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Chapter 1 – Do You See What I See?
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“Wh-what?” James stammered as Catherine placed her hands on her hips. 

“Are you listening?”

“I...I’m sorry, I guess I zoned out or something,” he said, looking down at the tiled floor. Catherine sucked her teeth and walked over to the nightstand on the other end of the bedroom, looking at James in the mirror while pretending that she was examining her hair. James dropped his chin to his chest and hunched over as he sat on the ottoman. He felt claustrophobic. The bedroom was too small and too cold, and they had been held prisoner inside of it for too many days. He was beginning to lose count, and the nights and days were beginning to blur since there were no windows to let anyone know the time. 

He should have been enjoying himself. It could have been his getaway with Catherine, but instead, he found his mind wandering against his will. What was paralyzing him so? Was it because he wasn’t sure of the Knights’ intentions? Was it because there was no guarantee that they were good people? Or was it the Sorcerer lying in wait within him? 

Donovan had not been dormant. Though he hadn’t said anything since the first day, he continued to haunt James’ dreams at night. Once, his fantasies had been filled with days of peace and tranquility in the arms of his wife, but now they were replaced with haunting visions of murdered friends and scorched plains. In the nightmares, he would look at the shining surface of his blade and realize that it was he who had committed the acts. He prayed that it wasn’t an omen of things to come. 

“You’re doing it again,” Catherine said, bringing him out of his stupor. 

He sat up to attention and cleared his throat. “How much longer do we have to wait? What could they possibly be talking about?”

“Don’t try to change the subject,” she snapped. “Where have you been?”

“What do you mean?” he mumbled, rubbing his forehead.

“You’ve been so distant,” she said, dropping down onto her knees so that he was looking down into her eyes. He inadvertently smiled and she couldn’t help but grin back. She still hypnotized him without even trying. Her magical green eyes, her curly locks and beautiful freckled face. She was truly the only good thing in his life. Sure, he had friends too, but they loved him for his fighting ability above all else. He recognized that since he was a soldier, he was only as valuable as his worth as a fighter. If he was incapacitated, or he lost his will to fight, they would eventually leave his side. Only Catherine would remain. 

And here he was, pushing her away. 

But could he tell her the truth? Could he tell her about the Sorcerer clawing at the recesses of his soul, begging for a chance to take the reins? Could she still love him knowing that it might not be him looking out from the other side? 

He remembered what happened to Achan—when he revealed that he had been in contact with their enemy and had once been a spy...Catherine rejected him, not as a friend, but certainly as a potential mate. The one thing that transcended their love for one another was her sense of duty and obligation for the greater good. If he wasn’t to be trusted, she would put distance between them. Of that, he was confident. 

“I’m not trying to be distant,” he said finally. 

Catherine breathed a sigh of relief. “Thought you were getting senile, old man.”

“Aren’t you a little older than I am?” he chuckled.

“Well,” she paused to bite her lip. “I was hoping it didn’t have anything to do with the atmosphere. Our eidolons were barely working for a while and now they’re back in full swing. Who knows if they’ll go away again, and...if you will.”

“What do you mean?”

“Aren’t all of you made of the same substance as the eidolons? If the atmosphere is really changing that drastically, what happens to all of you?”

“We’ll adapt, just like our souls did when they were exposed to the elements for the first time. Even if we do feel a bit under the weather from time to time, it might be our version of getting a cold. I don’t think we’re going to completely vanish.”

“Then what’s going on? Talk to me.”

“I’m not feeling myself lately, that’s all,” he said, giving her a weak smile.

“Is it the people you absorbed?” she asked, her eyes wavering back and forth. “If it is, you have to tell me.”

“It’s not,” he lied quickly. “But even if it was, what could you do?”

“We can talk it out,” she said, reaching up to caress his cheek. “It has to be affecting you in some way. All of those voices. All those people. They can’t just be silent. What about their memories? Are you seeing any of those?”

“I get nightmares,” he admitted. He could at least reveal that much. “Or I have dreams that feel so real, and yet, I know that I’ve never been to those places or experienced those events.”

“Anything that we can use?”

“I don’t think so,” he said, rubbing his hair. “Plus, I forget a lot when I wake up.”

“James,” she said. “Please tell me what else is happening.”

“When a problem arises, I will,” he said, clasping her hands tightly together. “Okay?”

“Don’t be a hero,” she said. “We’re in this together.”

“I know,” he said, closing his eyes. “If you don’t mind, I think I might rest my eyes a bit. I haven’t been sleeping that well with all of the nightmares, but talking to you about it...I might be able to bypass all of that for a while.”

“I know you’re trying to avoid the subject,” she said, slowly rising to her feet. “But I’ll bite. Take your rest, my love. We’re going to both need it soon, I’m sure.”

Catherine walked over to the bed and plopped down on it, her body bouncing into the air for a moment as James sighed and went back to his thoughts. He was about to end his stupor and head over to Catherine for some cuddling time when a whisper cut through the recesses of his mind.

“That was close,” Donovan said. “I’m glad she didn’t make the connection between us.”

“Shut up,” James whispered, clutching the sides of his head.

“No, no,” Donovan laughed, his voice echoing. “This is my body now. I’m just loaning it to you for the moment.”

“What do you want?”

“Freedom. Don’t we all?”

“I would love that right now.”

“Yes, but one can’t gain freedom without the oppression of another, can they?”

“I don’t believe that.”

“Then you’re less of a Sage than I previously thought. Shh. Someone’s coming.”

A knock on the bedroom door startled Catherine as James rose to his feet. They glanced at one another and then James walked over to the steel door and opened it. He was surprised to find that it wasn’t locked anymore. On the other side of the threshold, stood a man in a yellow tank top and long green pants stood. His frame was massive and his eyes were like lapis lazuli. He had stubble around his angular jaw and his face was scarred all over as if someone had tried to paint his face with a knife. 

“Welcome to our home. I’m Caleb,” he said, extending a hand out. 

James shook it reluctantly and the stranger then reached out to Catherine who also shook his hand.

“And where is here exactly?” Catherine asked. “Does this place have a name?”

“I’m afraid not. We’ll just refer to it as a Knight base for now.”

“Is it the only one?”

“There’s many. Heck, what you came here for might not even be here.”

“Is that why we were kept prisoner?” James asked. “You were busy moving the machine elsewhere?”

“Perhaps,” he said, his eyes twinkling playfully.

“So what can we do for you, Caleb?” Catherine asked. 

“I’ve come to brief all of you on the current situation. The others are waiting for us in the lounge.”

“Are we coming back here afterwards?”

“Depending on the outcome of our conversation, you’ll be free to walk the facility as desired.”

“The machine isn’t here,” James muttered.

Caleb laughed and jabbed James’ arm lightly. “Don’t be so glum. You don’t know whether that’s true or not yet. Come with me.”

James and Catherine followed him down the long winding cave tunnel, ducking under hanging lanterns as they passed. They could hear clanking and yelling in the distance, but they couldn’t see it. The tunnel led directly to the door of the lounge wall, which opened up and allowed them access to the couches they had been sitting on days ago, as well as their friends. Catherine wasted no time in giving hugs to everyone in attendance. 

James examined the faces of everyone in the room. They were all a little anxious and full of curiosity. No one knew anything, but at least they were all in good health. They were all there. Kyran, Chloe, along with himself, Catherine, and Scarlet.

“Everyone well?” Catherine asked as they all took their seats on the half-moon couch. Caleb walked to the front of the room and nervously fidgeted in place as if he was about to give a great speech to a group of very important people. Nods from the room answered Catherine’s question.

“Red and Violet send their thanks in helping them get here. Right now they’re with another group out in the field.”

“For what purpose?” James asked.

“I’ll get to that,” Caleb said, clearing his throat. “Listen, I want all of you to know that it was not our intention to keep you under lock and key for days. We needed to make sure that all of you were clean, and that none of you are Sorcerers in disguise. I can say confidently that you are not, and so I have been given clearance to proceed with the next part of the plan.

“The time machine, or the Clock as we like to call it, is in fact here. All we moved were a few important components. We’ll be able to test out the machine and register if we have enough power to run it without having the actual time pieces installed.”

“Isn’t that dangerous though?” Scarlet asked. “If we have the energy, you’ll have to go get the parts again, and in that time, the Sorcerers could reappear and take us down.”

“The pieces are hidden, but not far,” Caleb assured them. “We can retrieve them quickly at any moment.”

“Why all of the secrecy?” James asked. “Why split up your forces so much? Aren’t you stronger together?”

“To be honest,” Caleb said solemnly, “it’s because we don’t trust each other.”

“What?” Scarlet scoffed, crossing her legs. “What are you talking about?”

“Surely you know the origin of the Ancient Knights—warriors that served the King exclusively, and how we betrayed him in the end because we sensed that change was upon us. Sadon...he was very convincing with his words. Many of us left our King before we even saw the signs, but of course, then the Great Collision happened and his prophecies became concrete in our minds. Still, we were never a true unit. Sadon was great at swaying people to his cause, but he was not a leader once the decision was made. Unable to return to our King for fear of execution, we were forced to develop our own code in a short amount of time.”

“Where is Sadon now?” Scarlet asked.

“Unsure. There were a few sightings in Cimmerian a year ago, but then he disappeared. Perhaps he sensed the Sorcerers’ arrival too. But that’s beside the point. The point is that we’re not a cohesive group like you are. Your bonds were born out of success and comradery. Ours are of necessity and that’s a big difference. James and Catherine met two other groups that were Ancient Knights that had evil intentions. Neither of those groups were allied with us in anyway, but they still held onto their monikers, and they had the strength to back it up as well. What I’m trying to say is...we all suspect that one of us could join the Sorcerers at any time. We know that the Clock is our last ditch effort, and we’re holding onto it, but should the moment arise that it doesn’t work, or we’re unable to get the machine running, I fear that some will join the enemy to preserve themselves. Much like your enemy, Thorn.”

“What is he doing now?” Kyran growled.

“Please remain calm,” Caleb said, holding up a hand toward him. “He’s only building a city where Allay used to be. Scout reports say that he’s doing nothing more.”

“It’s not that simple,” James sighed. “He’s got to be up to something.”

“Regardless, we don’t have the resources to prove otherwise,” Caleb said. “It’s exhausting enough making sure that the Knights are all in line, and that no one is planning on stealing any of the pieces.”

“Okay, you don’t trust each other,” Scarlet said. “Fine. But that makes me wonder...who was going to go through time?”

“We haven’t decided,” Caleb said nervously.

“A little important, isn’t it?”

“We have candidates on a list,” he said. “Including a couple of you, although I have to admit, the Sages on the list are at the bottom.”

“Why be on the list at all?” Scarlet laughed.

“We know you’re not on it,” Kyran muttered.

“Nor are you,” Scarlet said to him confidently. “You’re too weak.”

“Actually yes,” Caleb said. “That’s the hang-up when it comes to the Sages. They are far weaker than many of our Knights so if they came across trouble...odds are that they’d be killed.”

“But we’re trustworthy,” Catherine said. “We’ve proven to be reliable even within the pages of Terra’s history.”

“Yes,” Caleb confirmed. “That’s why you’re on the list. We can trust that you will complete the mission.”

“Which is?”

“I can’t divulge that just yet,” Caleb said. “In case any of you are captured, I don’t want the Sorcerers learning of the exact place in history you are to go. If for some reason they end up using the Clock, I don’t want them to go there in our stead. This is all unprecedented and so we have to take the utmost precautions.”

“I understand. First things first.”

“So we see if the machine can be powered,” Kyran said. “If it can, then we put it back together and someone goes through to make things right...to make sure the three worlds will be whole. I assume you’re thinking of preventing the Great Collision.”

“It was a possibility in the beginning,” Caleb said, “but no longer. The Great Collision was the volcano erupting. We want to know what woke it up. We want to remove the root of the problem.”

“A volcano is a force of nature that erupts because it is what it is. How can you remove the very thing that makes it a volcano?”

“This is all speculation,” Caleb chuckled, pinching the bridge of his nose. “We’ve had this same conversation many times already—if going through time will fix anything at all. It could make things more of a mess or it may not.”

“We have nothing to lose,” Chloe said. “Paragon has the richest soil and potential for food, and it’s been destroyed. Many parts of Terra are soon to follow and even if Cimmerian survives...it’s not enough. I’ve heard that many in Cimmerian go to the other worlds for sustenance.”

“It’s true,” Caleb said. “Even if the Sorcerers weren’t trying to kill us, and we tried to carve out a life here with what’s left, we would all starve and die. It would be a slow death, but a death nonetheless. This Clock was created out of necessity—because we realized that the end of humanity was upon us.”

“Then how far back would you want to go?” James asked.

“I really can’t say,” Caleb sighed.

“I want to get awkward,” Kyran said suddenly.

“Ew,” Chloe said. “What are you talking about?”

“I have a topic to bring up that’s awkward,” Kyran replied, glaring at her. 

“Okay, well, don’t say it like that. I got some strange images in my head when  you said that.”

“It’s not my fault—what goes on in your brain.”

“What is it?” Caleb sighed.

“James,” Kyran said flatly. “What are we going to do about James?”

“I don’t follow.”

“Didn’t Red and Violet tell you? Someone had to have told you.”

“Oh,” Caleb said, glancing over at James. “The fact that Donovan was absorbed.”

“Yes. A Sorcerer is living inside of him now. Aren’t you worried that James will lose control at some point? I was there. Donovan allowed himself to be taken.”

Everyone in the room stared at James, examining him, searching him for signs of cracking. As silence descended upon them, and the seconds turned into minutes, James could hear a laugh beginning to rise to the surface from deep within his psyche. He stifled it, for fear of letting it escape his lips, and he found himself glancing over at Catherine. 

There was an undeniable fear in her eyes.



​
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Chapter 2 – Battery
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“Just follow me and don’t deviate from the path,” Caleb said. “These tunnels are designed to be a labyrinth. If you get lost, it’s over. Alright, let’s go.” Caleb began walking through the dim lighting as they stayed close to each other. 

James kept his head down as his eyes fell on the back of Catherine’s heels.  “Are we going to talk about what happened back there?”

“What do you want to talk about?” she asked. 

“How we moved on like nothing terrible was said.”

“We have to head to the Clock to see if you can power it.”

“That’s another thing...if I can, you do know what that means, right?”

“What?”

“I may have to stay inside of it.”

“No, you wouldn’t. It’s different than with Bastion. He had to sustain a constant barrier. You would be powering the Clock for one go.”

“That’s not proven. What if I have to keep the entryway open for them to return?”

“Caleb didn’t say it, but we all know it’s probably a one-way trip, and you wouldn’t want to keep the door open on the other side anyways because someone or something from the past might come here.”

“We could probably handle it.”

“Not necessarily. Yeah, we’re stronger than we were before, but look at the Knights. They’re from the past, and they’re still more powerful than we are. James, what are you so worried about?”

“You,” he said honestly. “I’m wondering what you’re thinking right now.”

“I’m scared that the Clock won’t work.”

“Not that,” he said. “You know what I mean.”

“You really want to talk right now? When everyone can hear us?”

“I don’t mind hearing,” Scarlet said. 

Catherine grumbled to herself, but James didn’t care. “Catherine, we have to talk now. Once I get inside of the machine, I might have to power it until someone goes through, and who knows how long that will be. The Sorcerers could attack and something could happen to one of us. I want to resolve this beforehand.”

“RESOLVE WHAT?!” she yelled, turning around to face him and halting the line. 

“We have to keep moving!” Caleb yelled from the front. “Do not stop!”

“You heard him,” Catherine said as she turned back around. 

“You still love me?” James asked as they kept walking forward.

“Of course I do,” she scoffed. “What kind of a question is that?”

“Then why won’t you talk to me? Is it what Kyran said?”

“It explains everything,” she said, still facing forward. “You keep on spacing out, and you barely talk to me about it. You’ve never acted like this before, and it...it makes so much sense. What’s he saying in there? Huh? Is Donovan talking to you now?”

James wasn’t sure what to say. “He’s stronger than the others...but I can handle it. I just need time.”

“This is why you shouldn’t have been absorbing people,” she said bitterly.

James stayed silent. He didn’t like her tone, but he knew she was justified. She was the one person that he could rely on in life, and she felt the same about him. To shut her out like that, it had to be a great violation of trust. What was the point of having someone by your side if you were going to face your greatest trials alone?

“I’m sorry,” James said, but she said nothing in response. He didn’t care. As long as she heard the words, it was a start. 

“We’re almost there,” Caleb said as they took another left down a dirt-walled corridor. 

James let his mind wander. He was no stranger to such an act. 

***
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JAMES STARTED PAYING attention the moment light flooded his pupils. As his vision refocused, he saw two dozen Knights scrambling around a massive structure that was the size of a small house. It was a gigantic, hollow, rectangle with various wires spiraling around the dense frame. Massive tubes were strewn along the floor and leading out of the rectangle and into the cave wall. None of the Knights working on the machine gave them much attention—barely a nod, and then they would go back to their duties.

Caleb waved them over to the rock platform on which the massive rectangle, or the “Clock” was sitting on, and he turned to James.

“Okay, instruction time. Listen carefully. We’re going to attach some of the conduit wires to you, and the machine will start tapping into your energy for power. Using that power, it will expand it out, similar to releasing one’s eidolon. It will take that energy and fill the rectangle. With the technology we’ve created, it will use that energy to create a portal that will enable us to go through time. Now, here’s the important part. Once the Clock is fully powered, you and whoever else is planning to go through time will close your eyes and we will slowly begin separating your body into matter.”

“Wait, so I would be going through time too?” James asked.

“No, not exactly. Similar to the Emissary with the bridges, you will act as a guide of sorts. This hasn’t been done in practice before so I can only tell you what should happen in theory. The actual experience might be completely different, but we’ll see.”

“Okay, so myself and whoever’s planning on going through time will become energy?”

“Yes, but visually, you’ll be on a bridge of sorts. That bridge will have many paths, each leading to a different point in time. Because your energy is tapped into the Clock, you’ll be able to identify these points, even better than the travelers accompanying you. It’s important that you direct them properly. We’ll tell you what point in time you’re looking for once we’re ready to do the real thing. Today, we’re just going to try to power the machine.”

“Okay,” he sighed. “One question. When I direct them...I get that they’ll head down that path, but what will happen to me? Do I go back to where I started out from? Would I be able to go with them if I had to?”

“You would go back to where you started, I think. As for going with them...I wouldn’t. I have no idea what that will do to us on the other end. Some of our scientists said that it will create a feedback loop that will act as a bomb of sorts. You could kill whoever is on the other side, and with that amount of power being produced...the entire city.”

“Okay,” James said. “One last question...will it hurt?”

“I wouldn’t think so,” Caleb chuckled, placing a hand on his back. “Come on. Let’s see if we can make this trial run a success.”

As Caleb led him to a pile of thin color-coded wires lying on a table, James noticed that the room had fallen silent. The Knights ceased their work and watched in anticipation as Caleb and a mystery assistant poked and prodded him with the needles attached to each of the wires.

“The energy is in the blood,” Caleb explained as he punctured James’ skin on his right forearm, inserting the needle deep within his vein. “So that’s where we’re going to get the power for the machine.”

“I have that much blood?” James asked.

“Well, you and other Dejas are special cases since you are almost entirely made up of energy. Still, there is some blood. Though you died once, you’re not completely removed from Terra in a sense. Everything is connected, even when there are barriers placed between us.”

“All set,” the assistant said and Caleb nodded at James.

“Don’t worry,” Caleb said. “This shouldn’t hurt.”

“That’s not what I’m worried about,” James said as he stared at Catherine. Though he could tell that she was worried, she made no motion toward him that she wanted to talk. 

“Come,” Caleb said, grasping his forearm and leading him toward the rectangular structure. “Now, think of it as walking through an open doorway, but remember that we have to get the Clock up and running first. So, I want you to stand in the ‘doorway’ and count to ten. Then take a step. You should find yourself on the bridge.”

“Okay,” James said. He closed his eyes and got into position. Caleb leapt off of the platform and walked over to the Sages. 

“Count begins now,” Caleb said as he waved over to one of the assistants. James couldn’t hear them anymore as the Clock began humming loudly. It was low at first, as if it was beginning to sing, but then it rose ferociously, to the point that he felt like if it went any higher, he would go deaf. James winced as he slowly counted to ten, giving the Knights all of the time they needed.

“TEN!” he heard Caleb shout over the humming and James reluctantly took a step forward.

The humming stopped.

All noise stopped except for his heartbeat, which was beating so loud that anyone else might be able to hear it. He opened his eyes and looked down at his arms. The needles and wires were no longer there but he knew it was just an illusion. He had to be back at the Knight headquarters...right?

James took a deep breath and looked up. 

There was nothing but black space. A canvas waiting to be painted. 

It wasn’t darkness, for he could still see himself clearly. This was different. It was as if the light had gone into the background, providing just enough illumination to allow him to see. James studied the dark, but nothing moved. Nothing made a sound. It was tranquil in its strangeness. 

“Perhaps the space will be filled with the time lines,” he heard Donovan say to his right. James shot his head to his right and saw the Sorcerer was standing right next to him with his arms crossed. His voice was so pleasant and boyish that James almost forgot that he should fear his presence.

“How are you outside of my body?”

“You mean my body,” Donovan winked at him.

“How can I see you?”

“We both know that the absorption didn’t take. We are two individuals inhabiting the same flesh. You might be in control for now, but that will change when I deem it necessary.”

“You have that kind of power? To overtake me whenever you wish?”

“I do.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“Belief has nothing to do with what will happen.”

“If you were smart, you would have stayed hidden. You know I can’t allow you to be here when the others are trying to travel through time.”

“Of course you can’t,” Donovan snickered. “I’ll go after them, or maybe I’ll see where they’re going first and cut them off by heading to an earlier time. Either way, they won’t succeed.”

“So why reveal yourself?”

“Because this is what I want. It would seem that since we are still here in...wherever this is, the Clock is somewhat of a success. It can at least transport us to another...realm of sorts. I assume that if they get the rest of the materials, they could have this up and running today. We don’t need that. By revealing myself, you’re forced to get the amulet—an outside source to power the machine, and that gives my partners the opportunity to intervene.”

“Why would you ally yourself with them anyways? Aren’t you at war with each other?”

“The war is against of all of you now. We had no idea you had such a powerful machine. Our spat will continue once this is taken care of.”

“I won’t allow it.”

“Oh,” Donovan laughed, facing James completely. “Is this threat time? I didn’t know we had jumped to that segment of our conversation so suddenly. Well, allow me to place my rebuttal. You, James, will become my pawn. I will have you killing your friends with your own hands, and wishing that you could die. But I won’t let you. I’ll keep enough of your essence alive so that you can see what I’m about to accomplish. I’ll go through time and find Catherine. I’ll make her life miserable. You will watch as I tear her life apart. Your friends will experience a fate no less horrific, and then, when I’ve had my fill, I’ll go back in time again, and do it all over. And why? Because I don’t have anything to do. You humans were our entertainment, and now James, there is only you to amuse me. So go ahead, my plaything, tell your friends about me. Keep us locked up. It won’t save you, and it won’t save them because they have no hope of defeating any of the Sorcerers that are left without you and me.”

“You think you have it all figured out,” James said. “But I’ve met men like you before. Your arrogance betrays you. You will lose.”

“It’s not about winning and losing,” he said. “As long as I catch a ride on the Clock, none of that matters.”

James and Donovan stared at each other for a couple of minutes, waiting for the Knights to finish their analysis. When nothing happened, James prepared to open his mouth when he was suddenly enveloped in light. 

Strangely, he was back in the village in Allay. 

James glanced down at his hands and they were small and young. He yelped in surprise as he lifted his head and found himself looking into the eyes of a familiar face. A young girl with a plain face and mud in her hair. 

“Leidy?” James whispered as he leaned in closer to make sure she was real.

The girl snapped her fingers and frowned at him.

“If you’re not going buying anythin’, I’m gonna kick your ass!”
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Chapter 3 – Familiar
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“Wait, Leidy,” James pleaded, holding up his thin arms. “It’s me, James.”

“I know who ya are!” she screamed. “How can I forget? You’ve been asking me out for two weeks now. I’m startin to see ya in ma dreams! Ma dreams! How can I tend to tha shop if I’m stressed out over seeing ya around everyday?”

“I’m sorry,” he said, trying to stifle a laugh. “I didn’t know I was causing you so much trouble.”

“Sorry?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. “What’s wrong with ya?”

“I didn’t mean to bother you. You’re just so interesting that I had to talk to you, but if you don’t want me around, I’m more than happy to leave.”

James walked away from the fruit stand and chuckled as he looked up at the blanket used as a tarp for the little cart. Leidy’s parents had humble beginnings, and the restaurant that he, Korey and Jennings had been so accustomed to had not been built yet. How old was he now? Ten? Eleven? What was the state of the village at this time? Where was Catherine? She wouldn’t even be in her Sage training yet. As a matter of fact, the Academy wouldn’t even be—

“Wait!” he heard Leidy yell from behind him. He turned around and noticed that she was sorting through her apples. She picked one up and threw it to him. He caught it and stared at her, waiting for an explanation. “Listen,” she said, “I can be yer friend, but not yer lover. Ya seem like a nice kid, but I can’t trouble ma self with love right now. That okay with you?”

“Yeah,” James said, giving her a smile. “That’s more than fine with me.”

“Alright then. We’ll hang out later. Now get outta ma shop!”

“Okay,” James laughed. It was fascinating. What just played out was when he and Leidy first became friends, although the way it happened was a little different. The first time, he bothered her so much that she eventually went out on a date with him. The date was so horrible because she was so caustic and abrasive that he ended up swearing that he wouldn’t go out with her again. Leidy later apologized and they slowly became friends, but it was a long process. Now, all it took was a preemptive apology and a couple of sentences to reach that point. 

James took a quick glance at his surroundings. The village was...beginning to shake, as if an earthquake was occurring. 

James scowled and squinted his eyes but his vision eventually went black. When he opened his eyes next, he was back in the Knights’ headquarters. 

“Hey!” he yelled, turning around to face the crowd. “What happened?”

Sages and Knights alike stared at him in awe. 

“It worked,” Caleb said, shaking his head. “I can’t believe it. You powered the Clock. It was stable for over two hours.”

“We only turned it off because your body was getting tired,” Catherine said, leaping onto the platform. Caleb followed, and the both of them began removing the needles. “It’s okay,” she said to James. “He showed me how while you were gone.”

“If I was only powering it, then—”

“That was me, James,” Donovan whispered from within him. “You were sleeping so I allowed you to dream. I decided to pull up an old memory for you to be entertained by.”

James clenched his fists as Donovan laughed. 

“I know,” Donovan said. “It’s disconcerting, isn’t it? To know that I can access your memories and you still can’t quite grasp mine. Have some fun back in Allay? It was certainly interesting to watch. Makes you wonder though...if you did go back in time, how would you know that you actually made it...especially if I’m still inside of you?”

“What did you see?” Caleb asked, as he removed the last needle. 

“Darkness,” James said. “A lot of it, but I could still see. It was strange.”

“Interesting,” Caleb said. “Listen, I’m going to need a full report on everything that you saw. In the meantime, I’m thinking that we should go ahead and request that the rest of the parts be brought here for—”

“No!” James exclaimed. “I’m sorry, but that can’t happen.”

“Why not?”

“Because...” he turned to Catherine and sighed heavily. “The Sorcerer—Donovan—he’s trying to talk to me and take over my body.”

“What?!” Scarlet yelled from the crowd. Catherine barely registered any emotion.

“Of course he is,” she said matter-of-factly. “I’m not stupid. It’s obvious you’ve been struggling ever since you absorbed him. I was wondering when you were going to admit it.”

“Now,” James said. “I am now.”

“Wait,” Caleb said. “What does that mean?”

“It means he’s trying to gain control of me,” James explained. “He hasn’t succeeded, but it’s been a struggle. While we were in the Clock, he mentioned that he wanted me to tell you about him so that you would be forced to go after the amulet, thereby giving all of the Sorcerers more chances to destroy the machine.”

“He told you this? Audibly?”

“He’s playing mind games,” James said. “Yes, he said it to me clearly.”

“This isn’t good,” Caleb sighed, sitting down on the edge of the platform. One of his assistants rushed to his side.

“What’s the problem, sir?” he asked.

“I’m alright, Ben. It’s...well, if we use James to power the Clock, we’ll be taking a big risk. Donovan could take over his body while in the presence of the travelers and follow after them, or worse, kill them and go through time on his own. But going after the amulet...that’s suicide. The Sorcerers will have traps laid out for us.”

“It might have been their plan all along,” Kyran spoke up, approaching the platform. “The Sorcerers knew that they didn’t have an exact location for the Clock, or even confirmation that it even existed. We had all heard of what James has done, and how he had gotten stronger with his absorption power. Donovan must have volunteered for the job as he allowed himself to be absorbed.”

“Then going after the amulet really is the end.”

“Could you build a new one?” Catherine asked. “A new amulet?”

“No,” Caleb said. “It...we used a technique that is similar to how the stones of power were created. We used real people to forge the amulet. Real energy.”

“What?!” Catherine snapped at him.

“Wait, wait,” Caleb said, quickly scooting away from her. “They were all volunteers. Hundreds of Knights gave their lives willingly for the greater good. Once we found out about the Sorcerers, we knew that fighting them head on was a losing battle, and it still is. I didn’t think they would get their hands on the amulet, but they had spies on the inside. You saw that old man. Trinin? He can manifest people that look just like us for infiltration, as well as create whole armies like you saw him do outside. He’s not that strong physically, but his powers are insane. The amulet was stashed away at one of our bunkers. That’s why we were fighting outside in Cimmerian. We were trying to prevent their escape more than anything.”

“We can go to the Delilah and the others,” Catherine suggested. “Ask for their help.”

“They have missions to complete. Their focus is distraction, and we need that more than ever. The Sorcerers are fast and cunning. By now, they have probably run over this very spot several times. We have to be careful.”

“So we’ll go,” Chloe said. “Isn’t that what you’re thinking?”

Caleb lifted his head and snickered. “Yeah...something like that.”

“You want us to try to retrieve the amulet?” Catherine asked him. 

“I know that you’re weaker than the Knights, but that’s also your strength. You’re not noticed as much, and even if confronted, the Sorcerers don’t take you as seriously. You might even be able to lie your way out of a couple of skirmishes just by saying you’re there to distract them. I’m not saying it won’t be any less dangerous. Once they figure out your true intentions, they will viciously hunt you down with all of their might.”

“What else is new?” Scarlet laughed.

“It will be dangerous,” Kyran said. “But we’ve been in situations similar to this before.”

“Do you have any idea where the amulet might be?” Catherine asked.

“None,” Caleb said, “though, I would consider asking the Langorans. They’ve worked with every group between the three worlds. They might have some valuable information if you can find them.”

“It’s a start.”

“What about me?” James asked. “I should be locked up.”

“I’m not sure,” Caleb said. “If they run into trouble out there, you might be the only one that can get them out. Actually, you may be the only one on our side that may be able to bring the amulet back here.”

“But Donovan might take control of me.”

“Like I said, it’s a big risk.”

“What do you think?” Catherine said. “James, would you be able to keep Donovan at bay while we complete the mission?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “Another thing to consider is that I haven’t been that weak physically. If I’m under a great deal of stress in battle, or wounded, he might gain the upper hand.”

“We’ll discuss it in full,” Caleb said. “In the meantime, I’m going to have you kept under lock and key, if that’s okay with you.”

“I welcome it.”

“Good. Then we’ll reconvene in a few hours. I would like everyone’s input on this matter. After all, the fate of the three worlds and all of humanity depends on our decision. We have to decide whether having James remain here or go with you is best for the mission.”

“Whatever you decide,” James said to Catherine. 

She stared at him expressionless. “If I decide to take you out there, you can’t hold back on what’s going on in your head. If you feel yourself slipping even a little bit, you have to warn us.”

“I know,” he said.

She shrugged her shoulders. “I hope you do, James.”
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Chapter 4 – The Decision

[image: ]




“They’ll take you,” Donovan said as Caleb closed the bedroom door behind him. James sat on the edge of the bed and put his head into his hands. 

“How can you be so sure?”

“Because you have the power of a Sorcerer at your disposal. Weighing the pros and the cons, it’s an easy decision.”

“You could betray them all.”

“Whether they die now or later is irrelevant. They will allow you to go.”

“You need to shut up,” James muttered. 

“Is my voice gaining too much strength?”

“I’m tired of this.”

“Of what? Me talking?”

“That too. What I meant though was this life. The constant fighting. The worrying.”

“Didn’t you sign up to be a warrior? From what I know about you, based on these memories of yours, it seems that you’ve been complaining a lot.”

“What else am I supposed to do?”

“You want peace?”

“Yes.”

“Then take it.”

“Of course that would be your answer. Force.”

“You misunderstand. If you recall less than a year ago, you didn’t even know about us. The Sorcerers were myths and legends. We weren’t overlords subjugating the masses. We weren’t imposing our will on everyone.”

“But you were. You used the armies of the three worlds to advance your agenda.”

“Fine, then before the Great Collision. What were we then? Nothing more than observers, and we were content in that position. There was a balance. Now, how were we able to be in such a position? Was it inherited? Was it given to us? No. We trained our hearts, minds and bodies to the point that we became very powerful, and to the point that the affairs of the three worlds were meaningless to us. We only intervened when chaos ensued. This Clock, for example. It has the potential to not only destroy the Sorcerers, but you as well. It should really be handed over to us in all our wisdom.”

“Right,” James scoffed. “All your wisdom.”

“What I’m trying to say is that you do a lot of whining and not a whole lot of doing. You’re always on the defense when you have great potential lying inside of you, and I’m not talking about your Quietus heritage or this heinous absorption technique. When you set your mind to something, you’re very formidable, but otherwise, you’re a waste of flesh.”

“I don’t want to go out there and force people to live the way that I think is right. I just want peace.”

“I know you do. You were happiest during the five year calm in Allay, after you defeated Thorn. But that doesn’t come without a price. When peace is upon you, that is all the more reason to train, for you know that the trials are coming. The enemy will return, and someday, your potential won’t be enough. Someday being on the defensive will be your downfall, and that day may have arrived.”

“What would you have me do?”

“Come with us.”

“The Sorcerers? No, thank you.”

“With time and guidance, you could be very powerful.”

“Where would we even go?”

“Part of the reason the Sorcerers want the Clock so bad is because we’re stuck. We didn’t become observers by choice. We were exiled by our supreme leader.”

“There are more than seven of you?”

“There was once a whole world, but now there are few. There was a long civil war and killing. Once the dust settled, our leader decided that those with the potential to cause trouble should be banished while the rest of the Sorcerers restructure and try to salvage what’s left of our world.”

“Your world?”

“Terra, Cimmerian and Paragon are different worlds but they are all connected. They form what we call a realm. There are many worlds out there, but only three realms. That of the Sorcerers, yours, and another—which has proven to have the most success. Your realm is by far the most chaotic. It provides great entertainment, but it’s also terrifying to us. However, there must always be balance. The dark and the light.”

“Our realm is the dark one?”

“Definitely.”

“And the Sorcerers...what are they?”

“The Sorcerers’ world is where it all begins and ends. It is the origin of life, and the end of existence, all in one.”

“I don’t understand.”

“We are what you would call gods, and you are our creations. Experiments—to see if we could create life and sustain it. We tried two different models, and those are the two realms. Without us, none of you would even exist.”

“So that’s all we are to you?”

“Sadly, yes. But don’t worry about it. Sometimes I admire you humans more than my own kind. At least you understand your nature for the most part, as volatile as it is. The Sorcerers are often in denial over their own shortcomings, and as a result, more conflict arises than necessary. Since we have subjects, however, we are able to stave our bickering occasionally for the good of you all. It’s like parents that stop fighting for the sake of the children.”

“Why are you telling me all of this? What’s your motive?”

“Motive?” Donovan laughed. “It’s because I want you to cause trouble for the other Sorcerers if we don’t succeed. If I manage to go back in time, I win. If we manage to find a way off of this realm and into another, we win. If we all die, and you go after your makers, we win. Either way, I’m fine with it.”

“Who says we would be? We might be perfectly fine without your oppression. We could remove the remaining Sorcerers here and then forge a peaceful existence amongst each other.”

“First of all, you know that a truce would only last so long. Second, do you really think the Sorcerers on our home world will stand idly by? By now, they had to have at least heard rumors about the Clock, and if we’re all killed, that just gives them more of a reason to come here and clean up the mess. You know about the Sorcerers now. That kind of knowledge is not something they want out in the open. Your days are numbered.”

“We’ll stop you.”

“Why do you keep saying that? Pay attention. I’m going to show you something.”

“What are you talking about? What will you be doing?”

“Don’t you know?” Donovan chuckled. “I’ll be taking over for a bit.”

“Wait! I—” James tried to interrupt him, but he found himself back at the Sage Academy, looking up at the sky. He took a step forward and felt the gravel of the courtyard beneath his feet. Lowering his head slowly, he was met with a gigantic fist punching him in the face. James fell to his knees as he felt a dominating presence tower over him.

“Get up,” Arimus barked, but James didn’t move. This truly was a memory—of when he had first begun his training as a Sage. He had only released his eidolon a couple of days ago, and so he and Achan were forced to take their lessons to a whole new level. James had fallen behind, and he was getting punished as a result.

“I don’t want to,” James found himself whining. 

Arimus sucked his teeth. “There is no shame in kneeling...when you have done all that you can. There is still much fight left in you.”

“I think a tooth is loose.”

“It is better to have no teeth from training than to be slaughtered by your enemy in combat.”

“Is that a real quote?” James groaned. Arimus kicked him as hard as he could in the stomach.

“Am I wasting my time?” Arimus asked him.

James coughed and tried to catch his breath. “No,” he muttered.

“Then get up. You’re on the ground because of fear, nothing more.”

“I can’t beat you.”

“Then you should give up?”

“No.”

“You’re saying no as if you understand that it’s the proper answer to give whenever someone mentions quitting, but you don’t actually believe it. Quitting makes you look like a coward, and yet, you still want to do it. You want to quit, while maintaining your integrity as a brave and noble warrior. I’m afraid that life does not extend us such pleasantries. You must choose your way.”

“But I can’t beat you!” 

“Not now, but that will change. We are equals, you and I. I am simply older and I have trained longer. I have more experience than you in certain matters, but my superiority in such matters is only important when it matches a problem of the same kind. Otherwise, even our own experiences don’t make one person more important than another. Say we are stranded in a foreign land. The little knowledge you have about farming will supersede even my common sense.”

“It will take a long time to get stronger than you.”

“That’s up to you, young one. There are but so many hours in the day. Every hour that you are training and I am not, you get one step closer to narrowing the gap, and eventually, you will surpass me. The strongest of the Sages didn’t get there because of willpower. It is because of hard work and grit. This is how it is in fighting, in love, and in life. The sooner you commit this to every fiber of your being, the easier the world around you becomes.”

James put one leg in front of him as he calmed his breathing. “Then...you still believe in me? That I could become a Sage as powerful as any of you?”

“I do, but the most important thing is to believe in yourself. You determine your fate more often than not. It’s up to you to take control.”

“I don’t know how to believe in myself...I feel worthless.”

“Feelings are a part of us, but they shouldn’t dictate the steps we take. They are there to give us pause, and evaluate our actions—to determine why we are making a particular decision. However, this should not paralyze us from doing what we know in the recesses of our soul that we must do. If our partner or loved one is in danger, we may feel fear, helplessness, anxiety, apprehension and dread, but we know that standing still will cause us and them, more pain than we could imagine. We know what we must do, and in that instant, we act. We become someone different than our usual self. We tap into that higher version of ourselves. The one that we aspire to be and every day, train to become. It is only an instant, but an instant, is all a Sage needs.”

“I see,” James said. He took a deep breath, and then he stood to his feet.

James awoke in a sweat. He was still sitting on the edge of the bed, but he was breathing heavily as if the memory he had relived had just happened. What was going on? It was as if Donovan was trying to help him. But why? What was the point? Did Donovan think that it was impossible to leave or take over James’ body? That would make sense. It was better to make peace with the interloper than to struggle and fight against him. Their goals were different though, and he knew that if the war with the Sorcerers was resolved, he wouldn’t take the defeat lightly. 

A knock on the door had him looking up in anticipation. 

“Am I going?” James asked as the door swung open slowly. He stood to his feet and tried to identify the intruder, but a bright light was illuminating him from behind, casting him in silhouette. 

“That is up to me to decide,” the man said, a familiar voice rang through James’ memories. The man stepped forward and James scowled.

“Gideon,” James said.

The Solon smiled and crossed his arms.

“It would seem we have traded places,” he said. “Now you are at my mercy.”
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Chapter 5 – Mercy
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“What are you doing here?” James demanded as he approached. Gideon held up a hand to stop him. 

“I would appreciate it if you don’t take another step closer. I’ve heard a little too much about your new absorption abilities. I must say...if we had scuffled with you using that new technique of yours, I probably wouldn’t be standing here today.”

“Why are you here?” James said. 

Gideon chuckled to himself. “Fine. Fine. I’ll tell you. After the destruction of Delahcourt, I went looking for allies that could help us in our endeavors. In particular, Arimus, Daisy, Marie and Talia.”

“They’re here?” James asked excitedly. “Where are they?”

“Calm down. They’re being debriefed.’

“How did you find us?”

“We talked to a few of the soldiers that had been at the battle with the three Sorcerers. After some searching, it didn’t take long to discover the entrance to the tunnel leading here.”

“If it was easy for you, then it won’t be hard for the Sorcerers...still, you didn’t answer my question. What are you doing here?”

“We’re allies for now. It doesn’t matter what our ideologies are. For now, we must defeat the Sorcerers together, or those ideas will cease to be.”

“I agree,” James said. “You’ll forgive me if I don’t trust you.”

“I’m not the one everyone is worried about,” he laughed. “It’s you—the Quietus. They were at a stalemate of sorts, trying to decide whether to take you along to retrieve the amulet. I persuaded them to allow it.”

“Why? Aren’t I a threat?”

“A little,” he said, narrowing his eyes. “The Sorcerer inside of you has a chance of taking over your body, but I know you, James. You’ll fight him back with every fiber of your being, and I’ll be keeping a close eye on you. If I see you struggling a little too much, I’ll take care of you, my friend.”

“My friends would kill you for it.”

“How is that any different than the fate that was once afforded to me? The moment I was captured by you and the Sages...I thought my execution was nigh. Now I’m out here, breathing in fresh air while you’re the one confined to a room. I am on deliciously borrowed time, so any death that should arrive at my doorstep will simply be long overdue.”

“I see.”

“Also...I am curious about these Sorcerers. I haven’t seen one for myself up close. I want to see what makes them tick.”

“So you can perfect your own stance on the world?” James said. “Alter your view on things?”

“Something like that,” he said, giving James a wink. 

“And the Solons? They won’t join us for the greater good?”

“Unfortunately, I chose too many stubborn and hot-blooded youth to adopt. Their collective force has far exceeded my grasp.”

“What a shame. What are they up to now?”

“I’m sure that they’re trying to destroy the Sorcerers in their own way, if they know of their existence at all.”

“Alright, well, I’m sure we’ll come across them at some point if this journey takes longer than anticipated. You’ll try to persuade them to our side if we do?”

“Certainly.”

“Then, Gideon, I guess I’m okay with you being on board.”

“Again,” Gideon laughed. “I’m not the one everyone is worried about.”

***
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HE EMBRACED ARIMUS the second he saw the grey beard sticking out in the crowd. Arimus laughed heartily to himself as he wrapped his massive arms around James. Daisy, Marie and Talia had already reunited with the others and so the mood wasn’t as chipper, but still they shook James’ hand and Talia extended a hug to her old colleague. Caleb rubbed the back of his neck as he walked into the lounge. 

“Alright, looks like the gang’s all here.”

“We’re to set out?” Catherine asked. 

“Let’s get James up to speed,” he replied, turning his attention toward James. “Alright, the mission is simple. Retrieve the amulet by any means necessary. In the meantime, we’ll be here defending the Clock and keeping it warm for your arrival. I know that none of you would give up the location of the Clock, but just in case, we’ve sent out a call to all Knights that can lend a hand. This is it, ladies and gentlemen. The last hurrah.”

“Any leads?” Gideon asked.

“The Langorans are where I would check first, but again, they’re constantly on the move so it’s hard to pinpoint an exact location. However, they tend to hover near the Cimmerian borders so I would start there. Paragon is the last place I would expect them to be, but given that they’re scavengers...who knows? One more thing. James may not want to admit it, but there has to be side effects to absorbing a Sorcerer. Keep an eye on him, okay? Alright, good luck everyone.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to come?” Catherine asked Marie as they all checked their ponchos and light armor underneath.

“I won’t be any help, especially in Paragon and Cimmerian. Sorry.”

“That’s too bad.”

“I’ll keep an eye on things here. I suspect we won’t be bored.”

“I imagine not. Being close to the Clock must be a Prattlian’s paradise.”

“Indeed,” she smiled. Catherine gave her one more hug and Talia and Daisy did the same. 

“Bastion?” Daisy asked the room, but no one had a positive answer. 

“He may show up,” Kyran muttered. “I’ve heard...terrible things, but you never know with that boy.”

“I see,” Daisy said with a nod. 

“Can I say one thing?” Catherine shouted as the murmurs fell to silence. She stood up on the couch and glanced over at Caleb to make sure it was okay. He nodded and she cleared her throat. 

“What lies before us will be our greatest battle...this isn’t about salvation, or even freedom. This is about life and death. Our actions will decide if we are nothing more than a rumor amongst the pages of history, or the beginning of a new era. Even if the Sorcerers fall, there will surely be others, but at least we can find comfort in knowing that it doesn’t matter what people we hail from, we are united under one banner. All ideologies, whether Sage or Solon. All creeds and races, whether Terra, Cimmerian, or Paragon. All people across the three worlds are united as one against a common foe, and this notion is not to be taken lightly. It means that there is hope...for each and every one of us. 

“But that hope will lack substance in the hearts of our brothers and sisters if we fail now. The Sorcerers are as powerful as gods. We are but men, but that doesn’t mean we don’t have a fighting chance. They fear our power, otherwise they wouldn’t be looking so hard for the Clock so hard. We have a weapon that can obliterate any harm that they do to us. We only need to retrieve the key. I know that we are family and friends, and usually...usually I would say that we shouldn’t leave someone behind, but that time isn’t now. All that matters is that we get the amulet back into the hands of the Knights. So if you have it, don’t look back. Don’t worry about the rest of us. Bring it home.”

The Sages nodded one by one, but it was easier said than done. Standing beside one another had gotten them this far, would separating really be the answer this time?

“Excellent,” Gideon said with a chuckle. “Now we can see which Sages are important, and which are the fodder.”

“If anyone is fodder, it’s certainly you,” James muttered.

“Well, that was rude,” Gideon said as they walked out of the lounge one by one. 

“Then don’t say stuff like that. We know what we have to do. It doesn’t make the job any easier.”

“You’re only saying that because deep down, you know the truth.”

“What’s that?”

“That’s because you’re the strongest, you will likely be the one that will be handling the amulet, and that means...you won’t be the one that’s left behind.”

***
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CIMMERIAN WAS QUIET. Only the winds and sand brushed past their solemn faces and through their taut hair. Catherine took the lead as the Sages stayed in a tight line, surveying the landscape. The city had been evacuated and the armies had either gone home or searching. Unless it was to end the Sorcerer’s existence, no one was out in the open that didn’t need to be. It was both a good and bad thing, if there weren’t many people moving around on the three worlds, then the Sages were a lot more visible and vulnerable.

“Where are the other Sages?” James asked Arimus as they walked.

“Staying hidden for now, in case things go badly for us. They are constantly searching for my energy signature. If we are in trouble, I will do my best to alert them by sending out a specific wave that we discussed and went over.”

“Then what? The cavalry arrives?”

“No,” he said. “That means they know to stay put. The future of the Sages will live on, even if it’s not with us.”

“The Solons will survive as well,” Gideon said, interrupting their conversation. “Of that, I’m sure. Mark my words, they will be the faces of the new generation.”

“First things first,” Scarlet mumbled, rolling her eyes.

“This here...” Chloe said. “This is the end of all things.”

“What do you mean?” Kyran asked. 

“The destruction caused to Paragon, where the crops were the richest, and the fact that so many people have been killed...who will take care of the worlds? How many of us are actually left?”

“Even if there wasn’t one human left, I’m sure that nature would correct itself,” Kyran replied. “It was doing just fine before we started messing with it.”

“It’s so cold,” Chloe said, rubbing her bare forearms. “It’s Cimmerian, and I’m freezing. This can’t be good.”

Kyran stared at his wife longer than normal. She was anxious and unsettled. Being so pessimistic wasn’t like her. 

“You know,” he said, moving closer to her. “I was thinking that when this is all over, we should think about...um, well, I was thinking...”

“What is it?” she laughed. “You don’t usually stammer like this.”

“There is something that you asked me to do...a long time ago. I refused, because I thought the idea was silly, but I see the merit in it now. I wish to have the ceremony.”

“The ceremony?” she giggled. “What are you yammering on about?”

“I can’t say it,” he said, hiding even more behind the collar of his coat. 

“Well, you have to at least give me a clue. I mean, I have no—oh! OH! Is that it?”

“What is it?” Scarlet asked. 

Kyran glared at her and practically growled. “This doesn’t concern you!”

Scarlet laughed and stepped aside to give them some privacy. Chloe grinned wide as she put an arm around Kyran. “Is it what I think it is?”

“Yes,” he replied, closing his eyes. 

“We can renew our vows? And have a big grandiose wedding?”

“The words big and grandiose are somewhat similar in definition resulting in a double meaning. They cancel each other out which brings us down to a small one.”

“Hey!” Chloe said, taking her arm off of him and shoving him a little to the side. “We need to go all out or not at all, and you just said that we could do it!”

“Fine,” he grunted. “We can have a big wedding.”

“You hear that everyone?” Chloe cried out to everyone, “I’m having a wedding!” She was greeted by a chorus of shushes rather than congratulations. 

“Aren’t you already married?” Daisy asked.

“Yes,” Chloe whispered, but loudly. “We are, but we never had a wedding OR a honeymoon,” she said, looking back at Kyran. His head was completely buried into his coat. All that showed were a few tufts of hair. “So I’m pretty excited. This makes everything super official to me in my mind.”

“Congratulations, then,” Daisy said. The others nodded toward Chloe who beamed as if she had just found out that she had won a castle. 

“What festivities,” Gideon said to James, siding next to him. “Perhaps when this is all done, you should ask Catherine if she would do the same with you. After all, it doesn’t appear that she’s completely in your corner at the moment.”

“I know,” James said, looking at the back of Catherine’s head. They had barely spoken since she discovered that Donovan had a chance to take over control of his body. His worst fears were beginning to manifest. 

“What will you do if she never comes back?”

“Are you here to antagonize me? Or to find a way for us to survive?”

“My apologies,” he said with a snicker. “I’m only fascinated, seeing the way you Sages work on a mission firsthand. It’s very lighthearted considering the circumstances. It’s as if you don’t understand the gravity, especially since your success or failure will alter the lives of so many more than just yourselves.”

“We understand completely, but crying and weeping about our plight won’t get us one step closer to victory.”

“Still, I’m surprised.”

“What would you have us do?”

“Pay more attention. Instead of talking about weddings and honeymoons, we should be watching for Langoran militias and groups. They try to stay hidden now, so we have to pay special attention if we’re to run into one. For example, we passed a Langoran encampment a mile back.”

“What?” James said, stopping in his tracks. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

“I thought the mighty Sages had a plan. Apparently not. But no worries. The fire pit was still warm, and I’m sure the Langorans will be back out of hiding after seeing us walk past in good spirits. I’m certain that we can get the drop on them.”

“We’re going back,” Catherine said, barely showing her gratitude for the information. 

“You’re welcome,” Gideon said as they reversed their direction. 

“Hmph,” James said as Gideon raised an eyebrow.

“What’s wrong?” Gideon asked. 

“I’m just wondering what else you’re holding back.”

“I bet,” he laughed.



​
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Chapter 6 – Heart of the Enemy
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“Kyran, I want you to grab the small one,” Catherine said as they approached. They didn’t have visual confirmation, but the smoke and the flickers of light off of the snow was enough to let them know that the Langorans had set up camp again. 

“The child?” Kyran asked for confirmation.

“Yes. Don’t kill him. It’s enough to show them that we mean business. Half of us will be behind them and the other half will be behind you. We will all rush in as soon as we hear them become startled.”

“Good,” Kyran said as he took a deep breath and slunk behind a tree. James tried to watch him transition from one tree to another, but he was so quick and smooth that he didn’t see anything.

“He’ll wait until he can see at least a couple of us in position,” Catherine whispered. “Then he’ll move forward. The team that will attack the Langorans from behind needs to move now.”

The group dispersed, leaving only James and Catherine standing in the snow. 

“Aren’t you part of the team behind the Langorans?” she asked. 

“Catherine, are we okay?”

“Is there a reason we wouldn’t be?”

“Stop playing around. You know that we’ve been distant.”

“No,” she said, pressing a finger into his chest. “You have. I’m not the one who was keeping secrets. I knew that absorbing people would take a toll on you.”

“Yeah...and I’m sorry for keeping you out of the loop. I was afraid of what you would think about me.”

“It’s why I didn’t want you to do it in the first place,” she shuddered, crossing her arms against the cold. She leaned her head to the side to see behind James and how far along the mission was going without them. Seeing that it appeared as if it was under control, she brought her attention back to her husband. “If you want me to trust you, and to talk to you, you have to tell me everything, no matter how terrible it sounds.”

“Donovan talks to me,” James said abruptly. “He’s trying to take over my body and he wants to go through time.”

Catherine’s eyes widened as her mouth dropped slightly. “He’s speaking to you clearly?”

“Yes, he’s very strong,” James winced. “I’m afraid...I’m afraid that I may not be able to hold him back too much longer.”

“We can’t—” she was about to continue when a roar echoed off of the trees and shook some of the branches, bringing down clumps of snow. Catherine and James glanced over and saw three hulking frames approaching something. They assumed Kyran was on the other end. 

“Let’s talk in a bit,” she said as she rushed forward. James followed and soon they were able to see the scene unfold. Daisy, Scarlet, Chloe and Arimus jumped on the backs of the three Langorans and brought them face down into the snow. With eidolons held at the back of their necks, Scarlet, Talia and Gideon stepped forward and walked past Kyran who was holding the terrified Langoran child. They planted their feet right by the Langoran adults’ ears. 

“What is this?” the one in the middle grunted. “What do you want? We have no food.”

“Stay calm,” Gideon said as James and Catherine arrived and watched. “We mean you no harm.”

“Then what do you want?”

“Only information. Provide it, and we will not harm you nor the child. We are Sages. It is not our way.”

“How can I trust you?”

“You cannot, but considering your situation, trust is not necessary.”

“Ask your questions then.”

“In your travels, you deal with many individuals and groups of people. It is my understanding that the Langorans have no allegiances or alliances to no one but to themselves. I assume this would mean allaying with the Sorcerers if necessary—if only to preserve one’s livelihood.”

“Perhaps.”

“Then you know of the Sorcerers?”

“A little. We have to know in order to keep working. We’ve done some digging, but we’ve only met one in person. There were no transactions...we just assumed it was a Sorcerer as we’d never seen anyone like him before.”

“I assume you followed him.”

“We did...and lost many of our troops and all of our supplies in the process. He can...create manifestations of himself, someone, or something else.”

“The old man, Trinin,” Catherine said. “It must be him.”

“Where did he go?” Gideon asked.

“The house on the cliff. You know, where Zen-echelon used to be.”

“I see,” Gideon said, glancing over at James. James sighed and shook his head. Gideon turned back to the captured Langoran. “That’s where you lost your people?”

“Yes,” he said. “But the Sorcerer is there, and I think he has company. I heard cries of torture on the inside. He allowed us to leave.”

“Sounds familiar,” James replied. 

“What do you think?” Gideon asked the group. “Should we head there?”

“It’s all we have for now,” Scarlet said. “Although, if someone is being tortured, I doubt this Trinin guy has the amulet.”

“Which is all that matters in this mission,” Catherine sighed.

“What if...” Daisy said. “What if the one being tortured is another Sorcerer? Someone who might actually know where the amulet is?”

“It’s possible,” Kyran stated, “but I thought they were allied with one another now.”

“Is that all you know?” Gideon asked the Langoran.

“It is,” he snapped. “Now please let my son go now.”

Catherine nodded toward Kyran and he let the child go. The Langoran child rushed to his father’s side while the Sages forcing them down allowed them to rise. 

“Like I said, we mean no harm,” Gideon replied. “Thank you for the information. I know it must be hard giving that up without pay.”

“Do you have any food?” the Langoran asked.

“Afraid not,” Gideon said. 

“Here,” Catherine said, reaching into her poncho and pulling out two apples. “They’re a little dried up, but I’ve been saving them for emergencies.” The Langorans gladly accepted the apples. 

“Thank you so much.”

“You’re welcome,” she replied. The Sages remained silent. James knew what they were thinking. That food could have gone to one of them in a time of need. With all three worlds being slowly destroyed, it was uncertain when they would find sustenance on the road. 

“Let’s head to the old Zen-echelon mansion,” Catherine said. “We don’t have any time to waste.”

***
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“I WON’T LOSE YOU THIS time,” Kyran stated as they climbed the mountain leading up to the top of the cliff.

Chloe smiled. “It makes me happy that you care so much.”

“You have no idea what losing you did to me.”

“I heard the stories.”

“But you didn’t feel the pain.”

“Oh, I did,” she said. “Trust me. I did.” She reached out and kissed him on the cheek. She swore that she saw a gleam in his eye from it. 

“We may not survive, so I have to say it...I might as well say it before it’s too late.”

“What now?” she laughed. 

“Chloe...I love you.”

Chloe grabbed the back of his head and kissed him so hard that at first, Kyran tried to pull away, but then he allowed the kiss to continue. He didn’t like to be touched. Often, the only reason he kissed her at all was because he knew that it was what she wanted. Making love was even more of a chore, but he never saw her smile more than when they did. He had no drive for sex, but that didn’t mean he cared any less for her. He loved her more than his own life, and he would sacrifice the three worlds for her happiness. If that didn’t mean anything, he didn’t know what would. 

“I don’t think you’ve ever said that to me before,” she said. The rest of the Sages continued on, giving them privacy.

“I haven’t,” he admitted. “I always have...but...you know how I am.”

“I’m so scared,” she said as she embraced him. It wasn’t exactly the reaction he was looking for. 

“Why?” he said with a scowl. 

“Because if you’re saying this now, then you must think that there’s a good chance that we won’t survive.”

“There is a good chance, and that’s why I wanted to make sure I said it...before we’re separated again.”

“We won’t be,” she said. “I promise.”

“You know those are just words.”

“I’ll do what I must.”

“Don’t do anything stupid,” he scolded. “Just be mindful of your surroundings.”

“I will,” she said, wiping a tear from her cheek. “I’m sorry I ruined the moment.”

“No,” he smirked. “It’s interesting to be on the other side of it for once.”

She laughed and kissed his forehead, and then hand in hand, they headed back up the mountain. 

It wasn’t how Kyran remembered it. The shrubbery was gone and the ground was cracked and colored black as if it had been burned or scorched over and over again. Thorn’s old mansion was a wreck as it had not been kept up, nor had anyone respected the ancient structure. From the windows with areas of pronounced impact to the smears and stains on the walls, it was apparent that it had become a playground for wayward youth, or those looking to pay their disrespects. The roof of one wing had caved in, and a great deal of the wood was either wet, rotting, or burned away in a fire from long ago.

“Be careful,” Arimus said as he took the first steps over the ridge toward the house.

“What are you doing?” Scarlet asked him. “We can’t just rush over there.” She too was reliving the first time that she had been at the house. 

“There’s no way to get around the house as the cliff with a sheer drop to the ocean is at its back,” Arimus replied. “Unless, of course, you have a boat in your pocket, or you’ve learned to perform manifestations again.”

“Some of us need to hold back,” Catherine said. She turned to James. “How about you, Gideon, Chloe and Kyran prepare to infiltrate the house from the side. We’ll be the distraction.”

“You’re going to distract a Sorcerer?” Gideon asked in disbelief. 

“It’s the best we can do. Don’t worry, we’ll take our time.”

A guttural scream broke through the air. All eyes looked to the house, from which the source of the scream had originated. Someone was home, and they weren’t happy.

“We’ll go,” James said. He reached over to give Catherine a kiss on the cheek but she turned her head to the left and dodged the attempt. 

“Not yet,” she said, glaring at him. “But make sure you survive so I can cash in.”

“Sure,” he said, turning away. He couldn’t stand to see her so cold. 

The four Sages left for their stealth mission, using the ridge as cover while Catherine and the rest crouched low and approached the mansion doors. 

“You take point,” Chloe said to Kyran. “Unless someone has a better idea. Who’s in charge among the four of us?”

“I think that I—” James stopped talking as his vision suddenly went black. 

“Take a nap,” Donovan whispered from inside of him. “I’ll take over from here.”
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Chapter 7 – This is Fear
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“JAMES!” He heard Gideon scream into his ear. “WAKE UP NOW!” 

James’ eyes fluttered open as he lay on his back in the dirt and rocks. He climbed to his feet and Gideon immediately shoved him down to the ground. 

“What are you doing? You can’t stand up. We’re supposed to be stealthy!”

“What happened?”

“You fell unconscious suddenly so Kyran and Chloe moved forward on their own. Catherine and the others are engaged in battle with Trinin.”

“He appeared?” James asked frantically. He slowly tried to get back up to his feet but Gideon shoved him down again.
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