell that his mentor was studying him, but it didn’t matter. The decision had already been made in his mind. Ever since he spent time in Quietus as a child, he had been afraid of his own power, and especially taking a life. James wanted to keep him pure and innocent, but Lakrymos wanted him to embrace what he said Bastion was deep inside—a killer. 
 
   Bastion knew that if he was going to protect the ones he loved, he would have to be someday. Whether it was with Hakin now or the Yama later, he would have to fight to the death at some point, or else run away and be alone—and that, was something that he could not do. He would lose his mind if he was forced into complete solitude.
 
   When James had come back to Allay, declaring that he was going to fight Lakrymos for Bastion’s soul and future, it had been a moment of honor and awe. Bastion realized that he had never respected James more than in that moment. How could this Sage, knowing what Lakrymos was capable of, come back against all odds to preserve the future of Allay? 
 
   But it didn’t take long for reality to set in. 
 
   The first time they had gone on an assassination mission together, to kill one of the Sage Academy students because they were holding back the class as a whole—James was a wreck. Bastion saw Lakrymos’ reasoning—the students in the young man’s class were spending too much time coddling him, and showing him how to re-release his eidolon. It was easy to see that there was little hope for the boy to succeed. He had even been given a letter from an anonymous source, asking the boy to leave before he hurt himself. It was okay if he couldn’t cut it as a soldier. It wasn’t for everyone.
 
   Maybe it wasn’t for James either. After the young boy refused to leave the Academy, Bastion had said he would go through with it. He didn’t want to, but he knew that only more suffering would follow if the wrath of Lakrymos was allowed to kindle. There was already so much harmony in Allay, and Bastion knew that Lakrymos could take that away in an instant. So why not give the villagers a little joy and peace for just a little while longer?
 
   He was willing to accept that burden, but James had stepped in, taking the boy’s life before he could even move a muscle. It was brutal. Messy. Amateur. It was supposed to look like an accident, but there was no way the scene wouldn’t raise some kind of suspicion. James hadn’t thought the stroke through. He had just cut the boy.
 
   Bastion had looked to his mentor afterwards, wondering what it would do to him. It had been the first time James had taken a life in cold blood. Without reason. Without justification. But James didn’t react. He actually smiled at Bastion, saying that the job was done, and they should report back to Lakrymos right away. At the moment, he must have forgotten how powerful Bastion was. 
 
   Because Bastion could see right through him. 
 
   It was like years had been taken off his life on the inside. Bastion couldn’t figure out how, but it was as if his breaths had become shorter, and they never reached full maturation since. His blood pressure had dropped. His skin wasn’t as bright. His voice was weaker, and his eyes had lost some of its shine. 
 
   He was sure that James had prepped himself for the kill, like he was trying to do now. He probably told himself that nothing would change within him, as long as he willed everything to stay the same. That he was taking a life, yes, but it was for the end game. Taking one innocent soul to save countless others. To live one more day. To survive until tomorrow. To be granted one more precious hour. An hour needed to figure out the enemy—the Legendary Sage that had taken the crown. He had no reason to kill the boy, but he was sure going to find one. 
 
   But it was all talk. In reality, it damaged him more than any wound he had ever received.
 
   James lost a piece of himself that day, and he didn’t have the time to go looking for it.
 
   The difference between James and Bastion though, was that Bastion was the opposite. While James had been a completed puzzle—torn apart piece by piece, Bastion was already broken. He was still being put together, and it was interesting to wonder what the final picture of the puzzle would look like when it was done.
 
   Perhaps that was why Lakrymos was content with sitting back and allowing James to mentor Bastion for now. He knew the Sage wasn’t as seasoned as he thought, and it was only a matter of time before Bastion came to Lakrymos all on his own, begging for someone to properly show him the way. Bastion didn’t want to see that day come, and certainly not so soon. But it was approaching…
 
   “I want the kill,” Bastion said again, and James sighed heavily.
 
   “No,” he said again, but Bastion reached out, and grabbed his mentor’s forearm.
 
   “You can’t take another,” he said. “This would only be your third, and from the looks of it, it could be your last. Let me share the burden.”
 
   “Only my third? How can you say that so casually?” James’ voice was rising.
 
   “Because whether it’s today or the next, I’m going to have to kill!”
 
   “You don’t—”
 
   “It’s inevitable,” Bastion said sharply. “I’ve been scared up to this point because I don’t want to lose myself. I don’t want to…like it. But I’m not going to know if I can handle it until I carry it out. If I do it now, at least you’ll have time to assess me and see what you can do to steer me back on track, but that’s not going to happen if you’re just as screwed up as I am!”
 
   “Keep it down,” James ordered, but from the strain in his voice, Bastion could tell that he was mulling over his options. James sighed again and turned back to him. “You’ve been around Lakrymos for too long. There’s always another way. You don’t have to kill.”
 
   “Then why did you?” Bastion said, the words escaping his lips. He didn’t want to talk about it now, but it was the moment he had been waiting for. He had to know. If James believed in his way so much, why had he succumbed to Lakrymos’ will so easily? 
 
   “A couple reasons,” he muttered, refusing to look Bastion in the eye. “I had to do it before you stepped in. I know how fast you can be…and I needed to show Lakrymos that I meant business, and I’m worth keeping around. It would be stupid to think he was going to let me stay in Allay without proving myself. But more importantly, I’m giving you and Catherine more time.”
 
   “More time?”
 
   “It’s keeping you from siding completely with Lakrymos while she concocts a plan. It makes no sense to take back the Kingdom if you’re already lost to us and somehow you become just like him.”
 
   “You have to trust me,” Bastion stressed. “I’m not like the King.”
 
   “I know, but I’m doing everything in my power to make sure you don’t start leaning that way.”
 
   “You can’t keep covering for me,” Bastion said with concern. “Wearing you down…that’s what the King wants to see too. You’re the only Sage from the old era still at the Academy, but you’re so down on yourself that you’ve been skipping classes and letting other students, with no experience, teach the classes when you’re absent. Also, Orchid’s been coming by lately. She’ll definitely take over if you let her.”
 
   “I’ve got this covered,” he said, clearing his throat. “It’s just…I’ve never had to do so much without help before.”
 
   “You have me,” Bastion said. “You have me.” Bastion began sliding off the branch, but James reacted quickly, leaping off of the tree before his student could get down to the forest floor. Bastion had tried reaching for him, but it was no use. Once again, James had reacted on instinct, and in this case, he was too late to follow. He didn’t want his mentor to get caught by leaping in after him.
 
   Bastion squirmed backwards on the branch until the soles of his feet hit the tree trunk. Moving slowly, he climbed down until he could see the forest floor clearly. He quickly crawled out onto another branch and remained completely still as he examined the area. 
 
   James was hiding behind a bush, only a few feet away from the tree they had both been in. He was crouching low, and his eyes were closed. Bastion figured he was trying to sense when the time was right to move forward. Bastion gazed ahead and saw small tents, and shacks of branches and leaves the Quietus had made. Lakrymos had been unable to give them much supplies since the merchants had not been willing. The King wasn’t ready to step on the toes of his people just yet. 
 
   Still, the Quietus had been grateful to be out of prison, and they accepted the little charity they did receive. Besides, the land was immaculate in their eyes. As long as they had the light of fire, a shelter from the rain, and Terr to hunt for food, they would be fine. It was much better than the biting cold of Prattle, in which they once hid. In time, they could probably gain the merchants’ trust and barter for supplies. They could begin to make adequate shelters with the materials acquired, and then it would be like home again, swinging through the trees and—
 
   Bastion’s eyes went wide as he heard a rustle from the tree branch next to him. He slowly turned his head to the right, and a pair of almond shaped red eyes glared back at him. His heart began racing as he called his eidolon forth, but the Quietus next to him was quicker.
 
   The Quietus swiped at him with the scythe on his forearm and he rolled to the left, narrowly dodging it. Bastion fell out of the tree, and onto the ground below. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter 2 – Awakened
 
   He landed on his feet, but a Quietus immediately tackled him from behind, taking him off of them. His chin slammed into the dirt and leaves, and he tried not to dwell on the pain that shot up the side of his jaw. He still wasn’t used to the sensation for it rarely appeared, but when it did, bad things usually happened, and that was the last thing he wanted for the Quietus people. 
 
   At least right now.
 
   The Quietus scurried out of their tents, chirping and hollering into the night air as James leapt from the bushes and over to Bastion’s side, throwing the Quietus that had attacked him out of the way.
 
   “Stop!” James shouted, and the Quietus people began to stand back and calm down, recognizing the Sage before them. It was the husband of the Queen. The Queen who had thrown them into prison.
 
   “If you wanted some Quietus cuisine, you only had to ask,” Hakin replied, stepping out of his tent while carrying a slab of meat in his hands. It was raw and bloodied, as if he had just gotten done taking it from a Terr’s backside. “Welcome to Quietus, brother.”
 
   “Quietus?” James let out a chuckle as he helped Bastion to his feet. “Planning to rebuild the entire Kingdom between Allay and Languor?”
 
   “That is the plan,” Hakin said with a grin. “But that will take some time. Can’t work on empty stomachs, can you? Why don’t you two take a seat by the fire and tell me why you’re here.”
 
   “You’re being pretty friendly for someone who’s thrown you into prison.”
 
   “That was your wife,” Hakin smiled, handing the slab of meat to a Quietus male nearby. “Not my fault you married Allayan flesh. Those Allayans…they tend to be a bit unfriendly to what they don’t understand. No offense, young one.”
 
   “I’m fine,” Bastion replied, sitting down with James by the fire. He didn’t ignore the number of Quietus women and children surrounding them from behind. One of the Quietus children pointed at Bastion and giggled. 
 
   “Why is he in a black robe?” she laughed. “It’s nighttime out.”
 
   “He’s probably trying to blend in, is all,” Hakin answered for him. “Probably a secret mission of some sort. Good thing you fell out that tree now and not later. Over the head of whomever or whatever you’re hunting.”
 
   “I didn’t fall,” Bastion muttered, pulling the hood further down over his head to hide the blushing. “I was dodging a swipe from one of your people.”
 
   “Still must have scared you good,” Hakin chuckled, watching as one of the Quietus men held the slab of Terr meat over the roaring fire with a large tree branch, sharpened at both ends. “That wood’s going to catch on fire if you hold it that close,” Hakin said to the man. “Do we have anything else?”
 
   “I wasn’t scared,” Bastion replied. “I was startled. There’s a difference.” Hakin looked at him and raised an eyebrow, but then he shrugged his shoulders and went back to yelling at the man cooking the meat. 
 
   “You’re going to ruin it! Flip it over!” Hakin cried out as James leaned in toward Bastion.
 
   “This was unexpected,” he said, and Bastion nodded.
 
   “So now what?” Bastion whispered. “We have a big meal and then carry out our mission on a full stomach? What exactly are we waiting for?”
 
   “You’re not serious, are you?” James asked in alarm. “We’re not going through with it right now.” Though they were talking cryptically, he still glanced around him, noticing who was paying attention to them and who wasn’t.
 
   “But why?” Bastion asked. “All this waiting will just make what we have to do that much harder. It’s kind of putting a sick feeling in my stomach.”
 
   “That’s what killing will do to you,” James said. Bastion was surprised he even mentioned the word, kill. “It makes you numb and indifferent to the world around you. It makes you forget that it’s warm and full of people just like you. Some of them are even going through the exact same struggles we are, deciding whether to take the life of another or not. Even these Yama that Lakrymos says are coming. They may be as ruthless and terrible as he claims, but that doesn’t mean they don’t have a reason they are that way. Remember the lie that Thorn perpetrated: that some are stronger and better than others, when in fact, we are all the same.”
 
   “But we’re not,” Bastion replied, unsure if he should have said it or not. “There are differences.”
 
   “Sounds like some heavy conversation there,” Hakin replied, walking around the fire and plopping down next to Bastion. “Sorry about that. I had to give out some instructions on how to properly grill Terr. You think it would be common sense by now.”
 
   “We’re discussing the mission at hand,” James said, and Bastion gave his mentor a look of horror. James ignored him, leaning over and looking at Hakin. “We’re to kill someone under Lakrymos’ orders.”
 
   “That’s rough,” Hakin said, shaking his head. “And it’s the boy’s first time?”
 
   “I’m not a boy,” Bastion said, irked that they were talking about him as if he was in the middle of being potty trained. “I’m a full-fledged Sage.”
 
   “Uh-huh,” Hakin laughed. “Sure you are. Just because you wear a black robe, that doesn’t mean you’re a Sage. I’ve faced Sages like your friend here. Your level of power doesn’t even compare.”
 
   “Actually,” James said slowly. “He’s one of the strongest Sages we’ve got in the Kingdom.”
 
   “You don’t say?” Hakin sat back in surprise, blinking rapidly and pursing his lips. “Well, I never would have guessed.”
 
   “This isn’t an ordinary robe,” Bastion said, his eyes still hidden by the hood over his head. “It’s actually my Sage robe. I transformed.”
 
   “He doesn’t look so scary,” a little boy remarked, a few feet from their left. Bastion shook his head and sighed. There was no use trying to convince them. 
 
   “There’s no need to defend yourself, Bastion,” James said. “I know of your abilities, and that’s all that counts.”
 
   “So who’s doing the killing?” Hakin asked, and James glanced over at the Quietus leader.
 
   “I am.”
 
   “So why is the boy along? Can’t you do it alone? I mean, he already fell out of a tree. He might make mistakes.”
 
   “Lakrymos wanted him to come along. To observe.”
 
   “What do you think?” Bastion spoke up, facing Hakin directly. “Should I take over instead? I’ve never done it before, so it might be good experience for me in the future. I don’t want to freeze up in the middle of a battle, you know?”
 
   “I definitely hear what you mean,” Hakin nodded. “The Quietus children aren’t even allowed outside the Quietus Kingdom until they’ve killed at least a hundred creatures in the forest. And let me tell you, those creatures are not pushovers. Many of our children have been eaten in the process, but I think it’s necessary for growth, particularly if you have no choice.”
 
   “So I should be the one to carry out the mission, not James?”
 
   “It depends. Are you ready for that kind of responsibility?”
 
   “I don’t understand,” Bastion said. Responsibility? Wasn’t it over after the deed was done?
 
   “Everything takes its toll on our minds and bodies. It doesn’t matter what it is. Too much food makes you fat. Too much ale makes your liver burst. Listening to the Orders excessively might make you elitist. Spending too much time in the village might make you weak. Your actions should depend solely on the time of person you want to be. Not many people have killed another if you think about it. That means, in the future, if more times arise in which a person needs to be killed, you’ll be looked upon to act on others’ behalf. No one wants to get their hands dirty, but once blood is upon them, they’ll never be clean again.”
 
   “I don’t know what I want to be,” Bastion said truthfully, and Hakin chuckled.
 
   “Then you shouldn’t be looking to take a life. You’re still a child.”
 
   “Refraining from murder doesn’t make me a child.”
 
   “In our book it does.”
 
   “Hey,” James said. “You should give Bastion a little more respect. He’s accomplished a lot, and Lakrymos is hoping to groom him into Allay’s finest warrior someday.”
 
   “Hmph,” Hakin scoffed. “Respect. He hasn’t earned any of that with us. What has he accomplished, huh? Tell me. What has he done?”
 
   James sat there in silence.
 
   “That’s what I thought,” Hakin laughed as a Quietus handed him a slab of meat. He began tearing at the seared flesh with his teeth. “He’s just strong,” Hakin said with his mouth full. “You respect him because you’re afraid of him, not that he’s actually done anything. Well, that doesn’t work here in the Quietus camp. You earn our respect. Until that time happens, he’ll just be a kid to me and the rest of us.”
 
   “You don’t know what you’re saying,” James said, but Hakin stood to his feet and faced them both.
 
   “Stop trembling, brother. Yes, he’s strong. I can sense it. But he’s still inexperienced, young, and easily offended. You have Quietus blood running through your veins. Stand tall and be brave.”
 
   “We’ll be going now,” James replied, standing to his feet. But Bastion refused to budge. What had he done to offend Hakin and the rest of the Quietus? Why did they look down upon him just because he was young? They were young once. Did they forget how it felt? To be ridiculed for something beyond their control? How was it any different than making fun of the blind, the mentally challenged or the elderly? 
 
   And yet, it wasn’t his personal feelings that he warred against. It was the blatant disrespect. Who were the Quietus to speak so highly of themselves? They had been annihilated, displaced from their Kingdom, and forced to live in the homes of their enemies. It was only by the grace of Lakrymos that they were freed from prison and not destroyed entirely. And now, Bastion and James had arrived to their camp, and they had nothing but disrespect on their lips. They ridiculed him, they said James was scared and basically called him a weakling, and now James was acting as if they were going to just walk away. 
 
   Bastion knew what he had to do. So James could sleep at night, so James wouldn’t be murdered by Lakrymos for failure, and so he could gain some dignity back—he knew what he needed to do. Whether it was sooner or later, Bastion had been told often that he was destined for greatness. He wasn’t sure if it was as a leader or a soldier, but regardless, even he knew that his power was too great to be forgotten in the pages of history. It wasn’t arrogance or conjecture. It was fact. It was the only reason Lakrymos forced him to stay in Allay, and why James returned to win over his soul. 
 
   They were all fighting for him, and he was still unsure what side he wanted to be on.
 
   It was time to make a move, and see what happened next. 
 
   The kill had to be made anyways.
 
   As James turned to leave, he saw a glint of light blue out of the corner of his eye. But before he could react, Bastion’s blue Gladius had already emerged, and with a single upward swipe, Hakin’s next laugh was cut short. A sickening gurgling sound was heard next, and then the Quietus leader fell onto the log in which they had been sitting. James grabbed Bastion’s wrist and pulled him away, but the young Sage wretched himself free and sheathed his eidolon.
 
   Bastion faced the shocked faces of the Quietus, examining him, evaluating him—wondering if they had the power to take him down collectively, but they knew the truth all too well. It was right in front of their faces, radiating like an aura off of Bastion’s black robe. He was too strong. 
 
   “I’m sorry I did that,” Bastion said, surprised by how little he felt after the blow had been made. He thought there would be an earth-shattering change within him, but he felt no different. It was as if Hakin had not been killed at all. He was just in his tent at the moment, snoring away.
 
   “We were on orders,” Bastion stated within the silence. “We were sent here to kill Hakin, because he was deemed as a threat to our upcoming war with the Yama. I’m sorry that I can’t say anything more on that, but I will say that none of you will be harmed from here on out. Actually, we’re hoping that you’ll join us in the war against the Yama when that day arrives.”
 
   “Whose orders?” a middle-aged man replied, his fest clenched tight. “Who ordered you to kill Hakin?”
 
   “I can’t say,” Bastion said flatly. “But I only did it because it was necessary. I didn’t want to.”
 
   “Oh, then that makes it all better,” the man said. He spat on the ground and glared back at Bastion. “We can find out you know. We’ll just have to do some digging.”
 
   “That’s only going to cause more conflict, and besides, no one will believe you.”
 
   “I’ll say that I saw it with mine own eyes,” he shouted, and then he screamed in agony, clutching his face and falling to his knees. All James saw was the hilt of Bastion’s Gladius, sliding back into the young Sage’s chest. The Quietus who had been talking was still growling, and small streams of blood were pouring along the sides of his hands. 
 
   “You can’t say you saw it with your own eyes if you have none,” Bastion replied, and then he turned to the rest of the Quietus. “He is not allowed to heal this. If he does, I’ll have to take more drastic measures. Again, I’m sorry. I didn’t want to do that.”
 
   The Quietus group glared at him, standing side by side to each other with clenched jaws, closed fists, and rigid bodies. They were doing everything in their power to remain neutral. All together, they waited. Until Bastion was satisfied that the man he had cut was past the point of healing. He would live the rest of his life blind. 
 
   Bastion felt a pang in his heart and a queasiness in his stomach all of a sudden. With a heavy sigh, he took a step back, and then another. Eventually he turned around and began walking into the black of the forest, heading toward Allay. James walked beside him.
 
   “You should have let me do it,” James whispered, and Bastion sighed once more.
 
   “You weren’t going to do it,” he said, and James had no retort to that. It was true.
 
   “We could have both walked away.”
 
   “And you would have been killed,” Bastion said, turning to his teacher. “I didn’t want that.”
 
   “Is that the only reason you did it?” There was a lull in the conversation.
 
   “No,” Bastion said, “but it was a big part. The other reason is because…I wanted to show them that I mean business. I mean, we had to kill Hakin anyways. I might as well gain both respect and the completed mission at the same time.”
 
   “What does it matter to you if you gain their respect?”
 
   “Because I know that I’ll have to deal with them someday. Either as an enemy or a fellow soldier on the field. You heard Hakin. You have to earn it when it comes to the Quietus.”
 
   “It’s the wrong kind of respect. It’s based on fear. We shouldn’t have to force them into submission. They are just as important to this world as we are.”
 
   “Catherine’s way didn’t work,” Bastion replied, and James scowled at him. “I believed in Catherine’s way. I did. It sounded amazing, but it didn’t work in reality. I’m not saying that Lakrymos is the answer, but I think there’s more than having complete love and trust for everyone you meet. You might be right about the Yama, James. We talk with them and do a little diplomacy and all is well. No need for war. Or, they play along until they gain an edge and then they enslave us all.”
 
   “You can’t default to violence,” James said.
 
   “But that’s what you do,” Bastion said, bowing his head. He felt ashamed saying it. “All I’ve seen from you is violence. Catherine was the one who spoke of harmony. You’re doing a good job of trying to teach me her ways, but that’s not who you are, so it’s not coming off right…I don’t know. I…I am glad you’re here with me Master James. That much I do know.”
 
   James didn’t respond. They kept walking in silence as James tried not to throw up. What am I doing? He thought. Why am I here? Bastion was right. All they’ve talked about was how to overthrow Lakrymos, or how they were going to complete whatever mission they were sent on. Either way, violence was always the answer, and that’s exactly what Lakyrmos wanted. 
 
   He was the wrong man for the job. It should have been Catherine by Bastion’s side, explaining to him how she made the world so magnificent, and how even when she was fighting for her life, her innocence was never lost. She could teach him how to bloom, while James was still grasping for answers. 
 
   He wanted to become the Sage that Bastion needed. The wise man that would guide the young Sage to the proper path, but he didn’t know what that was. He was ill-equipped, and he was no closer to making Bastion into a true Sage than he had been a couple months ago. Perhaps he would have to figure out his own journey before he was able to pass on wisdom to his young student. He only hoped it wouldn’t take long to discover what that was.
 
  
 
  



Chapter 3 – Childhood
 
   The benches within the plaza center were her favorite because it was the easiest place to blend in. Crowds walked behind and in front of her, but they rarely glanced her way. She was like a fixture, and treated as if she had always been there. It was the lack of attention she had longed for, but she still wasn’t at ease. 
 
   While the slapping sound of bare feet hitting cold wet stone permeated the air, and the laughter of children playing nearby fought to capture her attention, Catherine sat, and thought. Whatever plan she decided on, it had to be immaculate, and executed perfectly. Lakrymos could have spies everywhere, and when she did act, she would only have one chance to strike…if striking was even the answer. She wasn’t sure of much lately.
 
   Catherine’s thoughts shut down as a loud clanging noise from behind opened her eyes. She didn’t bother looking. The noise happened often, but it still managed to steal her away from her task. Langoran waiters were constantly trying to one-up each other by serving their tables extra fast, increasing their speed, and trying to shove other waiters to the side with their massive shoulders. It usually resulted in the crashing of plates and the screaming of guests, as their food was suddenly thrown into the air and splattered all over their clothes. Catherine noticed that a few elderly Langorans came around lunch time each day to take in the entertainment.
 
   “What do I do?” she asked herself aloud, leaning back onto the redwood bench. She decided to take a break from her thoughts and take in her surroundings. She loved what Zain had done with the place. 
 
   The Kingdom of Languor was now open and bright. Though they were still in the process of mining more gold so that they could replace the ghastly (their word) stones they had to use to repair the streets and Kingdom walls, they were having fun tearing down some of the old buildings and opening up the area. Before, there were a line of shops and homes, mixed in with one another, but now they were separated. What was once the warrior district was now an area solely for houses, and fields made for recreation. The shopping district kept its title, but now the buildings had been torn down and rebuilt into smaller and cozier structures, giving the sun a lot more room to shine through. The air was cleaner and it wasn’t as hot as she remembered. 
 
   The crowds of people walking around didn’t change, but since there were more room and the streets were wider, everything looked more structured and organized. The only thing that stayed the same was the castle. Zain had it rebuilt exactly as it was before, except now, there were shops, small arenas and displays on the inside. Only the greatest of the Langoran merchants and warriors got to sell their wares or fight there. The castle had become a great tourist attraction and a necessity to the Langoran people. Whenever a great fight was held, the people flocked to the castle in droves, and if one had more Langi than usual in their purse, it was an absolutely essential that it get spent at one of the shops inside. 
 
   Zain enjoyed it all, and especially the fact that he was able to make purchases or watch a great fight with a simple stroll from his bedchamber. It wasn’t uncommon for him to leave his new wife in the middle of night and go downstairs to splurge on the expensive jewelry and tailor made clothing. 
 
   Catherine chuckled to herself, thinking of how Zain would try to haggle with the merchants within the castle. Since he was King, he could have easily demanded that they give him their wares, but he didn’t. He loves the thrill of haggling, I suppose, Catherine thought to herself, as she found herself focusing on the children in front of her, playing along a fountain with a bronze statue of the Enforcer flexing his muscles in the middle of it. From what she heard, the Kingdom was training a few mysterious Langorans to become the new Enforcer. It’s been said that they were very talented in height and mass manipulation. 
 
   “Your Highness,” Talia said, stepping out in front of the bench and taking a seat beside Catherine. Catherine giggled once she saw the three bags at Talia’s feet. Various gems were sparkling from beyond the weaving. 
 
   “I still can’t believe you got a job,” Catherine said, giggling at the thought of Talia cleaning the restaurant she worked at. Not only did she have to do dishes and re-decorate, she also had to do the laundry for the guests whose clothes had been ruined by the waiters. Zain had said it wasn’t necessary for her to earn Langi that way. She only had to ask, and she would receive money, but Talia had an eye on quite a few gems, and she realized that in order to not look like a freeloader, she would have to work for them.
 
   “They’re so pretty,” Talia sighed in happiness, reaching down to take out a thumb sized emerald. She turned it over and over in her hand. “I don’t even know where to put these yet, but I don’t care. I’ll find a place.”
 
   “What’s Zhou up to?”
 
   “Probably in the castle, still working his way up the chain.”
 
   “A hundred brackets in a tournament is a lot.”
 
   “No shortage of entertainment,” Talia laughed. “He’s scared that we’re going to be leaving any day now so he’s been taking on challengers one after the other. He fought three last night. Did you hear about it?”
 
   “A little,” Catherine chuckled. “I also heard he lost that third round, and the Langorans weren’t going to let up if it wasn’t for the referee stepping in.”
 
   “The Langorans still have a little bit of a grudge for what you guys did to their Kingdom back then.”
 
   “I don’t blame them,” Catherine said, her voice trailing off. Talia studied her.
 
   “Are you okay? What’s on your mind?
 
   “I’ve been wondering what to do next.”
 
   “I’ve wondered that myself,” Talia sighed. “Maybe the answer is nothing.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Who’s to say that this isn’t fate? The natural course of things? From what I hear, Lakrymos hasn’t turned out to be the tyrant we all thought he was. At least, he’s not showing his nature yet. Perhaps he was genuine about his love for Allay and we just see things differently.”
 
   “I’m all for the people choosing their King and Queen,” Catherine said, with steady eyes on Talia. “But the basis for his ascension was these Yama. It was based on fear, and that’s wrong.”
 
   “Unless we prove that they exist. Then your worries will be alleviated…right?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Catherine said, bowing her head and closing her eyes, so she wouldn’t be blinded by the borders of gold around each stone in the pavement. “I have always been royalty, and being Queen was everything I dreamed of. I thought I would be old and senile by the time I was taken off the throne. What do I do now? I don’t even have James…”
 
   “He’s fighting for Allay,” Talia replied, placing a consoling hand on the former Queen’ shoulder. “And that’s what we want, isn’t it?”
 
   “I wish I could see him,” Catherine whispered, wiping her itching nose. “But I can’t think about that right now. I’ll find myself dwelling too much on something I can’t change, when there’s still plenty for us to do.”
 
   “But I thought that there was nothing—”
 
   “—we’re going to find out if these Yama exist. You hit the solution to the problem.” Talia bit her lip and fidgeted in her seat.
 
   “We’re not going now, are we?”
 
   “Get Zhou and tell him the news. We’re going to be heading out tomorrow. I want my father and the young Sages to stay here though…in case we don’t return.”
 
   “Where are we headed exactly?”
 
   “Prattle. I’m going to need some assistance in figuring out a few things, particularly where I might find these boogeymen that Lakrymos is so afraid of. If anyone has debated about the Yama’s existence and where they might be, it will be the Prattlians.”
 
   “Allay is right next door, and I’m sure Lakrymos is keeping track of our movements. Going to Prattle will surely alert him that we’re up to something. Are you ready for that risk?”
 
   “James is risking his life every day. I might as well be more productive. Who knows? Finding a solution to this problem might bring James back to me sooner.”
 
   “We can only hope,” Talia said, giving Catherine a bow, standing to her feet, and then sprinting off toward the castle, where Zhou was surely fighting or treating his wounds. Catherine sighed and sat back on the bench, observing the children at play once more. She envied them. The way they giggled and chided one another. The way their laughter was full of purity and innocence. There was no sorrow behind their bursts of joy. Catherine had no idea what that felt like. Too often, laughter had served as a medicine, not a result of unadulterated fun. It was rare to see such merriment among her people, and she couldn’t help but wonder why. 
 
   She looked around at the adults walking past the children, and she realized that they were paying no attention to the kids. The adults were simply about their business, too engrossed in their own lives to be worried about the youth. Still, Catherine was sure that if there was an attack on Languor, the children would be the first to be protected. 
 
   Perhaps that was what Allay did wrong. They were so focused on the terrors of the world that they forgot to enjoy the good. They forgot that there was sunshine for twelve hours of the day, along with the night. Although there was truly plenty to be wary of, the adults of Languor shielded their young, knowing that they would face the world in time. It didn’t make sense to have them face the world now. It’s not like they were mature enough to handle it, and it could actually have a negative effect on their growth. 
 
   Creating child soldiers…they might be good for quick obedience, and they were usually weaker physically, so one could impose their will on them easily, but what about the long term? They would be unstable, both emotionally and psychologically, because they were forced to grow up too fast and exposed to things they never should have experienced in the first place. 
 
   She couldn’t help but think of Bastion, and she wondered how he was doing. Was James guiding him well? He wasn’t the wisest, for sure, but he had good intentions, and hopefully that was enough. Bastion was the catalyst that would determine the fate of the world—she was sure of it. No one born with that level of power and raw talent couldn’t be important. They all saw it. 
 
   She leaned forward and looked at the children playing even harder. Was that what Lakrymos was doing? Was that his game plan in convincing Bastion to join him? Just letting Bastion have fun being a kid? She was certain that the moment Lakrymos took the crown, he was going to put Allay into ruins, but that would have surely had a negative effect on Bastion, especially since that was what the young Sage expected. She would know. She and James had told the entire Sage Academy. But by defying expectations and not being such a bad guy, it made the students consider otherwise, and they were the endgame after all. No general could fight a war without his soldiers. 
 
    But she was sure Lakrymos would strike her people. It was just a matter of when. He was crafty. He was probably gaining their trust first, and then by the time he showed his true colors, every action would be justified. And James wouldn’t have a chance in swaying the young Sage to their side by then. After all, he was more than likely whispering in Bastion’s ear that Lakrymos was a bad guy, while the young Sage was seeing the contrary. James’ constant defiance of Lakyrmos’ will might actually turn Bastion away.
 
   “Darn it,” Catherine whispered, standing to her feet. She was right. They had to act before it was too late. It was time to reveal Lakrymos for what he was, and she would need help to do it.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Bastion sighed heavily as he stopped outside the door to his dorm room. He couldn’t hear any noise coming from inside so he was sure Daisy and Kent were sleeping. He took another sigh, grabbed the doorknob, and began to turn it when the door suddenly burst open, and a pair of massive hands grabbed his shirt and threw him inside. 
 
   Bastion rolled forward and back onto his feet. He turned just in time to throw up his forearm and block an incoming punch to his face. He could see Kent smile through the sudden dim light of Daisy’s eidolon, casting shadows from behind him. He reached back and grabbed her eidolon before she could swing it down onto his back, and the three of them stood still, staring at each other and smiling. Bastion lowered his arm first, and he knew it was a mistake immediately. Kent tackled him forward as Daisy swung her eidolon down, slicing through Bastion’s hand. Kent and Bastion’s bodies went flying into Daisy’s and into the bunk beds, splintering it and sending it crashing down on top of them. Pounding fists began to sound off on the side walls as groggy students—now awake—made their complaints.
 
   “Ugh, you’re sweating,” Daisy groaned as she smacked Kent in the face. He laughed and shoved the mattress that had been lying on top of them toward the door. Bastion sifted through the wreckage until he was able to stand to his feet. He extended a hand toward Daisy and she took it gladly. Kent asked for help by thrusting a hand of his own forward, but Bastion swatted it away and they all laughed. 
 
   “Welcome home,” Kent chuckled. He grunted as he jumped up to his feet, shaking the floor in the process. He let his muscles deflate a little. 
 
   “I was looking forward to a nice bed to sleep in,” Bastion laughed, scratching his head. 
 
   “There’s still one set of beds left,” Daisy replied, patting two fingers on the back of her head, searching for blood. 
 
   “That still leaves one of us without sleep.”
 
   “Well, since one of us actually uses this room every night…” she trailed off, and then she winked at him. Bastion laughed and grabbed a desk chair to sit in. 
 
   “I missed you guys,” he said, leaning forward in it. Daisy sat down on the floor with her legs crossed and Kent leaned up against a wall with his arms folded. 
 
   “Was it another scouting mission?”
 
   “No,” Bastion said, folding his hands.
 
   “Then what was it?” Kent asked, walking over to the three lanterns on each side wall and lighting them with a snap of his fingers once he was close. Bastion raised an eyebrow.
 
   “Since when could you do that?”
 
   “It’s no different than you Sages taking out your eidolon. This is just a small release.”
 
   “So you could release an eidolon now if you wanted to?”
 
   “I could, but why would I?”
 
   “You’re not curious to see what it looks like?”
 
   “Apparently you are. Why are you trying to change the subject? What was your mission tonight?”
 
   “Oh,” Bastion said, closing his eyes. “That.”
 
   “Don’t be so dramatic,” Daisy said, her voice wavering. “You probably had to clear out a rat nest or two, am I right?”
 
   “I wish,” Bastion said. “But no. Not a rat nest. It was an assassination mission.”
 
   “What?” Daisy sat up to attention, and Kent walked back to the wall he had been leaning against. Both gave Bastion their full attention. 
 
   “Me and James were sent by Lakrymos to take out Hakin.”
 
   “The leader of the Quietus?” Daisy whispered, putting a hand to her mouth. “What happened? Did you…did…”
 
   “I did,” Bastion replied, keeping his gaze off of his friends.
 
   “And how do you feel about it?” Kent said, with no emotion in his voice whatsoever.
 
   “That’s what scares me most,” Bastion said, looking to his friend. “I don’t feel a thing. It’s like…it’s like Hakin is still alive out there. It’s a haze.”
 
   “Do you feel any different?” Daisy asked.
 
   “He didn’t massacre an entire people,” Kent said to her, and she snapped her head back in shock. “It was just one man.”
 
   “What does that mean?” Daisy snapped, but Kent sighed and shook his head. 
 
   “You wouldn’t understand, Daisy.”
 
   “Like hell I wouldn’t! What are you trying to say?! That I can’t be there for Bastion just because I haven’t killed anyone! What is it? You two got your own club now?”
 
   “That’s not what I meant,” Kent winced. “Maybe we should talk about it later.”
 
   “Or not at all,” Daisy spat, jumping to her feet, and heading toward the entrance. She didn’t turn around as she continued talking. “You two go celebrate or whatever it is you do when you take a life. I’ll be off training.”
 
   “Daisy, don’t do this,” Kent pleaded, but she slammed the door behind her. Kent sighed and turned back to Bastion. “I shouldn’t have gotten on her like that.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” Bastion scoffed. “What was that all about?”
 
   “You don’t know Daisy like I do. She’s come a long way, but she has a lot of history with death. More than any of us. Not that she’s ever taken a life herself, but it’s surrounded her ever since she was a child.”
 
   “I know the feeling.”
 
   “Death affects people differently. For some, it’s final. Although there may be a Paradise and Oblivion—who knows if such a thing exists—many people don’t consider seeing their loved ones again when they pass. It’s a horrible feeling to think that the people you laughed with are now gone.”
 
   “Do your people believe in Paradise?” Bastion asked, and Kent gave him a curt smile. 
 
   “Nah,” he said. “We Langorans pretty much live in the moment. If there is a Paradise, then we’ll get there when we get there. There’s too much to do while we’re in the presence of the living.”
 
   “And what do you think about those that take the life of others?”
 
   “It depends. Did you want to do it? Kill Hakin?”
 
   “A little,” Bastion admitted. “I know that I would have to do it at some point. Why not now?”
 
   “Wait. So you didn’t have to kill Hakin? James could have?”
 
   “I don’t think he was going to.”
 
   “But you don’t know for sure?”
 
   “He was acting like he was leaving.”
 
   “Even if he had, what was the harm? James would have been punished. Not you. At the most, you would have been sent back out into the woods to take Hakin down. Why didn’t you wait to see how it all played out?”
 
   “I—I don’t know,” Bastion said. What was Kent really saying?
 
   “You have to watch out for that then,” Kent said, nodding his head. 
 
   “What are you talking about?” Bastion said. The tone of Kent’s voice was beginning to irritate him.
 
   “Your bloodlust. You could have let James handle the mission but you took it upon yourself. That’s not good. You should only take someone’s life if you have to. You should never want to.”
 
   “What does it matter? Like I said, I would have to do it in the future anyways.”
 
   “With that attitude, you will. Why are you so sure that you’ll have to?”
 
   “Because it’s my fate.”
 
   “Now that sounds like Lakrymos talking. Why don’t you use your own brain for once?”
 
   “Okay, that’s enough,” Bastion said calmly, rising to his feet. Kent glared down at him with his arms still crossed. “I wanted to tell you guys what happened tonight, and instead you’re getting on me for doing my job. I don’t have to listen to this.”
 
   “No, you’re going to,” Kent said. “Because you sure won’t listen to anyone else. We’re all you got, Bastion. If you can’t even take the advice of your friends, then how are you going to take the critique of others without losing your mind? We’re here to make you stronger, and I’m telling you that you have to be careful about what philosophies you decide to adopt. The Sages are very powerful, and I admire their wisdom, but they can also be some of the most egotistical, blinded people in the world. If you truly think you’re destined to become some savior of the world as everyone seems to think you are, then you have a long way to go.”
 
   “I don’t know what to think,” Bastion replied. “To be honest, it’s hard for me to even develop my own thoughts anymore. It’s always James, or Lakrymos, or you or my foster parents. The Quietus. Daisy. Catherine. The list never ends, and I wish I just had a moment to think for once.”
 
   “Well, tell me this then. Do you think you’re the savior of the world?”
 
   “I don’t even know what that means. I mean, if these Yama are coming, I guess I’ll have to fight them, but Lakrymos hasn’t even started training me for their arrival, and he’s still stronger than I am so I don’t know how valuable I will be.”
 
   “Do you want to be the savior?”
 
   “No,” Bastion laughed. “Not at all. I think I would be happiest as a hermit, to be honest.”
 
   “Maybe you should consider that.”
 
   “But then what if I’m needed in the future?”
 
   “I don’t know. Maybe you have to make a choice between one or the other. Make that choice and commit. Otherwise, you’re a hindrance.”
 
   “I take it the Langorans are preparing for the Yama as well?”
 
   “No,” Kent chuckled. “Just the Sages and the Allayans. The only ones who are all about the doom and gloom. I tell you, you people are so focused on the end of the world all the time that you forget about everyone else living in it. Well, when you’re not being judgmental or afraid of them, that is.”
 
   “Then why are you here at the Academy? If the Allayans are so horrible?”
 
   “Because the Allayans are still the strongest, and that’s what I strive to be. You have to learn from the best to be the best. I just don’t want to pick up any of your bad habits in the process.”
 
   “Like following the lead of wishy-washy Sage geniuses?”
 
   “I hope you’re not referring to yourself in that example,” Kent said with a smile. “You’ve got incredible potential. The greatest I’ve ever seen. But that doesn’t mean you’ll become what the world needs. Sometimes I wonder if the world truly will end as the Allayans claim, or if they’re fulfilling their own prophecies.”
 
   “I wonder that myself,” Bastion said, crossing his arms. “But in the meantime, we’ve got to prepare for the future.”
 
   “Don’t be so hard on yourself,” Kent said, slapping a meaty hand on the young Sage’s back. “We’ve got each other. Why don’t you enjoy yourself for now and live life a little? When the time comes for Lakrymos to give you your training or the Yama are breaking down our front door, then we can run for the hills or die in a pool of our own blood. But until then, lighten up. Oh, and try not to kill anyone else. The fact that you don’t feel anything about this death…that’s not a good thing.”
 
   “Okay,” Bastion replied. “I guess I’ve seen so much death in my life that I’ve become desensitized to it.”
 
   “That’s one thing we should never get used to, brother,” Kent said. “Now go find Daisy and make her feel wanted. Last thing we need is to get our faces punched in while we sleep.”
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 4 – What I Fight For
 
   Bastion had no idea where Daisy had gone off to, but he wasn’t going to give up. He had to tell her that nothing had changed between them. The boys had not formed some kind of exclusive club. If anything, he was afraid that she would one day shun him. Lakrymos hadn’t trained him physically, but he had given him a few lectures as of late, and each lesson had ended with the same forlorn saying: Being powerful is as lonely as it is gratifying. 
 
   Loneliness was not something he wanted to deal with anymore. He was sick of it. It clung to him like an immortal tick, sucking the very life out of him, and reminding him each night that he would never have the companionship he longed for. Loneliness was his only friend. His only confidant. 
 
   It wasn’t until he had met Daisy and Kent that he realized how much he needed others in his life. And was that the reason he couldn’t leave Allay? Sure, Lakrymos was waiting in the background, ready to pounce if he ever physically did it, but he could have at least entertained the idea. He didn’t even dream of a life outside of Lakrymos’ will, and it’s only been a couple months.
 
   That was quite sad.
 
   “What do you want?” Daisy sniffed, catching him off guard. He had been walking around the Sage Academy aimlessly, and he had just turned a corner when he heard her voice coming from one of the training rooms. He walked inside and glanced to his right, finding her sitting up against the wall with her arms draped over her knees. She gazed up at him with a red nose and bloodshot eyes. He still found her pretty attractive, in spite of it. He laughed at the thought, and Daisy shot him a death stare, cutting his bout short. She climbed to her feet, walked over to him and poked him in the chest.
 
   “I’m not weak,” she said, poking him again. It had no strength behind it, but he backed up all the same.
 
   “No one said that.”
 
   “What did you and Kent talk about while I was gone? How I’m not cut out to be a soldier?”
 
   “He thought it was disturbing how I didn’t feel anything after killing Hakin.”
 
   “That’s all?” she sniffed, and he scratched his hair. 
 
   “Um, well, I mean, if that isn’t a big deal…”
 
   “Oh, it’s a HUGE deal!” she said, poking him in the chest again. “How could you not feel? That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard.”
 
   “I feel,” Bastion huffed. “You act like I’m a rock.”
 
   “No, that’s your head,” she muttered, putting both her hands on her hips. “We’ve got a lot more work to do than I thought. I mean, if you can’t even feel, you’re pretty hopeless.”
 
   “Well, I’m not going to do it again.”
 
   “What? Kill? Don’t stop on my account. Just because I’m against it, that doesn’t mean you have to full out quit.”
 
   “Do you even hear yourself right now? Geez, I’m doing it because I don’t want to get used to it. It’s time I start developing some of my own principles.”
 
   “That’s not going to happen without my help,” Daisy grinned, folding her arms. “So don’t even think about becoming best friends with Kent and leaving me out the mix.”
 
   “I would never dream of it,” he laughed. “So what do you have in mind?”
 
   “I don’t know. What makes you happy? We’ll start there.”
 
   “Um,” he said, looking around him. The training hall was bare except for the stone walls and a few red banners hanging off the walls. There were no words upon them so he averted his attention elsewhere. Daisy grabbed the lower half of his face and pulled it toward her.
 
   “Pay attention! What makes you happy? We’re not going to get anywhere with you if we don’t even know what you want.”
 
   “Well,” he blushed. “I mean…you kind of make me happy.”
 
   She kicked him in the shin. Surprisingly, it hurt, and so he looked down at her feet, watching in shock as the lower half of a Sage robe disappeared.
 
   “You activated your Sage powers to kick me?” he asked in astonishment. She slapped him. “Stop that!” he cried out.
 
   “Well, you stop being corny first.”
 
   “I’m not being corny. I’m being truthful.”
 
   “Quit your advances. There’s other girls out there, you know!”
 
   “You’re the only one that I think is awesome.”
 
   “You need to get any thoughts of us being together out of your head. It’s not healthy. You should put those feelings to rest.”
 
   “So I’m not supposed to feel now?”
 
   “Not when it comes to me! Goodness,” she said, pacing around him. Her long hair nearly smacked him in the face. “All that power bubbling up inside of you…it makes me forget just how naïve you are.”
 
   “I wouldn’t be so naïve if I had some experience.”
 
   Daisy suddenly grabbed the lower half of his face again, and he prepared himself for another slap. He closed his eyes and flinched, but then he felt something warm press up against his lips. It was a strange feeling, but it made his body feel tingly and his heart began to race. He opened his eyes, and Daisy quickly closed them with the palm of her hand, but he was still able to get a quick glimpse. She was kissing him.
 
   She was kissing him!
 
   He reached out and wrapped his arms around her, pulling her close, and her lips pressed harder against his, nearly toppling him over and off his feet. But he wasn’t going to lose his balance now. He held his ground. 
 
   But just as he was beginning to explore her with his lips and his hands, she pushed him away, transforming into a full Sage to ensure she had the strength to do so. Bastion fell to his butt and stared up at her in surprise. Her Sage robe disappeared, and she held out a hand to help him up. He eyed it warily.
 
   “Uh, I’m not sure,” he said, staring at it like it was an exotic insect. “I’m getting a lot of mixed signals here.”
 
   “You felt that, right?” she asked him. He looked up at her, saw the concerned look on her face, and then grabbed her hand. She pulled him to his feet.
 
   “Why did you kiss me?”
 
   “Most boys wouldn’t ask why.”
 
   “I thought you didn’t want me to pursue you.”
 
   “For the record, you’re not pursuing anything. You’re twiddling your thumbs and muttering how you like me while I’m straining my neck trying to hear what you’re saying. That’s what happening. I hardly call that pursuing.”
 
   “Yeah, but even if I asked you out on a date, I doubt you would say yes.”
 
   “Not with that negative attitude.”
 
   “Alright then. Would you go on a date with me?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Okay, what are you trying to do to me,” Bastion laughed nervously. “What was that kiss back there?”
 
   “I had to prove something to myself.”
 
   “Oh yeah? What’s that?”
 
   “That I’m not attracted to you. Did you feel anything just now?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Well, that’s only because I’m your first kiss, that’s all. It means nothing. It’s always exciting the first time. That doesn’t mean you’re actually in love with me. You have a crush because I’m the first girl that’s decided to talk to you.”
 
   “So I’ve been told,” Bastion huffed. “And I’m getting tired of it. You sure you didn’t feel anything?”
 
   “Not a thing,” she said gently. “Sorry.”
 
   “Ugh, why do I hang around you?” Bastion groaned, lifting his head to the ceiling.
 
   “You never answered my question, you know.”
 
   “What question?” Bastion asked, getting irritated by the second. Daisy was awesome to be around and all, but she sure was annoying when she got into one of her moods. It was like she became a puzzle master, bent on making him decipher riddles to get even a quick glimpse into her heart and mind. He lost every round, and he was no closer to understanding Daisy than he did his purpose in life. 
 
   “What makes you happy, silly,” she said.
 
   “I don’t know what that is,” he replied. “But I know it’s with you and Kent. I do know that much.”
 
   “You don’t want to be a god or a king?”
 
   “Of course not,” he scoffed.
 
   “Then stop acting like you’re going to be one. Be Bastion. That’s it. Forget all the rest.”
 
   “Right,” he said, staring into her eyes. How did his friends know so much? Was this what it was like to grow up in a normal family? To have a normal life? Whenever he thought of his childhood, all he remembered was Quietus…which brought his thoughts back to Hakin, and how he had—
 
   “Ugh,” Bastion muttered, falling down to one knee. Daisy rushed to his side in a hurry.
 
   “What is it? What’s wrong?”
 
   “I don’t know,” he admitted, feeling his stomach churn. It was like he was going to throw up, but he didn’t know why. Was it because he thought of Hakin? Was that—
 
   He threw up, and Daisy rubbed his back as he continued on. The sound of footsteps behind them suddenly demanded their attention, and they both forgot about his bout of nausea once they saw who it was. They stood up straight, and Bastion felt his knees quiver. 
 
   Lakrymos looked down on them like he had just kicked their sand castle, and he was daring them to build another. Although he was a lanky, gaunt looking man, he was covered by a humongous kingly robe, fitted with various jewels and furs. The crown of Catherine’s father rested on the top of his head. 
 
   “You were supposed to report to me before returning to the barracks,” the old Sage said. His voice was loud and authoritative, yet it cast no echo upon the room. Daisy bowed before his presence and he snickered.
 
   “Why do you bow to me, my young Sage?” he asked her. “On the battlefield, our blood will spill the same, and it runs through our veins even now in similar fashion. I am but another soldier while in the halls of this fortress.”
 
   “My apologies,” Daisy replied, her throat going dry. “Perhaps I should be going.”
 
   “That would be appropriate. And be kind enough to close the doors behind you. I must speak with Bastion now. Unless…I am interrupting something.”
 
   “No, no,” she replied, beginning to bow again. She stopped herself, and then she sprinted past him and out the room, making sure to shut the large oak doors in her departure. Bastion took a sigh and clutched his abdomen. He could still feel something bubbling within. Lakrymos studied him meticulously, and then he reached behind him, and unsnapped the kingly robe that was draped over his shoulders. It fell off of him and onto the floor, nearly hitting the vomit Bastion had expelled. The young Sage winced, thinking of what would happen if it had. Lakrymos’ steel armor shone brightly off of the lit lanterns on the side walls, and Bastion had to lower his eyes in order to see.
 
   “We are talking, Bastion. Cease your apprehension.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “You will be the God of Gods. It is unbefitting of you to behave so childish.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “Now…tell me of the mission. Was it completed? I assume that it was, based on the cries of the Quietus keeping the Terrs awake and restless. A villager was actually killed fifteen minutes ago by one of the agitated animals.”
 
   “It was done,” he said, breathing heavily. Lakrymos squinted his eyes.
 
   “Not feeling well?”
 
   “I’m not,” Bastion said. “It’s strange. I don’t know what caused it.”
 
   “Tell me more about the murder of Hakin. How did James perform the deed this time?”
 
   “He didn’t go through with it,” Bastion swallowed. His throat was parched. “I did it.”
 
   “I am proud of you,” Lakrymos said, with a glint of adoration in his eye. “You have made the first step toward you destiny. This is truly a night to remember.”
 
   “I’m not sure if I want to remember it.”
 
   “But you must,” he said. “You took the man’s life. You have single-handedly determined his fate in the afterlife.”
 
   “What?” Bastion asked in exasperation. “What does this have to do with the afterlife?”
 
   “When we die,” he said, pacing around the young Sage, “in the moment of our death, it is determined whether we are to go to Paradise or Oblivion. As the sovereign of this world, we have the burden and privilege of deciding when one will undertake this judgment. We are not ending their life on this planet. We are forcing them to start their life in the next. We must remember this when we have mercy on some, and when we bring the hammer of destruction upon others. When the Yama come, for example, we must send them to the afterlife as quickly as possible.”
 
   “But you escaped the afterlife. You’re not supposed to be here.”
 
   “You’re mistaken. I am supposed to be here. Fate and destiny has decided that I am to bring Allay to victory against the Yama. Just as it determined that you would be born with unfathomable potential. We cannot escape our path. It is set for us. The more we fight against it, the more the people around us will suffer and die. Tell me something, Bastion. Did you feel remorse for Hakin’s death?”
 
   “Not at first. But when I thought about it a little while ago, I couldn’t help but be overwhelmed by what happened. Images of what his face looked like when I made the killing stroke…the screams of his people. The cries of the children. It’s like my senses were being bombarded.”
 
   “Ignore those. It is the sickness that your friends have been trying to poison you with. This illogical compassion that they speak of. It will only get us killed. If I had to guess, they told you that it was wrong to feel nothing about what occurred this night.”
 
   “They did. They said it wasn’t normal.”
 
   “They are reciting the dogma of their parents and friends, who know as little as they. Does what they say actually make sense? Think about it. Think about your childhood. Remember the Quietus. Should you feel sorry for their near extinction? Do you know that they wouldn’t have been annihilated if they hadn’t carried out such atrocious experiments on you and the other children? There was no reason to carry out such acts. There was no greater good. And so they paid for their crimes. We will not be judged. We will be rewarded, for our actions is for the good of others. Mark my words. The more you follow my commands, the more that good will come your way. The more you defy them, and your path, you will see that your life will be cursed. Nothing good will come to it.”
 
   “I understand,” Bastion said weakly. 
 
   “We must remove the chains of emotion and rise above it for the people. We must be strong when they are weak. Every day they come to me for guidance and answers. They are children, Bastion. They can’t think for themselves. They don’t even have the courage to solve their own problems. It’s sad. The Yama would destroy them completely. You don’t want to be like one of them, do you?”
 
   “Of course not,” he said, with his eyes steady upon Lakrymos. 
 
   “James is one of those people. He cannot deal with his emotions. Look at you. Think of how strong you are, and how easily you were able to deal with Hakin’s death. Sure, there was a little self-reflection and nausea because it was your first time, but still you handled it better than James ever did. Surely you can now see just how weak he is.”
 
   Bastion bowed his head in thought. Was it true? Was James weak? He did shut down after the first kill.
 
   “James is bound to his feelings. He can’t see the bigger picture so he refused to cast them aside. If only he realized that he is his own worst enemy, he would be able to transcend to our level. We are more powerful because the Maker has granted it to us. He sees that we are able to handle it, and act appropriately. If you don’t believe me, then we can attempt another sparring session.”
 
   Bastion’s ears perked up. Another session? So soon? Most people wouldn’t spar with their students so frequently, less their students learn of all of their master’s tricks. The master would have one of the lesser teachers do all the work. But Lakrymos had done no such thing. In only two short months, they had sparred twenty times.
 
   “If you can get me to secede in battle, I will allow you to do as you wish. You may even leave Allay. But I guarantee you. It won’t happen, because the Maker knows what your destiny is, and how you will be needed for the upcoming war. He won’t yet grant you the power you need to defeat me.”
 
   “You promise?” Bastion asked. “Kent and Daisy can leave with me as well?”
 
   “I am disappointed,” he said. “You sound excited to go.”
 
   “I would go if I could.”
 
   “Then you are not ready for your destiny. Still, defeat me, and I will grant all of your requests. Even if you wish my death, I will be happy to receive it.”
 
   “Then let’s spar,” Bastion said, taking a step back. “If I win, I want to be freed.”
 
   “Fine,” Lakrymos sighed. “But if you don’t, then our grooming continues. You will embrace your destiny.”
 
   “We’ll see what happens,” Bastion replied. He didn’t know what to make of Lakrymos’ words. Whether the Maker granted them their power or not. He wasn’t so sure. But it was hard to fight against Lakrymos’ logic if he wasn’t able to beat him. However, what the Sage of Yesterday didn’t know was that he was holding back. Part of it was because of fear and a little was out of his own safety. He figured that if he showed that he could overpower Lakrymos, then Orchid would come out of nowhere when he was weak and finish him off. 
 
   But things had changed now. After talking with Kent and Daisy, he realized that there was a possibility at a happy life, if only he could leave Allay. And now the opportunity presented itself. This was his moment.
 
   “I’m ready,” Bastion said, taking another step back and letting his black robe materialize from the collar of his shirt down to his toes. Lakrymos was not impressed.
 
   “I will make sure to show you more of my power this time,” Lakrymos said as Bastion called forth his blue Gladius eidolon. “I have been holding back, just as you have.” Bastion’s eyes went wide, but he wiped his face clean with a thought. He had to focus now. He couldn’t think about fighting Lakrymos. He had to pretend it was the Yama, or perhaps the Quietus he had encountered as a child. That would give him the resolve he needed.
 
   And most of all, he refused to succumb to the pain. 
 
   He was sure that he was going to be wounded in the inevitable fight. Lakrymos wasn’t pleased with his new protégé getting excited at the prospect of leaving. Bastion was sure that Lakrymos was going to teach him a hard lesson as a result. But no matter what happened, he couldn’t lose himself. That’s when he lost focus and reacted instead of thinking about the best course of action. It was a weakness that Kent and Daisy recognized in him almost immediately, and if they could see it, then surely Lakrymos could. 
 
   “Let us begin,” Lakrymos said with a weak smile. Then he placed a hand to his right rib, and a flash of blinding light coated the room in his brilliance.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 5 – The End
 
   The monstrosity that came from Lakrymos’ side sent a shudder down Bastion’s spine, but he tried not to show his fear, though he was sure his opponent felt it.
 
   Lakrymos’ eidolon was a stick. A crooked, thin, long stick, with a few steel leaves sprouting out of the sides. Bastion didn’t know what to think of its appearance, but there was no denying the vibes it was sending his way. There were hidden treasures dormant within the unassuming stick, and if he clashed against it too hard, they would burst forth like a volcano, consuming him entirely. 
 
   Did Lakrymos choose this form? Or was this his true eidolon?
 
   “This is my eidolon,” Lakrymos said, twisting it around in his hand so that Bastion could make out all of its inhibiting features. Can he read my mind? Bastion wondered, tightening the grip on his eidolon. He answered my question as if he knows exactly what I’ve been thinking. 
 
   Bastion didn’t wait for his unchosen mentor to transform. He struck first, swinging his Gladius upward and slicing the stick Lakrymos held in two. As the piece Lakrymos wasn’t holding fell toward the floor, Lakrymos suddenly reached down, caught it, and reattached the stick to its counterpart in one swift movement. Bastion didn’t let it faze him though. It just gave him the incentive to pierce through Lakrymos’ silent defenses all the more. 
 
   Bastion expanded his muscles and pumped adrenaline through his veins at will. There were little limitations he left for himself. There was only the mission at hand: The Death of Lakrymos. Bastion summoned one of Daisy’s signature pillars from the floor and it slammed into Lakrymos’ chin, sending his head backwards and his fine black hair flying in all directions. The Sage of Old staggered backwards and Bastion went in for the kill. He slashed at his mentor’s neck and Lakrymos parried the blow with his stick eidolon. 
 
   Surprisingly, the stick was so solid that it sent an extreme vibration up Bastion’s arm and he nearly lost his grip on his Gladius. Before he could assess what happened, he felt himself topple over and land onto his belly. The lower half of his legs went sprawling in front of him, separated from the rest of his body, and he stared at them in horror. The tip of Lakrymos’ eidolon was thrust an inch before his right eye.
 
   “Was that how you expected it to go?” Lakrymos said, kicking Bastion’s severed legs away.
 
   “I—“he began to say, when he felt the pain shoot up through his body. The sensation was unlike anything he had ever felt before. It was like someone had stuck a sword through him from top to bottom and had begun twisting. He was paralyzed, and the only movement he made was involuntarily, as his hands instinctively reached out to clutch the stumps that were his legs. He couldn’t think clearly, and a deep rumble began from the depths of his being. The same feeling that had emerged when he saw what the Quietus had done to the children around him. The same feeling he got when he sparred with James on the first day of school. 
 
   And he didn’t fight it this time. He needed it. 
 
   His eyes went black. His head shot up and he glared at Lakrymos with contempt, snarling and breathing heavily as his new legs began to reappear. Lakrymos grinned, but Bastion had no feelings about the expression whatsoever. He just wanted the fight to end. And he needed it to end now.
 
   He leapt to his feet and went to strike at Lakrymos with his Gladius once more, but Lakyrmos just sucked his teeth and pivoted out of the way. He grabbed the back of Bastion’s head by the hair and pulled the young Sage onto his back. Lakrymos slammed his eidolon through Bastion’s abdomen as he also put a foot to his neck.
 
   “Look at you,” Lakrymos replied. “Nothing more than a vessel that needs to be broken. You have all of this greatness within you, but you are unlearned. Untrained. You are like an animal that I am trying to teach to be human. Let me ask you, animal. Would you rather me treat you for what you are? Should I break you now?”
 
   Bastion roared and tried swinging his hands upwards at his foe, but Lakrymos kept him firmly planted onto the ground. And the more he thrashed, the more his vision began to clear. The ache in his abdomen from Lakrymos’ blade went numb, and eventually, his eyes returned to its normal color. He stared up at Lakrymos calmly in disappointment.
 
   What is wrong with me? Bastion thought. Why didn’t I think this through? He knew that just because he willed it, that didn’t mean he would succeed. He knew that blindly trying to overpower the Sage of Old wasn’t the answer. He deserved to be broken. 
 
   “Is this battle over?” Lakrymos asked, but Bastion wasn’t ready to give the answer. There had to be another option…wait. Catherine. She had defeated Orchid. And how had she done it? By using her wits. Catherine had blinded her opponent at the last second and she was able to strike the Sage. He had to think. He might not get another chance.
 
   “I’m not done!” Bastion shouted with false bravado, using a great deal of his energy to swat away Lakrymos’ foot from his neck, and rip the eidolon from his torso. He rolled to the right and sprung to his feet before his mentor retaliated.
 
   “Why are you going to pursue this?” Lakrymos begged to know. “You cannot win.”
 
   “If it was impossible for me to win,” Bastion replied, “then you wouldn’t have so much faith in me. You wouldn’t be grooming me to destroy the Yama.”
 
   Bastion was trying not to faint from the fear gripping his spine like a vice. He was already beginning to carry out his plan while he talked, and he knew Lakrymos would sense it any moment now. If all went well, Bastion figured that he would be able to get a couple of hits in on his mentor before the Old Sage decided to really get serious. Once that point in the battle was reached, there was no turning back. If he brought the Sage of Old to the point that he was fighting for his own survival, there was no question. He would kill Bastion in a heartbeat. 
 
   Am I ready to take it that far? He asked himself, but he knew the answer immediately. This was the end for one of them, and he didn’t go through all the crap he had in his life for it to be his. 
 
   “What are you doing?!” Lakrymos barked at him, and Bastion chuckled. It was time.
 
   “I’m going to win,” Bastion replied as he dropped to one knee and slammed the palm of his hand onto the stone floor. A rain of swords fell down from the ceiling and shot up from underneath them simultaneously, and once the blades from the floor hit the top, it shot right back down again and so on, creating a continuous monsoon of destruction between the two Sages.
 
   Lakrymos growled and grit his teeth as he dodged all of the blades that would have rendered a fatal blow or major wound, but he still had to accept the minor nicks and cuts, and those minor afflictions were growing in number by the millisecond. He had to strike down Bastion now, and put an end to the sword show before his body took too much damage. 
 
   Though he could barely see through the downpour of blades, he could sense the young Sage straight ahead, waiting for him to strike. And strike he would. 
 
   Lakrymos infused his eidolon with a massive amount of energy and lunged forward, aiming straight for Bastion’s chest, but when he made contact, it was obvious that it wasn’t the boy. Instead he had stabbed a mound of stone, roughly the same shape and size as Bastion, and when his blade ripped it apart, he could sense a great deal of energy falling from the center of the makeshift statue, as if it had been dumped from a bucket like water. 
 
   A blip on Lakrymos’ internal radar sounded off and he spun around, but the real Bastion was already there, plunging a steel dagger through his cheek, and using the little strength he had left in his young body to force it downward. Lakrymos howled and shoved Bastion away instinctively, grabbing his face and feeling all of its tears and disfigurements. The sword shower ended, and he glared at the young Sage in rage.
 
   Bastion was barely able to stand, and it was apparent he had used nearly all of his energy creating the storm of swords and the decoy. He had such a small amount of energy left that Lakyrmos hadn’t even been able to sense his approach.
 
   Lakrymos ripped off his shirt and began tying it around his face. 
 
   “Do you think you’ve won?” Lakrymos asked, and Bastion simply smiled. 
 
   “Nope,” Bastion said. “But I needed a little break from all of that manifesting.”
 
   “A break that will be short lived,” Lakrymos said as he sprinted forward with his blade tight in hand. Before his eyes, Bastion witnessed the stick transforming, becoming a silver, jagged sword, as wide as his head. But he didn’t have time to study it further. 
 
   Bastion felt his feet hum as he infused a bit of energy into them, and then he took off, running away from his mentor’s fatal attacks. From the grunt he heard from Lakrymos, he knew that it was the right move. 
 
   Lakrymos was definitely faster, but it wasn’t always about speed. Bastion just had to stay on his toes, switching tactics on the fly as the moment arose, knowing that one wrong move would be his last. He would use a burst of speed to twist in order to receive only a shallow cut instead of being all-out stabbed. Then he would infuse his muscles with power and take a swipe to the forearm, knowing that Lakrymos had decided at that moment to switch to speed over power. Of course the blade still cut, and it still hurt, but it wasn’t even close to the damage it would have been if Lakrymos had just stuck with raw strength.
 
   Once his mentor realized his mistake and switched back to strength over speed, Bastion would counter, dodging more blows and running away as fast as he could, continuing the deadly game of cat and mouse. He just had to buy time and hope for no interference. If he could do that, he had a chance. 
 
   I can do this, Bastion thought to himself as he used a pillar to take the brunt of one of Lakrymos’ attacks—a strike that he wasn’t able to dodge. Bastion did a back flip in the air as the blade barely missed the tip of his nose and another pillar caught his feet so that he was able to stay high up in the air. Lakrymos tore through the pillar and continued his assault, and Bastion sent a wave of swords once again through the room from top to bottom—this time catching the Old Sage off guard. He shouted in agony as a sword tore down his back from shoulder to hip, but it only made him more furious. Bastion kept running.
 
   Summoning manifestations is tiring, Bastion thought as he breathed rhythmically. But as long as I can take breaks in-between, I’ll be okay. I can do this. I can beat him!
 
   Bastion heard a small explosion go off, and he glanced behind him for a second. Lakrymos had summoned his black Sage robe, increasing all of his basic abilities several times over. No more playtime. The game was about to end, one way or another. 
 
   Lakrymos navigated through the rain of swords, dodging even the shallow cuts now, and creating afterimages in his wake. Bastion’s eyes widened in horror.
 
   He must realize that there are less swords this time. Bastion took a deep breath and ran to one of the side walls, beginning to run up it. Lakrymos followed close behind with a killer’s look in his eyes, and Bastion back flipped off, knowing what he had to endure next. It all rode on this. 
 
   Lakrymos halted his run up the wall in mid-stride and jumped off with one foot to swipe at Bastion’s upside down body, still in the middle of a backflip. Bastion grit his teeth and summoned while Lakrymos slashed at the young Sage’s stomach, almost ripping through it to the other side. 
 
   Bastion screamed but he kept performing the summon, and as Lakrymos drew closer, a gigantic spike shot up from the ground, slamming into Lakrymos’ chest and sending him upwards and into the ceiling. Bastion fell to the floor crying, trying to stop shaking and doing his best to prevent his body from going into shock. He fought the urge to heal himself or put his hands to his stomach. Instead he placed them to the ground, forcing more energy into the crevices of the stone, making it travel up along the wall and to the ceiling. He made sure that the tip of the spike began to melt into the ceiling, pinning Lakrymos even further into the stone. 
 
   Lakrymos growled and tried to speak, but only a small trickle of blood came from his lips. He tried to calm down and give himself time to gather strength, so that he would be able to free himself from his makeshift prison.
 
   He knows that he could still win. Bastion forced himself to his feet with that thought, concentrating on his wound while he stared up at his mentor. He might be calm now, and that’s not where I need him to be. I need him mad. 
 
   Bastion’s wound still wasn’t completely closed, but he didn’t care. He fell back to his knees and slammed his hands into the ground. Immediately, a miniature downpour of swords came down from the ceiling, slamming into and through Lakrymos’ head. 
 
   His mentor didn’t even have time to scream. 
 
   Bastion forced himself to watch, making sure that the deed was done, but he wasn’t sure. He remembered the stories from James—how Lakrymos and Orchid could still receive other bodies as long as Ephai was alive, but again, he wasn’t sure.
 
   As Lakrymos’ body was reduced to shreds, he saw that there was no blood, organs or anything else that would prove that he was living, but he did sense energy. 
 
   His soul.
 
   It didn’t know what to do with itself now that it was naked and alone.
 
   It tried to fight against the elements for a few seconds, struggling to maintain its solidarity as it more than likely searched for a new form to inhabit. But it was fruitless, and when it couldn’t find a home, it shuddered one more time, and then it disintegrated, becoming one with the air as if someone had thrown a handful of sand into the wind. 
 
   Bastion watched the empty space for a moment, wobbling and chuckling to himself. 
 
   He had done it. 
 
   He had defeated the legendary Lakrymos. 
 
   Not with raw strength, but his wits. Something that he had only begun to consider using recently. He only had Daisy, Kent and Catherine to thank for their guidance, and for showing him that there was more than one way to victory. 
 
   Oh, and James. He couldn’t forget James—the master of manifesting. Perhaps there was more to his teaching than he realized. Maybe James knew what he was doing after all.
 
  
 
  



Chapter 6 – Undecided
 
   I have no idea what I’m doing, James thought to himself as he strolled from the meadow’s edge into the village. I’ve let Bastion down.
 
   The village was in good spirits, as it tended to be ever since Catherine abdicated the throne and Lakrymos took over. There had been no coronation. No ceremony. Barely even a speech. Lakrymos had strolled through the Kingdom’s private north entrance, proceeded to the castle balcony and without notice—began speaking, before the village had even fully gathered. He had told no one of his arrival.
 
   “I have heard of what has happened here,” Lakrymos had said. “Of Catherine’s resignation and your election of me. I am honored, but know this. I am not here to continue the age of peace. There is a new enemy on the horizon, greater than that of the Quietus, and more powerful than all of our neighbors combined. They seek to destroy us. But we have always persevered. We have always met the challenge. In his infinite wisdom, the Maker has saw it fit that he send me down in his stead, in order to take you all to victory. Do not fear what is to come. I only tell you of the Yama so that you are not alarmed when they appear. The Sages and I will handle them. We will protect your way of life, and send the enemy back from whence they came. I only ask that you assist me in any way that I ask. Perform your duties in the meantime. Carry out your business, and be ready, for the time in which I will call upon you. From the farmers to the merchants, you are all essential to the victory that we will inevitably achieve.”
 
   Lakrymos’ words seemed to have inspired the people in a way that was greater than Catherine ever had. They actually put in double the effort into their professions. Merchants created new and innovative devices, small weapons that the villagers could carry that were said to be “blessed by Lakrymos himself.” Culinarians created new exotic dishes that were said to increase lifespans. Farmers received more money since the culinarians required more goods, and the blacksmiths were overrun with orders for weapons. James couldn’t put his finger around it at first. Why were the villagers so excited now? It’s not like Lakrymos actually did anything.
 
   Nine times out of ten, the new King refused the villagers that came to the castle for answers to their dilemmas. He shut down the castle from tourists and visits. The Sage Academy was cut off from the public, and he was rarely seen talking to the people. His first speech was the one and only, and he had made no attempt to interact with the people in public since. No dinners. No conversations. Not even a word of encouragement, and the villagers acted like it was what they wanted all along.
 
   Who knows? Maybe they did. Perhaps they were used to a distant and silent King and Queen. After all, they had gone for over a decade before Catherine even showed herself to them after the Siege in 88. But why didn’t they want someone to be there for them after Thorn’s defeat?
 
   Maybe because no one is asking them to change, James thought to himself, while he kept his head down. When Catherine was in power, she wanted as many people as possible to become Sages since we had been lacking so many before. But that might not be what the people want. Maybe they don’t want to be Sages. They just want to fight the enemies that come our way on their own terms, with the skills that they have honed best. I guess in that sense, Lakrymos has inspired them…sort of.
 
   “Hey! Master James!” a teenage armor smith apprentice said, waving eagerly at him from the open door of his hut. “What are you so deep in thought about?”
 
   “Everything,” James replied, giving him a quick wave back. He continued walking through the streets, eavesdropping on the conversations as he headed to his destination. They spoke excitedly of how they were going to beat the Yama when they came, or how the Yama deserved to be extinct for how ruthless they were. Some called them savages. Others said that Allay should make the first strike. A few more complained of hunger. A few jokes were told. A groan here and there about sunburn. A couple snoring from their bench. The laughter of children. The banter and sparring of teenagers that weren’t yet ready for the Academy. James was most concerned about those that spoke of the Yama. Where had they received such information about them? Why were the Yama savages when the Allayans had never even met one?
 
   “Master James,” a woman’s voice cracked, and he recognized it immediately. He cast his concerns aside and walked over to the fruit cart. The woman was in her fifties, but she looked twenty years older. She had lost much in only a few short years, including her husband in Thorn’s attack, and her daughter not too long after.
 
   “How are you, Cheryl?” James asked, taking her fragile and bony hands into his. “Eating well?”
 
   “That’s what we do best here in the village,” she smiled, her eyes listless. “But more importantly, how are you?”
 
   “I’m doing okay.”
 
   “Decided to take a meager stroll through the village?” 
 
   “Not exactly. I’m headed to the Order headquarters.”
 
   “There are shorter ways.”
 
   “I know. But I wanted to think about a few things while I was headed there.”
 
   “I’m sorry that I had to burden you further,” she said, bowing her head. “It was my fault.”
 
   “No, no,” James soothed her, giving her a soft hug. “Not at all. She was your daughter, and she was quite strong. How were you to know what would happen?”
 
   “Those Langorans. I tell you. It was no accident. They leave those traps on purpose.”
 
   “They have the right to leave traps out on their property. They should have been more careful.”
 
   “Still, if I had not sent her…I just wanted to know what the fruit from Languor tasted like. I…I’m a silly woman.”
 
   “Not at all,” James said. “You know, at the least she didn’t suffer. It was quick from what I heard. That’s all we can ask for when we pass.”
 
   “I just wanted to say that I was sorry again. I’m so sorry, Master James.”
 
   “No worries,” James smiled weakly. “Now it’s my turn to apologize. I really have to be going.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said, muttering more to herself than James. “I’m sorry.” James nodded toward her and backed away, putting his hood over his head as he continued on. He didn’t want to be disturbed again, and especially not by someone asking if he was okay. He didn’t want to think about death. Not if he could help it. Still, he was unsure if he should have done more for Leidy’s mother when her daughter passed. He wasn’t even sure how to take the news himself, hearing that she and Jennings had been traveling to Languor, and they had stumbled across a few old traps. He wasn’t sure why they didn’t take the normal trade route, and he was so shocked by the strangeness of it all that he was sure that lies were being told. But Zain and the other Langorans were adamant that it was all one big accident, and they had actually removed all of their traps afterwards. They were deeply sorry, and they had lavished the village with gifts and food to try to make amends. 
 
   James did a little digging into the matter, but there was no evidence to prove that Leidy and Jennings had fallen victim to foul play. Still…after they were gone, he sure laughed a lot less in his life. And now he didn’t even have Catherine. It had only been a couple months, but it felt like they had never met, as if their marriage had been a dream that he couldn’t shake. He knew what he was fighting for, but he felt like he was failing Bastion every day. It was obvious that Bastion was becoming more like Lakrymos and less of a child with every passing mission, even when James was the one to—
 
   James shook his head and cleared his throat. No. He couldn’t dwell on their faces. He had to keep moving forward, and he had made a promise to Catherine that he would save Allay. He couldn’t do his job if he started sobbing again.
 
   “May I join you on your walk?” someone asked, and he didn’t turn around. The stranger poked him on the shoulder. “May I accompany you, Master Sage?”
 
   “I’m not—” James stopped once he caught a glimpse of the stranger. It was one of the elders in the Order of the Langorans. 
 
   “I guess you didn’t expect it to be me,” he laughed. It was only then that James noticed how gruff his voice had sounded.
 
   “It’s nothing against you. I would have reacted unpleasant to anyone. I have a lot on my mind.”
 
   “Everyone who heads toward the Order of the Allayans do.”
 
   “And not the Langorans?”
 
   “Oh, our solutions are quite simple and the people catch on quickly. A little bit of entertainment here, and a bout of laughter there will cure almost any ailment. Of course, your problems might be a little harder to prescribe. I’ve heard that Queen Catherine is in my homeland at the moment.”
 
   “You mean the former Queen,” James corrected.
 
   “Ah, she’ll always be the Queen to me. If it wasn’t for her contribution, there is no way that we would have been able to defeat Thorn.”
 
   “Hmm,” James said. They kept walking, past the throngs of the village and out into the forest where the headquarters was located. James turned to his companion.
 
   “So why are you headed to the Allayan Order headquarters? Business?”
 
   “I’m going to listen to the sermon.”
 
   “Oh, there’s a sermon today? Hmm. If I had known that, I might not have gone.”
 
   “I find it interesting actually,” the Langoran Elder said. “Sermons and lectures speak volumes about the person whose mouth they are coming from. Lots of insight come from the pulpit, especially since the elders are often under the illusion that’s it just their flock they are speaking to.”
 
   “So you’re not one of the flock?” James teased. “Elder…I’m sorry, I don’t know your name.”
 
   “Shin,” he replied. “Nice to meet you, Master Sage.”
 
   “Just James,” he laughed. “I haven’t been feeling like a Master these days.”
 
   “Is it because of your new King? I hear there was quite a rift between your wife and him. Is that why the two of you parted ways?”
 
   “No, it’s more complicated than that,” James said, remembering that he shouldn’t provide too much information to anyone. Just because Shin was a Langoran, it didn’t mean he wasn’t one of Lakrymos’ spies. “Let’s say that I’ve sort of lost my way lately. I’m not sure what I believe in anymore.”
 
   “A changing of the guard is hard, especially when you are used to the former regiment. Zain is one of the reasons many of the Langorans left the homeland and began to branch out to the other Kingdoms.”
 
   “Why? What’s wrong with Zain?”
 
   “It’s not what’s wrong. He likes to handle things differently, that’s all. The former King had a more laid back approach when it came to his subjects, so the people were able to devise their own games, but Zain wants to be in the mix. It’s kind of disconcerting. Can you imagine entering a fighting tournament for money to feed your children and you find out the King is the obstacle in your path? You’re going to lose. There’s no choice in the matter. Just imagine. Even if the King admired you for not taking it easy on him, he could easily see you as a threat the next hour. No thank you, I say.”
 
   “So you decided to join the Order instead? To preserve your way of life according to the ways of the old King?”
 
   “Not exactly,” he chuckled. “I’m only trying to ensure that the people don’t caught up with the winds of change too quickly. People are swayed by the moment. The Orders are there to remind them to consider their actions before they do something regrettable.”
 
   “When the Orders aren’t fighting among themselves or taking advantage of their position,” James winked to Shin. Shin raised an eyebrow in amusement.
 
   “Speak for your own people, Sage. The Prattlian and Langoran Orders are quite noble in their intentions. It’s this Seeker of yours that worries us all. He is to take over your Allayan Order soon enough, and from what I’ve heard whispered in gossip, that will spark the beginning of the apocalypse.”
 
   “Oh, I believe that whole heartedly,” James laughed. He suddenly stopped at the foreign sound coming from his belly. It had been so long since he had been amused. He had forgotten about his troubles for a moment. “Well,” he said, turning to Shin. “Perhaps there is something to your prescriptions after all.”
 
   “You Allayans never believe me,” he mused as they caught a glimpse of the Allayan Order headquarters in the distance. There was a small group of villagers heading inside. James turned to Shin.
 
   “I would like to talk again at some point, if that’s okay with you.”
 
   “Certainly,” he replied with a small nod in the Sage’s direction. “It was my pleasure.” James let Shin go ahead of him as he decided to stand outside for a little while and let the villagers find their desired seats first. There was no guarantee he could stay long, and he wanted to make sure he could make a quick exit if need be.
 
   “Ah, this is a first,” Seeker said from behind him, placing a clammy hand on his shoulder. “A Sage attending the Allayan Order’s sermon. My, my. To what do we owe the pleasure?”
 
   “I hope you’re not the one speaking today, Seeker. Because if you are, I’m going to have to leave.”
 
   “Oh, no. It’s not really my thing. Although I guess I’m going to have to get used to it if I plan on taking over in the future.”
 
   “I’m sure you’ll have no problems doing that,” James muttered, remembering how Seeker had rallied the village into accepting Lakrymos as their King over Catherine. “I’m sure you have little problem getting whatever you want.”
 
   “Don’t be so bitter, Master Sage. At the end of the day, we’re all still Allayans. We must be mindful not to hold grudges against our family members.”
 
   “Whatever you say,” James grumbled, walking away from him and into the headquarters. The people were already seated and Master Torill, the Order Master, was standing with hands folded before them in the front. He was scanning the crowd, making mental notes of who was there and what problems he may have to address. His eyes stopped for a second on James, but he tried not to draw too much attention to the Master Sage. He continued his scanning as James closed the fragile door behind him. The lights from the candles all around them cast shadows around the room, and the congregation was eerily silent as they sat on the wooden benches in the middle. Although there had only been a small group going inside earlier, it was obvious that many had arrived to the sermon early as it was a full house. James had no choice but to stand.
 
   “The Sages of Old,” Master Torill said, raising his voice for all to hear. “Or the Sages of Yesterday, if you prefer. Perhaps the Sages of Legend. They have many names, as you can surmise, but regardless of their titles, their mission is clear and unwavering. They desire to lead us all into a greater era in this life and the next. Lakrymos, our esteemed and honored King—he came like a messiah when we needed him most, to save us from the evil Yama, coming to take our souls like the dreadful Thorn. We can find peace and comfort in knowing that the wisdom of Lakrymos is upon us. That he has come back from the dead to lead—” 
 
   James zoned out and closed his eyes, deciding to take a quick rest. He was surprised by how quickly he nodded off, and he actually had to catch himself on the back of the bench in front of him before he fell. The family in front of him turned back to chide him, but then they gasped once they saw who had interrupted their listening. James put a finger to his lips, asking them to be quiet, and they obeyed. The two little girls sitting next to their parents continued looking back at him, but they didn’t say another word.
 
   “I hope that you will all continue to hear the words of the King,” Master Torill continued. “For it will be good for your souls. Thank you. Please be safe as you depart.” The crowd got up from their seats and talked among themselves excitedly, whispering about how they’ve prepared for the Yama attack. James made his way to the front of the room.
 
   “Why, Master James!” Master Torill said extending out a hand for James to shake. “To what do we owe the pleasure?”
 
   “That was quite the sermon,” James said, accepting the handshake. 
 
   “I’m glad you enjoyed it from the depths of the dream world.”
 
   “I’ve been busy,” James chuckled and yawned at the same time. “Are your sermons always on Lakrymos and how blessed we are to have him here in Allay?”
 
   “To be honest, I’ve been reciting that exact same message over and over for the past month. The villagers haven’t tired of yet. I haven’t seen this much excitement for war…ever.”
 
   “I think too many people forgot about how many Sages we lost during the Siege alone. And those Sages were close to Lakrymos’ caliber. We’re a lot weaker now collectively, and the Yama are said to give the King nightmares.”
 
   “So we’re all doomed?”
 
   “Who knows? No point in worrying about it until the time comes.”
 
   “So I take it you’re not here to discuss the Yama threat. And if not, why are you here?”
 
   “The Orders were created to preserve the cultures of each Kingdom, and each Order is said to have insight into that particular Kingdom’s history. I’ve been thinking a lot lately about what it truly means to be a Sage. I figured the Order might have an answer for me.”
 
   “Why don’t you ask Lakrymos?”
 
   “He’s busy,” James said quickly. “Besides, he’s not the talkative type. I imagine I wouldn’t get to ask any follow-up questions.”
 
   “I agree with that statement,” Master Torill said, cupping his chin and thinking. “Hmm. Well, what do you think a Sage is?”
 
   “I know that they are warriors, and they fight for the people when they can’t defend themselves. They’re supposed to be what others aspire toward, I guess. I’m not sure. My transformation into a Sage was under some extreme circumstances.”
 
   “First of all, the fact that you’re dwelling on this matter at all is a good thing. A Sage must seek wisdom and understanding wherever they go. It’s part of the reason I plan on stepping down as the Order Master. I desire to travel and seek out other experiences.”
 
   “No offense, Master Torill, but your successor, Seeker, is hardly a shining beacon of wisdom.”
 
   “He has many faults, but his potential is great. From what I hear, you are in a similar predicament.”
 
   James eyed him warily. “Perhaps.”
 
   “And yet you don’t allow Bastion to be thrown to the wilderness, because you know that if that potential can be harnessed appropriately, he will accomplish things that we can’t even imagine. The same can be said of Seeker. Trust me. You may not see it, but if you would listen to his take on matters, you will eventually begin to understand that his beliefs are in line with the well-being of Allay.”
 
   “I’ll have to take your word for it,” James chuckled. 
 
   “I probably shouldn’t say this,” Master Torill said, leaning in closer, “but any of the races can be a true Sage. It’s not about releasing one’s eidolon or the power that they emit. It’s all about the mastery and wisdom of what they seek after.”
 
   “What they seek after?”
 
   “Everyone has a…um, one would call it a talent, but I like to think of it as a calling. Though Sages are typically seen as warriors, that doesn’t mean they are mindless drones. Just as one may excel in manifestation and another in sword handling, the same could be said about one’s calling in life. Think of your love, Catherine.”
 
   James clenched his jaw and nodded. 
 
   “No matter what the people may think of her, Catherine has a love for Allay like I have never seen. It almost defies logic. But it is undeniably her passion. No one can say otherwise. Even Seeker and the villagers that weren’t so sure about her reign say that she had a love for the people like they had never seen. Allay is her purpose and her calling. It will guide her for the rest of her life, and though she is gone for now, I have no doubts she will return. Even while she hides in Languor, I have no doubts that she is ensuring that Allay is kept on track.”
 
   “That’s one of the reasons I’m here,” James replied. “Because I know how much she loves Allay. I’m her eyes to a degree.”
 
   “So you are here for her…not for you?”
 
   “I’m not sure what you mean.”
 
   “Though you are husband and wife, you are still individual Sages, are you not?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then wouldn’t it be feasible that you have a different calling than her?”
 
   “But I have no idea what that is.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter. Have you sought out your calling? Or have you merely followed hers? Perhaps you aren’t happy, and torment has rested in your spirit because you feel lost. I think that you should search for your path as a Sage and travel upon it with every fiber of your being.”
 
   “Even if that path doesn’t line up with Catherine’s?”
 
   “I’m not saying that you have to abandon the mission you’ve decided to undertake on her behalf. But perhaps you should be walking with her hand in hand, and not in her place. If there’s one thing that I can say, based on what I’m sensing…Allay is not your calling. At least not concerning whatever you’re doing now.”
 
   “You’ve given me a lot to think about,” James nodded, putting a hand on Master Torill’s shoulder. “Thank you.”
 
   “It is my honor,” he said with a smile. “Oh, and if you happen to see Arimus again, please tell him that he is in my thoughts. He didn’t get to say goodbye before he left. That was quite sad.”
 
   “I will,” James said, and then he turned to leave. 
 
   His calling, huh? What was that indeed? There was a time when he could barely be considered human, and that was before he transformed into a Quietus. The fact was that he was taking up everyone else’s oxygen, and he didn’t care at all about it. Becoming a Sage, joining the academy, meeting Catherine, fighting Thorn and Dominic and Alexander…he didn’t have time to think of what his daily mission would be as a Sage, and what he would do when there was no one to give him a mission to carry out. 
 
   But Master Torill’s words had pricked his heart. Part of him questioned the old man’s words, and if it was all part of a deception, but it didn’t feel that way. Unfortunately, the notion of him having a calling or purpose greater than himself only brought forth more questions, not answers. He had to ask himself: did he believe in Bastion enough to stick around?
 
   He knew that the young Sage was the only reason he was still in Allay. Since Lakrymos and Orchid thought he would shape the future of the Kingdom, it made sense to try and take away their weapon. But was that the answer? No matter how much he talked to Bastion, it didn’t seem like anything was getting through, and since he had killed Hakin…he had a hard time going back to see him. Hakin’s execution didn’t mean that Bastion was going to turn into a cold-hearted weapon, but it certainly didn’t speak to the contrary. 
 
   If he did leave Bastion, and head to Languor, he could see Catherine again. That was a plus, but there was so much more than just their love for each other. When they were together, they became stronger. Their thinking was clearer. Their ideas came to the surface quicker and sharper. He needed her more than she could know, and he felt as lost as Bastion when they went out on their missions. He wasn’t cut out to be the lonely warrior type. 
 
   At the same time though, leaving Bastion with Lakrymos could be the worst decision. It was hard to tell what the right move was. All he knew was that time was short. If the Yama were a genuine threat, Lakrymos would begin barking out orders to the masses soon, and once that happened, it would be harder to fight against him. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter 7 – Uh Oh
 
   I killed the King, Bastion shuddered as he laid awake in his bed. Morning had come hours ago, but he couldn’t face his fellow students, especially since the weekend was over, and classes were beginning again. Bastion wasn’t sure whether he should be terrified or excited that he accomplished such an impossible feat. And he really hoped that Lakrymos wouldn’t find another body somehow. That would be the worst.
 
   “Oh MY GOODNESS!” Daisy shrieked as she jumped down from the damaged top bunk. She immediately kicked Bastion in the ribs, and he blinked at her rapidly. “Why are you making all that noise?!”
 
   “What? Wha—what noise?” he stammered, blinking rapidly. Daisy crossed her arms and huffed.
 
   “You know that I get to sleep in on Mondays. Why are you trying to take that away from me?”
 
   “I don’t get it. What did I do?”
 
   “You keep on muttering something to yourself. You didn’t realize it? That’s why Kent stormed out the room. You didn’t hear us talking about you a half hour ago?”
 
   “I didn’t even see Kent. Was he here the whole time?”
 
   “What’s wrong with you?” she sighed. “And ugh, you stink! Were you training with Lakrymos last night and forgot to shower? So that’s what that smell was…I thought it was Kent’s massive pile of clothes over there.”
 
   “We, uh…we…” Daisy threw the blanket off of him and grabbed his forearm, dragging him off the bed and onto the floor.
 
   “Yep,” she said, pinching her nose. “It’s definitely you. You’re going to shower. NOW.”
 
   “I have class in um, like ten minutes.”
 
   “Don’t expect me to go for you. I hate Orchid’s lectures.”
 
   “ORCHID!” he shouted, jumping up to his feet. “That’s what I have first?” He grabbed the sides of his head and squeezed while he grit his teeth. “This can’t be happening…”
 
   “You’ve had the same class for the past month. What happened last night?”
 
   “Nothing!” he shouted, and then he grabbed her hands. “Um, I mean…okay, this is going to sound crazy, but hear me out…okay, this is going to sound bad. I might be in some trouble.”
 
   Daisy gave him a puzzled look, but then someone burst through the door of their room.
 
   “Hey!” Ethan shouted. “Have you guys seen Training Room D? It’s a wreck!”
 
   “No,” Daisy muttered, turning to her roommate. “Can’t say that I have.”
 
   “You better take a look at this. Some students must have went all out last night. Goa is checking the rosters, trying to figure out who died.”
 
   “That serious?”
 
   “There’s no way it was a sparring session. That’s all I’m saying.” Ethan ran down the hall with a group of other students, and Daisy glared at Bastion.
 
   “Spill it. Now.”
 
   “I killed Lakrymos,” Bastion said quickly, then he sighed heavily. “Oh, that felt good to tell someone.”
 
   “WHAT?!” Daisy shouted, shoving him away. She sprinted to the door and slammed it shut, then she turned back to him. “Please tell me I misheard you.”
 
   “You heard correct,” Kent muttered, coming out from a mound of dirty clothes. Daisy wrinkled her nose at him and backed off.
 
   “What were you doing under there?” she cried. “Is there no hygiene standards in this room?”
 
   “It was the only way I could block out the noise of Bastion’s rambling.”
 
   “It’s appalling how fine you are with your own filth.”
 
   “Well, it is my filth. But we’ve got bigger things to worry about.”
 
   “I’m scared guys,” Bastion muttered and Kent let out a guffaw. 
 
   “Stop kidding around. You didn’t kill Lakyrmos, and if you did, why would you be scared? Of what?”
 
   “Orchid,” Bastion said. “She might come after me, and I haven’t recovered yet. I didn’t even sleep last night.”
 
   “Wait,” Kent said, frowning. “You’re serious? You killed the King?”
 
   “He offered me my freedom if I was able to beat him. But I knew that if I hurt him bad enough he would come after me for keeps. I had to do it. I…I didn’t think I could actually beat him but I outsmarted him.”
 
   “Maker in Paradise,” Daisy sighed. “You’re too strong for your own good.”
 
   “That’s why the training room was so messed up,” Kent said, talking to himself. “I have no idea what to do. Maybe you should go to class and see what happens. Did you leave a lot of evidence behind?”
 
   “No. He…because he’s not technically alive, there wasn’t any blood. But I did see his soul disintegrate after I destroyed his physical form. It could be a trick…but I doubt it. It’s not like he had any strength left.”
 
   “First of all, don’t say anything,” Daisy replied, shaking her head. “Second, I…I can’t deal with this right now. I’m going to class.” She began grabbing some clothes from the chair by her desk.
 
   “But you don’t have class for a couple more hours,” Bastion said, his voice cracking. “You don’t have to go right now!”
 
   “I do. I don’t know what’s going to happen to you. I can’t be murdered by association.”
 
   “I thought we were in this together!” he shouted as Daisy shook her head and left the room, carrying her clothes with her to the community bathroom. 
 
   “We are,” Kent said, “but we have to play this smart too. Think about it. If Orchid is coming after your head and we’re there, she could kill us before we even begin fighting, or worse, we’ll get in your way. We should stay in the background until we figure out what’s going to happen next. I know that we kind of see Lakrymos as the enemy here, but think about what just happened. Allay doesn’t have a leader now, and I have no idea what they’ll think if they find out you’re the one that did it. You still have that history with the Order Master’s son and no one knows yet that you killed Hakin. You might be making some powerful enemies.”
 
   “Should I leave?” Bastion asked, beginning to sweat. He rubbed his clammy hands together. “I can run fast. And Lakrymos did say I could leave…”
 
   “Let’s ride this out for now. Who knows? Maybe Catherine will be brought back. She’ll surely pardon you.”
 
   “But she answers to the people.”
 
   “Then she might not.”
 
   “You’re not helping, Kent,” Bastion cried, plopping back down onto his bed. “Ugh, this is horrible. You thought I would be happy with this accomplishment? You know what? I’m heading to class. At least I’ll find out if Orchid knows.”
 
   “The moment you feel that you’re in danger, you run out of there. You think you’ll be able to outrun her?”
 
   “I have no idea. I feel like I can barely stand as it is. Last night…I had to give it everything I had. Even at the end, I was digging deep to finish him off. A few more seconds and I’m sure I would have been killed.”
 
   “You’ll have to give me more details in the future, but for now, get out of here. We’ve been talking for a while as it is.”
 
   “Okay, okay,” Bastion said, looking down at his shirt. There was still dried blood and a large tear where Lakyrmos had sliced through his midsection. “I think I should change.”
 
   “You think?” Kent chuckled, and Bastion threw on a new shirt, discarding the old one and kicking it under his bed. He sprinted out the door without another word and tried not to look at the students face to face as he walked by. The students were in a frenzy, whispering to each other over the possibilities of what attacks had destroyed the training room and who among them were unaccounted for. He was sure Orchid had caught wind of the rumor by now.
 
   He walked briskly along the brightly lit halls, washed in gold and red. Furnished with a plush blue and gold carpet, small Allayan crafted tables and chairs sat on top of it. He wondered if classes would be cancelled. An investigation might be under way to search for the King, and he might receive more than enough time to run before they figured out it was him.
 
   A firm hand grabbed his shoulder, and he looked down at the fingers out of the corner of his eye. They were of a female’s, and they were thick and strong. He took a big gulp and turned around. Orchid glared at him with no expression on her face. His eyes darted to the left, but she grabbed his chin and forced him to look directly at her once more. 
 
   Why do girls like to grab my face and not kiss it? He wondered as she studied him. After a few awkward seconds, and several glances from the passing student body, she grabbed his forearm and pulled him toward the west, where the training rooms were held. He didn’t fight against it. He wouldn’t even have the strength if he tried.
 
   When they arrived, she yanked him in front of her and pushed him inside Training Room A, a still somewhat polished and bare room. She slammed the oak door behind her and stared back at him like she was about to eat him. He backed away, increasing the distance between them slowly.
 
   “Why are you afraid?” she called out to him once he had hit the far wall, and he wasn’t sure what to say. He took a deep breath.
 
   “What are we doing in here? We’re not about to train, are we?”
 
   “Don’t play dumb,” she snapped, then she suddenly vanished from view. She reemerged in front of him, only a foot away. He yelped in shock and winced as she clenched her fists at her sides. “It’s not cute to play dumb,” she said, clenching her jaw. 
 
   Bastion wasn’t one to be afraid. He had survived the Quietus kidnapping and torture. He had lived through his mother’s games, and James’ sparring sessions. He had defeated the great Lakrymos in battle, and there was no reason he couldn’t defeat Orchid, but she had caught him in a rare moment of weakness. He was so tired. His energy was so low that he hadn’t even sensed Orchid moving from one end of the room to the other. He figured that he wouldn’t even be able to transform into his Sage robe if he needed to.
 
   For the first time in his life, he was sure that he could be killed. There were no reserves left, and Orchid wasn’t an average Sage. He was utterly at her mercy. 
 
   “Why are we here?” she asked him, and he tried to calm down his breathing. He forced himself to look at her directly. She waited for him to answer as he pursed his lips and clenched his fists. He couldn’t break down now. Not when he was so close to freedom. All he had to do was survive Orchid. She was weaker than Lakrymos, and for all he knew she might be afraid too. He had killed her partner, after all. She wouldn’t take him lightly. She couldn’t.
 
   “Because I killed Lakrymos,” he said boldly. Her eyes widened and she shoved him up against the wall. He didn’t move, but he kept on reading her the best he could. The moment he felt that he was in danger, he was going to draw his eidolon forth. 
 
   “You have no idea what you’ve just done,” she seethed, glaring at him.
 
   “I’ve secured my freedom.”
 
   “Have you?” she scoffed, letting him go and taking a few steps back. “What happened last night?”
 
   “It was to be a sparring session,” he said honestly. “But Lakrymos said that if I won, he would allow me to leave Allay with Daisy and Kent. If he won, he planned on crushing me.”
 
   “Well, he’s not here to confirm that, is he?” Orchid sighed, looking up to the ceiling. “Are you sure you killed him?”
 
   “I destroyed the shell covering the two of you, and I saw his soul disintegrate in the air.”
 
   “You fool, he’s probably in Oblivion at this very moment. We are now down a Sage, and a vital one at that.”
 
   “I thought there were more of you out there somewhere. James said that there might—”
 
   “That was to keep him guessing,” she said, gritting her teeth. “It was only myself and Lakrymos, and now there’s just me and a bunch of unseasoned Sages. How did you do it?”
 
   “I’m not going to tell you that.”
 
   “You think I’m going to kill you?” she asked, shaking her head. “And what? Leave the future of Allay resting on the shoulders of James and myself? No. You are staying here in Allay to fight the incoming Yama.”
 
   Bastion wanted to say, and how are you going to stop me? But he stayed silent. He just needed a day to put himself back together, then he was free.
 
   “What’s the plan now?” he asked instead. Orchid shut her eyes.
 
   “We can’t tell the people yet, and the students don’t know anything. I’m sure you’ve told your roommates though, haven’t you?”
 
   “Maybe,” he said, and her eyes came open, causing him to step further back into the wall.
 
   “If they know, then they better keep their mouths shut until I figure out what to do next. I’m not supposed to be the one in charge here. Now there’s a mess on my hands. If Allay finds out what happened, not only will they try to hang you, they will be in a disarray. Confidence will be lost and the Kingdom will be paralyzed in fear. By the time our damage control is over, the Yama will be here to pick us off.”
 
   “Then how do we keep this a secret?”
 
   “I’ll assume the throne in Lakrymos’ place for a season, saying that he went on a secret mission but that he will return soon. In the meantime, we will hone your abilities. Hmm. This might work in my favor after all. I can find out what James and Catherine are planning.”
 
   “What do they have to do with this?”
 
   “I know they’re waiting for the right moment to take back the throne. Though we’ll keep this a secret, I’m sure they have ways of finding out that Lakrymos has died. They will make their move soon, and I’ll be waiting to intercept. Their presence has always been a disconcerting variable in our war with the Yama, for we didn’t know how their inevitable attack would weaken us. Now we can get it out of the way.”
 
   “And if they don’t act?”
 
   “Then I will know you told them that I am waiting. In which case, you cannot be trusted, and I will have you killed.”
 
   “But I’m now the strongest one there is,” Bastion replied, taking a step from the wall. He was nowhere near full power, but already he could feel his warrior spirit rising within him. Ever since he was a small child, he had to hold back his words and his abilities, but that wasn’t the case anymore. There were now opponents that could challenge his strength, and he yearned to see what he could do. Deep down, he knew that if he was allowed time to rest, he could defeat Orchid without too much effort. But if he fought her now, while he was still exhausted, he would have a true battle on his hands. He could push himself to the limits once more.
 
   Still, he couldn’t be too hasty. He didn’t know Orchid like he did Lakrymos. She was constantly in the background, observing. It was possible that she was hiding the full extent of her abilities as well.
 
   “You’re the strongest,” Orchid admitted, “but not the smartest. Make no mistake. There is a reason Lakrymos grabbed me over the other Sages when the ether was destroyed. He knew how easily I could sway a situation in my favor without so much as a twitch of my finger. My weapon lies in my words, not my eidolon.”
 
   “I’m going to leave Allay with my friends,” he said adamantly, but Orchid gave him a smile.
 
   “Not if you don’t want to see us all slaughtered. And besides, it would be foolish to do so. I have no plans on challenging you. You can stay here and train at your leisure. Attend classes. Get stronger…or you could leave. Become lazy and complacent. Lose your warrior’s edge. And then after the Yama are done with the three Kingdoms, they can come to your cabin or treehouse or whatever you happen to build for yourself, and they will strike you down with the force of their entire army.”
 
   “Even if I stay,” Bastion said carefully. “I plan on coming and going as I please.”
 
   “Fine,” she said, and he was sure that it must have hurt for her to say it. “Do as you will. All I ask is that you lend us your strength in the war.”
 
   “We’ll see,” he said, feeling like he had won a small battle of his own. “So…everything is okay? No retaliation for what I did to Lakrymos?”
 
   “He was stupid to put you in that position in the first place,” she muttered. “I told him not to push you too far. Now he’s paying for his stupidity.”
 
   “And what about the students? What will they be told?”
 
   “That Lakrymos found a Yama scout in Training Room D last night. He was able to defeat the intruder, but it’s now a possibility that the invasion will happen sooner than expected. He’s gone off to assess the enemy and their army. The reason the village shouldn’t be told the truth is because they will start growing afraid unnecessarily and they need to conserve their energy. I think that lie will work for now. The students will feel like they are a true part of the Academy, learning of secrets not released to the general public. This, of course, will only work if you keep your mouth shut.”
 
   “I can’t promise that I won’t tell my roommates. I need others to know this information. You know, in case you’re planning on taking me out at some point.”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   “So what now? We go to class? Act like it’s a normal day?”
 
   “As much as possible,” she said, extending a hand behind her and signaling for him to leave the room. Bastion kept an eye on her as he took the long way around her, sticking to the edge of the walls. 
 
   “This is all a complication,” Orchid said. “But we can work around it.” Bastion didn’t reply. He kept moving until he reached the exit, and he opened the door slowly, waiting for her to strike. But she remained still, watching him intensely as he crept out. Once he shut the door behind him, he nearly collapsed onto the floor. 
 
   That was intense. Bastion took a deep breath, pushed himself from the door and began walking past the other training rooms and straight to the classes. He wasn’t sure if he could take a whole lecture from Orchid, without thinking she was going to suddenly leap across his desk and strangle him, but it would only cause alarms if he didn’t attend. 
 
   He had survived for now. He would have to be satisfied with that.
 
  
 
  



Chapter 8 – To Prattle or not to Prattle
 
   “Oh wow!” Catherine whistled as they passed through Prattle’s entrance. “They’ve made some improvements!” 
 
   “I can’t look up right now,” Zhou groaned as Talia tightened the grip she had on his forearm, which was currently draped over her shoulders. She had been carrying him through the forest between Languor and Allay for nearly the entire journey. They had made sure to avoid the pocket of forest that the Quietus had made their home. Catherine was sure they were still sore with her for having them imprisoned and taking the stone from their possession.
 
   “You shouldn’t have been fighting all night,” Talia replied. “I told you we were leaving in the morning.”
 
   “I had to try making it through the whole bracket. Zain even requested that all the fighters show up for me specifically. It was glorious.”
 
   “Doesn’t look glorious,” she said, raising an eyebrow. Zhou’s clothes were tattered and blood stained. Cuts were all over his body, just adding more future scars to his fleshy collection, and his hair was still damp from sweat as a fever had begun to creep upon him. Talia blew her hair out of her eyes and kept up the pace with Catherine, who was looking all around her in awe.
 
   The old Prattle had been atop a mountain and covered in snow. Considering that now they were currently next to Allay and they had no mountain to work with, they decided to have their new Kingdom at least simulate the experience. Using massive mounds of rock and stone, they created a small manmade mountain that was multilayered. After guests climbed up the small set of stairs and walked through the marble archway that served as the entrance, they found themselves in a strange new world.
 
   Starting on a polished grey stone platform the size of a house in width, they looked out in the distance and saw hundreds of other platforms in like manner, suspended in the air at different levels—some high above the entrance’s platform, and others so low that they had to be underground, hovering mid-air over what looked to be a lit up bottomless pit. Each platform had either a field, a garden or a building, and the people ran from platform to platform as if they were playing, laughing excitedly as they bumped into each other or narrowly missed a fellow Prattlian. 
 
   The most breathtaking element of the new Prattlian Kingdom however, was how they were able to simulate a sky-like atmosphere. Using their expertise with strange devices and technology, the sky above the Kingdom was baby blue and filled with clouds that were like cotton candy, in both consistency and shape. They were still white in color and as airy as the real thing, but Catherine couldn’t help but think that she had just stepped into Paradise. Everything was bright and open. The air was crisp and untainted. The people were still talking as loud and as fast as ever, but it was different now. The debates were cleaner, and an emphasis on learning was upon them. Catherine recognized the source of the change immediately. Since they had nearly faced extinction, the Prattlian people realized that they needed each other, and while debate would never be void in their culture, they could learn to at least hear each other’s opinions. 
 
   “Are the platforms hanging in mid-air?” Talia asked, and Catherine smiled.
 
   “I think they are.”
 
   “How is that possible?”
 
   “They have similar floors at the Sage Academy. How did they do it there?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Talia admitted. “The Prattlians installed them based on the blueprints of the old Academy.”
 
   “Then it appears we have much to learn here.”
 
   “It’s beautiful.”
 
   “I think I’m going to throw up,” Zhou replied, and Talia shook her head.
 
   “Please don’t. We don’t want to be kicked out before we’ve even had the chance to look around.” 
 
   “Are we going to have to jump from platform to platform? Because I don’t think I’m going to be able to manage that.”
 
   “Would you rather I leave you here at the entrance?”
 
   “Yes, please.” Talia groaned and sat him down. He immediately fell backwards and lay face up, staring at the sky and watching the clouds drift past. Catherine looked at him for a moment and then she turned to Talia.
 
   “Shall we?” she said excitedly. “I’m so curious to learn why they decided to create these platforms instead of flat land like they had before.”
 
   “Are we going to speak with Tyuin?”
 
   “That would be best,” Catherine said, “but at the same time, I don’t want anyone to know we’re here.”
 
   “A little too late for that, Queen Catherine,” a male Prattlian said, stepping in front of them and bowing. “Excuse my interruption. My name is Oliver. I will be your tour guide today.”
 
   “Tour guide?” Catherine asked. 
 
   “A recent addition to the status quo. We want all guests to enjoy this new Prattle as it is meant to be experienced. At the same time, we like to get a good look at all of our visitors. Ever since the old Kingdom was destroyed, we have taken a more proactive approach in getting to know our neighbors. No more hiding and keeping to ourselves. I take it you haven’t been here in quite some time?”
 
   “It’s been a few years,” Catherine admitted. “Last time I was here, the platforms weren’t present. It was only the bottomless pit down there. I thought the Prattlians had decided to imitate the Langorans.”
 
   “While we do admire their underground structures, and we’ve taken it upon ourselves to add a few of our own, our true love will always be toward the skies. Strange enough, we are further from the sky than before, and yet, we feel like we’ve never been closer.”
 
   “I know what you mean,” she said, looking around her. “I feel like I can dance on the clouds.”
 
   “Please don’t actually try to do that,” he laughed. “They will not hold you.”
 
   “So will you be able to take us to Tyuin?” Talia asked. “Is there a new castle?”
 
   “King Tyuin has actually chosen a humble cottage toward the north end of our Kingdom. It’s a way that he can maintain his privacy while still being close to his people.”
 
   “But what if the King is attacked? I find it strange that there are no walls. Don’t you have any defenses?”
 
   “Oh we have plenty,” he smiled. “But none that I am willing to recite at this moment. Your worries can be put to rest. We don’t need walls to protect ourselves. Besides, it would ruin the ambience.”
 
   “So requesting an audience with the King won’t require an extensive background check?”
 
   “Perhaps we already performed it,” he said, winking at Talia. Talia brushed back her hair and laughed. Catherine tried to hide her amusement. It was strange to see someone break down the barriers Talia kept up for herself. 
 
   “I will take one of you with me, and then we will go ask the King if he is willing to speak with you. In the meantime, those that are left behind will be asked to wait near the entrance. Of course you don’t have to stay exclusively on this particular platform, but we ask that you stay in the vicinity.”
 
   “A few precautions?” Talia asked. Oliver smiled at her, grabbed her hand and kissed the top of it.
 
   “It’s required. Especially in your case. I am finding you…quite dangerous.”
 
   “I’ve been known to strike fear in the hearts of a few men.”
 
   “Then I take it they were too paralyzed by your presence to court you.”
 
   “What are you saying?”
 
   “I’m asking if you are seeing anyone, m’lady.”
 
   “No one at the moment,” she said, trying to hide her smile. “Though I am not opposed to the idea.”
 
   “Excellent,” he said, letting her hand go. “Then perhaps after you’ve procured your audience with the King, you can request a private session with me.”
 
   “Oh, what do you have to teach me?”
 
   “Are you not familiar with the Prattlian tongue?”
 
   “Ew,” Catherine giggled, pushing Talia into Oliver. “Okay, that’s enough you two. Talia, I think you should go with him to see Tyuin. The King knows you so I don’t have to be there. I’ll wait here with Zhou. I would be the most recognizable between the three of us anyways.”
 
   “Are you sure?” Talia asked, brushing back her hair again. Catherine tried not to giggle. Oliver grabbed Talia’s hand and intertwined her fingers into his.
 
   “When your Queen gives you an order, it is best to see it through!” Oliver said, pulling her forward. Talia let out a gasp as they fell down together to the platform below. Catherine ran to her platform’s edge and glanced down, watching the two jump from square to square, waving to the people that were stepping out of their houses or tending their gardens. A few debates were even interrupted, but those arguing weren’t cross. They merely bowed and waved hello. Even from a distance, Catherine could see Talia laughing. She was usually so serious so it was nice to see her drop her guard for once.
 
   “It looks like it’s just you and me,” she said to Zhou, walking back to the Sage and sitting down next to him. Zhou groaned and sat up. 
 
   “I blacked out for a second,” he said in a gruff voice. “What time is it?”
 
   “That was barely ten minutes,” Catherine chuckled. “Talia’s going to the King right now to see if we can speak with him. We have some time to waste while we wait.”
 
   “Good,” he muttered, rubbing his entire face with the palm of his hand, forehead to chin. He sniffed and began searching his dingy pockets. “It seems I’ve forgotten my snack.”
 
   “What in the world were you carrying?” Catherine giggled. “I imagine it can’t be in good shape if it’s still there.”
 
   “It was an apple…I think. I don’t know. It looked like food.”
 
   “There’s probably a fruit cart or something of that nature nearby. We could go check it out.”
 
   “I’m good,” he said, bringing his hand out of his pocket. A mushy green substance was in his palm, and he pitched it into his mouth and began chewing. “Eh. I don’t think it was food.”
 
   Catherine shook her head and looked forward, watching the people talk and banter. Zhou began laughing unexpectedly, and she turned to him in alarm. His laugh sounded like a cross between a cough and a bubbling brook. 
 
   “What’s so funny?”
 
   “Those guys over there reminded me of myself,” he said, pointing toward a couple of merchants shoving each other back and forth. They couldn’t hear what they were arguing about, but Catherine eyes widened in alarm when one of the merchants pushed the other over the edge of their small platform. Thankfully, he only fell a few yards down before another stone square broke his fall, and probably a few other things along with it.
 
   “Which of those men are you?” Catherine asked warily.
 
   “The one doing the pushing.”
 
   “Ah,” she said, nodding slowly. Zhou looked at her and laughed.
 
   “You know I was a merchant before I became one of your bodyguards?”
 
   “No, I didn’t,” she said. “I let James do all the vetting. What did you sell?”
 
   “Hats,” he said with a dead serious tone. Catherine couldn’t help but laugh. When she was done, she wiped the tears from her eyes and looked at Zhou. His completely stone-set face sent her into another bout.
 
   “Women’s hats,” he said, and she laughed even harder. She punched him in the shoulder when her stomach started hurting.
 
   “Be serious,” she said, sniffing and rubbing her eyes.
 
   “I am,” he chuckled. “My mother was the original owner but she had gotten sick when I was a teenager. I had to take over the business. No one took me seriously so I had to assert my authority. In a few years’ time, I was the best-selling women’s hat store in the village.”
 
   “Oh c’mon,” Catherine chuckled. “How many could there really be? Like two?”
 
   “There was, but I was still the best,” he said, reaching into his pocket for some more mush and putting a small amount back into his mouth. “Ah, it’s an acquired taste.”
 
   “So what happened to the shop? Is it still running?”
 
   “Nah. Alexander took care of that. Shop was burned down and I hadn’t a clue on what to do next. I was so pissed. I had forced so many villages to pay top prices for my wares, and mind you, I had to do all the sewing and weaving. My mother couldn’t manage the needles anymore since her arthritis had flared up. And my hats were hideous. Let me tell you, when those things were burned in the flames, they went straight to where they belong. The depths of Oblivion.”
 
   “So you went from women’s hat maker to Sage,” Catherine snickered, covering her mouth. She couldn’t help it. 
 
   “That I did. I decided that I had used my fists so often in the past. I might as well start doing it for a noble cause. Wasn’t that way at first, of course. I figured that if I became a Sage, no one would say no to me once I rebuilt the shop, but once I saw my soul—my eidolon emerge…and I started feeling what people thought about me. Once I felt how scared they were, and how it affected their lives…I didn’t feel so good about what I was doing. Kept to myself mostly. I didn’t know how to say I was sorry. I’m glad James came along and gave me a job. I probably would have gone off roaming the lands if not for him. He gave me some direction when I had none. Hey, I can make you a hat if you like, Your Highness.”
 
   “No, thank you,” she laughed. “Perhaps another time.”
 
   “I’ve gotten better,” he said with a wink, and she had to look away from him to not burst out laughing again.
 
   “You know, it’s good to hear you bouncing the belly again. Been a while.”
 
   “Bouncing the belly?”
 
   “You know, skipping rocks across the lake? Crunching the abs? Laughing?”
 
   “Oh,” she chuckled. “I didn’t know it was noticeable.”
 
   “Very. You lost some light in your eyes since James left the group.” 
 
   “I’m trying to figure out a way to get him back sooner.”
 
   “Only way to do that is to take Lakrymos off the throne, and that won’t be easy. Facing him head on won’t work.”
 
   “We have to outsmart him,” she said, frowning. “But how?”
 
   “Don’t know. But that’s why we’re here, isn’t it?”
 
   “It is,” she said, watching the people debate. “What do you think their defenses are?”
 
   “Is that the kind of conversation we should be having on their doorstep?”
 
   “Humor me.”
 
   “They have strange devices,” he said, following her gaze. “Part of their defense has to be deception. Having an open area like this when Languor and Allay both have tall walls…it would make me think twice before I came here. I would want to know more.”
 
   “I know they have ways to watch for intruders, but that still doesn’t stop an attack.”
 
   “It’s not their words, that’s for sure.”
 
   “We gave the stone to Prattle. Do you think that’s what’s making them so secure?”
 
   “They would have to be doing a lot of experimenting to reach that level of comfort, especially with this Yama threat looming.”
 
   “We didn’t realize the extent of manifestations until Thorn came along. I can only imagine how long it took for him to train his body to handle that many manifestations all at once. He must have devoted himself entirely into creating a soulless army rather than improve his skills with the eidolon.”
 
   “The manifestations are more dangerous if done right.”
 
   “Maybe the Prattlians are doing the same. Think about it. Thorn was able to create an ether that could capture the souls of others. Those Reds, dragons, stone giants…they all came from him alone, and he wasn’t even the most intelligent in the world. Can you imagine if the Prattlians have come together and analyzed it in depth? Now that they know of the power it can give another?”
 
   “But we all have that power. The stone just gets us started. It’s up to us how far we go…provided we live long enough.”
 
   “There may be more secrets to discover,” she said, leaning onto her knees, her feet stepping on the underside of her dress. “And if anyone can discover them, it is the Prattlians.”
 
   “You’re not thinking of imprisoning them now, are you?”
 
   “No,” she said solemnly. “But it does make me wonder. What if the weapon we need to defeat Lakrymos lies in the stone? Remember what Kyran told us. Thorn said he achieved his level of power through a relationship with the stone. I’ve felt its power when one was attached to my heart. It hummed, and if I wasn’t so distracted by our extinction, I would have delved more into the possibility of it being alive. I think it’s time we study the stones more in depth while we have the time.”
 
   “And how do you suppose we do that?”
 
   “We can start right now,” she said, standing to her feet. Zhou followed suit—but a lot slower. Catherine scanned the people around her and then she decided on a group of four, sitting idly in a small patch of grass. Zhou jumped behind her, and they both landed on the miniature meadow. The Prattlians looked up at them with puzzled looks on their faces.
 
   “Isn’t…” one of the women began. “I know your face. There is familiarity beyond the dirt.”
 
   “I’m Catherine,” she said proudly, giving each of them a smile. Zhou kept a hand at his side, ready to unleash his eidolon at a moment’s notice.
 
   “The Queen?” the woman exclaimed. “What are you doing here? I thought you were in Languor.”
 
   “I’ve come for answers.”
 
   “Concerning?” a middle aged man replied, adjusting his shirt so that it wasn’t lopsided on one shoulder.
 
   “The stones of power. I would like to learn more about them.”
 
   “You had one in your chest,” a lanky teenager replied. “You should more than us. We can only speculate.”
 
   “We should be the one asking the questions,” a bulky middle aged man with greying hair replied. “And the question on all of our minds is how dangerous it is for you to be here. Doesn’t Lakrymos want your head?”
 
   “We can’t go back to Allay,” Zhou replied. “But we are free to travel to the other Kingdoms.”
 
   “It’s still unsettling,” the teenager replied.
 
   “My name is Marie,” the middle-aged woman said, nodding toward the former Queen and then her bodyguard. “I can be of assistance.”
 
   “Why would you help them?” the teenager asked, but the bulky man shushed him.
 
   “If Marie wants to entertain the travelers, she can,” the bulky man replied. “We trust her judgment, remember?”
 
   “Says you,” the teenager muttered.
 
   “Nice to meet you, Marie,” Catherine bowed. She motioned toward the grass. “May I?”
 
   “Certainly,” Marie replied, and Catherine and Zhou sat down in the grass. Zhou yawned and stretched his arms out. He gave the group a weak smile and blinked at them lazily.
 
   “What would you like to know about the stones?” Marie asked. “And before we give you our take on that matter, remember that we don’t actually know for sure if the information we believe in is accurate. It is merely conjecture.”
 
   “I understand,” Catherine said, leaning forward. “But I think you might have more insight into them than you think. The Prattlians may debate a lot, but they are also known for their stories and oral traditions. I’m sure a lot of history and facts are mixed in the speculation among your people. Is there anything you know about the stones before Thorn? We all know that he was the King of Old that found all five originally. But what I don’t understand is how another set of stones resurfaced once the first set was destroyed. Does this mean there were other sets before Thorn as well?”
 
   “Catherine…” Zhou began, but Marie held up a hand to silence him.
 
   “My apologies,” she said to him, “but there is no reason to be secretive. The Prattlian people already know about the second set of stones. Tyuin hasn’t told us, but there is little that we cannot figure out, especially of matters within our own Kingdom. Tyuin now has a stone in his grasp when we know for a fact that the five were destroyed, so what does that tell us?”
 
   “Well, that’s a relief,” Catherine winced, looking at Zhou. Zhou rolled his eyes.
 
   “Might as well continue then,” Zhou sighed.
 
   “Yes,” Catherine said. “As I was saying, I would like to know about the stones.”
 
   “Are you trying to keep us here all day?” the plain looking, middle aged man said. “Do you know how long we’re going to be sitting here now?”
 
   “I understand if you have somewhere to be,” Catherine winced. “I don’t mean to keep you.”
 
   “I’m out,” the lanky teenager said, standing to his feet. “My mom will wonder why I didn’t leave from the beginning if I stay. Some debates transcend curfews. This is not one of them.”
 
   “Same,” the plain middle aged man replied. “In this case, I need my rest. I’m already tired as it is. But I hope you enjoy the conversation, Your Highness. You are in good hands.”
 
   Catherine began to say bye, but the two leaped off the platform and were on their way. The bulky middle aged man laughed and nodded her way. 
 
   “My name is Winnie. Nice to meet you.”
 
   “Likewise,” Catherine said, rubbing her arm. “You have nowhere to be?”
 
   “Oh, I like watching Marie work. Once she gets started, she will debate you into the ground.”
 
   “But this isn’t a debate.”
 
   “For now it isn’t,” he said. “You just wait.”
 
   “Excuse me,” Marie said, as she adjusted her seat to get more comfortable. She took her long fine brown hair the length of her body, wrapped it into a ball, and then placed it under her butt. Catherine’s eyes eyebrows shot straight up.
 
   “That’s a lot of hair,” she said. Marie laughed and folded her hands together. 
 
   “It’s a declaration of my wisdom. The longer the hair, the wiser the Prattlian.”
 
   “Is that true?” 
 
   “No,” she said, and Catherine laughed with her. “But in all seriousness, the stones of power is a topic that we Prattlians like to refer to as “anathema.” While it is not necessarily taboo, what it means to us is that a debate will follow in which there is no end, and no clear winner since there is not enough evidence to support either side. The information we got about the stones from Thorn’s defeat only fueled this topic, and so many of us are exhausted from discussing it. Still, it is one of those matters that needs to be addressed from time to time, for it still a great mystery.”
 
   “So what do you think about them?”
 
   “Much of the stones’ history is based on oral tradition so there’s no way to confirm its authenticity, but I believe that if there are many renditions of a particular story, there are facts hidden between the lines. Usually these facts are the snippets that never change within the context of the story, no matter who is telling it. These particular snippets somehow transcend the orator’s bias, beliefs, and knowledge on the subject. In the case of the stones, every Prattlian agrees that if there were a set of stones prior to the ones Thorn found, no one has heard anything about them, so we can assume that the set Thorn found was the first.”
 
   “Then how did the second set appear?”
 
   “There are a few theories. Some say the Maker. Others say the Dark One. A few believe they are created by someone across the seas like the Yama. A very few think that the stones are a race unto themselves. But regardless of the theory, all of us believe that the stones are alive. Sentient? I’m not sure. But alive? Very much so.”
 
   “And what does that mean? If the stones are alive?”
 
   “It would complicate things. Because the next questions are: why are they here? And why did they reappear? Are they the exact same stones as before? Or different ones, like individuals? Are they being controlled by someone, or did they come on their own? It’s a lot simpler if they were dead. Then I would say that they are being used for a purpose. But if they are alive? Who knows what is going on.”
 
   “Is there a way to find out?”
 
   “Of course,” Marie said, tapping her chest. “You can ask one. You might have to give up your life to do so though.”
 
   “And I’m supposed to believe that a Prattlian has never tried asking?”
 
   “Well, in the past, we thought the stones were merely weapons, then they were our only means of survival. They were exclusively held by the royalty as well, but…I think the main thing to realize is that we love to talk and debate with others above anything else. And that’s something we just can’t do if we’re dead.”
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 9 – Nemesis
 
   “Welcome back from the long weekend,” Orchid said, as the students sat down in unison. Orchid scanned the room and the students glanced at one another. Finally, her eyes set down upon Bastion, and he squirmed in his fragile wooden desk. It creaked and groaned as he fidgeted, and Orchid gave him a curt smile, raising her eyes to that of an “I’m superior” level. The students folded their hands and watched as she walked back and forth.
 
   “I’m sure that many of you are wondering what happened in Training Room D.” No one dared to murmur, unless they wanted a sword thrust into their side. Orchid waited for someone to make a sound, and when no one did, she continued her speech with disappointment. “Our King Lakrymos was training in private when a Yama assassin attempted to take his life.”
 
   The student body nearly imploded, fighting back the urge to say something. A Yama? An actual Yama? In Allay?
 
   “He was able to destroy the intruder,” she continued, “but he has gone off on a mission of his own choosing now. Fearing that the Yama have reached our shores, he is scouting out their army and then he will return with a full report. In the meantime, I ask that you keep this matter between yourselves and within the walls of the Sage Academy. Do not say a word to the villagers or you will be executed on the spot. We need them clear headed and making our supplies. We cannot halt production. However, if you happen to see a Yama within the village or the Academy, make sure that you tell one of the Sage officers or myself immediately. DO NOT ENGAGE IT.”
 
   “What do they look like?” a curly headed boy asked, and in the next second he screamed. Orchid had appeared at his side and plunged one of her eidolon daggers into his side. She removed the blade and kicked him over with his desk. He cried out and she spat on him.
 
   “Get out of my class,” she said to him, and he crawled away, leaving a trail of blood in his wake. The rest of the students did their best to face forward and remain as still as possible. Orchid wiped the boy’s blood off her dagger by using the shirt of the girl on her left, and then she sheathed the dagger and went back to the front of the room.
 
   “The Yama are hideous,” she said. “You will know what they are the moment you see them. But what they look like doesn’t matter. What they can do is all you should be concerned about. Their devices are more advanced than the Prattlians. Their strength greater than the Sages, and they are coming to take us all as slaves. Do not let that happen. Understand?”
 
   The classroom remained still.
 
   “UNDERSTOOD?!” she shrieked in her little voice. A girl said yes, and in the next second, she screamed. Bastion didn’t bother looking behind him. The moment Orchid disappeared from the front of the room, he knew what had happened.
 
   “GET OUT!” he heard Orchid shriek, and the girl moaned as she wobbled away, banging into the wall on the way out. “As a matter of fact, all of you get out! NOW! BEFORE I CLAIM ANOTHER VICTIM!”
 
   The students couldn’t get out fast enough. Bastion made sure he was near the front of the pack, pushing a few of his classmates out of the way in the process. Orchid had a big reason to come after him—more so than the others.
 
   “Surprise!” Daisy shouted, appearing in front of him. She jumped up and down, but he quickly grabbed her wrists and led her away.
 
   “We have to get further away from here. Orchid is in one of her moods.”
 
   “What happened in there?” she whispered, and he moved her along.
 
   “Too many interruptions while she was talking.”
 
   “She does the same thing in my evening class. But more importantly, are you okay? Does she know?”
 
   “She does,” Bastion whispered. “But she’s keeping me alive for now. She needs me for the war.”
 
   “Lucky you.” 
 
   “Right. Hey, where’s Kent?”
 
   “SURPRISE!” Kent shouted, bursting out of one of the training rooms. Bastion fell backwards into the side wall and slumped to the floor, clutching his chest.
 
   “You can’t be doing that right now!” Bastion yelled at him. “I’m on edge.”
 
   “I was going to yell it regardless,” he said casually. “But that was perfect timing. I have to admit. Hey, aren’t you going to ask why we’re yelling ‘surprise?’”
 
   “I. Don’t. Care.”
 
   “Aw, don’t be like that,” Kent said, grabbing Bastion’s shirt collar and lifting him to his feet with his massive grip. “We’re here to cheer you up, in light of recent events.”
 
   “It’s a surprise birthday party!” Daisy shouted, patting him on the back.
 
   “It’s not my birthday,” Bastion muttered.
 
   “Yeah, we figured that,” Kent replied. “But we tested the odds.”
 
   “Why would you do that? I could just tell you the day.”
 
   “Doesn’t matter. Today will be your birthday in our minds. Besides, you might even survive until your next one. Every day is a gift.”
 
   “Who taught you that phrase?” Bastion grimaced.
 
   “You were muttering it in your sleep last night,” Kent laughed. “Nah, I’m kidding. But seriously, you could die at any moment. Let’s celebrate.”
 
   “Why don’t we think happy thoughts and wait until the real day?”
 
   “Nope. We prepared for today. It’s waiting for you in the dorm room.”
 
   “Are there going to be other people there?”
 
   “Would you want that?” Daisy asked, and Bastion sighed. 
 
   “I don’t know. You’re the ones throwing the party.”
 
   “Okay, it’s more like a private, just the three of us kind of party. And there’s no cake. No…no cake,” her voice trailed off in sadness. “But!” she perked up. “I got your favorite! Terr meat.”
 
   “Yum,” Bastion muttered, heading to the east side of the Academy. “No thanks. I think I’ll head to the dining hall instead.”
 
   “We’ll join you,” Kent said, walking in stride next to Bastion. Daisy stayed slightly behind. “Hey, are you sure you want to go to the dining hall? I mean, the way they cook the Terr meat now, they really started going wild with the spices. You should see it.”
 
   “What is wrong with you two?” Bastion asked as he pushed open the dining hall’s double doors. The moment he did, he realized what his friends were trying to save him from. There were over a hundred students scattered among the long wooden benches inside, but it was the boy standing on a table in the center of the room that caught his attention. 
 
   Mason ran his fingers through his hair and then wiped his hands across his clothes. A blue t-shirt and a pair of brown slacks. He glared at Bastion as if he had just crashed his birthday party. Bastion didn’t go inside. He turned around and began walking back toward the dorms. Daisy and Kent caught up to him. 
 
   “I think I’ll have that Terr meat,” Bastion grumbled along with his stomach. 
 
   “He came back today,” Kent replied. 
 
   “That’s a long time to get over an eidolon breaking.”
 
   “It affects us all differently,” Daisy said. “But the important thing to remember is that we have each other’s backs.”
 
   “What do you mean? It’s not like this is a thing.”
 
   “With Mason it’s always a thing. The fact that you’re still breathing after you hurt him is a thing. He’s going to retaliate. It’s just a matter of how and when.”
 
   Bastion stopped in his tracks to face his friends. “How do you know this? Why were you guys even hanging out with him in the first place?”
 
   “I used to date him,” Daisy admitted, averting her eyes away from Bastion. “A couple years actually.” Bastion didn’t say anything, though there was plenty on his mind. Why? Why did she date the lunatic but not him? What was it about him that caught her attention?
 
   “He was the first friend I had here in Allay,” Kent said. “Being a foreigner, I was desperate for companionship. He was the son of the Allayan Order Master, so it was almost like he was obligated to befriend me in order to keep the peace between the Orders. But I didn’t know that at the time, and I didn’t care either. I was happy to have someone to talk to.”
 
   “That’s how we met,” Daisy said, pointing to Kent. “Mason introduced us.”
 
   “We found out later he was a jerk, but it’s not easy to drop people when you’ve invested so much time and feelings into someone, you know?”
 
   “We had broken up,” Daisy mumbled. “Because I saw what kind of person he was, but we still hung around him. That probably wasn’t healthy. It was good you were there that day in the meadow, Bastion. I sensed the attack coming my way, but there’s no guarantee that I would have blocked it.”
 
   “Ugh,” Bastion muttered, slapping the palm of his hand to his forehead. “So…you’re saying that Mason is definitely going to try to get back at me?”
 
   “Yep,” they said in unison, nodding. Bastion sighed and stood there in silence, wondering what to do. Kent crossed his arms and cleared his throat.
 
   “Hey, we shouldn’t worry about all of that now though. We know he’s going to do something so we might as well prepare. How about we take a look at the renovations to the old Academy?”
 
   “You mean where Zhou’s group goes?” Daisy asked, with a twinge of excitement in her voice. 
 
   “It’s not Zhou’s group anymore,” Kent said with a smile. “I think we should go check the place out.”
 
   “Let’s go,” Bastion said. Anything to take his mind off of Mason. 
 
   When they reached the center of the Academy and ascended the stairs, they stopped in unison, staring at the wonder before them. Before the thick glass floors even came into focus, they heard the rippling of the water below them, lapping from side to side. They glanced up and stared at the glass floors, ten of them stacked on top of each other as if they were inside a building with an invisible exterior. Each floor had its own furniture and secrets, but they weren’t labeled. They had to figure out what each’s floor’s purpose was solely based on its contents. A library, a training room, a common room. Those were but a few of what they could identify.
 
   The brick walls were mortared with a substance the color of gold and they glowed eerily. On the ceiling were markings in the shapes of lightning bolts, and they glowed an electric blue that reflected off of the water down below. Daisy whistled just as Kent closed the doors behind them.
 
   “Are you sure you want to do that?” Daisy asked him, and he shrugged his shoulders.
 
   “Let’s not ruin the moment.”
 
   “And what if there is a security in place? It might be hard for them to hear our cries for help.”
 
   “Your cries,” Kent stressed, walking past her. He squint his eyes and examined each floor. “I guess I’ll go for the highest. No point in settling for less.”
 
   “Higher doesn’t mean better,” Daisy muttered, but he ignored her. He crouched down low, and then he leaped upward as high as he could in an arch, reaching out for the tenth floor’s edge, but it was obvious that he was going to miss it before he was even half-way across the water. He ended up tucking himself into a ball and he hit the fourth floor, rolling across its surface and crashing into several wooden tables. Bastion rubbed his hands together and leaped for the tenth floor as well, but the moment his feet left the platform, Daisy had tugged at the back of his shirt. It was more than enough to slow his momentum and he nearly fell right into the water. He barely caught the edge of the bottom floor.
 
   “Thanks, Daisy,” Bastion shouted as Daisy landed above him. She reached down and helped him to his feet. Kent climbed down until he was on their level. 
 
   “This place is incredible,” he said. “Never seen anything like this before.”
 
   “So what do we do first?” Bastion asked, a smile escaping his lips. He could already feel the adrenaline from excitement pumping through him. He wasn’t even sure if they were allowed in the area, but it was a little thrilling going against the status quo. He was tired of having his life mapped out for him. 
 
   “What’s this floor?” Daisy asked, looking behind her. They examined the area, taking note of the different weapons on the far wall. Axes, halberds, swords, maces, nun chucks and bows and arrows among several other things. The side walls were made of the same thick glass, and when Bastion looked down, he could see faint scratches in the surface. There had been many sparring matches there.
 
   “Want to touch one of those?” Kent asked, pointing to the weapons.
 
   “I’m sure they’re nothing special,” Daisy replied. “Let’s head up. I think you were right about the floors. The tenth one is probably the best.”
 
   “Eh, maybe,” Kent said. “We should head their first so we can tell the other students. I don’t get why Zhou students are so tight-lipped. I would be—”
 
   Kent’s words were cut short as he suddenly went flying into the far wall, crashing into the weapons that hung there. They crashed on top of his slumped body as he plopped down onto the glass floor, his head hanging low onto his chest. Bastion and Daisy were frozen as they stared at the creature standing between them, so close that they could reach out and touch it. 
 
   It was tall and thin. Veins were protruding from its skin, and something was pumping through them. Their skin had thin bronze rings around every part of its body except the head, and the rest of its skin was a dark grey. The head was that of a human’s but the eyes were ovals and large, as if it was wearing goggles. When the creature opened its mouth, its tiny teeth were like a shark’s and the lips were so thin it was as if it had none. Its body was normal, but the way it moved, it was as if it was in slow motion. 
 
   Bastion tested the intruder, reaching out to grab its shoulder but the creature grabbed his wrist and lifted him off the ground, twisting him in the air with insane strength. Before he knew what was happening, the creature kicked him in the chest and he went flying into the side wall. Daisy summoned her red and black robe and tried to punch him, but the creature spun around and elbowed her in the face. 
 
   Kent groaned and tapped the side of his head, shaking off the vertigo. Facing the Alma, he bared his teeth and began puffing up his muscles. Bastion and Daisy both climbed to their feet in time to see Kent charging at their enemy, stretching his hands out wide so there was nowhere for the creature to go. But the creature didn’t try to escape. He had already proven that there was no need.
 
   The creature sprinted forward and met Kent head-on, crossing its arms in front of his head and plowing into Kent’s chest. Flesh smashed against flesh, and Kent lost the exchange. He went flying into the far wall once more, and Bastion took action. With his black robe flashing over him, and his blue Gladius in his hand, he sped behind the creature and plunged the blade into its side, but the creature didn’t even move. It just glanced back at him, and then a rectangular pillar of flesh the width of a fist came flying from its back, hitting Bastion in the nose. Bastion staggered back from the sudden pain that shot across his entire face like a web. The creature turned around, grabbed the young Sage by the neck and then stuck the tips of his fingers through his black robe and his skin. Bastion grimaced as he began flexing his muscles, trying to use his impressive strength to break free of the creature’s grip, but nothing happened. He slashed at the creature with his Gladius, kicked it, and watched as Kent and Daisy railed on its back, but the creature didn’t budge, and if there was any damage being inflicted, it didn’t act upon it. It just stared at Bastion…and kept on reaching into him.
 
   Bastion grit his teeth and felt the fingertips of the creature piercing his breastplate, reaching ever so closer for his heart, when a shout reverberated throughout the room, demanding their attention. 
 
   “THAT’S ENOUGH!” Orchid shouted again, and the creature vanished into thin air. Bastion fell onto his back and clutched his chest as his friends rushed to his side. 
 
   “What was that?!” Kent shouted at the approaching Orchid, forgetting her authority. She clenched her jaw tight and glared at him as she walked from behind Bastion and in front of them. Kent swallowed and backed off, suddenly remembering that Orchid tended to stab those that irked her. 
 
   “It was a Yama,” she said boldly. Bastion felt his heart race. 
 
   “But it wasn’t really,” Kent replied, taking a step forward. “It disappeared when you yelled at it. Either it’s that fast, or you were in control of it.”
 
   “It’s true that it was a manifestation,” she said, turning to the Langoran, “but that was a Yama in form. I was using it as target practice.”
 
   “Why did you sic the thing on us?” Bastion asked calmly, climbing to his feet. Daisy nodded in agreement, letting her Sage robe disintegrate off her.
 
   “I didn’t. I merely summoned it on this floor. I didn’t know you were here. It wasn’t until I leapt up that I saw what it was doing. Though I’ll admit, I was curious to see how you would handle it, so I watched for a bit.”
 
   “It nearly killed me.”
 
   “And that was just one!” she barked at him. “You think you’ll be able to take on a whole army by yourself! You shouldn’t have—” She stopped and glared at Daisy and Kent. Bastion took a deep breath.
 
   “They already know,” he replied.
 
   “Don’t tell her that!” Kent shouted at him, but Orchid shook her head.
 
   “We’re ill-prepared,” she muttered to herself. “Our greatest warrior…unable to defeat a fake Yama.”
 
   “I’m still weakened from last night,” Bastion retorted, but Orchid kicked him in the chest, sending him back onto his butt. She leaned forward and grabbed the collar of his Sage robe. 
 
   “And you think the Yama will be so gracious? You think they’ll wait for your precious wounds to heal? They would come with their full power the moment they heard you so much as took a nap.”
 
   “Then tell me more about them,” Bastion replied. “Prepare me for their arrival.”
 
   “Lakrymos wasn’t telling you?”
 
   “He was more focused on shaping me into his image. Something that wouldn’t matter if I didn’t even know what a Yama looked like. I know you’re scared that—“he stopped as Orchid’s eyes widened. “I mean…well, you’re not scared, but I’m sure you’re worried that the student body will just be flailing at shadows once the war starts. You’re going to have to start trusting us at some point. We are your soldiers, aren’t we?”
 
   “You’re not even close,” she seethed. “You’re children that know nothing of war. And if I introduce it to you too soon, you’ll cower and hide.”
 
   “Then at least teach me,” Bastion said, climbing to his feet once again. “If I’m going to fight the Yama, I need more training.”
 
   “You want to spar so you can figure out my techniques, don’t you?”
 
   “I thought we were in this together,” Bastion said as Kent raised an eyebrow from behind him. Since when did Bastion get so clever?
 
   “Killing Lakrymos proved that we are not…though I should reveal a few things. Mind you, I have no intentions of sparring.”
 
   “Of course,” Bastion smiled, and Kent crossed his arms. Bastion being smug?
 
   “Observe,” Orchid said as she stretched out her hand toward the center of the platform. 
 
   Suddenly, the figure that they had been fighting re-appeared, except this time, the creature didn’t move. Orchid winced as she kept her hand outstretched and Daisy looked at her in concern.
 
   “Do not worry about me, young one,” Orchid replied. “It’s just that it’s hard to manifest beings that can actually fight and hurt others.”
 
   “It’s difficult with inanimate objects,” Daisy said. “So I can’t even imagine manifestations that can move, fight and kind of think on their own.”
 
   “This creature doesn’t look intimidating,” Kent said, giving the “Yama” a look over. “But it’s obvious that it’s very strong, or was that your strength infused into it?”
 
   “They’re stronger,” Orchid replied. “A lot stronger. I tried to infuse the manifestation you fought…with as much energy as I could muster without losing consciousness, but it’s not even close to a Yama’s output.”
 
   “What are they?” Daisy asked, and Orchid sighed.
 
   “We’re not sure. All we know is what we saw in the couple of instances we fought them. Lakrymos, myself, and some other Sages were overseas, using flying manifestations to take us to their lands. We were there to survey uncharted territory when the Yama suddenly attacked from the ground, destroying our manifestations with strange energies and sending us to our intended deaths. We were able to land safely, but they were ruthless in their assault. No matter how much we explained our presence and discussed our well-intentions, they continued to attack like savages. We lost many Sages that day, and only a few of us were able to barely escape. Once we returned to Allay and told the King about what we discovered, he advised us to stay away from them. And we did, until we started receiving reports of non-combatant Sage missions going horribly wrong.
 
   “Sages were found dismembered and brutally murdered, and after much investigation we discovered that there were groups of Yama slowly coming over to our lands and killing us while learning of our weaknesses in the process. Through the capture and torture of one Yama, we were able to determine that the Yama were planning on an invasion at some point. We made sure to kill the messengers, ensuring that we would be bought more time. We actually began developing a counter attack on our own, but then the Siege happened. Priorities were shifted. Sages were lost. And now…we are once again at the cusp of war.”
 
   “Keeping us in the dark won’t help,” Bastion said, examining the manifested Yama further. “If we’re to fight with you, you need to trust us.”
 
   “Why is it so hard to understand that I need you to become hardened warriors first? Catherine and her Sages only took those that unleashed their eidolons on their journey. They didn’t take the entire student population because they knew they would be liabilities. I am simply doing the same.”
 
   “You might not have that luxury,” Bastion said, suddenly punching through the Yama’s chest. The manifestation disintegrated on impact, vanishing like a ghost. Orchid winced and rubbed her neck. “What else can we learn about them? You said you tortured one. That means they have weaknesses.”
 
   “The ones we tortured were children. Scout Yama,” Orchid replied with no remorse. “Their power was weak. Still, they were on the level of adult Quietus even in adolescence.”
 
   “What about the adults you faced in their homeland?”
 
   “We were too busy dodging their energy beams and swords. But if you must know, we didn’t kill a single one that day.”
 
   “Are we related to the Yama?” Kent asked. “Do they get their abilities from the power of the stones?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “What about the Delilah Lakrymos mentioned?” Bastion spoke up. Kent and Daisy gave him puzzled looks. What was a Delilah?
 
   “Where did you hear that word?”
 
   “James told me about it. He said that Lakrymos was able to use an ability that belonged to another group of people over there. Who are the Delilah? If they live on the same continent as the Yama, they may be the answer to our survival.”
 
   “They are a very secretive people,” Orchid said, glaring at him. “Lakrymos was able to gain entrance into their society because of the great power he was able to display, but that is all. He was sworn to secrecy on revealing the details of their abilities and their society, less they come for his head. I wouldn’t waste our time requesting their assistance.”
 
   “But the fact that Lakrymos was able to use a Delilah ability at all means we may have the power within us.”
 
   “Or Lakrymos was able to touch their version of a power stone.”
 
   “Still, it’s something worth looking into.”
 
   “You look into it with James, if you like. I’m going to concentrate on making our army stronger.”
 
   “Fine,” Bastion replied, as she glared at Kent and Daisy.
 
   “It would best if you keep this entire conversation to yourselves. We’re already worried about the Yama. There is no need for the students to know about the Delilah too.”
 
   “I have no clue what they are,” Kent replied, and Daisy nodded.
 
   “Keep it that way,” Orchid said, and then she sprinted away from them and jumped off the platform. Bastion sighed and placed his hands on his hips, allowing his Sage robe to disappear. Kent rubbed his forearm.
 
   “Delilah? Yama? More power stones? We have enough trouble among ourselves in this land. The last thing we need are more enemies. If they are enemies.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Daisy asked and Bastion turned to her.
 
   “For all we know, the Sages could have been the ones invading the Yama,” Bastion said. “There could be a lot more to the story than she’s telling, and there’s no way to confirm the truth either.”
 
   “So what do we do now?” Daisy asked. Bastion shrugged his shoulders.
 
   “I’m not sure. We should definitely look into this whole Delilah ability, and at the very least, we need to stay on our toes. I feel like there are enemies on every side of us, just waiting for the right moment to strike.”
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 10 – Altercation
 
   “The King will see you now,” Oliver said, landing with Talia on the platform. Catherine and Zhou yawned in unison and rose to their feet as Marie gave them a curt smile. She had been the only one to stay with them through the evening, and the answers to their questions had given Catherine a lot to think about. The most disconcerting being the thought of taking the stone of power and allowing it to latch onto her heart once more. She was sure Marie would encourage it, as she was Prattlian, and Prattlians would almost kill for the answers to their greatest mysteries, but Catherine wasn’t sure if it was an entirely bad idea. 
 
   Thorn had acquired much by making some kind of pact with his stone. Surely she could do the same. But the thought of giving up more years of her already unknown life expectancy made her stomach feel queasy. And above all else, she didn’t want to leave James. Her passing would crush him. 
 
   “Had fun?” Catherine asked her bodyguard with a weak smile. Talia blushed and ran a couple fingers through her hair.
 
   “I would hardly call it fun. All we did was request an audience with Tyuin.”
 
   “And it took you five hours to do it?” Zhou asked with a wary eye. Talia scowled at him and crossed her arms. 
 
   “It’s not my fault the King had a long line.”
 
   “Uh-huh,” he muttered, climbing to his feet and wiping his hands on his pant legs. “And what do you have to say about it, Oliver? Did the King have a long line?”
 
   “Measurements are so subjective,” Oliver said with a grin. 
 
   “No, they aren’t,” Zhou frowned. “How many people were in line?”
 
   “We didn’t take the time to count,” Talia retorted.
 
   “Okay, that’s enough,” Catherine giggled, stepping between them all. “We don’t want to keep the King waiting any longer than he already has, do we?”
 
   “We came here right away,” Talia blushed again and all Catherine could do was purse her lips in a ‘yeah, right’ motion. 
 
   “Would you mind if I accompanied you?” Marie asked, and Catherine nodded toward her.
 
   “Certainly. I think that I’ll be making a request for your services as well. I’ll need someone to advise me once we’re outside Prattle. That is, if you’re willing.”
 
   “I wouldn’t be much of a fighter, Your Majesty, but I make a mean Carlitan stew.”
 
   “I haven’t had Carlitan stew in ages,” Zhou sighed rapturously. “I hate how they look like snakes, but the meat…oh, could you make some tonight?”
 
   “I might be able to manage,” Marie replied, stifling a laugh. 
 
   “I’ll make you an incredible hat in return,” he said with a wink, and Catherine snorted with laughter. When everyone glanced at her, she waved at hand at them and began walking to the edge of the platform.
 
   “Come on, we need to go,” Catherine said, looking at Oliver. “Lead the way.” Oliver nodded and leaped to the left. After Catherine jumped after him, and he was sure that everyone was following in succession, he continued on at a brisk pace. Catherine knew it would take a little bit of time to get there, for no matter how hard she squinted into the distance, she couldn’t make out the cottage in which Tyuin now lived. She hoped it wouldn’t take too long though. The sun was already a blood red and descending on the horizon. The sky was now pink, yellow and red, with the clouds melting into the heavens like sand into water. Night was upon them, and she was sure their conversation with the King wouldn’t be a short one. Still, she was grateful for the fact that she was no longer looking at a green canvas above her head. 
 
   “Catherine!” someone shouted from their right and she turned to see the King, waving at them from an empty platform in the distance. 
 
   “My King?” Oliver asked in confusion, signaling with his hands to the rest of the group that they should head toward Tyuin. Catherine broke formation and bounded toward her friend, feeling a skip in her heart and a bouncing ball in her stomach. Tyuin always made her smile whenever she thought of him. He had a very gentle and sweet soul—a rare thing to find between the four Kingdoms.
 
   “I came looking for you,” Tyuin said. “You’ve been away for so long.”
 
   “Uh-huh,” Zhou muttered loudly. Talia covered her face with her hands.
 
   “How are you?” Catherine said, taking his hands into hers. He blushed and took them away gently. 
 
   “I’ve been well. You like the construction?”
 
   “Usually when I think of construction, there’s images of boulders, dirty men and enormous structures to haul materials in. I never expected polished platforms and clouds!”
 
   “Our own piece of Paradise,” he said, his eyes smiling. “But considering recent events, I take it you’re not here to catch up. What do you need from me?”
 
   “Two things. First, I would like a Prattlian advisor to accompany me until at least Lakrymos’ reign is over in Allay. And second, I would like to further examine the stone of power.”
 
   “Examine? You mean take it with you?”
 
   “No, no. I don’t want to take it from you. But I would like to use it before we leave. We’ve always had the suspicion that the stones are alive, but we don’t have confirmation. The only one who’s spoken of it being alive is Thorn, and I want to find out for myself. It might have knowledge that no one else possesses.”
 
   “And what do you need to know? If the Yama are coming?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I don’t understand why the Allayans have fallen for such an obvious scare tactic, and no offense, but I’m surprised that you’re giving it weight as well.”
 
   “I just want confirmation. At some point, I will be fighting Lakrymos, but I need to know if the Yama are real first. I don’t want my Kingdom to be crippled and all of a sudden they arrive. If they exist, they could be waiting for the opportunity at this very moment.”
 
   “And so the stone…it could confirm their existence?” 
 
   “It might.”
 
   “And at what cost? How many years of your life have you given up already?”
 
   “I…” Catherine fidgeted and cast her gaze away from Tyuin’s. “I won’t grow to a ripe old age. Let’s just that.”
 
   “And you want to give up more? For what? Why can’t you take James and live happily in the wild, or here in Prattle?”
 
   “Because we know what Lakrymos is like.”
 
   “No, we know what Zain is like. Hot headed but predictable. We know what the Quietus are like, and the Allayans and Prattlians. We know next to nothing about Lakrymos, and from what I’ve heard, there has been no news of him seeking to decimate the Kingdom. Is it possible…that this is who he is? That he genuinely cares for Allay and seeks its safety above all else? I agree that we should be cautious, but if you are wrong about him, and he truly is looking out for Allay’s best interests, then you are going to cause more evil than good. You were wrong once, Catherine. You could be wrong again.”
 
   “Goodness,” the former Queen said, putting a hand to her chest. “You have certainly come into your status.”
 
   “I’ll take that as a compliment,” Tyuin smiled. “Catherine, I will always see you as one of my dearest friends, but you might have to let this one go. You’ve been fighting and training your whole life. Isn’t it possible that there might not be a battle to go to this time?”
 
   “What do you think?” Catherine said, turning to Marie. “Do you think that Lakrymos is an upstanding guy and I should leave this alone?”
 
   “Wait, why are you asking Marie?” Tyuin said, glancing behind Catherine to look at the Prattlian. “That isn’t the one you chose to be your advisor, is it?”
 
   “And what if it is?”
 
   “Her views on things are…controversial.”
 
   “I like that.”
 
   “You can’t choose an advisor because they may say things you want to hear.”
 
   “I’m sure she’ll give me her best unbiased answer,” Catherine said, folding her arms. She turned back to Marie. “Well?”
 
   “Um,” Marie stammered, looking at the Prattlian King. “I think…that it’s too early to tell if he will make a good King or not, based on the fact that he has only been in power for about two months. However,” she said, gaining confidence. “His sudden takeover of Allay, and with an adequate amount of force I might add—this suggests that he will do anything to achieve his goals. This means that if his goals and that of the people’s best interests do not align, he will more than likely err on the side of his desires. Just my opinion though.”
 
   “I would agree,” Catherine said, turning back to Tyuin. “I think it’s only a matter of time before he does something we’re going to all regret, and I want to be prepared for it.”
 
   “And you’re serious about using the stone for answers,” Tyuin sighed, saying it like a statement and not a question.
 
   “Yes, if you would allow it,” she replied. “I won’t need long.”
 
   “I pray you won’t,” Tyuin sighed, closing his eyes. “Fine. Gather your resolve. I will retrieve the stone and meet you behind the cottage where it is more private. I hope you’re not making a mistake.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   A blood-curdling scream echoed down the hall and pierced through his thoughts. Bastion sat up quickly and listened for more, but there was no follow-up. Nearly bumping his bed on the top bunk, he stood up and glanced at the beds in the room. Daisy and Kent weren’t there. 
 
   He opened the door to his dorm room and stuck his head out into the hall. It was eerily quiet, and it was barely night outside. Still, the cafeterias and most of the training rooms were closed. Surely there would be someone other than himself roaming around the dorms. He took out his eidolon and waved it in front of him. There was no one in the dorms. Not a single soul. Wait…there were three boys coming from the main lobby. They would reach the dorm hall in a few seconds. They were running…
 
   “Hey!” Bastion shouted as they turned the corner. The three boys stopped in surprise and stared down at his eidolon. Bastion sheathed it quickly and stepped out into the hall as the boys looked at him warily. He didn’t recognize them from any of his classes. “Did you guys hear that scream?”
 
   “Scream?” the tallest boy in the middle asked. “Someone was screaming?”
 
   “It was just one,” Bastion said, “but it was loud enough to wake me up. Is there something going on around here? No one’s in the dorms.”
 
   “The village is having its festival tonight. You forgot?”
 
   “Oh,” Bastion said, not remembering a festival at all. “I guess I did.” The tall boy stepped forward. 
 
   “We were just coming back to grab some things and then we were heading over to it. You’re not going?”
 
   “I have no clue,” Bastion replied with a yawn. So that’s where Daisy and Kent had gone off to. But why wouldn’t they tell him? Maybe he had been sleeping too hard. 
 
   “You could come with us if you want. I heard that you’re one of the strongest kids here. It would be cool if you could show us a move or two on the way.”
 
   “Oh no,” Bastion laughed, rubbing the back of his neck. “I’m not skilled like that. I would end up showing you something wrong.”
 
   “Aw, c’mon,” the boy said, stopping in the hall. He was two doors away from Bastion, and he began reaching for a doorknob idly. “I’m sure there’s something that you could teach us. Didn’t you get lessons with the King? That’s pretty—”
 
   The boy lunged forward with a dagger, aiming for Bastion’s throat, but he was still too far away to counter his opponent’s speed. Bastion swatted the boy’s hand away, forcing him to stab the wall. Bastion punched the back of the boy’s elbow, and the boy’s entire arm, dagger and all, went flying through the wall and into the dorm room. The boy howled on impact as his two friends began running down the hall with their eidolons out—an emerald green and a purple/black respectively. Bastion ducked under their swings and gave them each a swift punch to the gut, sending them crumpling to the carpet while their eyes rolled in the back of their heads. Their eidolons disappeared the moment their faces hit the floor. 
 
   The ringleader groaned loudly and stepped out into the hall from the wreckage, nursing his arm with his free hand. Bastion scowled at him, but he didn’t move.
 
   “What is this?” Bastion asked, pointing down at the unconscious boys. 
 
   “Mason,” the boy snickered, grimacing under his shaking arm. “It’s payback time. That’s the festival you’re going to be going to. Welcome to a night you’ll never forget.”
 
   “Mason broke his eidolon on mine while I was on the defense. What hope does he have if I go on the offense?”
 
   “Why don’t you go to the Old Sage Academy room and find out? I think he has presents for you.” The boy smiled wide, but Bastion ignored him. He began walking toward his destination when the boy began huffing and puffing, trying to build his confidence. Finally he ran forward, but the hilt of Bastion’s Gladius suddenly smacked him square in the forehead. The boy fell down face first. 
 
   Bastion summoned his eidolon back to him and sheathed it. The nap had helped, but he still wasn’t at a hundred percent. Still, Mason shouldn’t be much of a problem. Without another moment’s hesitation he took off running, wondering what horrible plans Mason had for him. As long as it didn’t involve Daisy and Kent, he didn’t care. Even if he was wounded somehow, he could bear the pain. He always could for the most part. It was the strikes to his heart and pride that paralyzed him most, and there was already enough scar tissue around both. 
 
   As he approached the Old Sage Academy room, he unsheathed his eidolon and slowly walked toward the entrance, trying to sense any kind of movement. He stopped walking for a moment once he realized that there were several people inside, hiding near the water. One was actually under the water. What were they doing there? Wait…it was Kent!
 
   Bastion went against his better judgment and sprinted through the entrance, somersaulting forward in the air just as a couple of eidolons went flying toward his legs. His Sage robe snapped into place around him, and he sheathed his eidolon in mid-air, diving into the water with his hands stretched out. He swam as quickly as he could to get to his friend, who was chained to the floor like an animal. No matter how much he expanded his muscles and thrashed against his restraints, he couldn’t break free. Once he saw Bastion approaching, his eyes went wide and he stopped moving. His face said it all—it was a trap.
 
   Bastion refused to look behind him. He just kept swimming, and once he reached Kent, he realized why Kent was having such trouble breaking free. The Langoran’s body was black and blue with bruises, and he was still bleeding in some areas where he had been cut mercilessly. Bastion tried to suppress his anger as he reached out, grabbed a chain and yanked it apart with all his might. The rest of the net fell apart around Kent and they both began swimming back to the surface. Bastion made sure he was the first to emerge.
 
   Jumping out of the water, a few eidolons flew at his chest, but he was able to swat them away easily with the back of his hand, sending them down to the water beneath him. His feet was just about to hit the water again when he felt something jump on his back. They crashed into the water together and he felt his attacker wrapping an arm around his neck. Bastion didn’t care though. There were no strength behind it. 
 
   Bastion swam up to the surface with his attacker in tow and this time he leapt for the platform by the entrance, where six boys were waiting for him with their eidolons drawn. Bastion grabbed the boy’s arm around his neck and wretched him off of his body, chucking him at the other six. He went crashing into the group and then Bastion got to work. 
 
   With his bare hands, he hit the boys one by one, hitting them in the stomach or the chest, knocking the wind out of them and ensuring that they weren’t going to be breathing properly for a few days. Kent climbed up slowly to the platform behind him as he finished off the last boy. Bastion shook his head.
 
   “Why is Mason doing this?” Bastion asked in disbelief. “Why would he do that to you?”
 
   “He has Daisy too,” Kent said through his raspy voice. Bastion turned around and saw him rubbing his throat. “I don’t know where he’s taken her though.”
 
   “That’s right,” a boy said from the entrance, having just arrived to the scene. He and the other five he brought with him surveyed the area and scowled once they saw their friends lying unconscious on the floor.
 
   “This is ridiculous,” Bastion said. “Mason can’t hurt me. None of you can hurt me.”
 
   “If you want to see Daisy again, you’ll let us knock you unconscious and take you to Mason.”
 
   “Or I could beat the information out of you.”
 
   “Yeah,” Kent grinned. “That sounds better.”
 
   “Good luck on that,” the boy replied. “We serve the future Order Master. We won’t tell you anything. We’ll die before that happens, and I know you won’t kill us. Your resolve is too weak.”
 
   “Mason’s been here for one day,” Kent groaned. “How did he brainwash you so easily? And so quickly?”
 
   “As the Order Master, he has promised us Paradise in exchange for our allegiance.”
 
   “He’s not the Order Master yet. He doesn’t have that authority.”
 
   “His father is though. So our reward is a surety.”
 
   “Tell us where Daisy is,” Bastion snapped, clenching his fists. He wasn’t sure if he would be able to restrain himself if he had to retrieve the information by force. He had never tortured anyone before, and he wasn’t sure he could stop if he started. When would he go too far? And when would it begin to take a hold on him afterwards like it had with Hakin? Would it creep into his soul slowly, or leap upon him like a coughing fit? 
 
   “No,” the boy said firmly. “And if we don’t go back to Mason with all of us in good health, then Daisy will be murdered.”
 
   “That won’t stand in Allay. Not even Mason has that much power.”
 
   “You underestimate our master. While he may not be as strong physically, his tactical mind more than makes up for it. Now, what is your answer? I would consider your next words carefully.”
 
   “I could go to Master James. He wouldn’t allow this.”
 
   “Master James is a confused and broken shadow of the past. His classes haven’t seen him in days. But again, you won’t get a chance to go look for him without putting your friend in jeopardy. You leave, and it will be seen as a refusal to come with us.”
 
   “Fine,” Bastion said quickly, stepping forward. The group took a step back instinctively, but then they saw Bastion turn and face Kent, with his back toward them. The boys looked at one another with surprise, but no one was in more shock than Kent.
 
   “What are you doing?” Kent said with wide eyes. “You’re going through with this?”
 
   “I can’t risk Daisy’s safety.”
 
   “You think they’re just knocking you out so you won’t see where they’re taking you? Bastion, they’re going to have you chained up and defenseless.”
 
   “I know. But it’s a risk I’m willing to take.”
 
   “You can’t do this,” his friend pleaded. “Daisy wouldn’t want this.”
 
   “Daisy’s not here to say otherwise. And besides, don’t you remember what we talked about when we met? We’re here to help each other out. I’m supposed to protect you both. We’re supposed to get strong together.”
 
   “No, this isn’t right. I think—” Kent’s words cut short as the leader of the new group hit Bastion on the back of the head with the hilt of his straight sword eidolon. Bastion barely acknowledged the blow—the only movement coming from him being the reflexive twitch of his head snapping forward. Bastion readjusted his stance and took a deep breath as he stared at Kent.
 
   “I’ve got to do this,” Bastion said, as the boy behind him scowled and hit the young Sage in the back of the head again. Then again, and again, and again. With each blow, Bastion’s eyes grew heavier though he felt no pain, and Kent watched in horror, clenching his fists and closing his eyes, being forced to listening to the sickening thud of steel against skull.
 
   It took a few minutes, but finally Bastion staggered and fell to the floor unconsciousness. Kent’s eyes fluttered open, and he glared at the group of boys before him, taking mental pictures of them in his mind, and doing his best to remember their faces for the future. As he studied the leader of the group—the one who had knocked out Bastion, the hilt of an eidolon came flying at his face, hitting him in the forehead. 
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 11 – A Proposition
 
   “This is how it should be,” a muffled and distant voice repeated. “This is what you were made for. To be a soldier. An obedient and subservient warrior. Not one that kicks against your superiors.”
 
   Bastion groaned and tried to put his hand to the back of his head, but he couldn’t. His hands were bound to his feet and he was lying on his back like an animal about to be put on a spitfire. His eyes gained focus and he saw Mason standing over him, wearing an Order robe over his shoulders. Bastion looked around him the best he could and saw Kent in the grass to his right, also on his back and tied in a similar manner. He was still unconscious.
 
   “What—where are we?” Bastion winced as he felt a sharp pinch flash from the back of his head. He could only imagine what the wound looked like. While he waited for Mason to answer, he concentrated on healing whatever damage had been done.
 
   “Back of the Academy,” Mason said. “In the dirt and grime. Where you belong.”
 
   Bastion did his best to suppress a chuckle. Instead he opened his eyes completely and took in his surroundings. There were thirty boys behind Mason, all of them watching with smug faces, filled with satisfaction. There was a bonfire roaring behind them, and Bastion could barely make out the back wall of the school behind him. The night air was chilly and filled with the smoke of the fire. The stars shone brightly above him, and the moon was full. In different circumstances, it might have been a peaceful atmosphere, but there was blood in the air, and Bastion knew that it would have to either be Mason’s or that of his friends. There was no other way…right?
 
   “Where’s Daisy?” Bastion asked low, with such authority that it made Mason shiver for a moment.
 
   “She’s here,” Mason replied. “Don’t worry. No harm will come to her. As long as you do what I say.”
 
   “And what do you intend on having me do?”
 
   “I want you to be my right hand man. My bodyguard and warrior.”
 
   “Pass.”
 
   “You’re not even going to consider it?”
 
   “Nope. That’s not going to happen. I am no one’s slave.”
 
   “You are Lakrymos’ slave.”
 
   “That’s debatable,” Bastion said, testing the ropes by stretching his arms a bit. They nearly fell off of him so he stopped. Mason clenched his jaw and stormed away from him. When he came back, he was pulling a scared and bloodied Daisy by the hair behind him.
 
   “Would her death change your mind?” he asked, but Bastion ignored his question.
 
   “Daisy? Daisy? Are you awake?”
 
   “I’m here,” she whispered, and that was all he needed to hear. He grit his teeth and disintegrated the ropes around him with his strength. He rolled backwards and onto his feet, then he reached out for Mason but one of his minions got in the way. Bastion threw the meddler to the side, but another one stood in his place. Growling in frustration, he knew the moment to get Mason was lost. Kent and Daisy would surely be in danger by now. Bastion roundhouse kicked a few of the boys to the side and ran over to Kent who was being watched over by Daisy. She had broken free of her bonds and now she was swinging her red eidolon hook swords wildly, keeping her attackers at bay. Bastion rushed over and relieved her, taking out his eidolon and smacking them one by one in the face with the surface. Daisy staggered from exhaustion and fell to one knee. 
 
   “Why aren’t you cutting them?” she asked, kneeling over Kent.
 
   “I don’t want to accidentally kill them,” Bastion replied, slamming the surface of his eidolon into one of their attacker’s stomach. The boy crumpled onto his knees and then went face first into the grass. Bastion looked around and made sure everyone was unconscious while Daisy smacked Kent in the face.
 
   “Wake up!” she shouted, and then she winced, grabbing her wrists. Bastion came to her side.
 
   “Are you okay? What did he do to you?”
 
   “Nothing serious. Just a beating I’ll never forget. Where’s Mason, and what are we going to do to him?”
 
   “I don’t know,” he said, casting his eyes down at Kent. He knew that he probably could have caught up to Mason, but he was afraid of what he would do if he did. With Hakin, his death was essential to the mission given to him. He thought of himself as a soldier in the midst of war, carrying out the wishes of his general. But if he went after Mason and took his life…it would be of vengeance. Of passion. And he wasn’t sure if there would ever be an end afterwards. He couldn’t just kill everyone that sought to harm him because he had the power to do so. That’s how he would lose himself, stop growing, and ultimately become the villain he had fought so hard to keep at bay. If he killed Mason, there would be nothing holding him back from killing the Quietus for what they did to his childhood, Orchid for being a threat, the Yama for their perceived ill intentions, and anyone else that irked him. 
 
   He would be alone. Empowered and feared. But utterly alone.
 
   “What do you think we should do?” Bastion asked as Kent began twitching his fingers.
 
   “I know what I want to do,” Daisy said, refusing to look into his eyes. “But I don’t know if I could do it. If you…never mind.” Bastion closed his eyes and tried to suppress the weight that came upon his chest. He knew what Daisy wanted to ask of him, and he wasn’t sure if he wouldn’t carry out the request. He was grateful that she didn’t keep talking.
 
   “Do you think Orchid would handle the problem if we told her?” Daisy asked, but Bastion shook his head.
 
   “No, she would relish in it, thinking of it as training.”
 
   “He won’t be so merciful next time, you know. He wanted you to join him, and beating us up was simply a display of his power within the student body.”
 
   “I don’t understand why they would follow him.”
 
   “He seeks out the weak and gives them hope of power because of his future status. Honestly, I don’t know what to do. We can’t attack the same way he can.”
 
   “I’m not going to stay here at this academy while he torments us,” Bastion said. “But I’m not going to run away either. Every time he tries to attack us, whether it’s personally or through someone else, we let him know that we can’t be broken.”
 
   “We might be better off leaving him alone and going about our business. He’s the type of person that will push back if we go against him.”
 
   “But I killed Lakrymos,” Bastion replied flatly. Daisy nodded her head and cast her eyes to the ground as Kent sat up and rested his massive arms over his knees. “Lakrymos is gone, and he was one of the greatest Sages that ever lived. Mason will be lucky if he ever gets to win a fight.”
 
   “So what are you saying?”
 
   “Are you two going to be okay by yourselves for a little while?”
 
   “Where are you going?” Kent asked, and Bastion refused to look his way.
 
   “You already know.”
 
   “He might be counting on that.”
 
   “Don’t care.”
 
   “We’ll be fine,” Daisy said, giving him the biggest smile she could manage. Bastion waited no longer. He took off running in the direction of Mason, knowing that the coward was probably beyond his eidolon’s sensing capabilities. It didn’t matter. Bastion ran around the exterior of the academy until he came to the courtyard and the entrance of the school. It was eerily quiet, and a dense fog had set over the area so he stopped running. Bastion took out his eidolon and let it shine brightly, making his path visible. The moment its blue radiance lit up the courtyard, he saw his enemies. Four of them. And they were adults.
 
   “Wait,” Bastion said in confusion, but one of the adults swung at his neck with a regular standard-issued sword. He was able to dodge it easily with a step backwards, but seeing an adult swinging at him without warning reminded him too much of his foster mother. He could already feel his nerves unraveling. He hadn’t expected this.
 
   “Hey, wait,” he said again, and the adult behind him stopped. Bastion held up his hands and spun around, examining the area and making sure that everyone had heard his request. “What’s going on? Why are you attacking me?”
 
   “You’re the one that broke the Young Master’s eidolon, aren’t you?” someone asked from the shadows. Bastion wasn’t sure how to answer the question. “That’s what I thought,” the lady replied. “We were unable to confirm your involvement in his attempted murder, but since he has come back to us, he was able to identify you easily.”
 
   “He never died,” Bastion retorted, and suddenly, Mason stepped out in front of him, with a steel sword gripped tightly in his right hand. 
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” Mason said. “You know what a broken eidolon implies.”
 
   “I was defending Daisy.”
 
   “By nearly killing the future of Allay.”
 
   “I don’t want this to continue.”
 
   “Then join me. Be my bodyguard.”
 
   “I already gave you my answer.”
 
   “Then there’s nothing left to talk about. You don’t understand the situation. Your only option now is to leave Allay forever.”
 
   “I’m forbidden to do so. Lakrymos will kill me.”
 
   “That’s not my concern,” he said, and Bastion raised an eyebrow. 
 
   “Is that why you want me gone so bad? Because I’m supposed to be the one that will save Allay and not you? What does it matter if Lakrymos chose me or not. The people know nothing about me. You have all the prestige.”
 
   “For now I do,” Mason said, gritting his teeth. “But not once the Yama arrive. Already the people are wondering if I’m fit to lead the Order based on how easily my eidolon was shattered. That confidence will be shattered once they see how you’ll decimate our enemies.”
 
   “So I leave, and what? You fight the Yama?”
 
   “I’m a strategist. I’ll figure out a way to beat them that doesn’t require brute force.”
 
   “Like you’re about to do now?”
 
   “You have no idea,” Mason said with a smile.
 
   “I’m willing to leave,” Bastion replied. “Just give me a couple days.”
 
   “No. Now. I don’t want to look at your face any longer.”
 
   “If I go…what happens to Daisy and Kent?”
 
   “They’re going with you. I don’t need dissenters in my presence.”
 
   “They should be allowed to stay if they like. Especially Daisy. She still has family in Allay.”
 
   “Not anymore,” Mason said, tapping a finger against the side of his head. “Strategist, remember?”
 
   “What did you do?” Bastion asked in horror, taking a step toward Mason. Mason’s bodyguards surrounded Bastion with their hands firmly on the hilts of their sheathed swords.
 
   “Physical pain is the most savage and simple way of breaking someone. I prefer to attack the heart and soul, which are a lot more fragile.”
 
   “What are you saying?!” Bastion yelled, clenching his fists. “What did you do to Daisy’s family?!”
 
   “I sent them to Paradise,” Mason said with a smile. Bastion’s shoulders sank as he staggered backwards under the weight of his enemy’s words. “Daisy is a variant that will eventually alter her parents’ path in life as the years go by. Where once they would have been in danger of Oblivion, I have sent them to bliss and joy before that time has come.”
 
   “And you all let this happen?!” Bastion screamed at the bodyguards. The man who had spoken earlier stepped forward, wiping his hands across his shirt.
 
   “The young Master showed great wisdom in his decision. We are all in agreement of it.”
 
   “And this is what Allay will become under your guidance?” Bastion asked, facing Mason. “This is how you’ll deal with the people? Sending them to Paradise if you see fit? Why don’t you send me to Paradise? Huh?”
 
   “I’m considering it,” Mason said, but Bastion gripped his eidolon tight.
 
   “Or is it because you can’t! You’re trying to force me from Allay because I threaten your plans. I’m not going to be bullied by you or anyone else!”
 
   “Then watch your friends suffer for your nobility. Don’t be surprised if your foster parents meet an untimely end, and later you can marvel at how quickly Orchid and Lakrymos will turn against you once I’ve whispered a few things into their ears. You don’t get it yet, do you? You don’t belong here. And I’m going to do everything in my power to make sure you go back to wherever you came from. Your little girlfriend’s parents are dead because of you. What are you going to say to her? How are you going to explain to her what happened?”
 
   “No, how are you going to explain it?! What do you think will happen when I tell Orchid and James?”
 
   “It was made to look like an accident, and I am the son of the Order Master. No one will be coming after me. So I’m going to ask you….one. Last. Time. Will you leave Allay?”
 
   “I said no,” Bastion spat at him. One of Mason’s bodyguards swung at him from behind, but Bastion ducked under it and jammed his eidolon suddenly into the bodyguard’s chest. He kicked off of the bodyguard to remove the blade just as the other three bodyguards tackled him from behind. Bastion was nearly forced to his knees, but he pumped his legs full of energy and kept himself erect. Just as one of the bodyguards managed to stick a blade through his side, he threw them to the right. They fell together in a heap but they weren’t his target. He ran for Mason who swung at his torso, but Bastion smashed his eidolon into the steel sword and destroyed it on impact. Bastion grabbed Mason’s collar, picked him up off his feet and then slammed him hard into the gravel, forcing the wind out of him as he landed on his back. 
 
   Mason began screaming hysterically but Bastion slapped him across the face once, silencing him instantly. The bodyguards suddenly came behind Bastion and began slashing at his back so that he would release the young Master, but Bastion just grabbed Mason by the collar again and used his body like a whip. Mason’s body slammed into the bodyguards and they all fell to the ground. Bastion went to each bodyguard one by one and punched them each in the face with half his strength, knocking them out on impact. 
 
   Bastion examined what cuts he could see for a moment, but seeing that they were all shallow, he didn’t bother trying to heal them. He faced Mason and clenched his fists, watching as the young Master scurried backwards on the palm of his hands. 
 
   “What are you going to do?” Mason asked nervously, his lips quivering with each syllable.
 
   “What do you think I’m going to do?” Bastion asked. “What is it going to take to ensure you don’t keep coming after us?”
 
   “Nothing,” Mason said confidently, sticking his chin out in defiance. “But you can’t kill me either. Allay will have your head.”
 
   “That’s okay,” Bastion said, cocking back his fist and hitting Mason hard on the cheek, knocking him out. 
 
   “Is it safe to come out now?” Daisy asked from the shadows, and Bastion couldn’t help but smile. 
 
   “How long have you two been standing there?’ Bastion asked, and he could hear Kent chuckle.
 
   “Aw, you sensed me,” Kent said softly as they came into view. Daisy and Kent were both walking slowly, and there was a noticeable wince from Kent’s lips whenever he took a step. Their shirts were bloodied and Bastion figured that even if they wanted to don their Sage robes, they couldn’t. They were beyond their limits, and doing their best not to show it. 
 
   “We were standing by in case you needed help,” Daisy replied. “But that was only if you were on the brink of death. We wouldn’t have been much help otherwise.”
 
   “How many people did you two face before they came for me?” Bastion asked.
 
   “Oh, I don’t know. Thirty or so,” Daisy sighed. “Took me by surprise too. That didn’t help.”
 
   “Same,” Kent grimaced, nearly nodding off. “Ugh, I need to sleep for a week.”
 
   “What are you going to do with Mason?” Daisy asked, biting her lip. Bastion couldn’t help but notice the concern in her eyes. Isn’t that something, Bastion thought to himself. After all he’s done, deep down…she still cares for him. He didn’t like how that realization felt. 
 
   “I’m going to hide him somewhere and tie him up. It will give us a couple days to figure things out.”
 
   “Bastion,” Daisy said suddenly, and he knew what she was going to ask immediately. “You don’t think Mason was telling the truth, did you? That my parents…I mean, they don’t do anything to anyone. They’re so simple. No one would hurt them. It’s like killing a butterfly. They’re okay, right?”
 
   “Um,” he replied. “I…can find out.”
 
   “I’ll do it,” Kent said, trying to stand up straight. He sighed deeply and stretched his arms out. “I know where they live already, and Bastion needs to take care of Mason. There might be more Order members watching him, and I’m in no condition to fight them off.”
 
   “I want to come too,” she said, but Kent shook his head.
 
   “No, let me do this. Help Bastion.”
 
   “But I want to see for myself if—”
 
   “Let her go with you,” Bastion said, nodding toward Kent. “She needs to know. Protect each other.”
 
   “And what about you?” Kent asked. 
 
   “I’ll be fine. I need some time to think alone anyways.”
 
   “If you say so, but…what are we going to do after this? Regardless of what we find. Mason’s vengeance is going to be fierce.”
 
   “I’m leaving Allay,” he said, and his friends stared back at him, understanding the ramifications of what that meant. “But you two have to decide for yourselves what you want to do.”
 
   “I’ll think about it,” Daisy said, and Kent nodded. Bastion looked back at Mason as they left. I’ll have to take care of the bodyguards too, he thought, stooping down to examine the work before him. He was sure to be seen, no matter what dig site he chose, but at least it would take some time for the investigation to start. By that time, he would be long gone.
 
  
 
  



Chapter 12 – New Friends and Enemies
 
   “Are you sure you want to do this?” Tyuin asked as Catherine nodded. She said no words, for she wasn’t really sure, but she knew that if she showed hesitation, Tyuin might change his mind and keep the stone from her. That couldn’t happen. 
 
   “I want to get started,” Catherine said, extending out her hand. “It’s already night, and I don’t know how exhausting this will be or how long it will take.”
 
   “You promise to tell me everything you learn?” Tyuin asked. “You know, for research purposes.”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Then here,” he said, reaching behind him, producing the stone of power and then placing it into her hand. It glowed an eerie blue between the cracks of its grey granite surface. She stared at it and sighed, floods of memories coming back to her. Most of them weren’t pleasant.
 
   “Let’s give her some room,” Talia said, waving for everyone to take a few steps back. Zhou jumped from the platform in which they had been standing to the one behind them. The rest of the audience followed suit, leaving Catherine on her platform all alone. From the King of Prattle to the average citizens, they had all come in droves, though the performance was to be a private affair. 
 
   No one said a word as they waited patiently, some taking each other’s hand in hand, holding on to one another for support. Catherine glanced around her with weary eyes, and then she closed them. She clenched her fists with her right hand as she brought the stone to her heart with her left. She could feel its hunger immediately as wisps of energy lapped at her chest, going past her clothes and through her skin, whispering sweet nothings to her heart as it beat faster and faster. Catherine grit her teeth and wasted no more time. 
 
   She plunged the heart into her body.
 
   And it melted into her on impact. 
 
   There was no turning back, and she tried not to cry out as she felt it make its way past her skin and bones to what it craved, searching like a parasite looking for a host. When it reached her heart, it engulfed it, slowing down her heartbeat momentarily as it adjusted into position. As soon as it settled, she felt its warmth from inside her chest, like she had just drank a searing hot liquid. She clutched her chest and bowed her head, trying to summon it like she had done many times before—asking it for its power.
 
   She could feel the tug of the wind on her hair as her curly locks unraveled and began sticking upwards to the sky. She could feel raw energy swirl around her body like bracelets and hula-hoops. Her clothes began billowing and her muscles swelled. But then she stopped the call.
 
   This wasn’t right. It wasn’t what she wanted. She didn’t need its power.
 
   She needed its trust. Companionship. She needed it talking.
 
   “Hello?” she said aloud, and she waited for an answer, but nothing came. She bit her lip and tried to call out to it internally. “Hello?” she said again, but this time inaudibly, only in her head. No answer.
 
   She thought about what Kyran had told her about Thorn. He had said that he had to commit horrible acts to gain the trust of the stone, and that was something she wasn’t going to do. But she needed the answers. How was she going to get it talking? If it truly was alive, then there had to be a way. Maybe it was lonely and she just had to prove her worth, but that might take too long. Flatter it? No. No one wanted to hear empty compliments, and besides, the stone probably sensed her fear and hesitation when it wrapped around her heart. That wouldn’t work. So how? How?
 
   She thought about the problem at hand carefully, and she considered consulting Marie when an idea dawned on her. She snickered at the thought. It was a James tactic, through and through. 
 
   She decided to not stop talking.
 
   “Hey there,” Catherine said aloud, a sly grin emerging on her lips. “I know that we haven’t been acquainted, but I was once the bearer of one of your relatives. Or friends. I’m not sure because I don’t know much about you, but I do know that you’re there, and you’re as alive as I am. I didn’t realize that fact as soon as I should have, and because of my ignorance, some of your comrades were killed. I’m sorry for that. I know that people just use you like a weapon, but I want to change that from this day on. You can live inside of me if you like, and we can talk whenever you want. I want to journey with you.”
 
   Catherine opened her eyes and faced the crowd as she continued. The winds around her softened to a light breeze, and it began playing with her hair, picking up one strand at a time and letting it drop before pinching another.
 
   “If you don’t believe me, then test me. Only give me a little information. And as we continue on our walk together, then you can reveal more as you see fit. You’re latched onto my heart, so you can probably sense what I’m feeling. You know that I’m speaking the truth.”
 
   “No one said you could take it,” Tyuin said from in front of her. “How are you going to take it with you when it belongs to Prattle?”
 
   “Is there any way I can borrow it for a little while?”
 
   “No!” Tyuin said sharply, clenching his fists. “That’s not going to happen.”
 
   “How can I prove I’m on the stone’s side if you won’t allow me to take it?”
 
   “You’ll have to stay here in Prattle if you want to pursue a…relationship. Honestly, Catherine, I was thinking that this was a mistake from the beginning, but now it’s been confirmed. You haven’t changed. You act all sweet and innocent but the moment you don’t get what you want, you try to take it by force.”
 
   “I’m shocked you would say that,” Catherine said with a gaping mouth. “After all we’ve gone through together, you really believe that? Who’s been in your ears? When have I ever gone against your wishes? EVER?”
 
   “You never have directly, but you influence things, Catherine. Please don’t pretend like you don’t. Even this whole fiasco with Lakrymos…why can’t you let it all go?”
 
   “Would you let it go? If he had come to take over Prattle?”
 
   “It doesn’t matter. He didn’t. I don’t have to answer that question.”
 
   “By default, you just did. Tyuin, you know that this is as important to me as the rest of us. How long will it take before Lakyrmos comes knocking at your door for favors?”
 
   “At least he would ask me directly and I would know where he stands. No mind games required.”
 
   “Then I will stay in Prattle,” she huffed. “Does that make you happy?”
 
   “I’m not going to let you hold onto that stone for too long.”
 
   “What?” Talia exclaimed. “Why? You said she could for informational purposes!”
 
   “Let’s just say that I’m beginning to recall some old memories,” Tyuin replied, facing her. In the distance, Catherine could see several Prattlian guards approaching, donned in steel breastplates and gauntlets and holding large shields that were too big for them. All of them were carrying longswords.
 
   “Who’s been in your ear, Tyuin?” Catherine asked again, but he ignored her. He sniffed and faced the former Queen.
 
   “I was reminded by members of the Prattlian Order that while the Sages did save us from Thorn, it was an accident. Their original intentions weren’t so noble. In the beginning, they set out on a journey for the five stones of power because of a notion in which there was no evidence. It doesn’t matter if you were right then, it doesn’t make you correct at all times. If the Yama are so powerful, then why hasn’t Lakrymos come to us for assistance? It’s obvious the Sages and Allay are all that is required to defeat them.”
 
   “Or perhaps he wants to see your Kingdom burn in the process.”
 
   “Either way, I’m not going to let you hold onto the stone. I made a mistake. My nature has deceived me. I was far too curious.”
 
   “Let me talk to it a little longer,” she said, nodding toward Zhou and Talia. Several Prattlian citizens looked to the bodyguards, trying to decipher the meaning of the nod, but the two Sages showed no signs of acknowledgement.
 
   “A few minutes,” Tyuin said, crossing his arms. “Hurry up.” Catherine sighed and stared at him. The moment he said ‘a few minutes,’ she knew it wouldn’t be enough time, and he knew it too. Sure, he was just thinking in the best interests of his people, but so was she, and she knew that they came first. No matter what it did to her previous relations.
 
   “I’m so so sorry,” Catherine replied, as Zhou sprang into action. He unsheathed his eidolon and let the light blind the crowd. Using the momentary advantage, he plowed through a few citizens and then grabbed Tyuin, placing his blade at the King’s throat. Talia took out her eidolon and began swinging it around like a whip, forcing the crowd to back away. Tyuin sighed heavily and was about to shake his head when Zhou pressed the blade further into his skin, producing a thin line of blood across the throat. 
 
   “You know our relationship will never, ever be the same after this,” Tyuin declared. He raised his voice higher so that everyone could hear. “From this day forward, we are cutting off ties from Allay. I’m not saying that we are at war, but we are to have nothing to do with them!”
 
   “I’m acting on my own accord!” Catherine shouted, stomping a foot into the platform. “Allay has nothing to do with this!”
 
   “It doesn’t matter!” Tyuin shouted. “Lakrymos wants nothing to do with us and he is their King. Meanwhile, their former Queen is here throwing away her relationships with Prattle in order to gain that of a stone. I’m not standing for this.”
 
   “You’re just afraid that I’m taking away your power.”
 
   “Isn’t that what you’re doing?” he said, clenching his jaw. “Taking our power away? Our future?”
 
   “I’m borrowing it.”
 
   “You mean stealing.”
 
   “What do we do now?” Talia asked. “We’re not getting out of here without a fight.”
 
   “No, don’t harm anyone,” Catherine said, scanning the crowd. Her eyes suddenly fell on Marie. “Sorry that we can’t get more acquainted. I’m sure you’re not going to want to travel with us after this.”
 
   “On the contrary,” Marie said with a smile. “When it comes to acquiring knowledge, there is only allegiance to the pursuit of it. All other distractions and people are distant allies. I will accompany you wherever you go.”
 
   “WHAT?!” Tyuin shouted, but Zhou kept him from breaking free.
 
   “I understand this will fracture my relationships with my people, but to be honest, I have learned all I can from them. It’s time for me to see what else is out in the world, and what better way to go on my pilgrimage but in the company of warriors? So there is no suspicion on my part, Catherine, I said that so you would know that my intentions are selfish. It may take years, but if I believe I have exhausted my study of our traveling troop, I will leave for greener pastures.”
 
   “I accept that,” Catherine said with a nod. “Talia, stay close to Marie. We’re going to make our escape.”
 
   “And where are we headed from there?” Talia asked, but Marie put a hand on the Sage’s shoulder.
 
   “We’ll discuss that after we are out of the company of our foes.”
 
   “We need—” Catherine began to speak when she felt a pulse resonate from within her, as if her entire body had suddenly become a vein and it had just been pumped with blood beyond its capacity. She fell to her knees and clutched her sides gasping for air, feeling like she was about to burst. But the ache vanished suddenly when the voice came, speaking to her from within her own thoughts.
 
   “I am surprised you would ruin your friendship with Tyuin,” the voice commented, so casually, it was as if they had already been in conversation with one another. Catherine’s eyes went wide as her hands rose to the sides of her head, rubbing the temples as her lips quivered. 
 
   “Is this the stone?” she asked audibly.
 
   “I’m not a stone,” it said, and Catherine gasped again. This time, Tyuin gave out a war cry, so loud that it caught Zhou off guard. In an instant, the King of Prattle transformed, the energy being so great that it knocked the Sage bodyguard off his feet. Tyuin, now free, stood over him with newfound confidence. There were no Sage robes. There was just the armor. A polished steel costume that covered him from the crown of his head to the soles of his feet, covering his face like a mask and encasing him in a shell that reflected the moonlight brilliantly. His hands were covered in jagged gauntlets. The armor’s chest was massive and jutted out into a point at the center. His legs were like beams of steel and his arms were bigger than Zhou’s head.
 
   Tyuin reached down and picked up the shocked Zhou by the throat, taking the Sage’s swings at his armor with amusement.
 
   “What did you do?” Catherine whispered toward Tyuin, keeping her hands at her temples, as if she would lose the stone’s voice if she let go. 
 
   “Give me the stone or he will be harmed,” Tyuin said from behind the armor. His voice sounded scratchy and as if it was grating against rusted metal. There were no slits for his eyes, nose or mouth, but he was still able to breathe and talk somehow. The armor truly was an extension of himself.
 
   “Let him go,” Talia said, inching closer and closer toward the intimidating King. The people of Prattle had backed off even further from the conflict, knowing that it was the best option if they didn’t want to get hurt.
 
   “I will if I get the stone,” he said, still facing Catherine. “It’s your choice.”
 
   “This armor is too thick,” Zhou groaned to Talia. “I can’t break out of it.”
 
   “Well if you didn’t fight in that tournament last night, you might be able to!” she yelled at him. Oliver moved in close behind her.
 
   “M’lady, I hope that this altercation doesn’t ruin our union. I just wanted to say that before I departed.”
 
   “Take your leave, Oliver,” Talia sighed, and the Prattlian ran off into the distance. Marie chuckled to herself as she began wrapping her hair into a bun the size of her head in the back.
 
   “The armor has a weakness,” she said as Tyuin turned to her in rage.
 
   “MARIE!” he shouted from behind the armor, but Marie kept talking. 
 
   “It is an impressive transformation, composed of much labor and the support of the Prattlian people. We didn’t want to lose a King again in any circumstance, so we determined that he should be equipped with some protection. It’s a combination of Sage transformation and Prattlian defensive. I heard you did something similar, Catherine, in the battle of Prattle years ago. Though at the time, you were fused with the stone, so the transformation into your armor was a lot easier.”
 
   “That’s true,” Catherine said, her eyes still on the captured Zhou. 
 
   “The armor is impenetrable to a barrage of attacks, which is likely to occur if we are under siege, but a concentrated approach greatly decreases its durability. Talia and Zhou might not be able to do anything, but Catherine, you have the stone at your disposal. You can stop the King quite easily.”
 
   “No,” Catherine said firmly, her hands still at the side of her head. “I won’t. I won’t use the stone like that again.”
 
   “Ask for its permission perhaps,” Marie said, but there was more to the situation than Catherine was willing to admit. The fact was, if she fired something off at Tyuin, her life expectancy would decrease even further, and for all she knew, it could be her last. She wasn’t sure if she could go through with it. There had to be another way.
 
   “Your bodyguard will die now,” Tyuin said, but Talia laughed, surprising them all. 
 
   “Yeah, right. You would have done it by now.” Talia approached Tyuin until she was right in front of him. Zhou dangled off his feet from the side. “It makes sense that the Prattlians would go for defense over attack. They aren’t cut out for battle. And you’re not a murderer. No matter how much you pretend to be.”
 
   “And you are?”
 
   “I am when I need to be,” she said, raising her eidolon and then cocking it behind her. It began to hum in pulses and glow intensely. Talia grit her teeth and stooped down low as the eidolon continued to pulse at a faster rate. “Now you will let him go,” Talia said firmly, or I will cut off your head.”
 
   Tyuin’s fingers parted, and the Sage bodyguard fell to the floor coughing.
 
   “Get out,” Tyuin said, with a deep sorrow coming from his voice. Catherine finally released her hands and let them fall. She stood to her feet and walked forward, but she kept her distance from the solemn King, in case he changed his mind and attacked.
 
   “I’m sorry, Tyuin,” she lamented. “I promise I’ll make this right.”
 
   “That you will,” he said. He refused to turn his head toward them as they left. Perhaps it was because the armor didn’t allow it. But in reality, he couldn’t bear to see the victory in their faces. 
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 13 – Awake
 
   This is why you can’t just kill anyone, Bastion thought to himself as he folded his hands and bowed his head. He tried to shut out the inhuman hiccups and bouts of weeping that pounded on his ears from all around him. He found himself looking down at his feet and he couldn’t help but notice the bottom of his Sage robe, as black as space, staring right back at him. Though everyone else had to change into their black colored clothes for the funeral in the outskirts of Allay, he already had the proper attire at the ready. It was already a part of his soul. The color that represented mourning, loss and death. These were as part of him as the very clothes on his back, and he wasn’t sure how to feel about that.
 
   But as much as his epiphany made him feel uneasy, it was the cries coming from Daisy that really made his stomach nauseous. It was uncontrollable and never-ending. There were no cries of why or shouts to the heavens. Just a wailing that could not be consoled or stopped. He dared not tell her that their time was short. That soon someone would find Mason and his bodyguards in boxes underneath the earth. They would break free of the metal chains he retrieved from the castle and then they would begin digging upwards. He had made sure to wound them even more after they were unconscious, and a little more before he put them under the dirt, so that they would have trouble with their arms and legs once they awoke. He figured that he had no more than a day to make his leave from the Kingdom. 
 
   The cold and logical thought that came to his mind when he had performed the deed…the breaking of bone and tearing of muscle as they lay asleep. Their momentary awakening and screams, and then the passing out as they felt the rush of torment washing over them—in his mind, it was the worst thing he had ever done. Even worse than Hakin. For at least Hakin was surely in Paradise. But Mason and his bodyguards…they may never walk or have the proper use of their limbs again. It all depended on how knowledgeable they were about the Quietus healing process. 
 
   Kent bumped into his shoulder and he lifted his head to see the bruised Langoran. Kent was also in a long black robe, looking very much like Bastion in form. He could have worn a more stately attire, but he chose to stand with his friend. Through thick and thin. Bastion looked at him with bags under his eyes and tried to smile. Kent pointed forward and Bastion followed his finger to see that the people were beginning to leave, most of them hand in hand. 
 
   The ceremony was over. 
 
   Daisy’s parents were buried. 
 
   In the same earth in which Mason and his men now screamed and cried from. Bastion shuddered and turned to Kent.
 
   “I missed the whole thing?” he asked and Kent nodded, watching as Daisy was being led away by a number of villagers, all consoling her and offering their condolences. No one could have known that the house in which her parents had slept wasn’t structurally sound. It could have happened to anyone, and it would become the village’s duty to ensure that it never happened again. Orchid had declared that all the buildings were to be inspected. People had asked about Lakrymos under their breath, but she gave no news of his whereabouts. Just that he sent his well wishes to Daisy for her loss. Everyone was grieving too much to question any further. 
 
   “I didn’t hear a word,” Bastion said, watching Daisy also. “Was it good?”
 
   “No,” Kent said flatly. “It was horrible. Whoever that guy was from the Allayan Order, he shouldn’t be allowed to speak again. All he talked about was how good it was for her parents to be in Paradise now. Daisy should actually be happy they’re dead because they’re at peace, while she still has struggles ahead of her in this world. It was ridiculous.”
 
   “How was Daisy? I mean…all things considering.”
 
   “I don’t know honestly. I’m sure she’ll go with us, but she might not be any use for a while. Not to be mean, but I wouldn’t expect much from her in battle for at least a few days.”
 
   “She shouldn’t have to fight at all,” Bastion said angrily. “It’s not her battle to fight. It’s mine.”
 
   “Stop that. We’re in this together. It’s not your fault her parents died. It’s Mason’s. He’s the one that has to pay for this.”
 
   “He will in time. I just want to get away. Have you said your good-byes?”
 
   “No one to really say good-bye to. You know how you Allayans are when it comes to outsiders,” he laughed. “But I think I might gorge on the food in the dining hall before we officially go. I don’t know when I’ll have a full meal again.”
 
   “When should we leave?”
 
   “Tonight is as good a time as any. Everyone will be asleep, and Daisy will have more time to grieve.”
 
   “Good. Meet me at the forest’s edge near the Sage Academy as soon as the moon is out. Tell Daisy about it whenever you think’s it proper.”
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   “I have to talk to James and Orchid.”
 
   “Are you going to tell James about Lakyrmos?”
 
   “I think so,” Bastion said with a scowl. “Why? Is that not a good idea?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Kent sighed. “No clue. What do you have to talk to Orchid about? Lakrymos is dead. Your ties are severed.”
 
   “In case there’s anything special I need to know. She’ll be by herself once we leave.”
 
   “Yeah, right. She has the whole academy.”
 
   “Maybe,” Bastion said, punching his friend in the arm. “I’ll see you later, okay?”
 
   “Um, okay,” Kent said as Bastion headed off. As he headed toward the Academy, he passed by several Order members, but none of them paid him any attention. By now they had to be wondering where Mason was, though they might chalk it up to him having some fun, or perhaps they didn’t keep tabs on him at all when he was staying in the dorms. That was possible.
 
   It wasn’t until he reached the courtyard that he was rushed. And it was by ten students, not Order members.
 
   “Hey, where’s Mason?” a Langoran asked with a half head of red hair. 
 
   “Why would I know?” Bastion asked, but one of the Allayans on his left went to push him. Bastion backed up and the boy lost his balance, stumbling forward and nearly landing in the gravel. “Hey, why are you attacking me?”
 
   “Don’t you remember?” the boy who just tripped yelled at him. “We came after you last night!”
 
   “Oh,” Bastion said, shrugging his shoulders. “I don’t remember you at all.”
 
   “Where’s Mason?! I know he had plans for you. Now he’s disappeared!”
 
   “Maybe he decided to sulk in the woods after the beating I gave him.” Bastion winced as soon as the words came out his mouth. He sounded…egotistic. As if he was actually proud he had hurt someone. Granted, he was grateful for the respect they were showing him. Besides the boy who had tried to push them, they were all keeping a healthy distance away from his reach. Their eyes were frantic and their hands were sweaty. It was obvious they were afraid of him, and the thought gave him a feeling he hadn’t been used to. It felt like he had gained a foot in height. He felt taller. More confident. 
 
   He wanted to throw up.
 
   “I have no clue where he is,” Bastion lied. He felt queasy over how easy it was for him to do it. He knew he had no choice, but it didn’t make the act any easier. 
 
   “Shut up!” the boy screamed in his face. “What did you do to him?!”
 
   “I just beat him up and threatened him,” Bastion said, breathing heavily. He knew he had to end the conversation before they drew too much attention. “And it’s going to be the same thing that will happen to you if you don’t get out of my face.” The boy blinked in surprise and quickly backed away. He nodded toward the group and they all left, leaving Bastion alone.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   “Hello,” James said, giving his class a wave. It wasn’t the fact that he had actually showed up to teach that they all had dropped jaws and puzzled faces, it was because Master James was smiling. No one said a word as he walked across the stone floor, heading toward them in Training Room C. “I’m sorry that I haven’t been around lately. Or more like weeks.” James laughed heartily as they glanced at one another in fear. Did James lose his mind and he had come to kill them all?
 
   “Who’s been in charge while I’ve been gone?” James asked politely, looking at them one by one. The students remained silent for a moment, and then a shy chubby boy cleared his throat.
 
   “No one,” he said. “We’ve been coming here by ourselves and sparring. We don’t know what to do that much, but we got a little stronger.”
 
   “That’s great to hear,” James beamed, folding his arms. “Can you all show me what you can do? Take out your eidolons and start sparring with one another. I want to watch.”
 
   “Just us?” the boy asked, afraid that James would jump in at any moment and start attacking them.
 
   “I promise I won’t interfere,” he said, and they began making formations. They faced each other in pairs, and each group maintained the exhibition match within their own unlabeled circle on the floor. As flashes of light and streaks of color rippled all around him, James nodded and observed, watching as each one eventually forgot that he was there. Falling into comfort and familiarity, they began clashing their eidolons against one another faster and stronger, testing each other’s limits and not stopping until at least one pair fell to the floor in exhaustion, laughing and talking excitedly over what techniques they observed, who had gotten stronger since last time, and what they were going to do the next day if James didn’t show up. 
 
   For a moment, James thought of his old friend, Achan, and how they used to go against Arimus’ orders and spar with one another right outside the Sage Academy courtyard. Achan always won. Always. He was a natural like that. Kind of like how Chloe and Kyran were so good at what they did. 
 
   James wondered what they all would say if he saw him now.
 
   They would probably be pissed off, wondering why he wasn’t by Catherine side and protecting her. Well…that oversight would be rectified shortly. 
 
   “That was an excellent display,” James said, clapping for them all. He was pleased to see smiles flash across their faces. James took a breath and then he waved for all of them to gather together. Quickly they formed a group before him, and he made a patting motion with his hand outstretched, letting them know he wanted them to sit and relax. They did. 
 
   “I need all of you to listen carefully,” James said as he began pacing around them. “Because this will be the last class that we ever have together.” A number of gasps echoed throughout the room, and James allowed them to murmur among each other for a moment. Just as he began to speak again, he happened to look over to the entryway, and he saw Orchid standing there, her arms and legs crossed as she leaned up against the entrance. She glared at him with wide eyes, but she made no motion to approach them. He wasn’t sure why she was there, but whatever fate lay before him, he was ready to face it head on. 
 
   “I haven’t been myself lately,” he said, with his eyes occasionally glancing back at Orchid. “And that’s because I’ve been serving someone that has beliefs that don’t align with what I know to be right. I’ve been waiting for change, hoping that either my master would see the light, or that I would eventually find it easier to carry out my duties. But with each act I carry out in his name, I lost a piece of my heart, and a weight was placed on my soul. It got to the point that I didn’t even care anymore. I figured that I couldn’t leave this place, because I was bound. I would either be killed for my mutiny or perhaps those close to me would suffer. I really didn’t want to see anyone I loved suffer…”
 
   James paused and glared at Orchid. This time, he didn’t remove his gaze from hers.
 
   “But I realized a couple of things. First, I began to understand that those that I love, and love me back—they’re already prepared to fight side by side with me in battle. I have to do the right thing above all else, and therefore, I can’t worry about whether they’ll suffer or not as a consequence. I forgot that they’re ready to wade through the aftermath with me. I’m so worried about what will happen to them, but it’s not getting me anywhere. I won’t grow if I don’t fight, and they’ll leave me behind as they continue to get stronger. In a sense, I’ll be holding them back.
 
   “I’m a Sage, and that is what they need through and through. Someone who will fight for them when they are weak, and ask for their strength in turn. But Sages are not just soldiers. They aren’t just warriors. No, they are world-builders. Somewhere along the line, what it means to be a Sage has been lost. The Allayan Order tries to tell us what a Sage is, but they don’t know. They can’t know. Most of them can’t even examine their own soul. What you need to know is that you all have a purpose in this world, and it is your duty to complete it. You must complete it. For the good of us all. And you must do this while keeping your heart and soul intact.”
 
   James turned back to his students.
 
   “You must overcome betrayals, loss, failures and heartbreak. You have to love everyone while trusting few. You have to grow up while remembering to keep your outlook on the world like a child. You have to change the world, and not allow it to break you first. I almost let that happen, you know. I was alive but I might as well have been dead. But now things have changed, and I want you to remember my words. That dream and purpose that lies within your heart and keeps you awake at night…go after it. Let it consume you and guide you. Don’t restrain it. Don’t let anyone hold you back from it. For it will grant you peace in life, and life in death.”
 
   The students weren’t sure what to say, and a few of them didn’t even understand his words. But they didn’t cast his words away. They considered them, and thought about them, and that was all James wanted. The seed had been planted. Perhaps the water and germination would come later. But in the meantime…
 
   “Class dismissed,” he said, clapping his hands together hard. “Let’s go! Master Orchid wishes to speak with me.”
 
   “Is that what I want?” Orchid commented as the students ran past her. She approached James, and took note of the smug look on his face. “What are you smiling about?”
 
   “You and Lakrymos have no power over me.”
 
   “We are stronger than you,” she said matter-of-factly, but James shrugged his shoulders.
 
   “And I care…why? I am in control of my destiny. The most you can do is kill me, and even then there’s no guarantee that I will stay that way forever. You’re a testament of that. Maybe my trip to Paradise will just be a temporary vacation before I come back here.”
 
   “You’re speaking foolishness,” Orchid spat, “and why the sudden change in demeanor. Give it a few more days and you were on track to hanging yourself.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter. I’ve had a lot to think about. And I’ve reached my conclusion.”
 
   “You know that you are always watched because of your lack of allegiance, don’t you? We know you went to the Allayan Order. What did they do? Give you a pep talk?”
 
   “All you need to know is that if you hurt anyone in this Kingdom, it will come back to haunt you. That I promise. Whatever we have going on between us, it stays there.”
 
   “You are in no position to be giving me orders,” she scoffed. “And no matter how much bravado you display, it doesn’t change the fact that it will leave you the moment I crack your spine.”
 
   “Come over here and try it,” he said low. He placed his hands to his side and waited. Orchid snickered and stayed where she was.
 
   “You may be weak, but I admire your fervency. It would serve us well in the battle against the Yama.”
 
   “Whoever they are.”
 
   “James, I didn’t come here to fight with you.” The moment she said his name, his eyebrows raised. She had never referred to him by his actual name. 
 
   “Then why are you here?”
 
   “I am taking a leap of faith right now,” she said, her face softening. “I need you to listen to what I have to say. I need you to ally yourself with me for once.”
 
   “Say your peace and we’ll go from there.”
 
   “What I’m about to say cannot be repeated to anyone.”
 
   “I’ll be the judge of that,” James replied. He stayed on edge, waiting for Orchid to say something that was designed solely for distraction. He knew that she was one to slink in the shadows, so deception would surely be one of her primary weapons.
 
   “Lakrymos is dead,” she said, and James lost his guard. His muscles slacked and his mouth dropped opened as she shook her head. There was no smile or movement toward him on her part. Just sorrow. “Bastion killed him.”
 
   The second piece of news shocked him even more than the first. Bastion? How was that possible? He knew that the boy had great potential and he would surpass Lakrymos someday, but so soon?
 
   “How?” James asked, tensing up again. 
 
   “I don’t know,” Orchid said. “I was so shocked that I didn’t ask him about the specifics. And then…I grew afraid he would attack me for inquiring, thinking that I was plotting against him.”
 
   “You have no idea? Then how do you know Lakrymos is dead?”
 
   “I felt his body and soul separating, his energy dropping to zero. And I was able to feel that Bastion was in the proximity. Bastion confirmed it through conversation the next day.”
 
   “Couldn’t he get another body?” James asked curiously. “Can’t Ephai make him another body?” 
 
   “That’s not how this works,” she said, rubbing her forearms. “And it doesn’t matter right now. We have to think of the future. Bastion plans on leaving Allay. He’s mentioned it in the presence of his friends. It’s only a matter of time before he does, and then Allay will be without their leaders. I need you to choose to stay here. I realize that if you found out Bastion left, you would leave also.”
 
   “I was planning on leaving today anyways, so I don’t know how this changes anything.”
 
   “I need you to change your mind and stay.”
 
   “Then tell me your weakness. How is it that you and Lakrymos were able to maintain your forms? I’m not going to believe for a second that Ephai is holding you two together. It doesn’t make sense, and besides, how would it benefit him?”
 
   “I’m not going to—”
 
   “You will!” James snapped. “Because it’s the only way I’m going to be able to trust you. Now tell me, before I feel like you’ve gotten too much time to come with a lie.”
 
   “There’s no guarantee that you’ll stay after I tell you.”
 
   “You’ll just have to trust me, like I would for you. If the Yama are really that dangerous, and you need me so bad, you’re going to have to tell me. Who knows? If I stay, I might be able to persuade Bastion to as well.”
 
   “Fine,” she said, closing her eyes and sighing. “The truth is that Ephai didn’t create our shells. He was merely used to fashion our entrance back on this continent. In reality, our bodies were created by the Delilah.”
 
   “Lakrymos mentioned them when he took my eidolon from my body.”
 
   “They live near the Yama, but they’re very secretive. The Delilah are crafty, but not strong, relying on strategy and tactical skills to help them in battle. The Yama destroy them whenever they can find them hiding, and their numbers are dwindling fast. After Thorn was killed and all the souls were freed, forced to go to Paradise or Oblivion, the Delilah saw it as an opportunity, to retrieve us and encase in shells before we were taken down below. They knew about the Sages’ great strength from their own secretive scouting missions, and when we had come up against the Yama in the past. They knew that if we were to fight the Yama in full force, we would win, ensuring our survival, and that of the Delilah as well. They need us. They need warriors to do the work that they cannot.”
 
   “Why did the Delilah pick you two specifically? And why not more?”
 
   “Lakrymos was already seen as a legendary warrior by the people of Allay, and so he was chosen for his reputation. He would be able to persuade the people easily. I was chosen because I was always a close friend of Lakrymos and I would be able to provide him support and steer him back on course if he ever went astray. We were sent to Allay to build an army for the Delilah, but it was more than that. Lakrymos and I agreed with the cause. We believed that if the Yama were able to annihilate the Delilah, it was only a matter of time before they came to our shores. From what I’ve seen and been told, they really are monsters.”
 
   “And why not more Sages? Why just the two of you?”
 
   “They had to act quickly in retrieving us. The souls were flying off in chaos, going to their respective final destinations. They had to make a snap decision. From what I’ve been told, they tried to coax a few more from the ‘Paradise’ side, but those particular souls only wanted rest. They had no more stake in this world. While we…we might be able to change our fate given more time with the living.”
 
   “And why couldn’t you tell us any of this before? Why the secrecy and the force?”
 
   “Because of Catherine,” Orchid said with disgust. “Because of you Sages. Once we arrived here and learned about your journey for the stones of the power, we knew that you wouldn’t be easily persuaded. Against the wishes of whole Kingdoms, you decided to carry out your quest with such force and lack of consideration that we knew that might was the only option. You all are too hardheaded to listen. You wouldn’t believe a word we said without seeing the Yama and Delilah in the flesh. And force worked. We just underestimated Bastion’s power. I didn’t think he could defeat Lakrymos so soon.”
 
   “So the plan is to make an army, fight the Yama when they arrive…and then what?”
 
   “I’ll go back to the Delilah,” Orchid said, studying James’ eyes. “There will be no need for me anymore.”
 
   “You think they’ll keep you alive? What’s your body made of anyways?”
 
   “I have no clue,” she said, examining her body. “I just know I was given a body that looked like my previous one. I don’t know how the Delilah were able to create or maintain it. It took three years before the process was even complete. We had to lay on these beds in a shell, as every part of us was slowly created.”
 
   “And Ephai? Where is he now?”
 
   “I don’t know. Like I said, he was only used to announce our arrival.”
 
   “That’s an interesting story.”
 
   “It’s the truth.”
 
   “It very well could be,” James sighed. “But it might not, and if it isn’t, then you’ll be making an army for another reason. For what, I have no idea. Perhaps you’re the one that’s trying to take over the Kingdoms in this land.”
 
   “If that’s the plan, I’m doing a horrible job.”
 
   “Prove the Yama exist,” he said flatly, and Orchid snickered.
 
   “Gladly,” she said, waving her hand forward. “I can show you since I’ve seen them myself.” Suddenly a Yama appeared before James, crouching low. James was startled by its unnerving appearance. Its large oval eyes and practically non-existent lips. It was thin and tall, nearly reaching James’ chest in height, even while in a crouching position. It stared at him thoughtfully as James thought about whether to release his eidolon or not. Sensing no danger, he turned his gaze to Orchid.
 
   “A manifestation,” he breathed, relieved the moment the words came out his mouth.
 
   “I’m probably missing a few important details,” she groaned. “But this is the gist. I’ve been sparring with them.”
 
   “Sparring with manifestations?” James scoffed. “You’ll always be stronger, since they are really a part of you. How could you fight it knowing that? You’ll never improve in strength.”
 
   “That’s true, but what are my other options? Lakrymos had a Kingdom to run and now he’s dead. I can’t fight you or Bastion because you’ll exploit my weaknesses. All I can do is spar by myself. I could create the likeness of other Allayans or Quietus or whatever else I deem fit, but by using Yama, it reminds me of what is at stake. It keeps me focused. Even if you decide not to help your Kingdom, remember these faces. Once you see one, you’ll know that there are not many behind. The invasion will have begun.”
 
   “I’ll keep that in mind.”
 
   “So,” Orchid said, making the Yama manifestation disappear. “What have you decided?”
 
   “I’m leaving.”
 
   “Even after I’ve told you the truth?”
 
   “I have no clue what’s truth and what’s not. All I can think about is how you and Lakrymos attacked us. Perhaps in time I’ll be able to get over that, but for now, I think this is all a trick. Sorry, but I quit. I won’t try to persuade Bastion one way or the other. He has to make up his own mind, but I won’t be around.”
 
   “But he won’t stay, I’m sure of it.”
 
   “You never know,” James sighed. “Even though we’ve spent a lot of time together, I don’t have a clue to who he is. Just when I think I’ve gotten him figured out, he surprises me.”
 
   “What are you going to do? Go back to Catherine?”
 
   “That’s none of your concern. Good luck with the Yama.” James gave her a curt wave and walked forward, heading toward the door. Orchid put a hand out to stop him.
 
   “What are you going to do with the information I gave you?”
 
   “What does it matter?”
 
   “You can’t tell everyone. The Yama may have scouts on this land as we speak. If they overhear that we are preparing for them, the invasion will happen sooner than expected.”
 
   “You know,” James sighed. “I don’t deal with invisible threats and enemies.”
 
   “Right, because Zen-echelon was none of those.”
 
   “I’m leaving now.”
 
   “No!” Orchid shouted, her black robe pouring over her like a waterfall and then solidifying once she was covered from her shoulders to her feet. “You have to stay! I won’t accept no for an answer!”
 
   James didn’t respond with words. The room shuddered, as if a giant had picked up the school and shook it, then Orchid’s vision went black for a moment. In the next second, she was inside a room, and it was filthy. A child sized bed with blankets that had been stained by sweat and dirt was in the far right corner, by a window that was so small that a child wouldn’t even be able to fit through it. The room itself was only big enough to handle about thirty people standing. Rotten food and long worn out clothes surrounded her feet. She glanced behind her and James was there, giving her the saddest look she had seen in her life. His shoulders were slouched forward, and his eyes were tired and worn. He hadn’t been that way a few seconds ago so what caused the exhaustion? The manifestation?
 
   “What is this place?” she asked with her hand at her side, ready to pull out her eidolon at a moment’s notice.
 
   “Isn’t it wonderful?” he chuckled, kicking at a pile of dirty laundry. Orchid wrinkled her nose and immediately pinched it with her right hand. She had been so overwhelmed by the sudden change in location that she hadn’t thought about the smell. She wondered how much of the stench she had breathed in already. Wait…how was she able to smell anything?
 
   “It’s disgusting,” she said through a nasally voice, and James laughed.
 
   “Yeah, but its home,” he said. “My living quarters for years, or at least a replica of it. I would have washed my clothes, but I never had the desire or need to ask. I knew my father would give in as soon as the smell started seeping through the crack at the bottom of the door. He would come in like a militia and wash everything. Threw out the food I was done with. Scrubbed the walls. Made my bed occasionally. Washed the windows. There wasn’t much to do up here but eat and sleep, but I didn’t mind it. Funny enough, the more I slept the days away, the more tired I became. It was almost like my body was preparing itself for death. That final rest, you know?”
 
   “Why did you bring me here?” Orchid demanded, keeping her voice low and cautious.
 
   “Because I’m trying to prove a point. We don’t have to fight because I already know the outcome.”
 
   “That confident?”
 
   “No, it’s just the outcome will be the same. You don’t get what you want. I was here for Bastion, but I see that even that was a mistake. So now, I’m living on my own terms. I’m finally free to do what I please, and what I want is to go back to Catherine and spend the rest of my days holding her in my arms. It’s that simple. I won’t stay because it will be a prison. We could fight, and you might win. But even then, I’m still free, and you still don’t have me. Even if you break me down, there’s no guarantee you’ll get the help you need and I might actually be a hindrance to your mission. There’s nothing you can do to change what’s about to happen. I refuse to be trapped in a cage anymore. I’ve already done it most of my life.”
 
   “How could you get used to such disgusting conditions?”
 
   “You don’t. You just live with it. It’s either that or face what you’ve become. Dealing with the filth that surrounds you is a lot easier most of the time.”
 
   “I know what you mean,” she said, facing James. “But all of this sentiment doesn’t change a thing. I need you here.”
 
   “I didn’t think it would change your mind. But it was worth a try.” James shrugged his shoulders and the manifestation disappeared, bringing them back to the training room. To his surprise, Orchid didn’t lunge at him. She just stood there, fuming. James chuckled and began backing away slowly. Orchid remained where he stood until he reached the exit, and the only thing that came from her as he turned into the hallway was one word:
 
   “Fool.”
 
  
 
  



Chapter 14 – Days Gone By
 
   “Finally I’ve caught up to you,” James said as he walked across the meadow, heading toward the castle. Bastion was near its entrance, knowing that it would be a private location, considering that Lakrymos wasn’t seeing anyone at the moment. 
 
   “Caught up? I’m the one that called this meeting.”
 
   “Using the student body as your messengers? That’s an interesting way to go about it.”
 
   “It would get the job done faster,” he laughed. “Besides, I wanted to meet with you quickly.”
 
   “Same,” James said solemnly. “I want you to know that I’m leaving Allay.”
 
   “Funny, I was going to say the same thing. I’m leaving tonight with a couple of my friends. We could all go together if you want.”
 
   “No, I’m going right now,” James said with a smirk. “I just wanted to speak with you one last time. To let you know that I’m sorry for not being the mentor you needed. I had little to teach you from the very beginning, but I tried the best I could with what I knew. Still, I do have one suggestion for you.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “You’re very powerful, and it has to be for a reason. Orchid told me how you killed Lakrymos. I could hardly believe it when she told me, but I knew it was always a possibility. I don’t know how you’re going to change this world, but change it you will. Of that, I’m sure.”
 
   “I’m not some messiah,” Bastion scowled. “I was born a freak. That’s it. I can be killed like the rest of you.”
 
   “I don’t know,” James mused. “From what I’ve seen, whenever you’ve received a life-inflicting wound, your body takes over for you. For whatever reason, you’re forbidden to die.”
 
   “That sounds ridiculous.”
 
   “Okay, but let’s say I’m right. Let’s say, you were designed to change the world, and you can’t die until your mission is complete. If death alludes you, what could stop you?”
 
   “Me,” Bastion said. “If I choose to stand still and do nothing.”
 
   “Don’t go off into the woods and live the simple life. You were designed for so much more.”
 
   “I guess that’s up to me, isn’t it?”
 
   “Well, I think that’s it,” James said, wincing at how badly he thought the conversation with Bastion went. “I’m heading out. Take care of yourself.”
 
   “You too,” Bastion said, shaking his head. He couldn’t say that he would miss James. There was a lot of things the Master Sage did that annoyed him, but he knew that they were still on the same side, whatever that was. They would surely meet again. Most likely side by side on the battlefield. 
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   “This is far enough,” Catherine said. Marie, Talia and Zhou stopped behind her. Marie was breathing heavily but otherwise, no other sounds permeated the atmosphere. Marie clutched her chest.
 
   “Oh my,” she gasped. “You Allayans run fast. Are we stopping here for the night?”
 
   “We’re right in the middle of Languor and Prattle,” Catherine said, looking up at the trees. The sunlight had already been attempting to break through the forest canopy, but it was as if the trees had grown more leaves and branches toward the top than before. Where the canopy had once been open and inviting to the sun’s rays, it was now tight and enclosed like a dome. It unnerved her.
 
   “Why do you keep looking up?” Marie asked. Talia craned her neck upwards.
 
   “Because of the Quietus,” Talia said matter-of-factly. “In a sense, this is their land now, and we’re not on good terms with them at the moment. While we can stay here for an hour or two, we shouldn’t sleep until we reach Languor.”
 
   “Do they have comfortable beds in Languor?”
 
   “The best,” Talia laughed. “It’s a tourist’s paradise.”
 
   “Then let’s keep running,” Marie chuckled, standing up straight and then bouncing from one foot to the other. “I think I’ve caught my second wind.”
 
   “Are you okay, Catherine?” Zhou asked her. Catherine let out a huge sigh and then sat in the dead leaves beneath her, crossing her legs and bowing her head. Zhou placed a concerned hand on her back.
 
   “I’ll be okay,” Catherine said. “It’s just that I’ve forgotten how much stress carrying a stone puts on the body. I’m no longer used to its weight.”
 
   “What are we going to do with it?”
 
   “I want to talk to it as soon as possible,” Catherine said. “And ideally, before we reach Languor.”
 
   “It will be difficult to keep it a secret from Zain.”
 
   “I have no intention of doing so.”
 
   “It would be unwise to give it to him,” Marie warned, but Catherine turned her head and gave her a weak smile.
 
   “I won’t,” she said. “But Languor is the only Kingdom we’re still on good terms with, and if Zain believes that he will get the stone at some point, then all the better for us. We’ll be able to hide there under his protection while we figure things out.”
 
   “Zain is unstable,” Talia replied. “He might try to take it by force.”
 
   “Then we will fight back,” Catherine sighed. “I’ve been in worse situations.”
 
   “You should talk to the stone now,” Zhou said. “We can keep watch.”
 
   “You’re right,” Catherine said, folding her hands together. “If you sense anyone at all, get my attention. It might take me a moment to get out of my trance so don’t do it last minute.”
 
   “Will do,” Talia said, unsheathing her eidolon. Zhou followed suit as Marie shook her head.
 
   “And I suppose I’m to count the leaves on the branches,” she replied. Talia laughed and patted her on the back.
 
   “You could release your eidolon too,” Talia said and Marie scoffed.
 
   “And become a barbarian?” she said, winking at Talia. “I wouldn’t think of it.”
 
   “Shhhhh,” Catherine said, placing the palms of her hands on the side of her head. “I’m starting.” She concentrated on the stone pulsing by her heart, and then she imagined that they were in a room of pitch black, with only her and the stone visible, glowing as if they were washed in light. Catherine cleared her throat and watched the stone hover in the darkness for a moment. She wasn’t sure if their conversation would be fruitful, but she wouldn’t have many chances to try.
 
   “Last time we spoke,” Catherine began. “You said you weren’t a stone. May I have your name?” There was silence, so Catherine cleared her throat again and tried something else. “When we get to Languor, I won’t have the opportunity to talk to you like this. Not at first. I was wondering if we might be able to speak before we get there.”
 
   There was silence once more, but just as Catherine was about to speak again, the stone hummed, and she felt a whisper in her ear.
 
   “You want answers, but what do I get?” The question as well as the voice threw her off guard. She blinked rapidly as she tried to find the words to say. When she began stammering, the voice spoke again, and this time at a higher volume. “I like how you ruined your friendship with Tyuin for me. That won’t get you answers though.”
 
   “What do you want?” Catherine found herself saying.
 
   “Something from you.”
 
   “My…my life?” she asked, knowing the answer.
 
   “That is one thing. There is one more.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “You can blacken your heart.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “Blacken your heart or give me life. That is all.”
 
   “But why? I don’t understand. What does that do for you?”
 
   “Choose one for answers.”
 
   “What’s your name?” she asked.
 
   “Choose one for answers,” the stone said adamantly. Catherine swallowed and then bit her lip, mulling over the choices, though for her, there was really only one.
 
   “I will give you some of my life.”
 
   “A week a question. A week of your life per question.”
 
   “That’s a lot of time!”
 
   “You have some time left. You have weeks to spare.”
 
   “How much time?” she asked.
 
   “Choose for answers,” it said again.
 
   “Fine. One week per question.”
 
   “For big questions, one year.”
 
   “That’s not fair!”
 
   “You are the one who wants answers. I have them. You have no answers for me. I already know. Sacrifice and gain knowledge, or don’t and remain ignorant.”
 
   “But why can’t we—”
 
   “Choose for ANSWERS!”
 
   “One week per question,” she said. “From this point forward. I expect real answers to my questions.”
 
   “Don’t condescend me, former Queen of Allay. There is no fear. I want this.”
 
   “Do the Yama exist?” she asked.
 
   “Yes,” the stone replied, and Catherine cringed as she felt her heart skip a beat. It felt like her chest had begun to swell and her breathing suddenly became erratic. When she looked back at the stone, she saw that it was glowing more radiant than before. The aura surrounding it also increased in width.
 
   “What do they want?” she asked, trying to choose her words carefully.
 
   “They want your destruction. You have all gone beyond their expectations. They were sure that you would all implode by now, but through violence, you have also found a common hobby. You will kill each other mercilessly, but not to the point of extinction. It is thought this is because you simply want to kill more as a people so you allow the population to grow to continue your past time. This cannot be. You must be extinct.”
 
   “We were almost extinct,” she said, cringing again under the ache in her chest. “Thorn nearly wiped us all out.”
 
   “I will count your statement as a question,” the stone replied, as Catherine’s heart skipped another beat. “Thorn was an anomaly in your culture. He was far greedier and more bloodthirsty than the Yama imagined. His actions did tell us some things however. One, that your people are capable of power that exceeded the Yama’s expectations, and two, you must be annihilated before you reach your full potential.”
 
   “Us?” Catherine said, breathing in methodically. “You said us. What does that mean?”
 
   “The stones of power are created by the Yama,” the stone said as Catherine folded her arms across her chest. “Each and every one. Like your eidolon is a weapon for you. We are a weapon for the Yama, though we are not part of their souls.”
 
   “Tell me how the stones are used against us,” she said, closing her eyes.
 
   “One more week,” the stone said, and then it continued. “After the great calamity of long ago, and after the land was divided into two halves, it was thought by the Yama that one day the people on your land would come over to destroy them. Considering your past, and considering that there were four races on your land while there were only two on the other. The stones were created to divide your people before you were truly united. There were two ‘sets’ before Thorn, with only one stone in each set, but the Kingdoms that found them—Prattle and Quietus respectively—destroyed themselves with infighting before they could be used on a mass scale. That was when five were created. One for each established Kingdom, and a fifth for all to fight over. Thorn found all of the stones and used them as they were intended, but it was discovered that not only was this set of stones far too strong, but your adaptability to the situation at hand was alarming. The Yama immediately began countermeasures.”
 
   “Why don’t you help me then? Let me use your power to fight against the Yama?”
 
   “I don’t choose sides,” the stone said as Catherine noticed she didn’t feel any pain after that question. “I was created by the Yama, but I’m neutral. I am tired of being used like a weapon or a tool, and not for who I am. You are no different than the Yama in that regard.”
 
   “That’s not true. I—”
 
   “Then why did you kill my brothers and sisters!” the stone shouted, the sound echoing far off in the distance of the dark room. “You suspected we were alive the moment my sister attached herself to your heart. But you didn’t investigate. You used. And then when you were done with her and the rest of my family, you destroyed them like broken ornaments. More of my siblings were born, and you killed them too. You do not care about me.”
 
   “I didn’t think,” Catherine responded. “I’m sorry. If I realized the full extent—”
 
   “It doesn’t matter!” the stone cried. “I don’t care anymore. Continue your questions.”
 
   “We should talk about—”
 
   “—CONTINUE YOUR QUESTIONS!” It screamed in her ear, causing her to cry out in pain. She covered her ears instinctively, and waited for the ringing to stop. 
 
   “Do you require people to give you their life so that you can live?” she whispered.
 
   “That’s not what you want to ask.”
 
   “But I did anyways,” she said, looking at the stone intensely. “Take a week of my life and answer me,” she said gently.
 
   “I will answer this for free,” it said. “But do not think this will become the norm.”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   “The stones are designed for division, and to ensure that we complete that mission, we are given a composition that encourages it. We are created to survive for centuries. We are given an expiration date, but we don’t know when that day is. And that day is all we live for. The day when we can finally be at peace and be rid of our status as a weapon and a tool. Sadly, if we are destroyed, the clock resets. The Yama retrieve what is left of us and rebuild us for a later time, putting us in a long assembly line, filled with our siblings, just waiting to be used for future destruction.”
 
   “So that’s why you got angry with me…I forced your siblings to reset.”
 
   “Yes. Destroying us is one of the worst things that can be done, yet keeping us around can be just as horrible. No good can come from us. We have to live with that every day, and it takes its toll on who we are. When we attach to one’s heart, there are two choices: blacken the heart or give us their life. Each option helps us so we have incentive in helping others to use our power. When a host blackens their soul for our use, it dulls our memories and senses. We literally start becoming a stone, and that makes our job easier. Eventually we hit a point when we are no longer aware of what’s going on, and for many of us, that is our fantasy and wish.”
 
   “And giving life?” Catherine asked, afraid of the answer. She noticed that talking about the stone’s plight didn’t warrant anymore loss of her life, but that’s not why she asked. She was genuinely concerned, and a little afraid by what she was hearing.
 
   “Giving life takes away years from our life expectancy.”
 
   “What?” Catherine said in shock. “But why?”
 
   “We want to die,” the stone said, and suddenly, a young boy with ragged clothes and dirty blonde hair stood before her. He was as tall as she was kneeling, and he couldn’t have been no more than ten in appearance. She stared at him in surprise, watching as he bowed his head and continued speaking. “The Yama knows we want to die. By being used, we get a step closer to that wish. Your soul is toxic to us. For every year we gain, it’s a year off of ours, and so we don’t mind being used over and over. We live for it.”
 
   “That’s horrible,” Catherine said, feeling her face flushing. Her eyes began to water as she reached out and grabbed the boy’s mud caked hand. He took it, and raised his head. His eyes were a lightning blue, and they were filled with wonders that took her breath away. Foreign lands and exotic creatures flashed across his pupils, and then they turned back to a solid lightning blue, staring back at her with such intensity that she had to look away.
 
   “The Yama will destroy you all,” he said nonchalantly. “I have seen your capabilities and assessed your power. They are coming, and you will see firsthand that there is nothing you can do.”
 
   “I can’t give up,” she said. “The Yama fear us. That means there is a reason to be afraid.”
 
   “There is nothing you can do,” he said again, and Catherine shook her head.
 
   “What if I used you?”
 
   “It would make no difference. I would live past you. And besides, I have to remain neutral or else they will make my siblings suffer. They will know if I have betrayed them.”
 
   “And you haven’t now?”
 
   “No,” he replied, and suddenly Catherine shrieked in pain. The boy watched with no emotion as she withered on the floor, screaming for the pain to stop and foaming at the mouth. “I’m sorry,” he said. “But I can’t let any question go without payment. I lost myself for a moment. I didn’t want you to feel it all at once like that.”
 
   Catherine began crying as she clawed at the floor. She could barely concentrate on the boy’s words. 
 
   “I can’t tell you my name because the Yama will know I betrayed them if you say it aloud in the outside world. And from this moment on, I think I will remain silent. You impress me, Catherine. I never thought you could get me to feel like that again. But it’s dangerous for both of us. Still, I’ll be rooting for you. Maybe the moment before you die, I’ll bring you back here, and I can at least give you a hug good-bye. That would be nice I think.”
 
   The dark room was engulfed in light, and Catherine found herself back in the forest, flailing at Zhou and Talia as they struggled to calm her down. Zhou pinned her arms down while Talia got her legs. Marie walked behind the former Queen and placed her hands on the top of her head. She began to sing a lullaby softly over her as Catherine slowly calmed down. Once her body ceased thrashing, and the agony in her chest subsided, her thoughts and emotions came flooding through like a dam that had been destroyed all at once. The grief overwhelmed her. For the stone by her heart, the weeks she had lost, the fact that the Yama existed, and the horrible notion that they were truly coming to destroy them all.
 
   “I can’t,” she sobbed, closing her eyes. Marie helped her up to a sitting position as Catherine covered her face with her hands. “I can’t do this anymore,” she said again, crying into her palms, when two hands wrapped around hers and parted them.
 
   “Can’t do what?” he asked, and in an instant, her sorrows were wiped away. She leapt into James’ arms with a speed that threw them all off guard, and she kissed him so hard that they both fell backwards into the dirt. James tried to laugh but her lips were pressed against his too tight. They parted and he began to speak when she kissed him again. He waited. Tried to talk once more and she cut him off with another kiss. And another. And another. Until she had covered every inch of his face. She pressed her body against his and wrapped her arms around the back of his neck, forcing him to kiss her even harder. She giggled and laughed and cried to the point that she got giddy. And James simply smiled, and accepted it all. 
 
   It was good to be home.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 15 – Dark Clouds, High Sun
 
   “Hey there,” Daisy said as she appeared from behind one of the trees at the forest’s edge. In the darkness it was nearly impossible to differentiate between each one and it was just how Bastion liked it. Along with his black robe hanging off his shoulders, there was no way anyone would see them departing. 
 
   “I’m tired,” Bastion laughed through a yawn. “How are you doing?”
 
   “Okay,” she said, putting the knapsack in her hand onto the ground. “I guess I’m still trying to wrap my head around everything. I can’t believe we’re leaving.” It wasn’t what Bastion was referring to when he asked if she was okay, but he left it at that. 
 
   “Where’s Kent? Out of the three of us he would be the one that come early.”
 
   “Not sure. Think he had some trinkets he wanted to keep back at the dorms…any sign of Mason and his bodyguards?”
 
   “None,” Bastion said. “But I wouldn’t stay here past morning.”
 
   “I know,” she said, and he stepped in front of her. He tried to decide whether to give her a hug or not but, she gave no indication one way or the other. She stared at him like he was a wall. He opted for the hug and gave her a tight squeeze. She didn’t reciprocate, and suddenly he felt silly, breaking the embrace and casting his gaze to the sky.
 
   “Are you sure you want to do this?” he asked her.
 
   “I have nothing left,” she said, and he forewent all conversation after that. They waited patiently for Kent to arrive, watching the moon drift across the sky lazily. Insects began biting at their exposed skin, and after an hour had gone by, Bastion was beginning to get restless. He glanced over at Daisy, and she was biting her lip, a concerned look all over her countenance.
 
   “Let’s check the dorms,” she said, and Bastion agreed quickly, picking up both of their knapsacks and carrying them forward. They walked into the courtyard casually, as if they had just been wasting time in the village, when they suddenly stopped in their tracks. At the entrance to the Sage Academy was a mob. 
 
   The Order of the Allayans.
 
   Seeker stood in the middle of the crowd, his head raised high and his nose in the air as the other Order members around him stared at the two young Sages with murderous intent. Bastion dropped the knapsacks onto the gravel and sighed. He looked over at Daisy and she was shaking her head. He knew what she was thinking. That they were both tired. 
 
   One of the Order members pulled a standard-issued steel sword out from under his robe and several others followed suit. Seeker maintained his gaze of superiority.
 
   “Excuse me,” Bastion said. “But we have to get inside of the school.”
 
   “Oh, do you?” Seeker asked. “Well, you’ll have to get past all of us to get by. We’re quite content where we’re standing.”
 
   “You could all move,” Bastion replied low.
 
   “Yes, we could all move, if we were all here. We are all here, aren’t we?”
 
   Bastion scanned the crowd. Of course, Mason and his bodyguards weren’t there, but he did notice that some of the more respectable members of the Order had decided to opt out of the raging mob.
 
   “You’re missing a few Order members,” Bastion said coolly. “The Order Master himself isn’t even here.”
 
   “You know what I meant, you pile of Quietus stool. Where is the young Master? Where is MASON?!”
 
   “I don’t keep tabs on him. We’re not exactly friends.”
 
   “Yes, I know,” Seeker said with a smile. “But it seems that you don’t even keep tabs over your real friends either. That’s why I have to ask you questions. You do know what questions are, don’t you?”
 
   “What do you mean?” Daisy yelled at them. “Where’s Kent?”
 
   “Oh, him,” Seeker said, snapping his fingers. The crowd shuffled around in the back and then Kent was thrust to the ground in front of them. His face skidded against the gravel and Daisy rushed to his side. She lifted his face and examined it. There was blood coming from his eyes.
 
   “What did you do?!” she screamed as Bastion clenched his fists. Seeker nodded toward the mob and they lunged at Daisy. But Bastion was already at her side. With his eidolon unsheathed and the width expanded like a plank, he kept the entire mob at bay. From behind the bright blue glowing Gladius, he scowled at Seeker. Seeker didn’t break away from their stare down.
 
   “He better be okay,” Bastion said, and Seeker scoffed.
 
   “He’s okay, but his eyes have seen better days.”
 
   “Kent,” Daisy whispered to the Langoran. “Talk to me.”
 
   “I’m tired of this,” he cried out. He turned to face her voice, but there were no eyes to meet hers. It was obvious that someone had blinded him with a sword, and then they had seared the wounds shut with fire. Bastion knew that even if Kent had begun the healing process immediately, there was no guarantee he would get his sight back. His friend was probably blinded for good.
 
   “Oh, no,” Daisy cried, clutching the sides of her face. “What did they do to you?”
 
   “An eye for an eye,” Seeker snapped. “Actually, not even. We’re missing whole bodies. And it’s your fault. Do you think we wouldn’t find out? That we wouldn’t come to you first? The bastard of Allay?”
 
   “I am Allayan,” Bastion said. “I was born here.”
 
   “Give us Mason!” Seeker shouted at him. “And we’ll only settle with the loss of your hands!”
 
   “I’m done,” Kent wept, crawling along the gravel and away from everyone. Daisy rushed to his side but he pushed her away. “Stop! Just leave me alone! Both of you! I never should have come to this awful place. You Allayans are insane. You can’t resolve anything without hurting somebody!” He climbed to his feet awkwardly and tried to face them but he ended up yelling at one of the pillars on the side. “I want nothing to do with you! Any of you!”
 
   “Kent, I’m sorry,” Bastion said, craning his neck back to look at his friend. “I didn’t think that—”
 
   “SHUT UP!!!!” Kent screamed at him. “SHUT UP! SHUT UP! SHUT UP! You destroy everything you touch!”
 
   “Kent, stop this,” Daisy pleaded with him, but Kent growled at her, his muscles expanding as he began huffing.
 
   “I’m blind,” he said flatly, his voice barely audible. “Don’t you get it,” he sobbed. “I’m blind. What do you want me to stop exactly? Huh? What…never mind. Get away from me. Don’t come after me.”
 
   “Kent!” Bastion shouted as the Langoran began stumbling toward the courtyard exit. “You can’t go out there by yourself! Kent!”
 
   “He doesn’t belong here anyways,” Seeker said with a smug look. “Good riddance.”
 
   Bastion willed his eidolon to transform back to normal shape and then he slashed it across Seeker’s face. Seeker howled as he staggered back into the crowd, clutching his right cheek. The other Order members leapt at Bastion with their swords, but the young Sage welcomed the assault. Using only the surface of his blade he smacked each of them across the face one by one, using the sharp side only to break theirs at the appropriate moment. They tried to overwhelm him, to jump on top of him and claw at his feet, but he dodged it all with such precision and finesse that Daisy didn’t even bother getting involved. 
 
   Bastion stepped on fallen bodies, leapt in the air, wrapped his hands around necks and spun around to kick others in the face. He would dodge a swipe of someone’s sword and the attacker’s blade would end up slicing into a comrade. Bastion grit his teeth and kicked and punched and smacked, using only a little of his strength and just enjoying the thrill of it all. 
 
   He would make them suffer for what they did to Kent. 
 
   One wound at a time. 
 
   Until he got bored. Then the cutting would begin.
 
   The cutting began. 
 
   Transforming his Gladius into a dagger, he began the torture. One nick at a time per person. After they received their nick, he would move on to the next, letting the last victim wince and groan over the pain that was screaming from their open cut. Seeker tried to run away but Bastion ran over to the future Order Master and knocked him out with a swift punch to his left cheek. Then he continued his work. One person at a time. One nick at a time. Once his rotation was done, he started over, applying the second nick, and so on and so on. Eventually the Order members caught on. They began running away to avoid Bastion, knowing they were next in line or soon to come. Bastion would chase them down in the courtyard, nick them, punch them in the gut to immobilize them, and then drag them back to where the others were.
 
   Daisy couldn’t watch. But she couldn’t leave either. Because she knew that she might have to step in if Bastion went too far. She didn’t think she would be able to stop him if he wanted to keep going, but she could try. If not for the Order members, but for the soul of her friend.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
 
   “I can’t believe you’re here,” she sighed, laying her head onto James’ chest. They sat up against a tree stump as Zhou, Talia and Marie stood away from them in the distance, giving them some privacy. 
 
   “Thought I was dead, didn’t you?”
 
   “It crossed my mind,” she laughed, craning her neck upward to kiss his chin. “But in all seriousness, what are you doing here?”
 
   “Lakrymos is dead,” he said flatly, and she sat up in shock.
 
   “How?!”
 
   “Bastion killed him. Orchid’s losing her mind over there. She’s worried they lost a great warrior in the imaginary battle against the Yama.”
 
   “About that…I got confirmation that the Yama are real.”
 
   “From who?”
 
   “Here,” she said, tapping her chest with her fist. “We took the stone from Prattle and I have it within me right now. It’s alive, James, and there’s so much to tell—”
 
   “You have another one of those things inside of you?!” he sat up straight and stared at her in horror. “And what did you have to do to get that confirmation? You didn’t…”
 
   “I did,” she whispered. “I’m sorry. I had to.”
 
   “Catherine…” he groaned, lifting his head up to the sky. “You can’t do that. How am I going to live on if you’re gone? What will I do?”
 
   “I had to do it, James,” she said adamantly. “So we wouldn’t do anything we’ll regret later. I don’t want to be the one that brought Allay to its destruction, and that’s exactly what would have happened if I hadn’t gotten the information. Now we can prepare.”
 
   “Orchid showed me what one looks like. I could probably manifest a version of them so we’ll know what they look like when they arrive.”
 
   “We have to get to Languor. Talk to Zain and explain to him the situation. We’ll need his help against any incoming attack.”
 
   “You think he’ll believe you?”
 
   “We have something to barter with,” she said happily, pointing to her heart again. “Of course, I have no intention of giving it to him, but he doesn’t know that.”
 
   “Goodness, you’re as bad as Arimus,” James laughed.
 
   “He is my father.”
 
   “I’m excited to see him. To see everyone. I know things don’t look well, but I’ve never been happier than where I am right now. Even against crazy odds, just knowing that I’m fighting next to you…it gives me strength that I can’t even fathom.”
 
   “I feel the same,” she said. Then she hugged him again and nuzzled against his neck. 
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   No one was killed, but Daisy was horrified all the same. It was as if Bastion couldn’t control himself anymore, like he was being led by someone else to perform the horrible acts she was witnessing. It didn’t matter what the Order members had done, there was no justification for the slow and methodical torture afflicted upon them. He didn’t kill them, but in her mind, he might as well have. Whether they ever returned to Allay or not, their faces would always be seared into her mind. Long after the cuts had closed and faded into scars, she wouldn’t be able to look at any of them without remembering this night. They were now linked forever, bound by the pain they either witnessed or experienced firsthand. 
 
   “That’s enough,” Bastion said aloud, long after Daisy thought it was. He wiped the blood from his eidolon onto the gravel as if it was a spaded shovel, and then he turned to her. He was still the same Bastion, but his eyes were distant. Perhaps he was in the middle of suppressing the memories he had just created—now that he was more aware of his actions. Daisy couldn’t look him in the eyes. Instead she turned her attention to the groaning and withering Order members, patting the wounds on their body, unsure of which cut took priority since they hurt all over. Bastion had left them conscious, and Daisy wasn’t sure if that was crueler than killing them or not. 
 
   “We have to find Kent,” he said, his eyes blinking rapidly. Daisy wanted to ask why Kent was such a concern of his now. Why not earlier? Before their friend wandered off into the woods to unknown dangers. Surely they could have ran. The Order wouldn’t have chased them into the forest, or at least she didn’t think so.
 
   But she didn’t say any of this.
 
   She just smiled, showing a bit of teeth, and then said to her friend:
 
   “He’s probably in a ditch somewhere, thinking he arrived in Languor.” Bastion laughed at the thought, and sighed in relief, believing that Daisy had not held anything against him. But she knew better than to call him out on what he had done. Someone capable of such horrors was best kept at a distance, entreating them until they either changed their ways or proved themselves so horrible she would have no choice but to escape. However, until that time came, there was a Langoran to find.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   The guards of Languor let them in without question, so there was no reason to believe that the news of what happened in Prattle had reached their doorstep. But once they came to the open courtyard, they knew that wasn’t true. 
 
   The citizens had either decided to avoid the incoming conflict or had been ordered to go to their homes by express order of the King. Whatever the case, Catherine and her group were about to find out quickly what had happened.
 
   Zain, Arimus, Shanelle and the other two Allayans that had left with them, Sway and Krave, were standing in the middle of the courtyard, shining like beacons between the polished stone beneath them and the gold buildings surrounding the perimeter. The morning sun blinded them, and they all shielded their faces. 
 
   Catherine, James, Talia, Zhou and Marie approached cautiously, unsure of what kind of welcome lay before them. Marie tapped Catherine’s shoulder and directed her attention to the rooftops. Langoran guards lay in wait, crouched low, but not enough to conceal their presence. They held large swords in their hands, with a bow and a quiver of arrows on their backs. Despite their already impressive size, they all wore full suits of armor, shielded from head to neck. Even from where they stood, Catherine could see that they were already panting from the heat. The former Queen of Allay turned her gaze to Zain who was smiling smugly.
 
   “This looks familiar,” Catherine said to him. He shrugged his shoulders.
 
   “It’s simply a precaution. I have no intention of fighting with you today. But I did hear about your little altercation in Prattle. So…you have the stone of power?”
 
   “Is that a rhetorical question?”
 
   “Yes it is,” he smiled wide. “And I take it you’re seeking refuge here in my wonderful Kingdom?”
 
   “I’m willing to share the stone with you,” Catherine lied. Zain clapped his hands together and the guards on top of the roofs backed away. The fact that they could no longer be easily seen was actually more disconcerting to Catherine.
 
   “Isn’t this something?” Zain laughed. “Enemies that have turned into the best of Allies. To think, I thought you liked Tyuin more than me.”
 
   “I do,” Catherine said, giving him a wink. “But you see the bigger picture.”
 
   “That I do,” he mused, waving to Arimus and the others. “Go. Greet your friends. Then we will head toward the castle. There is much to discuss.”
 
   Arimus was the first to step forward, running over to his daughter and giving her a bear hug that took her breath away. She giggled once she was able to, and then he let her down to gave James a hug in the same fashion. James laughed as his father-in-law let him down and patted him on the back.
 
   “It’s good to see you,” he said as the rest of the Allayans and Marie mingled with each other, introducing themselves to the new Prattlian and describing a few of the things they had experienced recently. Zain raised an eyebrow at seeing Marie.
 
   “Isn’t that a Prattlian?”
 
   “She is,” Catherine spoke up. “But she’s with me. She’s my advisor, and I can vouch for her. She actually betrayed Tyuin on my behalf.”
 
   “I seek new experiences,” Marie said, walking toward the King with her hair whipping back and forth like a broom across the ground. She boldly extended a hand out to him. He looked at it like it was a snake for a second, and then he grabbed it and shook it, laughing heartily.
 
   “I like her already,” Zain said, then his face fell. “But we will be keep close watch on you. If you show any sign of betrayal, we will kill you on the spot. No trial. Understand? If you plan on turning against us, it would be best if you head out now while you still have the strength in your legs.”
 
   “I understand,” she said, “and I have no intention of aligning with Prattle.”
 
   “Alright then,” he said, winking at her. “Then why don’t you begin telling me about Prattle while the Allayans spend some time together. I can show you the castle. You can tell me about Prattle’s defenses.”
 
   “And why would I do such a thing? Planning on attacking my homeland?”
 
   “What does it matter to you?”
 
   “I can tell you a few things,” she smiled slyly. “Though you may not like it. You’ll soon learn just how weak your Kingdom is compared to Prattle’s.”
 
   “Ooooo, yes,” Zain said, turning to Catherine. “She’s a keeper.” Zain extended an elbow toward Marie and she took his arm. They began walking off and talking as the Sages stayed behind.
 
   “How were you able to get out of Allay, James?” Arimus asked. “What is happening with Lakrymos? What is his rule like?”
 
   “There’s a lot to go over,” James laughed. “Let’s wait until we’re in the castle where everyone can be brought up to speed.”
 
   “I look forward to it,” Arimus laughed, putting his arms around the shoulders of James and Catherine. “Ashalynn is waiting there as well. She’ll be more than happy to see the two of you. Ah yes, the family is back together again.”
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 16 – Debrief
 
   “And so that’s what I’ve learned,” James finished, looking around the table for answers. They had retired to Zain’s dining hall, which was very different from the one that was back in Allay. The room was significantly smaller, as it only accommodated private dinner parties and guests, and the décor was much more lavish. The finest and softest carpet woven of silk. Chairs that were created out of gold but then topped with comfortable cushions for all in attendance to sit in. There was only one dining table, made of solid oak, but it extended from one end of the rectangular room to the other, and it was able to seat fifty people if need be. Zain and his guests chose the right side of the table to dine while they conducted their business. To maintain their privacy and sensitive information, Zain opted to cook for them all, though everyone had chipped in to help in the end.
 
   They had laughed and played, throwing food at each other and using their eidolons for all sorts of kitchen utensils and objects, but once they sat down, the food they had slaved so hard over was suddenly forgotten. There was business at hand, and once it was conducted, they knew that play time would become a cherished memory.
 
   “So who will take the throne once the people find out?” Zain asked. “That is, if you all aren’t planning on laying siege to the castle.”
 
   “I’m not sure if that’s a good idea,” Catherine sighed. “The people will think that we killed Lakrymos. Even if I became Queen again, nothing would get accomplished. Not to mention that the Allayan Order will have a field day trying to overthrow me.”
 
   “They have that much power?” Zain scoffed. “Why did you allow that?”
 
   “Immaturity,” she said sheepishly. Marie patted her shoulder from her right. 
 
   “Orchid is no doubt biding her time,” Marie said. “I don’t know her, but from how she sounds, she is one that will concoct a plan before she acts. She won’t do anything that could hurt her in the long run.”
 
   “If she waits too long, it will hurt her for sure,” Krave spoke up. The Sage was as large as a Langoran and his eidolon was nearly twice his size. Still, he had a soft spoken voice that was so off-putting that whenever he spoke, everyone gave him their attention. “Can’t we try telling the people the truth? About everything?”
 
   “We’ve gone that route before,” Catherine sighed. “Didn’t end well. What counts is that we have the stone of power though.”
 
   “That’s what really disturbs me,” Zain said, shaking his head. “This thing is alive? Geez, who would have thought? And you’re sure you can trust it?”
 
   “I do,” Catherine said. “It’s hard to explain to those not holding it within them, but I can sense its feelings the same way it can sense mine. We’re intertwined. I know it’s telling the truth when it says the Yama are real.”
 
   “From what it sounds like, a counterstrike is out of the question,” Marie said. “It looks like we’re on the defense when they arrive.”
 
   “I hate being on the defense,” Zain muttered.
 
   “So do you think Lakrymos and Orchid were telling the truth?” Sway sighed. “Do you think they will arrive in less than a year?” Sway bowed his head at the thought. His dreadlocks covering up the anguish on his face. He had not been a Sage for long, but while he showed concern and anxiety in lieu of battle, once the fighting actually started, all emotion was cast aside, and the job was done. Already he had broken up many fights among the Langorans within their Kingdom. Many resented him for his fiery spirit and desire for peace, but secretly they respected him. Shanelle, who had thought him to be annoying at first, had found a newfound love for the young Sage, and the two had begun a romance not long after their arrival in Languor. 
 
   “We can assume,” Catherine said. “But honestly, we should prepare for the invasion to happen at any second. We can’t be too careful about this. We know next to nothing about the Yama.”
 
   “Can’t you get more information from the stone?” Zain groaned. 
 
   “I already told you. He wants to remain neutral.”
 
   “Oh c’mon. Just give him some years of your life. He’ll talk then.”
 
   “Out of the question,” James growled from a few seats down. Zain threw up his hands in defense as Arimus chuckled to himself. 
 
   “The important thing is to ensure that the Kingdoms are aligned with each other,” Arimus said. “The last thing we need is for the Yama to divide us even further. It’s not inconceivable that they could appeal to anyone of us as allies. They could offer great technology and knowledge to Prattle. Great gifts and new entertainment to Languor, power to Allay in their time of need…even the Quietus are desperate for relief and I am certain they would cherish another call for battle. We need to do damage control and ensure that we are all unwavering in our commitment to one another.”
 
   “I agree,” James said. “I can talk to Orchid about Allay. I’m sure we can work out some kind of deal to get the Kingdom on board for the greater good. No one fears the Yama like she does.”
 
   “The Quietus will be harder,” Sway said. “I’ve tried to befriend them on many occasions but they want nothing to do with the Allayans, especially after they lost their leader.”
 
   “Once again…Bastion comes up,” Arimus sighed. “Hakin. Lakrymos. He is certainly making a name for himself with these kills.”
 
   “Like I said, it wasn’t his fault entirely,” James said. “We either carried out the mission or faced Lakrymos’ wrath.”
 
   “Do you have any idea what Bastion’s plans are?” Zain asked. “We could use someone like him on our side.”
 
   “All I know is that he’s leaving Allay. I’m not sure after that. I will say this though. I spent the most time with him out of all of you and even I don’t know where he stands. He’s a troubled teenager, and I don’t blame him with all he’s been through. Still, that kind of power inside of him…its bound to come out one way or the other, and it won’t be good for whoever’s around him when it does. I’ve seen him when he loses it. It’s like he blacks out and he can’t distinguish between ally or foe. Is that someone that we want with us?”
 
   “He’s a Sage,” Arimus said. “And I believe…that although he has done some questionable things, he’s not doing them without cause. Even in the situation with Hakin that you described, he understood why the mission had to be completed.”
 
   “I just don’t like how easily he did it,” James said. “That’s all. Even you weren’t that cold. There’s a difference between doing what you have to do and liking it while you do it.”
 
   “You think that he enjoys it deep down?”
 
   “I’m not sure we wouldn’t all be the same way though,” Catherine said. “After all the murders and torture he’s witnessed, wouldn’t we seek release? After holding in that pain for so long, wouldn’t we act out eventually?”
 
   “This conversation is trivial,” Zain scoffed. “Seriously. What does it matter how he feels? He killed Lakrymos. A warrior so great that his legend was heard even our Kingdom. We’re really going to consider not using this boy simply because he might find some satisfaction in his deeds? Please. I can tell you all right now. I find pleasure in killing. And yet,” he waved his hands across the table. “We are all friends.”
 
   “There’s a difference,” Krave said softly. “We can beat you.”
 
   “OH REALLY?” Zain shouted, standing up abruptly from the table. “IS THAT IT? THEN I CHALLENGE YOU TO—”
 
   “Zain, calm down,” Catherine giggled. “That’s not the only reason. We understand that violence for sport is a part of your culture and death comes as a result. We get that. But Krave does have a point too. Collectively, we could beat you in a fair fight. Bastion…I get the feeling that he could level a Kingdom if he wanted to. All by himself.”
 
   “I’ll let this slide,” Zain said, pointing to them all one by one. “This time. But only because we have more business to settle. And from what I’m hearing, a portion of it has been decided. We’re not to use this Bastion. Am I right?”
 
   “He might fight alongside us,” James said. “But we won’t try to recruit him.”
 
   “Fine,” Zain said, rolling his eyes. “What’s next? How do we get Tyuin to stop sulking?”
 
   “Pure logic,” Marie said. “Plain and simple reasoning. Offer him a chance to join us in order to save his Kingdom. If he refuses, let him be and we will start building fortresses and defenses. When the Yama are here, go back to him and he’ll fold, seeing that he is ill prepared.”
 
   “Did anyone else find what she said sexy?” Zain laughed as everyone gave him strange looks. “What? She’s like a cold-hearted killer. But with words. I like it.”
 
   “I’m just speaking as I normally would,” Marie said, blushing.
 
   “I’m going to call you Killer from now on.”
 
   “Please don’t.”
 
   “You single, Killer?”
 
   “NEXT!” Catherine exclaimed. James tried not to laugh. “What about the Quietus?”
 
   “What do you think, James,” Arimus asked him. “Do you think you’ll be able to talk with them in spite of what happened?”
 
   “I would have to blame Bastion for everything.”
 
   “Isn’t that close to the truth though? Weren’t you going to leave Hakin alive that night?”
 
   “I would like to think I was.”
 
   “That’s good enough for me. I think you should talk to them.”
 
   “I second that,” Marie said. “Everyone knows James is half-Quietus, and therefore his lineage gives him an in that none of us could even dream of having.”
 
   “Killer has spoken,” Zain said, giving her a wink. Marie folded her hands and stared at him with bored eyes. “And the stone?”
 
   “We can’t give it to just yet,” Catherine said carefully. “But as soon as the Yama are defeated, we will. Also, we’ll remain in Languor until this ordeal is over. You’ll know where the stone is at all times.”
 
   “Fine with me,” Zain said, still looking at Marie. “So I guess that’s it, isn’t it? We begin the preparations tomorrow. I’ll give an announcement to my people, letting them know that war has begun. I’m sure they’ll be excited. I expect all of you to help out where you can.”
 
   “We will,” Catherine said, nodding her head once, then she turned to the group as a whole. “Everyone enjoy the rest of your day, with what little of it there is. We have a lot to do.” The group began getting up from their seats and thinking about how to enjoy themselves for what may be the last time. Zain and Marie walked off together, and a slap was heard once they had left the room. One could only imagine what warranted the blow.
 
   Shanelle, Krave and Sway were talking excitedly among each other, and they soon left the room too, leaving James, Catherine and Arimus alone at the table. 
 
   “Well, you two have more catching up to do,” Arimus said, giving his daughter a kiss on the forehead. “And so do I. Ashalynn is waiting for me in my chambers.”
 
   “You’re terrible,” James said, shaking his head. “I swear, all you can do is think, breathe and dream Ashalynn.”
 
   “And you don’t for your Catherine?”
 
   “Got me there,” James laughed. Arimus gave him a playful punch to the chest, and then he strolled out the door, leaving the couple be.
 
   “I missed you,” Catherine whispered, throwing her arms around his neck. He kissed her and then held her around the waist. For a minute they embraced, taking in each other’s warmth and letting their heartbeats fall back into sync. James’ husky smell, the flowery fragrance coming from Catherine’s hair. The soft pillow-like feeling of her skin. The tight, hardened muscles of his. She found her hand moving across his chest and her eyes staring deep into his. He reached down and kissed her again, and when he tried to let go, she grabbed the back of his neck violently and pressed him further into her. 
 
   They forgot about the world around them. 
 
   James pulled away from the moment only for a second, in order to transport them away to their sanctuary. To their private beach, where they had spent so much of their free time together. As the waves of the ocean crashed against the rocks in the distance and lapped at the sand nearby, he let himself go again. 
 
   Lost in the ambience, they lost themselves.
 
   And in the process, they gained everything. 
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   “Where is he?” Bastion cried out as he leaned his back against a tree. “You don’t think he ran into the Quietus, do you?”
 
   “All I know is that we’ve been searching for hours,” Daisy sighed. “You really can’t sense him with your eidolon?”
 
   “No, he’s got to be too far away. Either that or he’s really hurt.”
 
   “He was already hurt pretty bad before he left. You think he fell asleep somewhere? There has to be a reason we can’t find him. Maybe he doesn’t want to be found…”
 
   “He wouldn’t ditch us.”
 
   “He already did, Bastion.” Bastion turned to her and examined her face. She was tired. There were bags under her eyes, and her hair was split all over the place. Her shoulders were slinking down and her breathing was erratic. Bastion sighed and put his head down.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m being inconsiderate.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “You…you lost your parents because of me. Kent lost his eyes…and now I’m forcing you to run around the woods, after all you’ve been through already.”
 
   “You’re not forcing me to do anything,” she said angrily, her brow furrowing. “Kent’s my friend too.”
 
   “I don’t even know if I should be here,” he said, looking at his hands. “I know Mason’s the one that did it…but it’s still because of me.”
 
   “We knew the risks when we became friends with you,” Daisy said, her face softening. “You’re going to have enemies. That’s a given. But if we can stick it out, we’ll get stronger. We’ll become the warriors that Sages are known for.”
 
   “I don’t know if I can take it.”
 
   “If you must know…” Daisy began. She rubbed the back of her neck and took a deep breath. “It’s not even what happened to Kent and my parents that disturbed me most. It’s…it’s what you did back there to the Order. I…I don’t like that person I saw.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “You don’t know what you did?”
 
   “I made them pay for what they did to us,” Bastion said, staring at Daisy. “I wasn’t going to kill them. Definitely not. But I had to make them remember that if they hurt others, there are consequences. I guarantee they’ll think twice next time.”
 
   “It’s not that they don’t deserve it. The problem is…the problem you’ve had from the beginning is that you can’t control yourself. It’s like you’re a pot of water, slowly coming to a boil, and now its spilling over the sides. Were you even aware of what you were doing back there?”
 
   “Kind of,” he said, with no emotion in his voice. Daisy fidgeted where she stood and rubbed her hands together. 
 
   “I don’t know how to feel about that.”
 
   “What should I have done?”
 
   “Run away.”
 
   “And what would that have taught them?”
 
   “Who says you have to teach people anything?”
 
   “I don’t know!” Bastion shouted in frustration. “But it seems like that’s what everyone is expecting! They think I’m the answer to all things. They act like I’m going to transform the world just because I’m a freak. I might be a mistake! Didn’t anyone think of that? Maybe instead of a third arm or two hearts, I was born with a massive pool of energy. How am I different from the rest of the world? What does everyone want? Tell me. Please tell me so I can do it. Because I’m sick of trying to figure it out for myself!” Bastion grit his teeth and punched the tree he had been leaning on, leaving a large hole in its side. He shut his eyes as tight as he could, but he couldn’t stop the tears from streaming down his face. He slammed his forehead against the tree and left it there, covering his mouth as he wept. Daisy wasn’t sure how to respond. She waited.
 
   “Lakrymos wanted me to be a god. James and Catherine wanted me to be a warrior. The Quietus saw me as a plaything and the whole world starts drooling the moment they see what I can do. They start thinking of ways they can use me for their own purposes and they never think about what I want. I don’t want much. You and Kent…you’re all I have. I have no other family and friends. And now Kent’s blind, and…and…you’re looking at me like one of them, and I can’t take it anymore. I’m done, Daisy. I’m done!”
 
   “What are you going to do?”
 
   “Not sure,” he said, wiping his nose on his sleeve. He sighed deeply and propelled himself off the tree lightly. He faced Daisy and refused to wipe the tear stains from his cheeks. “But we have to find Kent. And after we’re sure he’s okay, I’m going off alone.”
 
   “We’re in this together.”
 
   “Are we?” he asked. “Are you sure? Because no good will come of being with me. What have you learned since we’ve been friends? How in the world have you gotten stronger?”
 
   “Damn you,” she said, clenching her jaw tight. “How dare you say that to me?”
 
   “I didn’t mean how it sounded.”
 
   “Whatever, friend,” she sneered. “We were leaving Allay for you, or have you forgotten already? I had a home. Kent was doing fine. We made the choice to become your friends, knowing the risks, and you accepted. We became close, and now that things aren’t going the way you dreamed, you’re going to throw us in the trough? How dare you?”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Bastion said. “I just don’t want you to get hurt anymore.”
 
   “And if we stick with each other, we won’t. The only reason Mason was able to get to us was because we were separated. That won’t happen again.”
 
   “You’re right,” Bastion said with a smile.
 
   “Forget Mason and his lackeys. They’ll get theirs in time.”
 
   “True,” Bastion said, deep in thought. Suddenly, he reached out and hugged Daisy, catching her off guard. “Thank you,” he said into her ear. She snickered and then hugged him back. 
 
   “As long as you don’t try to kiss me,” she said back. He laughed and let her go.
 
   “What you saw back there…that won’t happen again. I promise. I guess I’m still learning how to deal with the power I have. I’ve already decided not to kill since the ordeal with Hakin. I don’t really think Lakrymos counts because I didn’t mean to. It got to the point of self-defense in a sense…but now I have to add torture to the list. I won’t hurt someone beyond what is necessary. Not anymore.”
 
   “Good,” Daisy said. “And make sure the whole not kissing me thing is also on that list.”
 
   “I might change your mind someday,” Bastion laughed, but she wasn’t smiling.
 
   “No chance.”
 
   “Aw, that’s cold,” he chuckled as he heard a cry in the distance. Daisy and Bastion craned their necks upwards and scanned the forest in front of them. They looked to each other and with a nod, they confirmed that they both heard the sound. Without a moment’s hesitation they began running toward the source. Bastion unsheathed his eidolon and donned his Sage robe as Daisy followed suit. 
 
   It only took them a few seconds to sprint to the location, in which two young Langorans were running toward them at full speed, and neither of them were Kent.
 
   “Whoa, stop!” Daisy shouted as one of the boys nearly ran into her. She grabbed his shoulders and tried to keep him still but he kept trying to wriggle out of her grip. The other boy continued running, leaving his friend behind. Bastion decided not to chase him down since they already had one of them.
 
   “What’s going on?” Bastion asked him as Daisy tried to maintain his focus by keeping her eyes level with his. “What are you running from?”
 
   “Monsters!” he yelped, trying to duck under Daisy. His head bumped into her stomach and then she forced him to stand back up again. Bastion reached out and held him in place by his forearms. 
 
   “Calm down,” Daisy said to him. “Calm down! Tell us what you’re talking about.”
 
   “The monsters. The monsters. They’re killing people.”
 
   “What do they look like?” 
 
   “No, I have to go,” he shouted, but this time when he tried to move, he couldn’t budge. Bastion and Daisy kept him still. 
 
   “Were they Quietus?” Bastion asked, but he shook his head no violently. 
 
   “No, not Quietus. I know Quietus. They were tall and ugly. Sharp teeth. They move so fast but strange. I’ve never seen them before. I have to go. Please!” He tried to head-butt Daisy in the face. She dodged it and backed off. Bastion let the Langoran go and he went sprinting off in the direction his friend had gone.
 
   “You know what that sounds like,” Daisy said softly. Bastion nodded and pointed his eidolon toward Languor. 
 
   “I don’t sense anything,” Bastion said. “Not that it means anything. I can barely sense any Langorans. We’re still so far away.”
 
   “You think the Yama are really here?”
 
   “Might not be an invasion, just a scout. But…we should probably check it out.”
 
   “What about Kent?”
 
   “He might be in Languor for all we know. We’ve sure checked out every part of this forest except where the Quietus frequent.”
 
   “Bastion…your hands.” Bastion looked down and saw his hands trembling. The grip on his eidolon loosened suddenly and his Gladius fell out of his hands, hitting the forest floor and disappearing on impact. Bastion gulped and faced Daisy. It felt like his heart was going to leap out of his chest. 
 
   “What’s wrong?” Daisy asked and he swallowed again, looking at the forest floor frantically.
 
   “I’m scared,” he said finally, facing her once more. “Daisy, I think I’m scared!”
 
   “Well, geez, don’t sound too excited.”
 
   “I…I’ve never been this afraid in my life. I don’t…I don’t know what to do.”
 
   “Do you still want to investigate?”
 
   “We have to,” Bastion said with a deep breath. “Kent could be in trouble. At the least, Languor might. We could save some people if it’s true. Isn’t that what we’re supposed to do?”
 
   “If this really is the Yama, they’ll be really strong. Especially if there’s more than one.”
 
   “We’ll stick together,” he said. “We can stop them.”
 
   “And if we do encounter one and fight it…what do we do at the end? What do we do with it?”
 
   “We’ll have to figure that out when the moment comes…but we have to do this.”
 
   “I know,” Daisy said with a weak smile. “Just making sure you were ready.”
 
   “Let’s go,” he said, and they began sprinting toward the Kingdom of Languor. It’s true that he was afraid, but the fear was also mixed in with excitement. The description sure sounded a lot like the Yama and if they had finally arrived, then his time had come. Not to achieve his destiny or to become a legendary warrior, but for all expectations of him to be over. 
 
   Whether he was able to defeat the Yama or died trying, his time as a weapon and a tool would be over. He could have a normal life. He could live on his own terms. And there’s nothing he wanted more. 
 
   Yes. They had to investigate. He wanted everything to be over as soon as possible.
 
  
 
  



Chapter 17 – Unraveled
 
   An explosion rocked the castle walls, shaking the very foundation. From their warm and secluded beach, James and Catherine felt the aftershock and they immediately jumped to their feet. James was shirtless, but he didn’t care for the clothes that laid in the sand. He closed his eyes and a white shirt wrapped tightly around his chest like armor. With another thought, his blazing hot white robe appeared over him. Catherine looked over at him in envy. When James glanced over at her, silently inquiring why she wasn’t activating her enhanced Sage abilities, she tapped her chest. He sighed and nodded in understanding. The stone was once again hindering her power. 
 
   The beach disappeared and they were back in the dining room. Arimus was just rushing in. 
 
   “Did you feel that?” he asked as Catherine adjusted her dress.
 
   “A little,” she said, slightly embarrassed. “What’s happening?”
 
   “We’re not sure,” Arimus said. “It came from the north side where the potential Enforcers are being trained. You think something went wrong?”
 
   “That was a pretty big explosion,” James said as Arimus noticed his son-in-law in full Sage form. Arimus nodded and donned his blue robe immediately.
 
   “Prattle?” Catherine wondered, but James shook his head. 
 
   “Doubtful,” he said as he unsheathed his eidolon and stretched it out toward the ceiling. He closed his eyes and concentrated for a moment. “There’s a couple dozen people out there that aren’t Langoran. Not sure what they are. They’re moving fast though. Shanelle would have a better understanding of their composition if we can get closer.”
 
   “Then closer we will get,” Arimus said. “Yama?”
 
   “I hope not,” Catherine whispered, pursing her lips. “I’m not ready for this.”
 
   “We have to be, my love,” James said, taking her hand and kissing it. “But at least we get to face whatever this is together.”
 
   “I can’t ask for more,” she said with a grin. Arimus laughed heartily and they headed out. 
 
   “You never know,” he said as they ran. “It might not be Yama at all. And besides, even if it is, how tough could a couple dozen of them be?”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Daisy and Bastion leapt halfway up the Kingdom wall and used their eidolons to slowly climb up the rest of the way. They would both stand on Daisy’s eidolon while Bastion would cast his into the wall further up. They would jump up to his, Daisy’s would disappear, and then she would do the throwing. It took a minute to get up the wall, but it was necessary to gain a good vantage point. They noticed that there were no guards at the grand entrance below, but there was no way they were going to stroll through the front door regardless. They might be slaughtered on sight by the Langorans themselves for trespassing. 
 
   “And done,” Daisy sighed as they reached the top. They crouched low and stuck their heads out over the small trench of stone. Their eyes went wide the moment they looked out. 
 
   There were Langorans being slaughtered down below, and it wasn’t by anyone the two young Sages were familiar with. The Langoran in the woods hadn’t been lying. His descriptions were true. There were what looked to be like Yama running around, chasing after their victims with such unnerving speed that Bastion’s breath caught in his throat. The Yama would quickly slice through a victim with their curvy swords and then they would slowly turn around, so slow it was like they hadn’t moved at all. But once they were facing the way they wanted to go, they would suddenly take off again, sprinting down the street and obliterating anyone and anything in their path. The screams and cries of men, women and children below pierced their ears and echoed across the sky. There were no fires and little destruction to the buildings themselves, but it was unmistakable that Languor was now under siege. 
 
   The Yama had arrived.
 
   And they weren’t taking prisoners.
 
   “What do we do?” Daisy cried, looking to Bastion for answers. She shook his arm and he blinked his eyes, coming out of his trance. From his count there were roughly twenty Yama, hardly enough to be considered an invasion, but it didn’t mean there weren’t more waiting in the shadows. He was worried about jumping down, taking out what was there and then finding himself ambushed by the real army, but at the same time, the longer he waited, the more the Langorans would suffer, and he didn’t want to see any more of that.
 
   “Let’s go,” Bastion said. “Try to stay close to me, but if you see someone that needs saving, do what you have to do. Don’t worry about me. I trust you.”
 
   “Don’t get killed down there,” she said, giving him a wink, and then she jumped first. Bastion followed right behind her and they both hit the ground running, heading toward the noises that begged them to stay away. The rusty and metallic smell of blood tainted the air and the shouts and cries were getting louder, yet they didn’t see a Yama right away. They ran past groups of Langorans, none of them looking back, none of them stopping to ask them questions. Bastion took a deep breath and pushed his legs further, taking the lead over Daisy, not to beat her to the battlefield, but to make sure that she was protected. 
 
   A Yama burst through the brick building from their right and into the stone street, nearly tackling Daisy to the ground. She had ducked at the right moment and the Yama went flying over her back. It did a tuck and roll and then it jumped to its feet and turned toward her as Bastion skidded to a halt. The Yama smiled as it slowly crept toward them, its feet sliding like ice skates across the stone. It smiled wide, baring its sharp teeth, and then it vanished. 
 
   Bastion’s Gladius clashed with the Yama’s blade, just as it was about to slice into Daisy’s forehead. Bastion pushed the Yama back and sped behind it but the Yama turned in sync and roundhouse kicked Bastion across the face. The Young Sage spiraled in the air but landed on his feet, just in time to see Daisy engage the enemy. Daisy swung a hook sword at the Yama’s head and he ducked, then he reached out, grabbed her extended forearm and pulled her toward him, his blade ready to thrust it into her. 
 
   But then his head was lobbed off. And his body went slack.
 
   Bastion stood behind him, his body still at the end of its swinging motion as he grit his teeth in rage. Daisy breathed a sigh of relief as the Yama fell dead to the ground, its green blood spilling out onto the street. She leapt into Bastion’s arms and hugged him, but he didn’t return the embrace. The adrenaline of battle was keeping him on edge, and he didn’t like the feeling that he had broken a sweat facing just one Yama. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Daisy,” he said into her hair. “I had to kill him.”
 
   “You saved my life,” she said. “You did nothing wrong.”
 
   “We’ll see how you feel in a few minutes,” he said, pushing her off of him gently. “I can’t hold back against them. I tried. Daisy, I tried. But we both nearly died in the process.”
 
   “I understand,” she said, looking directly into his eyes. “Do what you have to do. And I’ll do the same. I won’t hold back either. I…we can’t. If they win here, they’ll come after Allay, and they’re not ready. We’ll lose everything. I get that.”
 
   “We’ll figure out how to deal with it later,” Bastion winced. “Now don’t hold back. We have a Kingdom to save.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   “Stop!” James shouted, holding up a fist behind him. Arimus, Catherine, Shanelle, Krave, Talia, Zhou and Sway halted their running and waited to hear James’ concerns. But no words had to be spoken. They saw the concern in plain view. A Yama ran across the intersecting village streets in front of them, chasing a Langoran man who was yelling at the top of his lungs. They didn’t see what happened when the Yama caught up to him, but they heard it. Sounds of broken bone and spilled blood echoed into their ears, and each of them stood there in horror.
 
   Arimus, James and Catherine couldn’t help but think of the Quietus, when they had faced them in their own Kingdom. How terrible and terrifying the ordeal had been, resulting in the loss of both Chloe and Achan, two people they loved beyond words. Now the horror had been born anew, and from an enemy they knew little about. Sway, Krave and Shanelle were just as frightened, having heard of the battles of Sages past and still unseasoned in war. Now they were in the midst of one, and their lives were on the line. 
 
   “Was that a Yama?” Arimus whispered, making everyone jump in their skins.
 
   “It was,” James said. “I didn’t want to believe it.”
 
   “So they’re destroying Languor first,” Catherine said. “They probably know that this is the strongest Kingdom as far as having an army. Zain’s doing all he can to get the word out but when he left my presence he said that something had killed his messengers.”
 
   “If the Yama has such intimate knowledge of how Languor works, then I am deeply concerned,” Arimus sighed. “How long have they been spying on us?”
 
   “Where’s Marie?” James asked, clenching his fists. His eyes darted over to a rooftop, where a Yama had just turned their way and noticed them. The Yama smiled in their direction.
 
   “She’s not a fighter,” Catherine said. “Zain said he’s keeping her safe.”
 
   “So it’s just us?”
 
   “That’s it. Squads of Langorans were sent out but I don’t know how successful they were.”
 
   “I’m going alone,” James said. “I’ll be able to work better that way. Sorry guys.”
 
   “I understand,” Catherine said. “But what about the rest of us?”
 
   “Catherine, I want you to take Sway with you and try to evacuate as many civilians as you can. Your stone is blocking your Sage powers and you should only use it as a last result. Sway’s capable as a bodyguard. Arimus, you can handle yourself, I’m sure. You’ll be going alone for the most part, but I want you to try bottlenecking the Yama in my direction with your winds. Get their attention and then let me handle the rest. Help me out if there’s trouble. Krave and Shanelle, you two are a pair. Same for Zhou and Talia. Take out as many Yama as you can.”
 
   The group nodded at their respective instructions as the Yama on the rooftop prepared to jump down to them. It bent its legs when all of a sudden, its torso split into two, both halves falling off the side and into the stone and dirt. Daisy stood where the fallen Yama was with a triumphant smile, her black and red Sage robe like a flag of hope before them. 
 
   “Daisy!” Catherine shouted, and the Young Sage jumped off to greet them.
 
   “How did you do that?” James demanded, and Daisy wiped the sweat from her brow. 
 
   “Had to suppress a great deal of energy and then unleash it all at once,” she sighed. “It’s a lot easier than taking them on one by one. At least for me.”
 
   “Good to know,” James smiled. “Also…where’s Bastion? I know that the two of you are friends.”
 
   “He’s here too, but we got separated. I saw a family of Langorans in trouble in the distance and he was busy taking on a couple of Yama at the time. There was no time.”
 
   “I’m glad he’s here,” James said, then he turned to the rest of the group. “Let’s get this done.” Everyone separated but Daisy remained with James.
 
   “Is there anything you want me to do specifically?”
 
   “Just keep doing what you’re doing. You’ve done well so far. No need to change anything.”
 
   “Thanks,” she said as she ran past James. James didn’t bother turning around. He had his own work to accomplish, and there wasn’t time to worry about what his friends and family were doing. He had to trust them, as much as they had put their faith in him. 
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 18 – We Lose Ourselves
 
   He had killed five Yama, and it felt like each one was holding back their true potential. They had clashed blades, performed a dangerous dance as they searched for the opportune moment to strike, and finally, attempted the killing blow. Bastion had come out on top each time, but just barely. 
 
   He had four tears in his Sage robe, each one representing the strike he had narrowly avoided. The only reason he didn’t have a fifth was because that first Yama had been distracted by Daisy. It scared him that he had only been lucky so far. They didn’t even seem like the powerful Yama that had to be waiting nearby. Surely there had to be some. Every Kingdom had their Sages, Enforcers, and elite guards. Those that transcended the others of their race. He had only met the grunts so far, and he loathed the moment he would encounter one of the best.
 
   As if someone had heard his silent request, a large Yama stepped out onto the street, just as he was about to take its corner. Bastion skidded to a stop and hopped backwards, jumping out of reach of the monstrosity. The Yama cracked its neck by tilting it to the side, and then it reached behind him and pulled out a large curved sword, a blade nearly as large as his body. Bastion swallowed and poured more of his energy into his Gladius. This was the moment. The moment that would determine if he would truly become a warrior of Legend or not. The hulking brute before him was a beacon of destiny—a light that would guide him into the man he would become.
 
   Bastion crouched low and prepared for the Yama to make the first move. The Yama smiled wide with its sharp teeth glinting in the afternoon sunlight, and then it barreled forward, its stomps kicking up so much dust behind him that Bastion knew that going behind him would cause more harm than good as far as visibility went. He decided to meet the brute head on.
 
   At the last second, right before they clashed, a pillar shot out from the ground off his call and he leapt upon it. The brute slashed through it, breaking it into pieces, but Bastion was already in the air. With his sword pointed downward, Bastion forced the surface to expand, making it as huge as the brute under him in width. The Yama looked up at him, but it was too late. The sword sliced through, and the Yama was torn in two. 
 
   Bastion landed on his feet and jumped back, feeling a rush of accomplishment swelling through his chest. But then he saw the Yama beginning to heal. Though he had nearly been ripped it in half, it was attempting to heal itself!
 
   Bastion watched in horror as its muscles and skin began to reattach, but then he snapped out of his trance. He ran forward and began slicing, his blade now back to normal size. And he continued until there was next to nothing left of his enemy. 
 
   An alarm went off in his head.
 
   A Yama tried to slice through him from the back. He bent low to the ground, planting one hand onto the stone floor as he dodged the attempt, and then he swept the Yama’s feet from out under it. The Yama must not have expected the counterattack for it fell onto its side hard, knocking the wind out of it. Bastion righted himself and then brought his blade down upon the Yama’s neck. It twitched for a moment, and then it stopped moving. He scanned the area surrounding him and he felt no one nearby so he kept moving. 
 
   A smile slowly came across his face. 
 
   They were nothing! Nothing at all! Even their strongest warriors couldn’t touch him when he was focused. The other Yama had almost gotten hits in, but it was because he wasn’t confident in his abilities. The fear of the unknown had stunted him, but now…now he was sure that he could stop every one of them. Maybe Lakrymos had been right. Was it possible that he was designed for a greater purpose? That he was to lead the Kingdoms into a new era of peace and prosperity, even greater than the one before? This time, all of Allay’s enemies would be vanquished. As long as he was there to fight on their behalf, not one could stop their progress. He would become legend. People would sing songs about him and tell of his legacy long after he was gone. Many would want to befriend him. None could hurt him. He had truly had the power to change the world. 
 
   And he was going to start right now. 
 
   One Yama at a time.
 
   Bastion’s thoughts were broken as he heard a roar behind him. He turned his head and saw a Yama chasing after him. At first he wasn’t even worried. He just pivoted and then sprinted in the Yama’s direction, ready to engage in battle, but at the last second, he realized that this Yama was different. He was a lot stronger than what he was broadcasting. 
 
   Bastion came to a stop and held his Gladius out in front of him to block the blow, but somehow he was too late. He felt the Yama’s sword cut through his abdomen. It wasn’t too deep, but it was enough to knock him onto his butt. Bastion rolled to the left and narrowly dodged the next blow. He swung at the Yama’s legs while he lay on the ground and missed. He rolled backwards and onto his feet just as he received another cut to his right arm. He cried out and thrashed at the Yama wildly, keeping it at bay while he gathered his thoughts. But the Yama was relentless in its attack and even more disconcerting—its precision. 
 
   No matter how many times Bastion read that the sword was coming one way, it always went another, and soon his hand was matted in his own blood, making the handle on his eidolon turn red. Bastion grit his teeth and felt himself getting angrier. At first, he fought back the emotion, but then he realized…why not? Why not let go? Against his enemy, there was no reason to hold back and he needed that pool of raw energy, lying in wait. 
 
   Bastion decided to make one last attempt on his own, transforming his Gladius into a whip and making it snap at the Yama’s head. It did catch the Yama off guard, and it nearly lobbed off its head, but it dodged the whip all the same with a duck, and then it retaliated with even more fury than ever, kicking away Bastion’s arm and then slicing at the Young Sage’s midsection like it was hacking at weeds. Bastion cried out in both pain and rage, letting it mix and concoct into something terrible and greater than himself. 
 
   He screamed once more.
 
   And then he lost himself again.
 
   Bastion’s eyes went black and his muscles swelled with energy. The Yama tried to cut him in the leg, but he saw everything now. It was as if the Yama were moving in slow motion again, and not because of its own will. Bastion swatted away the blade as if it was a fly, and then he thrust his newly formed Gladius into the creature’s chest, twisting it on impact. The creature howled and kicked him away. Bastion didn’t see the kick coming, but the blow didn’t cause him any pain. It merely pushed him back. Once he regained his footing, he walked slowly toward the creature, watching as it began healing the hole in its chest. Bastion aimed for the head this time. 
 
   The creature blocked it with its blade and it shattered on impact. The creature growled as Bastion grabbed it by the neck with his left hand and thrust his sword back into the creature with his right. He removed the blade and was about to put it into the Yama’s head when a beam of energy hit him from the left, engulfing his body in flames the color of violet. Once again it didn’t hurt, but it did catch him off guard. A moment of clarity flashed through his mind. What was that? Fire that was violet in color? Where did I hear of that before?
 
   Bastion’s mind clouded again, and his eyes blackened once more as he marched slowly toward the two Yama. The Yama he had stabbed was scurrying on its back toward its new ally, looking for assistance. Their mouths were moving but he heard nothing coming from them. He only saw their eyes. Their wide and terrified eyes.
 
   He knew that his prey would soon fall.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   “WHAT IS HE DOING?!” Catherine screamed as she held up her hand to their attacker. “James, what is happening?” 
 
   “Just kill it,” James gasped, clutching his chest. The gaping hole in his lung was making it hard to breathe, but he had endured worst. His eidolon shattering had actually been a lot worse. In one fell swoop, the Yama had taken his breath away, along with a great deal of energy.
 
   “What are you talking about? I’m not going to just kill him. Why is he doing this?”
 
   “Catherine, just kill it! We can’t let the Yama cause any more damage.”
 
   “That’s not a Yama, James. It’s Bastion.”
 
   “That’s not Bastion,” James said, squinting his eyes. The Yama before him lunged forward, using its impressive speed to dodge the energy beams shooting out from Catherine’s hand. At the last moment she cast a wider net of violet energy, ensuring that the creature was knocked back. It crashed into one of the houses on the other side of the street, and she knew it was a mistake the moment it happened. He might try to go around them this time. Out of sight, there was little she could do.
 
   “That was Bastion,” Catherine said matter-of-factly. “Come here.” She bent down and placed the palms of her hands onto James’ forehead. “I don’t know why you’re not seeing this. Perhaps it’s the stone giving me clarity. But I can cast away whatever’s plaguing your mind. With the power of the stone, I once helped a man in Quietus who had been afflicted by Thorn with madness.”
 
   “Catherine, I have no idea what you’re…you’re…” He put a hand to his mouth. He did not see Bastion of course, but he did see the two corpses that had been lying in the street. 
 
   Two corpses that he had thought to be Yama earlier. Now he could see them clearly. 
 
   A huge, hulking man, and a young girl. 
 
   Krave and Shanelle.
 
   Krave had been torn into two by what appeared to be a gigantic sword. 
 
   Shanelle had been decapitated. 
 
   “What is happening,” he whispered to himself. Catherine held him tight as he placed a hand to his chest. His wound had healed, but he could still feel the ache from where the Yama…or Bastion…had stabbed him.
 
   “I don’t know. Me and Sway were looking for you and Arimus and that’s when I saw Krave and Shanelle dead…and you and Bastion fighting each other in the street.”
 
   “This is all a trick?”
 
   “I don’t think all of it. There are definitely Yama running around from what I can tell. But it seems like someone’s cast an illusion over you and Bastion. Maybe because you two are the strongest. I don’t know.”
 
   “Bastion killed Krave and Shanelle.”
 
   “He didn’t know.”
 
   The building exploded behind them as Bastion burst through the wall. Catherine reached out to grab the sides of his head but he was too quick, and he ended up slashing upwards at her, causing a deep cut in her torso that ran from her left shoulder down to her hip. James pushed her out of the way and grabbed Bastion’s forearms, keeping the Gladius at bay. Bastion’s black eyes glared at him as James fought back the grief welling up within him.
 
   “Bastion!” he yelled in his face. “We’re not Yama! It’s us. Stop!” 
 
   Bastion ripped his arms from James’ grip and swiped at him. James jumped back and began transforming his body, activating the Quietus side of him. As the scythes began to appear on his forearms and his body began to turn black and oily, he summoned the black eidolon into his right hand. Bastion wasn’t going to hold back, and neither could he. No matter what the outcome would mean.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   The Yama was transforming, and the thought of it getting stronger scared Bastion back to reality. His black eyes disappeared and he was conscious again. That wasn’t good. He could still feel the powerful energy he had summoned when he lost himself, but how long would it last? Would it be enough to get the job done?
 
   The Yama before him was getting bigger, and the new sword he was carrying was stronger than his. Of that he knew. Not to mention that it came out of nowhere. Were Yama able to summon their own versions of eidolons too? Bastion turned his head over to the other Yama, the one he had just wounded. There was something strange about that one too. It wasn’t that strong, but there was a well of power emanating from somewhere in her body. It had to have been what pushed him away earlier. If the two Yama before him joined forces…he wasn’t sure if he would survive. He had to do something fast, and taking out the wounded Yama before the other finished its transformation was a good a plan as any. 
 
   Bastion made no move yet. He simply counted the steps and focused. He stared at the wounded Yama, and suddenly, he saw a pulse of blue light coming from its chest. His eyes widened in recognition. The blue light had been spherical in shape, and it was located in a spot on the Yama’s body that he could only assume was its heart. It had to be a stone. A stone of power!
 
   I can’t allow a Yama to have kind of weapon, he thought as he gripped his eidolon tight. The transforming Yama must have sensed his intentions because it ran toward the wounded one, ready to shield its ally with its body. Bastion pointed his eidolon toward them, and he concentrated on the energy in his feet, allowing it to seep out of his pores and into the stone ground beneath him. The stone floor beneath the two Yama broke up like they were in the midst of an earthquake, and then twisted vines of rock and dirt shot up from the hole, wrapping around the two Yama quickly and slowly separating them from each other. The transformed Yama tried to cut the vines but Bastion had ensured that he lost the use of his limbs first, using extra vines to wrap around each of its limbs. He kept the Yama suspended in the air and allowed it to thrash. It was no use now. He wasn’t getting free until it had gathered enough strength, and by then, it would be too late for its ally.
 
   Suddenly, Bastion wasn’t in Languor anymore. He was on a beach, but he didn’t recognize it as such. He had never seen such a place before. He stumbled as he took a step onto the sand and he nearly fell on his face, if it wasn’t for his Gladius catching him. He could hear the ocean behind him, but he fought the urge to look. The Yama had impressive tricks, but he wouldn’t fall for them. Bastion looked around until he saw the transformed Yama, standing on the wooden dock. He was glaring at Bastion, but he wasn’t moving.
 
   Bastion was hesitant at first. Why wasn’t it trying to attack him? Wasn’t this new place Yama terrain? Surely it would have the advantage. But then Bastion began feeling the pull beneath his feet. The energy tether coming from his soles. Yes. That had to be it. The Yama was casting an illusion of some kind, but he was still stuck. The vines Bastion had summoned still had traces of his energy within him. He could still feel the Yama struggling.
 
   Bastion smiled and leapt up onto the dock, until he was nearly nose to nose with the Yama. He wanted to taunt it, but then he remembered how tricky they were, and he decided to just end the façade. Bastion cocked back his Gladius, and then he slashed it across the Yama, from his left shoulder to his right hip. 
 
   The illusion lifted instantly, and he was back in Languor. The transformed Yama was still in his vine trap, and now he had a long diagonal stripe across his torso. His head was bowed low as he tried to heal it. The Yama’s ally, in vines next to him, began screaming silently. Its mouth was open but no sound came. Still, what scared Bastion more was the aura coming from the stone within it. The Yama was about to summon its power!
 
   Bastion ran over to the Yama and stabbed it in the chest slowly, until he reached the stone. He didn’t want to just cut the Yama open and risk the stone rolling out. Another Yama could easily pick it up and use it again, so he had to make sure his work was precise. 
 
   As the Yama’s mouth gaped open in agony, he pushed the blade in until he pierced the stone, cracked it, split it, and then destroyed it completely. One more slight push, and the rest of the blade would cut into the Yama’s heart.
 
   Bastion was suddenly grabbed from behind and thrown to the ground. Another big Yama, but considerably weaker than the two he had just faced. Bastion cut off its head with a meager swipe. Another Yama tried to pin him down with its hands. Legs gone. He tried to finish it off but another one came out of nowhere and pushed his lying body with the wind somehow. Bastion hit the corner of a house but he used the wall to propel himself upward onto his feet. The Yama who had pushed him stretched his hand outward again, and a gust of wind flew at his face, but Bastion just ran into it, as fast as he could. 
 
   Bastion cut off the wind-controlling Yama’s only arm, and the winds ceased. Two more Yama came at him together, moving so fast that if he slowed down for an instance, he would have been destroyed, but he kept up with their blinding pace until he saw his opening. A slice across one’s back, another cut across one’s chest, and they both fell. 
 
   Only the transformed Yama was still standing. Somehow it had cut itself out of Bastion’s vines, and now it was stumbling toward him. 
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   It was a dumb move, but it was all he had left, and he could already see Bastion looking out of the corner of his eye at Catherine. He knew that if the young Sage decided to attack his love, he wouldn’t have the strength to stop him. And he had to keep her safe at all costs. She was all that mattered. She was all that ever mattered. 
 
   He was just a soldier, and he was blessed to even have had the opportunity to die for Catherine, let alone gain her love. There had been a lot of torment in his life, but so much joy as well. He had become the greatest warrior of his time. He had married the Queen of Allay. He had proved the village wrong when they said he wouldn’t amount to anything, and most of all, he had been happy. After the journey for the five stones of power, he had gained five years of peace with his sweetheart, and each day was more wonderful than the last. Realizing how much he had achieved, he was happy to die for her once more. 
 
   As he stumbled toward a puzzled Bastion, his mind wandered back to the old days in the Academy, when he had jumped off the balcony to save Catherine from Kyran’s attack. It was only a test of hers, but death was the consequence for failure regardless, and he knew Catherine needed more time to pass. Back then, it was just a simple crush for a simple girl, but he was ready to die all the same. She was worth dying for, even back then. So beautiful, so contagiously happy, the way she laughed and how she fought for her people, it was the kind of thing fairy tales were made of, and he was damned if it was going to end while he could do something about it. 
 
   He had seen the reality of life plenty by then. The fruits of his laziness firsthand. He didn’t blame his father for calling him out on his worthlessness, or the villagers for their truth. He knew what he was, but Catherine was special, and someone like her was worth preserving. Even a bum could see that…
 
   And so he had run toward the assassin Kyran like an idiot. No Sage powers. No eidolon. Not a hope in the world. And with a stupid smile on his face, he had swung at his opponent, and in the process…became a Sage.
 
   It was an accident. A complete accident he had become a Sage. And yet, if he hadn’t put his life on the line, he would have lost all those years with Catherine and the others. He didn’t expect to gain more years now, but he could exchange his life for theirs, and then they could be happy, and make more memories and laugh again.
 
   That put a smile to his face.
 
   That made his sacrifice okay.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   Bastion knew the Yama would speed up at the last second, to try to catch him off guard with one last burst of energy. The young Sage waited for it, but the Yama made the attempt. He just kept walking forward, until he was only a couple feet away from Bastion. The young Sage left nothing to chance. He stabbed the Yama through the side and it lost its motor functions in the process. Its chin fell onto Bastion’s shoulder, and just as the young Sage tore the Yama open from side to side, he heard a whisper in his ear.
 
   “It’s me, James.”
 
  
 
  



Chapter 19 – Cleansing Tears
 
   It was the equivalent of every cloud over the sky disintegrating into the ether. It was like his eyes were cleansed with the purest of water. One moment he was relishing in his victory over the Yama, and in the next, James was hanging off of his shoulder. Behind his former mentor, a slaughter lay before him. 
 
   Arimus had lost his only arm and he was now nursing it against a wall, crouched low to the ground as he kept his head down. Shanelle’s head was gone. Krave was torn in two. Zhou and Talia had gaping wounds across their chest and back respectively. Daisy’s legs had been taken from her. Catherine was hanging within his vine trap, and she was barely conscious while she attempted to close the hole in her chest. And…Kent. There was Kent.
 
   He had found him, but it was not how he thought their reunion would be. Kent’s head had also been severed. And now, his voice would no longer be heard. His life only a memory. The moment when Kent left him and he had chosen to torture the Order members…that was the last memory of his friend when he was still alive.
 
   Bastion cried out only once, his voice so sharp and sudden that it scared the surviving Sages to attention. He fell to his knees, and James’ lifeless body fell with him, rolling off of his shoulder and onto his back. James groaned the moment he hit the ground. Bastion’s mouth gaped open as he looked at them all one by one. His friends. His family. His allies. Injured, maimed or worse, all by his hand. 
 
   He looked at his hands, stained with blood, and he buried his face within them, crying so hard that his stomach hurt. 
 
   No one said a word.
 
   A distant thud from behind the wounded and dead garnered their attention. In the distance down the street, Orchid walked with Sway in hand, dragging him by the back of his shirt. The unconscious Sage’s face was bleeding but from what they could sense, he was still alive. Bastion lifted his tear and blood stained face, and looked at Orchid in her cold and uncaring eyes.
 
   “Good work,” she said to him, and he trembled in anguish. He felt like throwing up, and his heart was beating so fast that he clutched his chest.
 
   “What did you do?” Catherine gasped from her vine trap. She began fighting against her restraints but Orchid pointed a finger at her.
 
   “No one moves, or I begin executing, starting with James.” Catherine stopped moving.
 
   “You won’t get to him,” Bastion sobbed, putting his hand on his mentor’s shoulder.
 
   “It won’t matter if I die in the process,” Orchid said. “I have finished my work.”
 
   “What have you done?” Bastion’s voice cracked. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Daisy crawl over to Kent, examining his face for life. He turned away and grit his teeth, fighting back another flood of tears.
 
   “What was necessary,” Orchid said. “For the good of everyone. I simulated the Yama.”
 
   “There were none?” Arimus shouted, and Orchid turned to him and put a finger to her lips.
 
   “Not a one, Sage,” she said. “They were all manifestations. At least…the ones in the beginning.”
 
   “How were you,” James whispered, his eyes still closed, “able to manifest so many?”
 
   “Because my power is greater than you know. You Sages have gotten so used to relying on what your eidolon tells you that you don’t realize that what lies before you could be a trick. I may have bided my time before I showed you what I could do, but make no mistake, I was the true threat all along. Lakrymos was a pawn. He was a manifestation of me.”
 
   “That can’t be,” Bastion said. “I saw his soul.”
 
   “You saw what I infused into him from myself. And it was also why you were able to beat him so easily. That was but a fraction of my power, designed to test your ability. Through that fight I found out that you are far more powerful than even I realized. Though I could kill you even now, I won’t because I have seen what lies within you. If only you were able to draw it out. If only those around you weren’t holding you back from your true potential. After the fight with Lakrymos, I feared that I would lose you. I had to formulate a plan that would steer you right on track. Thus I began planting the seeds of what would become this day. The day in which you would lose everything, so that you could embrace your destiny.”
 
   “How did you do it?” Catherine asked weakly. “The illusions?”
 
   “Manifestations are a combination of Langoran size manipulation and Allayan fashioning. With the energy of our souls, we are able to create grand illusions. Creating swords, buildings, new places, copying what’s in our dreams…but they are still illusions. The raw energy and core of every manifestation is our soul. And so, with that in mind, I used my energy to cast fine energy shells around you, manipulating every one of your senses. I spent a whole day putting my energy under Languor, and when it was time, I let loose. Every Yama you killed today was either a Langoran, or one of your own people. None of you are innocent.”
 
   “Because we were tricked,” Arimus said. “And nothing more.”
 
   “I used your pride against you. Because I know that the Allayans of today believe that they are all knowing and righteous in all that they do. I knew that you wouldn’t try to reason with the Yama. You wouldn’t study them or try to understand. You would just kill them, and in turn, you killed each other. Now the traitorous James is out of the way. The stone in Catherine is destroyed. Your numbers are down, and more importantly, Bastion is born anew. I have won.”
 
   “No you haven’t,” Bastion said, rising to his feet. “No, you haven’t.”
 
   “Don’t do it,” Catherine pleaded with him weakly. “That’s what she wants.”
 
   “But by killing me you’re insuring something like this doesn’t happen again,” Orchid said with a smile. “Killing the enemy seems to be all you Sages know, isn’t it?”
 
   “You tricked me,” Bastion cried.
 
   “It doesn’t matter. You’ll have to live with this day. Your friend Kent is forever gone. Daisy will never look at you the same way no matter how much you want to believe she will. The others will see you as dangerous and treat you even more like the tool and weapon that you are. Your only choice at this point is to give in to what you have felt inside of you from the day you were taken into Quietus. That you are a god. That you are going to completely destroy the Yama, and in order to do so, you must give up your humanity. You must cast away friendships and sentiment and love. You must train and get stronger. To embrace the darkness that others cannot, all so that you can guide them into the light. You may be lost, but they will be saved, both in this life, and in the next. Now do what you know needs to be done.”
 
   Bastion tried to hold back the tears, but they streamed down his face against his will. He called forth his eidolon, and gripped it tight in his right blood-stained hand. Orchid stared at him with sympathy.
 
   “I know the road is hard. But to be a true Sage, and especially one of Legend, it must be done. Lakrymos is the one they sing of and praise, and yet he was just the public face of the Sages. I was stronger than he and yet I stayed in the background, because I knew what needed to be done. We were born from the shadows, Bastion. We do not enjoy it, but we receive satisfaction in knowing that the world will go on. Hear what I say. The Yama. The true Yama…they are coming. They look just like I showed you, but it will take more than strength to defeat them. If I, one Sage, was able to do all of this, then just think about what they can do as a collective. Do you understand?”
 
   Bastion nodded. Orchid smiled, and then she closed her eyes and stretched out her arms.
 
   Bastion raised his eidolon over his head.
 
   But then he hesitated. 
 
   With a sigh he let his eidolon disappear, and he put his arms to his side. They stood there in silence, and then Orchid opened her eyes. 
 
   “I am disappointed,” she said, and he shook his head slowly.
 
   “I don’t care.”
 
   “We’re doomed then.”
 
   “That doesn’t mean you won’t pay for what you did here.”
 
   “I won’t pay for a thing,” Orchid said. Before he could move toward her, she punched him as hard as she could in the face, sending him onto his back. Bastion clutched his face tightly as she stared down at him with contempt. “If any of you try to harm me in any way, I will kill you. Now that we have lost our only hope, I have a Kingdom to prepare.”
 
   “You won’t win,” Arimus said. Orchid looked at him, and then she slowly looked at each of them, finally stopping at Bastion.
 
   “If any of you want to back up that claim with more than words, you are free to. But considering what has happened today, I doubt you will. Even so, you know where to find me. Have fun burying your dead.”
 
   Orchid walked away just as the pain subsided in Bastion’s face. He turned to confront her, but she was already gone. He stood to his feet and stared off in her direction, and he dared not to look at the others. He couldn’t bear it. 
 
   “Bastion,” Daisy said, and he instinctively found himself looking down at her legs. She was able to reattach most of the severed pair, but they were still mangled and blue. She might not be able to run again. He slowly looked up into her eyes. “This isn’t your fault.”
 
   “Stop,” he said to her. “Even if I was tricked…it doesn’t change the fact that she’s right. I can’t be around you.”
 
   “Stay here,” she pleaded.
 
   “KENT’S DEAD!” he shouted at her, his voice echoing down the street. A scurrying sound was heard from up above and he looked up to see Langoran guards getting into position. “He’s not coming back,” he whispered. “I killed him. All of them. I’m not human. I can’t be...it’s the only way I can live with myself.”
 
   Bastion turned and ran, just as Daisy yelled something out to him. He cupped his ears and shook his head as the arrows began flying at him. He was able to dodge them easily, but he almost wished they would hit their mark. He considered it for a moment. To slow down and accept it. But he knew that it would take thousands of arrows to truly stop him, and if he was to die, he wanted to go quickly.
 
    
 
   Daisy bowed her head as Catherine roared and released her multicolored eidolon, using it to tear through the vines around her. She fell to her feet and sheathed her sword, caring little for the swarming army of Langorans, coming at them from all sides. She rushed to James’ side.
 
   “James,” she called out to him, giving his face a quick slap. “James, wake up.”
 
   “Nice,” James groaned, his eyes fluttering open. 
 
   “You’re okay,” she laughed. “You just can’t stop making jokes.”
 
   “Ah,” James sighed. “I wish.”
 
   “Stop playing around,” she laughed, but then she examined his wounds. She noticed that they weren’t closing up…they weren’t healing.
 
   “Hey, stop being lazy. You’re still hurt. Heal them.”
 
   “Wish I could,” he said with a whisper. He had a smile on his face, but his eyes were full with tears. His lips pursed suddenly and she could see his pupils beginning to lose their luster. She slapped him lightly again and he stared at her listlessly.
 
   “James, you can’t leave me,” she whispered to him, and he gave her a curt smile.
 
   “I died long ago,” he said to her, his lips nearly touching hers. “All this time…I’ve been in Paradise.”
 
   “You’re a fool,” she said, her voice cracking as she reached down and kissed him tenderly.
 
   “I’m your fool,” James whispered, and then he reached up to brush the back of his hand against her cheek. She closed her eyes and kissed it, and when she let go to look at him once more…he was gone. 
 
   It didn’t feel real. 
 
   She wasn’t sure if it ever would. But she did feel a part of her leave that day with him. She knew that from that day on she would laugh less, and perhaps never love again. James was a bum, but she was all his, and he fought for her like a knight in shining armor to his dying breath. As a lover, a wife, and a Queen…she couldn’t ask for anything more from her husband.
 
   “I’ll always love you,” she whispered to him, placing a hand on his sunken chest. “I won’t forget anything you have taught me. Especially how to live. I won’t stop…” she fought back the tears and bit her lip. Her fists clenched tight as she closed her eyes. “I won’t stop living. I know you wouldn’t want me to give up. I’ll keep on fighting, and maybe one day, I’ll be able to die as honorably and valiantly as you have.”
 
   She considered her words after she had spoken them from the heart, and then she stood up quickly and turned to her warriors, the spirit of a Queen rising within her.
 
   “As honorably and valiantly as they all have,” she said to them, forcing back her urge to break down. “Krave, Shanelle, Kent…the Langorans that have fallen. They will be remembered. We will take their loss and what we’ve learned from it this day, and we will use it to ensure that the Yama will not succeed when they arrive. None of their deaths will be in vain.”
 
   “Well, I’m glad someone’s feeling encouraged,” Zain seethed from the roof. The Sages cast their heads upwards as he threw Marie over the edge. A guard threw Ashalynn over right after her. “You can have them back.”
 
   A groggy Sway caught Marie in mid-air and then landed on one knee. She stepped out of his arms as he stayed where he fell, clutching his forehead in pain. Zhou caught Ashalynn and let her down gently. She rushed to Arimus’ side, sobbing.
 
   “I want nothing to do with any of you,” Zain spat. Catherine took a deep breath as Talia placed a weary hand on her shoulder. The former Queen nodded at her bodyguard and then looked back at Zain.
 
   “And why is that, old friend?”
 
   “Not only does your presence bring destruction wherever you go…but now the stone is gone. There is no reason for our relationship to continue.”
 
   “We can help you repair the—”
 
   “Save it,” he said, holding up a hand to silence her. “Please. Just stop. Leave my Kingdom before I fire upon you, and never…ever come back. Is that understood?”
 
   “Clearly,” Catherine said, nodding at her Sages. “Let us be going. We will carry our dead with us.”
 
   “Where will we go?” Arimus asked. Catherine cast a steel gaze at him and said wearily.
 
   “We have to find the new set of stones.”
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 20 – Origin
 
   It was a fitting place to go. 
 
   The origin of him. The place of his birth. His true birth.
 
   Bastion stood over the crater and closed his eyes, feeling the wind blow through his hair and softly pat against his face. He took a deep breath and took in the smell of the Quietus trees—that sweet and yet rustic smell that hung off its bark. He opened his eyes and crossed his arms.
 
   The fallen Kingdom of Quietus.
 
   This would be his training ground, and his new home. No one would come there unless they were looking for trouble, and that is exactly what they would find. He would leave for food and supplies when necessary, scouting out the other Kingdoms while he was out, but that was it. Until the Yama came, he had no reason to interact with others. His purpose was clear, and it was not yet time. He needed to get acquainted with who he was, and exactly what he could do. No more being afraid.
 
   Bastion face twitched as the memory of him, Kent and Daisy together flashed through his mind. He would miss them, but they had been worse off since they met. He didn’t know Shanelle and Krave, but their faces would always be seared in his mind as well. James…he knew before he had left what his fate would be. He didn’t know how Catherine and the others would deal with that. The Yama were coming, and he had killed two of Allay’s greatest warriors. He knew that he couldn’t think about it too much or it would be his end. But at least he could have some satisfaction in one of his actions.
 
   He hadn’t killed Orchid.
 
   When push came to shove, he hadn’t gone through with it, and though it might end up being a costly mistake in the end, he was happy that he wasn’t completely lost. The candle of his soul, as dim as the light may have gotten, still had a little wax left to burn.
 
   He looked down at the large dome at the side of the crater. The place where the common Quietus had lived. Maybe he would find supplies there. Who knows? Maybe even a lost Quietus or two. A surge of emotion suddenly swept through his chest, and he came to a realization.
 
   He didn’t blame the Quietus for his childhood anymore, or rather, a lack thereof. As misguided as it had been, they were merely doing what they had to. They answered to a master, as he now answered to his purpose. Unbeknownst to him and them at the time, the Quietus had contributed to his upbringing, and helped to shape him into becoming the cold hearted killer the world needed. A part of him knew, deep down, that nothing short of the Yama’s genocide would put an end to what was to come. He wasn’t sure if he could go that far…but he was more prepared to make the call than he had been. 
 
   The thought saddened him.
 
   Bastion sighed and scratched his head, wondering where he should look for food first, when a whooshing sound came from behind him, as if the wind had created a large vortex, but only for a second. He quickly turned, ready to engage in battle, but he saw nothing. His face turned into a scowl and he haphazardly looked down. 
 
   At his feet sat five stones. 
 
   All of them grey and glowing blue within the cracks. Bastion’s eyes widened as he recognized what they were, and then he remembered how it was all possible. He had destroyed Catherine’s stone back in Languor, and they had learned that if the five stones were broken, a new set would come in its place.
 
   But…why here? Why now? Who had sent them to him? And for what purpose? Did someone want him to use them, as Thorn once had? 
 
   Bastion pursed his lips as he thought about the possibilities. What such power in his hands could mean for the future, and more importantly, the incoming threat.
 
   He reached out to touch one when a flash of light, as if someone had unleashed their eidolon, blinded him. He shielded his eyes with his forearm and took a step back, and then the light vanished. He dropped his arm, and was more surprised by what he now saw.
 
   It was a young girl. About his age. She was wearing a lacy white dress down to her shoulders with long sleeves. Her feet was bare, and her skin was kissed by the sun. Her hair was a dark black with blue streaks within it, but the most identifying feature was the side of her left cheek. It was grey and cracked, and within the cracks, the color blue was humming deep inside. Her eyes were a chocolate brown, and when she looked at him, the cracked grey feature on her cheek sunk into her skin and disappeared. 
 
   She smiled at him weakly, and then her eyes rolled in the back of her head. Bastion ran forward and caught her in his arms. He looked down at her and saw that she was sleeping soundly. He tried not to move, so he wouldn’t disturb her. 
 
   For a moment he thought that his arms might get tired, but then he remembered how strong his was, and he knew that wasn’t going to happen. 
 
   If he had to, he could carry her in his arms forever.
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   “Are you sure it’s fine if we leave them here?” Talia asked, and Catherine nodded. 
 
   “There’s nowhere else we can put them for now,” Catherine said, looking over the fallen warriors, now buried deep within the forest between Languor and Allay. “I’m fine with it.”
 
   “So what’s the plan?” Zhou asked. Sway nodded in agreement.
 
   “Can’t go to any of the Kingdoms,” Marie said. “I assume based on everyone’s wounds we’re not ready to go after Orchid.”
 
   “We’re heading to the old lands,” Catherine said. “The old Prattle or Quietus. We’ll train and prepare there.”
 
   “That’s no picnic.”
 
   “You’re welcome to go home,” Zhou said, staring up at Marie. “No one’s making you come with us.”
 
   “I said I was staying with you all. I meant it.”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   “What’s the plan?” Arimus asked wearily. “When we get to the old lands? There’s not much there to work with.”
 
   “That’s what I want,” Catherine said, still staring down at James’ grave. “There’s nothing established. We can work as we see fit, and if necessary, we’ll build our own Kingdom. I think that it’s time that I let Allay go for now. To discover what they want for themselves. I’m going to start over elsewhere. I know that right now everything seems bleak, but the sun will rise again. Winter always turns to spring. There is forever a balance in the world, and it would be foolish to think that for how horrible this day has been, there won’t be one that is just as wonderful.” Catherine turned to the rest of the group. 
 
   “We are Sages. Luxury and peace is not what we signed up for. We’re warriors, ready to set our lives down and fight for others at a moment’s notice. We will go into seclusion for now, but when the call rings throughout the lands, we will be back, and we will save them all.”
 
   Arimus and the others couldn’t help but smile.
 
   “Let’s head out,” Catherine said. “I just need one last moment with my husband.” They began leaving without a word, heading northwest. When she was sure they were out of earshot, she sighed and cast her eyes down at James’ grave.
 
   “I never thought I would lose you this soon, my love.” She swallowed hard. “It’s taking all the strength I can muster not to break down in front of them, but don’t you worry about me. I’ll…I’ll be okay in time. I have a lot to do,” she stopped to laugh. “I won’t work too hard though. Don’t want to go back to old habits. I know. I know…I’ll make sure to have some fun. I’ll probably try working on those manifestations you’re always trying to get me to practice with. Recreate our beach. I can go there sometimes…where it’s quiet. I can talk to you. And…I hope you’ll listen. You better be listening!” she chuckled and wiped a tear from her eye. “Don’t have too much fun without me. Tell Kyran, Chloe, Achan and Scarlet I said hi. If Dominic’s there, kick him in the nuts. You’ll enjoy that. Um…I think that’s it.”
 
   Catherine folded her hands.
 
   “I’m glad I got to see you one last time before you were taken from me. I almost forgot what joy felt like, even in a couple months. You’ll always be my soul mate, and I love you, James. Go on some adventures, and when I join you someday, you can tell me all about them. Oh, and thank you. Thank you for being the best husband a girl could hope for.”
 
   Catherine blew him a kiss and took a deep breath. Just as she was about to turn around, she heard a shout in the distance, exactly from the area where the group had headed. She gave James’ grave one last look and then she ran toward her friends and family. 
 
   As she got closer, she saw three Quietus standing in front of them. Their scythes were pointed at her family, and they were sneering at them. Catherine stepped through the group and went to the front of her pack.
 
   “What’s is this?” she demanded as one of the Quietus smiled wide. “We’re not near your camp, and we’re just passing through.”
 
   “Doesn’t matter,” the Quietus said. “For you, Queen, this whole forest is considered trespassing. But that’s not all. It just so happens that we were looking for you and your merry band anyways. Seems you have a price on your head, by order of Seeker, the King of Allay.”
 
   “It’s good we left,” Arimus groaned.
 
   “Seeker is King?” Catherine said in surprise. “Well, that didn’t take long. But why are we wanted?”
 
   “Seeker wants no more trouble from you and your people. Especially the one named Bastion. It has come to light that he is the one responsible for the murder of Hakin and Lakrymos.”
 
   “Bastion isn’t with us.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter. You are all traitors, and will be treated as such.”
 
   “And so the Quietus are just going to side with this decree?”
 
   “Considering how you locked us up, we would have done this for free.”
 
   “We wanted to wait for your order,” Zhou said to Catherine. “We didn’t want to engage in a fight with them unless you wanted it. I know you would want to work out a deal if possible.”
 
   “We know how you are with diplomacy,” Talia replied. Catherine scoffed and turned back to the Quietus with both hands on her hips. 
 
   “I’m done with diplomacy. I’m tired of being trampled on. If it’s a fight everyone wants, then that’s what they’ll expect. The Kingdoms will learn that they will not take our group lightly when they come up against us. If you Quietus want a fight, then you got one! But it won’t be easy.”
 
   Catherine unsheathed her eidolon from her hip and stuck it into the face of the Quietus leader, a half-smile curled up on her lips.
 
   “Come and take our lives if you dare!”
 
   Zhou, Talia, Arimus, Marie, Daisy, and Sway all grinned and took out their respective eidolons and standard swords. The Quietus looked at each of them and threw up their hands. The leader gave them a nod and then they all turned and ran. 
 
   Ashalynn smiled from behind them all, watching the seven warriors, all of considerable skill—either of action or word—standing boldly together, strong and true. She knew, as well as they, that it was the beginning of something grand and new. 
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter 21 – Just a Boy
 
   She stood in the training room teeming with rage. How could he not take her life? The act would have sealed his fate and transformed him into the focused warrior that Allay needed. After all the suffering she had put him through. After all the pain she had orchestrated. And still, he was too soft. Now she would have to do it all herself. She would have to somehow train the young Sages at her disposal, but they were so weak, and there was so little time.
 
   She should have known better than to put all her faith in a boy. No matter how talented and strong he may be.
 
   Orchid huffed and clenched her fists tight, to the point that they left marks in the palms of her hands. She was on the verge of destroying the Academy itself when she heard the door open behind her.
 
   “WHAT IS IT?!” she screamed, knowing that whatever student had come through the door, they would now become the substitute for the school’s destruction. But what she could not believe was what she saw instead.
 
   It was a Yama.
 
   Stepping casually through the door. 
 
   Walking slowly toward her with folded hands, she glared at it with crazed eyes, trying to determine if it was trick sent by Catherine or if…Maker forbid…it was the real thing. 
 
   The Yama stopped in its tracks and waited for her to confirm his composition. She unsheathed her dagger eidolon and pointed it at the creature. Only a few seconds passed before she started sweating, her lips began to tremble, and her knees quivered with fear.
 
   It was too soon!
 
   “Satisfied?” the Yama asked her in a throaty voice, sounding more distinguished than it had any right to. To her, they were nightmares. Nightmares didn’t try to coax you into a false sense of security.
 
   Orchid grit her teeth and prepared for the Yama to strike, but unbeknownst to her, the deed was already done. 
 
   Her head rolled off of her body and onto the floor.
 
   The Yama was now behind her, having moved so fast that the great Sage hadn’t even seen it.
 
   The Yama folded his hands together and examined the room. 
 
   “This is a nice school,” it said aloud, and then it smiled. 
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   She fluttered her eyes and Bastion backed away from the beds so that he wouldn’t startle her. He figured that one of the beds in the Quietus village would be a lot more comfortable than his rock hard biceps, so he carried her there. 
 
   The mysterious girl yawned and stretched out her arms and legs. After she was done, she rubbed a hand through her hair, tussling it all over the pillow, and then she glanced over at him. Bastion was taken aback by how beautiful she was, but he didn’t want to make a fool of himself, so he said nothing. He didn’t know where the girl had come from, and he suspected that the stones were a big part of it. But he didn’t want to jump to conclusions yet. 
 
   “Hi there,” she said, giving him a smile that made his stomach flutter.
 
   “Hi,” was all he could manage to say. She sat up in the bed and looked down at it then back at him again. 
 
   “You tucked me in?”
 
   “Would you have preferred I didn’t?”
 
   “No, no. It’s fine,” she laughed. “It’s just that no one’s ever done that for me before.”
 
   “Me neither. I imagine it’s quite nice.”
 
   “It was glooooorious,” she said, her eyes full of amusement. Bastion let a chuckle slip. 
 
   “So where did you come from?” he asked. She raised an eyebrow in surprise.
 
   “Asking a girl questions without breakfast?”
 
   “Do you even eat?”
 
   “Um,” she patted her stomach. “It’s rumbling, so I think it’s a fair bet.”
 
   “Well before I head out, I would like to ask you some questions if you don’t mind.”
 
   “Why? You don’t trust me?”
 
   “Let’s just say that I have good reasons to be careful.”
 
   “A mysterious man. I like that.”
 
   “Where did you come from?” She scowled at the repeated question but then she gave a sigh and gave in.
 
   “The other side of the world,” she said with a smile. 
 
   “And why are you here? Who sent you? Because just appearing out of thin air is not something people do. It’s not how they’re born.”
 
   “I was sent by my masters,” she said, growing more solemn. “I’m here to tell you of your purpose, and what you’re supposed to do.”
 
   “And who are your masters?” 
 
   “I can’t tell you that because I’m not sure myself. But…I know that I’m here to accomplish my mission.”
 
   “I’m tired of people telling me what I’m supposed to be and do. I’ll figure that out on my own.”
 
   “But I could easily—”
 
   “That’s how it’s going to be!” he snapped, and the girl grew silent. Bastion sighed. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that. It’s just…I want to figure out who I am by myself.”
 
   “Can I do that too? Figure out who I am? Can I do that with you?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Bastion laughed. “I mean, you could tag along if you like, but I really don’t want anyone telling me what I have to do anymore.”
 
   “Fair enough. But…does that mean you don’t want me to answer you at all if you have questions?”
 
   “I didn’t say that. If I ask, you can tell me.”
 
   “Okay. I’ll remember that. Is there anything you want to know right now?”
 
   “Your name. That would be a good place to start.”
 
   “My name is Lily,” she said sweetly. “And I am the embodiment of the five stones of power. I contain all five inside of me.”
 
   Bastion looked at her in surprise, then he shook off her response.
 
   “I don’t care about the power you have inside of you. I just wanted to know your name.”
 
   “Well, I wanted to tell you,” she said, sticking out her tongue. “That’s what I am. It doesn’t mean that’s who I am, but still, I figured you should know. So what about you? What are you really?”
 
   Bastion thought about it for a second. 
 
   He wanted to say that he was a lost soul. 
 
   A Sage with unfathomable power. 
 
   A murderer. 
 
   A friend. 
 
   A messiah. 
 
   A King. 
 
   A god. 
 
   The harbinger of peace. 
 
   The harbinger of destruction. 
 
   Death Incarnate. 
 
   But he opted for none of these.
 
   “I’m just a boy in the presence of a pretty girl,” he said. And then he left the room.
 
   Lily smiled warmly, ran her fingers idly through a few strands of her hair, and then she got up from the bed and followed right behind. 
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   An excerpt from Julius St. Clair’s latest fantasy series:
 
   Obsidian Sky (Book #1 of the Obsidian Saga)
 
    
 
   Chapter 1 – The Day the World Ended
 
   The one room schoolhouse was painfully tiny, and even more so now that nearly half of the village of Lowsunn was beginning to crowd in, each individual clamoring for a coveted seat on one of the few oak pews in the center and consequently, forcing anyone that was late to stand upon their aching feet. The stampede of villagers kicked up a cloud of settled dust and the floorboards creaked under the collective weight. Though there were nearly two hundred in attendance, no one said a word, the only sound being the groaning of the structure itself.
 
   All of the extra desks and chairs had been removed. All unnecessary equipment had been locked away, and even the Elders of Lowsunn were surprised to see just how many students were able to fit into the boxy room. Within minutes, the only part of the floor not occupied by a pair of weary shoes was a meager five foot square space in the front. There the science/history teacher stood with a maniacal smile, causing a few of his colleagues nearby to wince in disgust. Not one member of the excited audience, young or old, cared for teacher politics though, and so they did their best to ignore the exchange. And really, it didn’t matter how much the other teachers hated Mr. Young. Nothing short of a fire was going to make them disperse. For the only time in the entire year, he had the spotlight, he had the goods, and everyone in attendance was there to make sure they were expediently delivered.  
 
   Mr. Young surveyed his audience with glee, rubbing his sweaty hands onto his custom red silk shirt as he silently hoped the ancient pews, brought in by his teacher aides, would be able to bear the weight. As the last of the village, a few of the elderly, squeezed in just beyond the double doors in the back, he cleared his throat and surveyed the room. They all waited for him to begin, giving their undivided attention and awe. Since the building only had six windows, three on each side, there was already little light in the room. Faceless bodies now blocked the meager sunlight that fought to enter, and the room was soon cast in a cloak of unsettling shadow. As unidentifiable eyes blinked off rapidly in Mr. Young’s direction, he closed his in satisfaction. 
 
   He concentrated.
 
   And then beams of light shot through each of the windows, through the barrier of bodies, and into the room like a flood of water, filling every space in a matter of seconds. After it had maximized its presence in the room, most of it suddenly disappeared, and all that remained was a spotlight over Mr. Young, the source appearing to come from the windowless and moldy flat ceiling above. It was impossible for light to originate from that point, yet it did. The audience gasped in delight. Many had seen this presentation several times, but the moment never ceased to amaze. How Mr. Young was able to call forth the sun to magnify him, even through the solid blockades of both body and object, was a subject of much debate. It had to be magic. 
 
   He cleared his throat once more, and a blanket of silence descended upon the audience.
 
   “Ten years ago,” he began. “The Advent came.”
 
   As his sentence ended, both the room and Mr. Young were suddenly cast into utter darkness. The bare wall behind the history teacher came alive, and an animated display of the universe came into view. It spread across the room like an oceanic wave, lapping against the shore, except it never retracted once it splashed against the other side. It trapped the audience in its holographic projection and held them there. Stars twinkled like diamonds, moons orbited around foreign planets and colorful nebulas shot out at the students in 3-D fashion. The audience gasped and awed at the spectacle as space danced around them gracefully, performing a waltz that even the best of them could not imitate. Mr. Young continued.
 
   “We call it Advent because the definition says it all: it was the beginning of something already anticipated…it was the end of the world. We all knew the day would come. We just weren’t sure how. Ten years ago, we received our answer.” The audience gasped in horror.
 
   Mr. Young grinned and scanned the room once more before he proceeded, watching them all witness his power, each one falling under his spell…well, there was one who was uninterested, but there was good reason for that, he supposed.
 
   “Aidan, pay attention,” Mr. Young called out to the young man in the far left corner. Only his short spiked black hair, and half of his bored eyes were visible amongst the sea of silhouetted faces and little lighting. 
 
   “Sure,” he replied easily, refocusing his attention to the holographic stars. Satisfied, Mr. Young resumed his presentation. The animation of the universe changed in an instant, and zoomed in on a planet that was familiar to everyone. Amassed by a collection of six large continents and very few bodies of water, they stared at their brown, green and red planet as if it was an old acquaintance. At the other end of the universal map was a comet, half their world’s size, streaking across the black expanse with a red-hot tail, its trajectory directly in line with their home world.
 
   “We don’t know where it came from,” Mr. Young said, stooping down behind their planet. “Or its exact composition. Whether it was a hunk of rock, a ship, or a massive, sentient being. All we know for sure…is how it changed our way of life forever.”
 
   The display flickered and suddenly the comet smashed mercilessly into the side of the planet, creating an explosion that splashed the room in a light so intense, everyone, including Mr. Young, had to avert their eyes for fear of going blind. He kept speaking as the light began to subside.
 
   “The comet impacted the eastern hemisphere with a force that could be heard and felt all over the world, changing the terrain and taking half of our population with it. Millions…died instantly…” He paused to wipe a hand across his sweating forehead. “We all thought it was the end – the apocalypse, and in a sense, one could say that it was. That era had been eradicated in an instant…but it appeared that the survivors were destined for a greater purpose. The World of Obsidian had been altered, not just physically, but also spiritually. The population that had not been annihilated were transformed.”
 
   The universe display vanished and the room was cast in its natural dim light for a moment. It then dimmed into a purple hue. White hot tattoos were revealed from underneath the villagers’ long sleeve shirts. Branded deep into their right forearms, each tattoo depicted a picture of six organ pipes with a long sword in the middle. Most of the village had only one tattoo of the image on their right arm, some had two of the same picture, and even fewer had three. 
 
   Aidan pushed his sleeve down further though it made no difference. Even through the fabric, the tattoo burned bright as if it had just been seared into his flesh, as if he had been branded with the signature of the sun.  
 
   “Everyone was marked with these seals,” Mr. Young said, one of his own shining beneath the silk of his shirt. “Most were only given one, but others were blessed with two or even three. Each seal…granted the bearer a wish. A wish with no strings attached whatsoever, as long as the Judge approved it. It’s the only reason we were able to rebuild society so quickly…no one regrets being given these gifts, but we must still never forget the lives that were lost. These wishes came at a price, and that makes each of them a beautiful, wonderful curse.”
 
   He paused as the room fell in silence. The purple hue was lifted and the lighting returned to normal. The seals on their right arms no longer visible from under the fabric of their clothes. Aidan sighed wearily as Mr. Young bowed his head.
 
   “I perform this presentation once a year to not only remind you of what happened, but more importantly, to stress how much we need you here in Lowsunn. I know there’s a temptation to use your wishes for your own pleasure, but we ask you to suppress those selfish inclinations. In order to continue restoring our world to its former glory, we hope that all of you will stay patient until it is your time.”
 
   Most nodded at his words. A hand shot up from the left hand corner. Mr. Young took a deep breath and pointed his young pupil. 
 
   “Yes, Isaac? You have a question?”
 
   “How long do you think it will be until the world is restored completely?”
 
   “It’s hard to say,” Mr. Young admitted. “Significant damage was done to our way of life. Many wishes were used in the beginning of the 2nd Era to restore the atmosphere, the wildlife and what not.”
 
   “Yet no one has wished for the half of the world that was destroyed to go back to its previous state, or to bring back the countless lives that –“
 
   “We’ve had this discussion before in class,” the middle-aged teacher sighed. “As I’ve explained, we don’t know what happened on that day.”
 
   “So it’s best to leave a hole in our planet?”
 
   “A contained, harmless hole. It’s been handled.”
 
   “There’s no way you could know that.”
 
   “That is the point of our scouting missions, or have you forgotten?”
 
   “Someone from Lowsunn has been there? At the edge of the planet?”
 
   “That will be enough questions from you,” Mr. Young snapped, his eyes darting amongst the other faces for their reactions. Though they appeared squeamish, they kept their focus on him. Isaac raised his hand again.
 
   “I said no questions.”
 
   “I don’t have one.”
 
   “Then what is it?”
 
   He smiled through his oasis eyes and ice-breaking smile. “Aidan has one.”
 
   “Can’t Aidan speak for himself?”
 
   “He said you wouldn’t call on him if he raised his hand.”
 
   The audience chuckled and a few of the Elders in the far back began shushing. From the crippling glares they unleashed on Mr. Young afterwards, it was obvious that they were going to intervene if he didn’t take control soon. Why he called on the child in the first place was beyond their comprehension.
 
   “Okay,” Mr. Young said with a scowl, pointing to the young man with the spiky black hair. “Fire away.” It was a risky move – allowing Aidan to speak, but if he was able to maintain order during their exchange, he would have gained respect in the eyes of the Elders. A privilege that few possessed.
 
   “Well, I was thinking,” Aidan began with a sly smile. Many in the audience turned around to watch him complete his sentence. “If we’re supposed to hold off on our Yen –“
 
   “– here in Lowsunn we call them wishes, Mr. Serafino.”
 
   “I don’t understand why. The rest of the world calls them Yen, but that’s not what my question is about. What I want to know is why we don’t get to use these ‘beautiful curses’ the way we want, while the Elders and even you - gets to go wild.”
 
   “I don’t follow.”
 
   “Take this schoolhouse for example. You used a Yen three years ago to turn it into this major interactive experience, and yet you’re the only one who knows how to control it. It’s impressive, but isn’t it a waste? All it does is help you.”
 
   “It enhances the learning experience and improves the quality of my lessons.”
 
   “Which are still boring, and why your attendance is low. The only time anyone comes to your sessions is to hear about Advent, otherwise, no one bothers. I’m sure you’ve noticed.”
 
   “I don’t need to justify myself to you,” Mr. Young huffed, feeling the angry, raised eyebrows of his superiors. “Who are you here with anyways? Does your mentor know where you’re at?”
 
   “Does it matter?” Aidan said. “What you fail to remember is that we are free to choose which courses to attend. This isn’t a school. It’s a simple, scared little town that keeps people in line by dangling small comforts over their head. It does little to prepare us for the outside world. A world that each of us will be forced to encounter whether we like it or not. If it wasn’t for the strike system, no one would even bother getting out of bed.”
 
   “Once you choose a class to attend, however, you are stuck there,” Mr. Young’s face started to redden. “If you’re skipping an evening class to attend this presentation, then you know that I must hand you over for disciplinary action. Given that you already have two strikes against you, you know what that would mean, don’t you?”
 
   “I don’t need to think about it,” Aidan said, his lips in a flat line. “Especially since I’ll be leaving.” He began to worm his way to the door when a shout nearly stopped him cold.
 
   “You stay right there!” Mr. Young barked as the few Elders standing in the doorway made sure to form a trembling humin barrier. They looked down at him in disgust but Aidan challenged them silently, one at a time, with no expression on his face. Then he shifted his gaze back to the forefront and gave the science/history teacher a declaration.
 
   “Let me out right now or I’ll burn the entire schoolhouse to the ground.”
 
   He said it with such conviction that Mr. Young nearly fell over in shock. The Elders in the doorway stepped out of his path urgently as the villagers pressed up against each other, sacrificing their comfortable positions to let him step out of the room freely. They dared not even touch his hooded robe. Aidan stopped in the doorway just for a moment, to address the room one last time.
 
   “Keep the Discipline Squad out of my hair for this, and I’ll ensure you all keep yours.”
 
   He didn’t wait for a reply, leaving as fast as he could, and the room burst into scared whispers and murmurs of concern. Isaac sucked his teeth and chased after him, nearly tripping three times before he hit the door and the dense warm air outside. He caught up to Aidan quickly and joined his stride under the canopy of low hanging tree branches and a thick silver haze. The village of Lowsunn was tranquil and actually pleasant now that most of its inhabitants were being held hostage at the presentation. He didn’t care to see the rest – about how chaotic the world had become, how it had been relatively organized before Advent, blah, blah, blah. 
 
   “Geez, Aidan, what was that all about?” Isaac chuckled nervously. “You weren’t really going to set that place ablaze if they kept you there, were you?”
 
   “What do you think?”
 
   “Yeah, okay. Stupid question.”
 
   “This whole place is laughable,” Aidan sighed as he picked up the pace, not yet sure of his intended destination. “It’s a prison, not a quaint little village in the middle of the forest. It’s the only explanation for why the general populace lives in cabins the size of birdhouses while the Elders are in miniature mansions. It’s all one big joke.”
 
   “There’s room for improvement, but it’s still our home. A place that we will be at for a very long time I might add, if we’re lucky. Might as well get used to it.”
 
   “Hard to when you already have two strikes. It’s plain history. No one with a strike gets an exemption. Not a single one.”
 
   “Well, I don’t have any, so it kind of sucks to be you,” Isaac laughed, throwing his hands behind his head. “Did you hear me? It kind of – oh never mind.”
 
   “We can leave whenever we like,” Aidan said, ignoring him. With barely a thought, he stopped to pick up a stray twig from off the dirt road and threw it into the nearby brush. Isaac thought over the comment as he let out a big yawn. The annual presentation of Advent was one of the few times the village would be up well past curfew, talking excitedly about how they could each contribute to a world that still needed so much bandaging. How their involvement in Lowsunn would eventually give them a purpose they had yet to figure out themselves. The excitement would all end tomorrow though. Aidan had already seen it happen four times. The inevitable news of a scouting mission gone wrong, a new threat discovered lurking at their borders, another wish rumored to be used for the further decimation of Obsidian...it was only a matter of days before their ambitions were crushed like the berries they hovered laboriously over to make their morning coffee.
 
   “Yeah, we could leave this place,” Isaac said finally. “But if we do it now, we won’t have much to look forward to. What are you going to do out there? Use a wish to secure yourself a shelter? Fight over a body of fresh water? You’re better off here. No worries. All the water you can drink. The food you can eat. Shelter. Protection. Warmth.”
 
   “So you would rather live comfortably in a cell than see the world and be free?”
 
   “It feels like an easy choice to me. Let’s see…stay here until my wishes are used for the greater good, in which case I’m then kicked out and I’ll be seeing the world anyways…or, leave now and die. Hmmm.”
 
   “I survived out there once. We can do it.”
 
   “Ha,” Isaac retorted. “From what I’ve heard about you, your definition of ‘survived’ is very different than mine.”
 
   “Well, there’s definitely no way we’ll make it if we don’t have our Yen as backup. It doesn’t make sense to travel once the Elders have already used you and you have no way to defend yourself.”
 
   “From what I hear, they equip you quite well before they kick you out the door. And there’s rumors of sister villages being created nearby. Why does it always have to be mud with you? Can’t be rich soil sometimes?”
 
   “Why do I even bother talking to you?” Aidan groaned, casting his eyes up to the moon. “Nothing is ever solved. I might as well be talking to myself in the mirror.”
 
   “Oh, no. This is much better,” Isaac chuckled, patting him on the shoulder. “After all, your reflection doesn’t talk back. Right? I mean, it doesn’t, right?”
 
   “Get off of me,” Aidan growled, throwing his shoulder back violently. “Your hands are so soft, I find them offensive.”
 
   “As I find your hair,” Isaac muttered, throwing his hands into his pockets. “But you don’t hear me trying to shank your feelings.” He sucked his teeth and thrust them back out into the air. The village clothes were notorious for their roomy, dark blue pants that were strangely designed with pockets barely able to contain a pebble. All were expected to wear a bright yellow, long sleeve shirt and then the worst of all – the child-sized backpacks. Little fanny packs that you kept on your back, held together by a belt across the chest. It was hilariously cruel, but that was the local weaver for you. Until someone else decided to either learn the craft or wish to become a master textile worker, they were all at the mercy of Luca Lorde.
 
   Of course, Aidan never wore the standard issued clothing, opting to don the thick, hooded, robe and cloak his father had given to him on the day he graduated secondary school. It was drenched in black and littered with sharp strokes of hot red across its surface, as if they were cuts into his skin. No other symbols or patterns were emblazoned upon it otherwise, and Aidan saw no reason to decorate it further. He already had enough markings. 
 
   “So where are we going now?” Isaac asked, rubbing his hands through his messy blond hair. From the steadily rising tide of voices far behind them, the presentation was now over, and soon they would both be overtaken with an assortment of disgusted, shocked and respectful glares.  
 
   “Bed,” he declared. Isaac rolled his eyes. Aidan’s hibernation schedule was interwoven with the amount of people awake. The more there were, the less he tended to be around. If it hadn’t been for Isaac’s insistence, he wouldn’t even had gone to the schoolhouse. In hindsight, Isaac thought to himself that perhaps that would have been the better move. Still, he knew where Aidan truly went in the deep of night…
 
    They continued walking casually, past the miniature cabins that were all designed exactly the same. Whomever had wished them into existence had little imagination. The vegetation surrounding the cabins made up for their lack of décor however. Reaching across the sides and over the humble rooftops, thick white tree branches stretched over with a decadent array of flowers in full bloom. An explosion of blues and pinks and yellows pushed against the tree leaves and kissed up against the wooden posts of their homes. There were even a few Yen born arbors that produced flowers within flowers. In full bloom, their eerie luminescence even rivaled that of the moonlight in radiance. 
 
   The local birds, each known by name, traversed back and forth between plants, carrying the seeds to dull brown spots behind the houses and creating new jaw-dropping scenery whenever one fell and became part of the rich soil. Though there was little sunlight that could break through the sentinel forest canopy up above, the surroundings and ambience of Lowsunn was undeniably rich and cozy.
 
   Though he would never admit it, even Aidan was apprehensive over how easily the scenery would take his breath away and force new creations and possibilities to be born in the recesses of his imagination. An outsider looking in would think it was paradise.
 
   But it wasn’t.
 
   It couldn’t be.
 
   It was just a pretense. A ruse to make him comfortable. And the moment he fell into comfort’s arms, he knew he would be taken unawares, his Yen stolen from him either through torture or some other unspeakable measure. It didn’t matter if Lowsunn was the most relaxing environment he had ever laid eyes upon in his whole life. 
 
   It was not impenetrable. And its inhabitants were trying so hard to believe that it was. Just because it provided necessities that were no longer guaranteed in the new world: a secure shelter, an abundance of fresh water and food…community…it didn’t mean it was invincible. It had survived almost a decade, but how long until its luck ran out?
 
   Lowsunn used to be a real village with another name, but none of the original townspeople were there anymore. No one was sure why, but then again, there was a lot of madness when Advent came. Wishes being used left and right, and without restraint at the time. All the Elders knew for sure was that the founder (Judge bless his soul) had used one of his wishes to restore the village to its rightful, pre-event origins, and then used his second and final wish to throw a massive, invisible barrier around it, preventing all those without permission from the chosen Elders to enter its walls. Without having to worry about the danger outside Lowsunn’s walls, the village was able to truly focus on the only real task at hand: surviving. 
 
   “You think the Elders will ever give us a scouting mission?” Isaac asked as they reached their quarters. All single men and women bunked together in their own respective cabins as if they were boys and girls academies. They were each at separate ends of the village (boys to the south, girls to the north) but it wasn’t necessary considering there were few midnight excursions. Everyone knew the risks. Getting caught after curfew meant banishment. Banishment mean death. 
 
   “What are you talking about?” Aidan replied, half-listening.
 
   “I hear they’re going to announce their selections at the dance,” Isaac said. “You know. The Dance of Yesterday?”
 
   “I have no clue what you’re talking about.”
 
   “Don’t you ever wonder how we get our away missions?”
 
   “I never paid much attention. The odds of me being picked for one is astronomical.” 
 
   “Because the Elders hate you. Your birthday is probably what they call their Advent. But I might be picked for one. Would you be sad if I left?”
 
   “You wouldn’t be gone long, so no.”
 
   “What if I got killed while I was away? Would you be sad then?”
 
   “You would have gone on the mission knowing full well the possibilities.”
 
   “So is that a no?”
 
   “That’s a no.”
 
   “You’re the only thorn in the rose garden, aren’t you?”
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?” Aidan groaned. “And what’s with the hypothetical situations? There’s only one thing we should be worried about right now. The end of our fifth year.”
 
   “You mean how we’re supposed to give our wishes to the Elders?”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “I take it you have no intention of following through on that.”
 
   “Do you?” Aidan asked, turning to face Isaac for the first time in their conversation. Isaac grinned and shook his head. 
 
   “Hey, Aidan!” a student of Mr. Young shouted from behind them. They turned to see a short, stocky boy with glasses that were more like goggles. “Heard about your threat during Mr. Young’s presentation. What are you doing? Trying to graduate early? You know you’re not getting expelled while those are still active.” He pointed directly at Aidan’s right arm.
 
   “I understand that, Jared,” Aidan said.
 
   “Then what’s the deal?”
 
   “I have a plan.”
 
   “Oh? Do tell.”
 
   “I would rather not,” he said, staring forward. “The walls have ears and the wind is an excellent messenger.”
 
   “Isn’t he hilarious when he gets all metaphorical like that?” Isaac laughed. “Don’t know where he gets it from.”
 
   “Fine, whatever,” Jared huffed. He turned to Isaac. “You watch out for this one. He’ll get you in trouble too.”
 
   “Oh, I’m fully aware,” Isaac chuckled. Jared waved bye and ran off to the right as the two boys remained outside their home. The crowd from the presentation must have decided to mingle in the village center, located further north and in the opposite direction the boys had gone. The voices were now at a tolerable volume.
 
   “Guess I don’t have to blow a hole in the shield next week,” Aidan said, looking towards Isaac for a reaction. All he did was raise an eyebrow in puzzlement. 
 
   “Because you have a master plan all of a sudden?”
 
   “Tell me more about these missions.”
 
   “Basically the Fourth and Fifth Years are their strongest and most mature, so the best of them are sent on missions outside of the Institute.”
 
   “I already know that part.”
 
   “You want to learn something or not?”
 
   “Fine. Go on.”
 
   “I think the Elders use the somewhat established adults because they don’t want to risk their own lives to procure supplies and information.”
 
   “I don’t even want to know what it takes to get established around here…still, what I don’t understand is why they use Fifth Years. They have the most to lose. They could stay out there as long as they pleased, and if anyone tried to bring them back, they could just use their Yen to resist.”
 
   “There are chaperones of course,” Isaac replied.
 
   “It doesn’t matter.”
 
   “So your master plan is to go on one of the missions and then bail?”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “Like no one has thought of that one before,” Isaac scoffed. “And I’m sorry but it’s too late for you. You said it yourself. No one’s going to send you out there without a leash, a bridle and a muzzle. You’ve caused too much trouble.”
 
   “But you’ll be selected, won’t you?” Aidan said, looking hard into Isaac’s eyes.
 
   “Doubtful. I associate with riff-raff like you.”
 
   “When they’re desperate enough, they’ll take you,” Aidan nodded with confidence. “And when that happens, I’m coming along for the ride.”
 
   “While getting me killed in the process.”
 
   “What are friends for?” Aidan chuckled.
 
   “Well, this is highly suspect,” a pleasant, sweet voice muttered from the shadows between the two cabins. The boys turned, half-worried too much had been heard when the intruder stepped into the moonlight. Isaac smiled with glee.
 
   “Morrigan! How good it is to see you! To what do we owe the pleasure of being able to bask in the glory of the marvelous, radiant, magnificent – “
 
   “ – put a lid on it, Isaac. I’m sick of your false praise,” she snapped, pushing her maroon, thick, horn-rimmed glasses further up the bridge of her nose.
 
   “But I thought you like that sort of thing. Sucking up,” he grinned. “Or is it only acceptable when you’re the one doing it?”
 
   “I love people sucking up to me,” she smiled through her rapidly blinking eyes and thick green lipstick, “but I would hardly consider you a person. Something between a virus and a deformed toad is more precise.”
 
   “Yet I’m still on the evolutionary chain. There’s hope for me yet. Oh, Morrigan!” Isaac pretended to swoon as he pranced around her with clasped hands. “Your compliments are like the kiss of snowflakes upon the cheek.”
 
   “That wasn’t even remotely intelligent.”
 
   “So, what do you want?” Aidan said bluntly, crossing his arms. “Ms. Head of the Discipline Squad. Here to follow up on some rumors?”
 
   “Are they rumors, Aidan?” she said, leaning close to his face. “Considering every single person present at that presentation is ready to testify against you?”
 
   “Oh, is that how many people I have to kill tonight?”
 
   “You’re not funny.”
 
   “Murder never is.”
 
   “You have a subpoena tomorrow morning at 8 a.m,” she said, handing him a folded packet of paper. Isaac whistled at the size. “I assume you know where the Squad’s chambers are located.”
 
   “You assume wrong. I’ve never been there in my entire life.”
 
   “And afterwards, I can tutor you in the library on proper use of the Obsidial language. It can help with whatever…backwards, wild man grunting thing that’s dribbling off your lips.”
 
   “Whatever it is, I’m sure it’s not green,” he said, gagging at her lipstick. She gave a false smile, her cheekbones raised as high as they could go.
 
   “Language doesn’t have a color, imbecile. See what I mean about having to tutor you?”
 
   “That’s the second time you’ve mentioned us getting together,” Aidan raised an eyebrow. “Are you asking me out on a date?”
 
   “I would rather choke on my own vomit,” she said with an up-curled lip. “And I would never do such a thing as to taint my reputation.”
 
   “Taint?”
 
   “Do you even know the meaning to -” she turned to Isaac. “Can you please enlighten your dense friend here?”
 
   “Enlighten? What poetic enunciation is this?” Isaac batted his eyes. “Perhaps the lady cares to educate this backwards gent on the particulars. You know green happens to be my favorite color.”
 
   “Go jump off a bridge,” Morrigan said flatly. She shoved them aside and headed back towards the village center where the crowd was enjoying themselves. Both of them couldn’t help staring at her strange, multi-layered clothing ensemble and bouncing pink pigtails as she walked off. 
 
   “You think that’s her natural color?” Aidan asked, but Isaac ignored him. 
 
   “Her speech loses some of its bite everyday,” Isaac sighed. Aidan unfolded his arms and glanced at him. He didn’t know what to think of their strange relationship. Sometimes he was sure Isaac was in love with her, and then in the next second, it couldn’t be anything but loathing. What went on in that head of his?
 
   “All of Lowsunn knows I’m not going to that hearing,” Aidan declared out loud. Isaac nodded in agreement as he continued staring off where Morrigan had long disappeared to.
 
   “She knows too, but it’s part of the job description. Has to keep up a good standing for the higher-ups. She is the only villager our age to gain their favor. She probably has an exemption.”
 
   “Ugh,” Aidan gagged. “Then who would want to be here a moment longer? I’ll never understand women like her.”
 
   “You don’t understand women, period.”
 
   “Oh, and you’re one to talk!”
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   “You drive me nuts every time I see the two of you interact,” Aidan shook his head. “Your eyes study her like she’s a new species whenever she walks by but then your lips say otherwise.”
 
   “I’m maintaining my distance until I’m sure of who she is, that’s all. I know what I’m doing. Unlike you.”
 
   “Are you talking about Leah again?”
 
   “You said her name. Not me.”
 
   “I know her well enough,” Aidan said, glancing away and re-folding his arms.
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “We have a class together. Woodworking.”
 
   “Right. I’ll make sure to check the roster and see if it exists.”
 
   “We were partners. The teacher put us together. She made me a practice sword.”
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   “You don’t believe me?”
 
   “I didn’t say that. I just suspect there’s more to the story than you’re willing to admit. Don’t you remember who you’re talking to?”
 
   “Right,” Aidan said, closing his eyes. “The last thing I need is to be thrown on your radar. I don’t know what’s worst. Being a part of your conspiracies or listening about them.”
 
   “I would say listening, because then we can work together. We’ve yet to figure out the mystery of the disappearing chocolate cake.”
 
   “I already told you,” Aidan sighed, slapping his forehead. “The head of the dining commons ate it whole.”
 
   “But she’s so nice.”
 
   “She’s fat,” Aidan stressed. “And noticeably fatter after the incident.”
 
   “That’s stress from the job.”
 
   “For someone who’s paranoid, you sure are willing to dismiss those you like.”
 
   “She could be pregnant.”
 
   “Yeah, you go ahead and ask her.”
 
   “I’m a gentleman. I wouldn’t think of it.”
 
   “Uh-huh. Or is it because she gives you the leftover cookies after hours?”
 
   “You saw that?”
 
   “Now who’s part of a conspiracy?”
 
   “At least you’re not,” he smiled. “You’re not on my radar…yet.”
 
   “Lucky me,” Aidan said as he began heading inside the cabin. “Lucky me.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *
 
    
 
   The nightmare was more vivid than usual, and what made it worse was that for the first time, Aidan couldn’t wake himself up. He was back home again, falling out of bed over the piercing screams he heard coming from outside. He thought it was all a figment of his imagination, that he had just conjured it up in his sleep, but the shrieks didn’t let up. Disoriented, he staggered to his tiny, clay hut window, and scanned the area. 
 
   His neighbors were outside his window.
 
   And they were on fire. 
 
   Aidan rushed out the open door, so concerned with the plight of his neighbors that he didn’t even think of whether his parents and little sister would be okay. They had been outside the safety of their home.
 
   As soon as his feet the dirt, however, he was paralyzed. 
 
   The sky had turned a blood red. The clouds - a lightning blue, and a sickly yellow rain drizzled from the heavens, slowly corroding the clay of their homes and withering their bountiful harvest even faster. Aidan stepped back inside as soon as he realized the yellow rain’s effects, but it didn’t appear to affect his skin any more than regular water did. Still, he took off his shirt and wrapped it in a turban around his head for protection, rushing back out and searching for a solution to the fires. A way to save his people.
 
   Water, sand, blankets – nothing worked. 
 
   And as he watched them all stumble and fall, with no more than a twitch once they hit the soil - he wondered why he was the only one not afflicted. He felt like throwing up, and the only thing that prevented him was the sudden boom in the distance, sounding as if the planet itself had just cracked in half. He ran to the source, past the smoldering clay huts and the recently deceased until he hit the edge of what was once his home, now just a land of fertilized soil, sitting atop the second mountain of Tilkin.
 
   A firestorm was coming towards him, rolling across the adjacent mountains and valleys with a mix of thunder, flames, sand and destruction. Aidan stayed frozen in fear as it approached with a deafening roar. Nothing he did could save him. His fate would be no different than those of his people. 
 
   And he didn’t mind at all.
 
   He closed his eyes as he felt his skin begin to singe and crackle, the hairs on his arms and head already gone. He winced and grit his teeth through the tears, accepting his certain fate when unexpectedly…
 
   A voice asked him a question.
 
   “What do you wish for right now?”
 
   Without a moment’s hesitation, the sole survivor of Quinn spoke. 
 
   “I wish I was protected from the fire!” he cried aloud.
 
   Just as the firestorm descended upon him, he screamed, not over the incoming storm, but the intense ripping sensation that came from his right arm. Three seals appeared in an instant. Two illuminated, signifying wishes yet to be granted, and one dark – blackened over the words he had just uttered. He had no time to examine the symbols. The pain in his arm was too great. All he could do was roar within a cloud of mixed emotions as the firestorm engulfed him, destroying his village, his friends, and everything he had ever loved within seconds, leaving no trace behind. As if his life had never existed. 
 
   He screamed and screamed and at one point, he went mad. 
 
   But then it was over.
 
   The storm subsided, vanishing into thin air as if it had achieved its sole purpose…and only Aidan remained amidst the smoking ruins. Two tornadoes of fire, as small as bracelets, circled his wrists at an increasing rate of speed, but he wasn’t looking at them or the devastation at his feet. He couldn’t contain his rage any longer.
 
   It erupted like a solar flare and in an instant, everything within a five mile radius was reduced to flat land, mountains and all. The village of Quinn and the mountains of Tilkin were wiped clean from Obsidian.
 
   Aidan barely survived the fall from the mountaintop as it crumbled beneath his feet like an avalanche. Even after he awoke, all he could do was breathe in the soot, and cough, and swear. 
 
   What had happened to his people…his village – it could not have been an act of nature. Nature had been a catalyst, but it was surely not the cause. Red sky? Yellow rain? No, this was a biological attack of some sort. And someone had definitely spoken to him before the firestorm had arrived. That voice…that voice would know what had happened to his people. 
 
   It would know who was responsible for their deaths.
 
   It would know who had to die by his trembling, eager hands…
 
    
 
    
 
   Continued in:
 
   Obsidian Sky (Book #1 of the Obsidian Saga)
 
   (Now Available)
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Novels by Julius St. Clair:
 
    
 
   Fantasy:
 
   The Last of the Sages
 
   The Dark Kingdom (Book 2 of the Sage Saga)
 
   Hail to the Queen (Book 3 of the Sage Saga)
 
   Of Heroes and Villains (Book #4 of the Sage Saga)
 
   Obsidian Sky (Book 1 of the Obsidian Saga)
 
   End of Angels (Angel Story, Book 1)
 
   Angels of Eden (Angel Story, Book 2)
 
   The Day the Earth Flooded (Angel Story, Book 3) will be Available October 1st
 
    
 
   Supernatural Thrillers:
 
   The Deadly Ones
 
    
 
   Science Fiction:
 
   Upgrade (The Androids Trilogy, Book 1)
 
    
 
   Paranormal Romance:
 
   My Immortal Playlist
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Short Stories:
 
   Face Punch
 
   Shepherd of the Wolves
 
   Sanctuary (A Short Love Story)
 
   Reluctant Hero: A Superhero Story (Champion # 1)
 
   Brothers of Fire and Rain (The Weather Brothers # 1)
 
   Static Rain
 
   I saw God in a crazy dead toothed Hispanic kid
 
   Girl of My Dreams
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   Check out my website!
 
   http://juliusstclair.wix.com/juliusstclair
 
    
 
   Join the mailing list for free e-books and future updates!
 
   juliusstclair@yahoo.com
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
 the Best-Selling Sage Saga by.

ius St. Clair

g,





