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Prologue:

[image: ]




Twenty years ago

The Great Collision occurred.

Between Paradise (now called Paragon),

Oblivion (now called Cimmerian),

And Terra.

Once thought to be spiritual planes, 

It was discovered that Paradise and Oblivion were actually very physical worlds.

Now they are connected

And all of the people are sharing the same atmosphere, 

but not the same ideals.

War is coming.

And sensing the great conflict ahead, 

both Paradise and Oblivion seek warriors.

Paragon has their private army: supernatural soldiers from Terra known as Sages

But they are not trusted.

They are feared.

Paragon believes that these warriors may overtake them.

And while distrust looms over them all, a powerful adversary waits to strike.

Few are prepared for the battles ahead. 

But one has already been fighting for his future.

It begins with a Sage named James...

This story takes place before AND during:

The Sorcerer's Ring (Seven Sorcerers Saga, Book 1)
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Chapter 1 – Nap
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James was startled to find out that he had been humming to himself. He hadn’t done it absentmindedly like that since he was a child, and after careful consideration, he supposed it was a testament to how peaceful his life was now. 

And that wasn’t good.

James stopped staring at the ceiling and sat up in bed—a spread of silk comforters and cloud-like pillows all around him. The mattress itself felt as light as air and it put him to sleep instantly at night. 

It was more annoying than comforting. 

There were times in which he just wanted to think, and so he would plop down onto it, but the next thing he knew, he would be waking up hours later. 

James kicked the blankets further off of the bed and kept his eyes closed as he spun around and sat on the back of his heels, so that he could look out of the bay window behind him. His room was so distracting with all of its fancy decorations, plush furniture and extravagant paintings—he didn’t want a single piece to steal his focus.

He opened his eyes and stared out of the open window. 

Birds were tweeting away. The sun was already giving him a comforting bath of warm rays, and he could hear the clashing of students in the distance, sparring with each other with steel and not eidolons. There were no insects to swat away. There were no dangers in the vicinity. Friends and family were in abundance. Everything was so...freaking peaceful. 

“Ugh,” James muttered as he rested his elbows onto the foot-wide windowpane and then placed his chin into the palms of his hands. His eyes glazed over as his ears picked up the voices of two people talking loudly down below. 

“We should get some lunch,” he heard Arimus shout as he walked by James’ window. 

“Perhaps James would want to join,” Kyran said just as loud. James snickered. Kyran was still his moody, dark self, but he had certainly lightened up since he entered Paragon. The clean air and beautiful atmosphere had affected them all—for better or sometimes worse. 

“What time is it?” Arimus asked, stopping to look up at James’ window. Their eyes met.

“Probably two o’ clock,” Kyran muttered, glancing up at James as well. “Which would mean James won’t be up for a couple of more hours. No point in bothering him.”

James chuckled to himself and launched himself from the windowpane, somersaulting and summoning his white Sage robe in mid-air. By the time the soles of his feet hit the polished brick pavement, he was fully covered. 

“I hope you’re not going to just wear that all day,” Kyran stated, wrinkling his nose. “Because you do know that you’re wearing nothing but shorts underneath.”

“I’m aware,” James said, flashing him a smile. Kyran was not amused. Kyran bent his head down, trying to hide the lower half of his face behind his collar, but all that he was wearing was a green dress shirt, and therefore, there was nowhere for him to hide. James knew that Kyran wished he had his old black trench  coat back, especially since he was surrounded by so many people lately, but at the same time, he didn’t want to become the person he once was. Now that he and Chloe had been reunited, he wanted to be the husband she deserved. 

The assassin full of secrets had to be killed. 

And sadly, Kyran had to murder the assassin every single day.

“You know we were joking, right?” Arimus asked and James nodded his head. He stretched out his arms and yawned, rubbing a hand through his short brown hair.

“I’m glad you came by. I swear, I’m at the point where I might start sleeping on the bricks out here. I hate my room.”

“There’s plenty of rooms to choose from,” his former mentor replied, crossing his arms across his massive chest. Arimus still sported his long grey beard, and his wise steel blue eyes were as full of compassion as ever, yet he had stepped up his training in recent years and so the already big man had gotten significantly bigger. He too only wore a grey dress shirt, but it might as well have been armor with how much his barrel chest protruded outwards. His legs were like tree trunks and his arms were no different (James still found it strange seeing Arimus with both arms). His hair had been cut short at the top, and he kept a pair of scissors on him to continually keep it that way. He said that when it was longer it had gotten in the way in battle. 

Battle, he said.

That was Arimus’ reason to keep his hair short. 

There had been nothing but peace since the Great Collision, and yet, he was already prepared for the war. James found this unsettling, for he felt the pull deep within him as well—that no matter how beautiful Paradise was, it could become Oblivion in a second. There were so many people counting on the Sages to defend them—to protect the place that had been at peace for centuries. Any warriors they had at their disposal other than the Sages had either long forgotten their fighting skills or lost their drive, while the Sages were still relatively new. Most of them had died just before the Great Collision, and so conflict and war was still fresh on their minds. By all accounts, they were the most equipped for any attacks Cimmerian may send their way, and yet, James was sure their collective power wasn’t enough. 

“All of the rooms are similar,” James replied. “It’s not my room specifically that bothers me, it’s the atmosphere it portrays. Makes me...too comfortable. If I didn’t fight it, I’d probably find myself in there napping all day.”

“There’s no reason you couldn’t,” Kyran replied. James knew he was testing him.

“Napping is the last thing I want to do,” James said adamantly. “There’s a lot of work to be done.”

“Not really,” Arimus said. “As it’s been for years, we’re in a waiting game.”

“Speak for yourself,” James laughed, poking Arimus’ huge chest. “You’ve been working harder than the rest of us.”

“It’s because Ashalynn loves my muscles.”

“You’re a terrible liar,” Kyran scoffed. “When you and your wife were reunited, we couldn’t keep the two of you apart, but ever since the Great Collision, you’ve been spending more nights with us.”

“I’m not going to lose her again,” he said, clenching his fists. “It’s just...” he paused to look out over the brick walkway, to the rolling hills and lush green fields that went on for miles. The blue sky was filled with clouds as thick as cotton candy but there was no sign of rain. Their entire academy was floating in the air—a fortress of brick towers and glass buildings. Being off of the ground, they could perform their training without interruption. Out of sight, out of mind.

“What?” James asked, wanting to hear what Arimus was going to say.

Arimus sighed. “Sometimes I think about when we fought the Yama, and how they were able to overtake us so easily. If I had been training, I could have done more. I could have kept my mind and body sharp while still spending time with my love. I could have had both, as I do now. Kyran understands what I’m talking about.”

“I’m not going to talk about my marriage with you,” he muttered. 

James threw his hands up in the air. “Oh c’mon. It’s not like we haven’t earned your trust by now. We’ve been through a lot together. You could tell us something about your relationship.”

“It’s none of your business,” he replied. “It’s a private matter.”

“You know I could go to Chloe,” James winked. “She would tell me anything I wanted to know. She can’t help herself.”

“You could,” Kyran said, his beady eyes unwavering through his long black hair. “But you will soon forget what is said after your head is severed.”

“I don’t take threats lightly,” James frowned.

“No one does,” Kyran said. “Believe me. Heads will roll.”

“No one’s killing anyone,” Arimus chuckled, putting a hand on their shoulders. “We need each other now more than ever. At least before the Great Collision, we had the comfort of knowing that we could see our loved ones in Paradise. Now, that is no longer the case. Someone dies...they cease to exist. We lose them forever.”

“Is that why you’ve been keeping Chloe from our senior training classes?” James demanded to know. Kyran’s eyebrows shot up in surprise and even James was taken aback by how quick his own demeanor had changed. But it was something he had to do. 

“What are you accusing me of?” Kyran said. He wasn’t on the defensive, but he wasn’t attacking either. It was a good sign. James might get the information he wanted out of him after all. 

“When we have our senior training sessions, we go all out. No holding back. But I’ve noticed that as we’ve picked up the intensity, Chloe has been more and more absent. Listen, I get that we’re still in Paragon. We have to enjoy ourselves, but that’s no excuse to habitually miss the most important classes we have here. We can’t get soft.”

“Is that what I am?” Kyran goaded, taking a step toward him. His eyes were cast down upon him as if he was a bug. “Soft?”

“No one said it but you,” James said, maintaining his resolve. His instinct was to apologize to Kyran for the unintentional insult. But to get the desired result, he couldn’t back down. Kyran would respect him more for not being weak. For not apologizing.

“You’ve gotten bolder,” Kyran said. “Don’t know how that’s possible with so much peace and beauty around you. What’s happened to you?”

James fought back a smile. In the midst of conflict, asking a question was usually a way to diffuse a situation without admitting guilt. Kyran wouldn’t admit it, but he was on the defensive now. It was almost time to strike. 

“I’m the leader,” James said, reaffirming his place in the ranks. “And that means I don’t have the luxury of getting soft, no matter how I may be perceived on the outside. So while the rest of you can sleep without worry and have fun in the meadows, I’m constantly planning the next move. Moves that won’t be implemented if my star soldiers are nowhere to be found.”

Now it was time to strike.

“Chloe will be at our next session,” James ordered. “Period.”

“Hmph,” Kyran said, pushing him slightly to the side and walking past him. James watched him stroll down the path, until he disappeared into a passing cloud far off. James sighed and his knees nearly buckled. Arimus burst out laughing. 

“Well done, James,” Arimus laughed. “There’s hope for us all.”

“That was scary,” James mumbled to himself. “I felt like he was going to kill me.”

“The thought crossed his mind, I assure you.”

“It was a risk I had to take. Chloe needs to be training with us.”

“I know. It was a matter that had been on my mind lately as well, but I wanted to leave the problem up to you. As you said, you’re the leader around here.”

“How was that decided again?” he groaned. 

Arimus shrugged his shoulders. “Luck of the draw, I suppose. The fact is, we fought for so long down on Terra that once we died, it was like something snapped within us. We just don’t have the same drive we once had. I guess we thought that once we came to Paradise...that would be it. But war is still looming over us, and the stakes are higher than ever...still, it’s difficult to replace that drive we lost.”

“If Catherine was here, she would be leader,” James said. “Of that I’m sure.”

“Yes,” Arimus agreed. “But she’s not.”

“She’s still on Terra,” James said. “And...she’s getting older. While I,” he reached up to caress his cheek. “I stay the same. It’s like we’re ghosts. Our bodies are more like spirits than anything.”

“A minor inconvenience—aging. At least she’s still alive.”

“Yes...and I’ m trying to do everything I can think of so that we’re all reunited safely. I don’t want to lose a single person. Not one Sage. Not one Paragonian.”

“As long as you stay vigilant, and do what you have to do, you’ll be fine. Though Kyran will be pissed for a couple of days, he will respect your leadership and your decisions more now that you didn’t back down from his challenge.”

“So what’s on the docket today?”

“More training with the senior Sages,” Arimus said, uncrossing his relatively new arms. “Scarlet won’t be there though. She and a young one named Eckard went to Terra.”

“What for?”

“You don’t remember? It’s their turn to go on scouting duty.”

“Right,” James said, slapping a hand on his forehead. “I forgot. Hopefully they can find us some allies...what else is going on?”

“Nothing much. A few of the young Sages are requesting an audience with you.”

“What about?”

“They’ve expressed concerns that they aren’t receiving proper training. They want to join the senior classes.”

James scoffed and shook his head. “They’ll be murdered. And we can’t slow down our training to have them catch up. We don’t have time for that. Aren’t their own classes enough?”

“Am I correct in assuming that they will be taking a more background role in the coming war?”

“That’s safe to say.”

“James, the young Sages died the same as we did. Maybe they didn’t deliver the final blows to Thorn or Lakrymos. Perhaps they didn’t fight much against the Yama...but that doesn’t mean that they’re useless. They can learn as well as we can. They deserve a chance to show their worth.”

“It will hold us back.”

“The King of Paragon and his officials are already wary of us. They think that we’re not completely aligned with him and that we may seek to take Paragon. The last thing we need is for the Sages to be divided. Every soul matters here.”

“I hear what you’re saying,” James sighed. “But let me ask you this...back on Terra...before we went on that journey for the five stones...why was there a separation between those who released their eidolons and those who didn’t?”

“We couldn’t have non-Sages joining us because our mission focused on stealth more than anything. Bringing an army to the other Kingdoms’ borders would have incited war. But that’s not the case now. We know our enemy.”

“But that doesn’t mean—according to your argument—that the infantry was useless. They could have been used as distractions or trained in other ways to improve the success of our mission. Yet you left them behind.”

“I was wrong,” Arimus said. “I should have included everyone.”

“You’re just saying that because we’re in Paragon.”

“What do you mean?”

“When people think of Paradise,” James sighed. “It’s not just about beautiful landscapes and majestic buildings...it’s of peace and harmony. There’s the assumption that Paradise is a place where there is no conflict or disagreement. No discontent. No troubles...which we all know is not true. It’s a wonderful place, but it’s not without its flaws. You want to keep perpetrating the image that all is well, when everyone at this Academy and in Paragon needs to wake up from their naps and see what’s coming—certain death.”

“The decision is yours to make,” Arimus said. 

“I’ll think about it some more, but for now, cancel the meeting. They must be forgetting that with the three worlds connected, the atmosphere began to change...our eidolons are weaker than before. Our soul can’t thrive like it once could...give it a few more generations and we might not even exist...since all we are is soul energy.”

“It’s possible,” Arimus said solemnly. 

“Time is short,” James said. “So I’m sure the young Sages will understand.”
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Chapter 2 – Wine
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The brand new Sage Academy had once been the castle of an ancient warrior. Fed up with the never-ending cycle of politics and public unrest, he began construction on a fortress in the sky—to separate himself completely from the people. According to the stories, no one was sad to see him go, as he had done nothing but cause dissent in the overall morale.

No one knew when he had left his home. All they knew was that it had been abandoned for centuries, and so when the Sages began arriving, with Achan and Chloe appearing soon after, the King of Paragon asked that they set up a home in the abandoned fortress, until they were able to “cleanse themselves from their violent tendencies.” 

Most people that died would receive quarantine within the major cities themselves, but because the Sages were so much more powerful than the general public, they were asked to remain separate. This unofficial decree carried on for the next twenty years. 

Every Sage that appeared in Paragon was asked to live in the new Sage Academy for the first five years of their new life. Not everyone listened, and there were quite a few Sages that left on their own, trying to forge a way of life in the countryside. It didn’t seem like there were enforcers keeping the Sages in check. It didn’t feel like they were being watched. And the Paragon government insisted that their separation was only to ease the troubled minds of the people, but James knew better. 

He had lived in Allay, so he knew how scared people could be about outsiders. When he would visit one of the four major cities, he wouldn’t get trembling jawlines and shaking hands. He would receive upright noses and airs of contempt. 

But not everyone was stuck up and egotistical. In actuality, all that he had met outside of the four major cities had been as humble as they come. Warm, compassionate, loving. They feared for their lives in the upcoming war like everyone else, but it didn’t change the way they were. They were in Paradise after all, so for them, it was time to start acting like it.

But for the inhabitants of the four major cities, there was an undeniable caste system in place, rewarding those with “seniority.” Those who died centuries ago were revered and given lavish gifts and homes. Those that arrived recently were forced to make do with the scraps. And sadly, it was very hard for anyone to rise through the ranks. Though there was no reason for one person to be esteemed over another, it happened on a daily basis.

James was happy to go to the Sage Academy once he discovered this. It didn’t take long. After a few small conversations with the people in Altostratus, he learned what they really were. In a lot of ways, their superiority reminded him of the Quietus, and all of the Sages knew what happened to them. 

“Report,” James said as he jumped onto the square brick platform, sitting out in the middle of the sky with only a small set of stairs connecting it to the rest of the Academy. There were hundreds of them, all connected to one sole quarter mile wide path, also made of brick and lined with plants and other small shrubbery.

Bastion cleared his throat as he climbed to his feet. He brushed his hands down his black dress shirt, and then he tousled his hair a bit. James watched him curiously.

“Long night?”

“Yeah,” he muttered. He refused to look into James’ eyes.

“Anything you want to talk about?”

“Not at the moment.”

“Then report,” James replied. 

Bastion cleared his throat again as he slapped the palms of his hands against his thighs. “Both towers are secure. No conflict. No intruders identified. Platforms are secure. No sign of weakness as well as the path in the center holding them up. Still haven’t figured out what’s keeping this thing up though.”

“It’s been two decades,” James smiled. “I suppose if we haven’t found out by now, we never will.”

“The two towers on each end of this place extend down on the ground occasionally. I noticed that whenever a new Sage arrives, it reacts on its own, as if it’s alive.”

“Is it a machine?” James frowned. “Delilah construct?”

“Nope,” Bastion sighed, his eyes weary and sunken. “New bricks appear out of thin air, like the fortress just pulled out an eidolon. It goes to the ground, lets the person up the spiral stairs on the inside, and then the lower half vanishes again, as if it was never there, and we’ve been floating in the sky the whole time.”

“Maybe it is still there.”

“I’ve gone down to see if there’s something physical there, but there’s not. Nothing but air.”

“There are stranger things in Paragon.”

“What are we doing?” Bastion asked suddenly. 

James blinked. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“The job you gave me is to figure out how our Academy is in the air. But isn’t there something more important I could be doing?”

“Like what?”

“I’m one of the strongest you’ve got. I should be down there on Terra scouting out new recruits and potential soldiers.”

“That’s exactly why I can’t have you down there. Cimmerian knows about you. Everyone does. If you get sent down there, an arms race will begin, and they will consider you a threat.”

“Who cares what they think?”

“Bastion,” James said calmly. “I know you’re upset. But we have to wait. Be patient.”

“Yeah, you’re right,” he muttered. “I should be patient. I should’ve been more patient when it came to all of this.” He plopped down on the floor and rested his head in his hands.

“You regret it?” James asked, sitting down beside him. 

“I don’t know...sometimes. I think about what would have happened if I had kept everything the same. If Paradise and Oblivion were still everything people thought they could be, there wouldn’t be this war.”

“No matter what, there would have been violence. At least now there is an equal chance for everyone. If you didn’t kill the Emissary, then he would be in charge right now while you would be strapped to a machine, wishing you were dead.”

“The Emissary is dead, but there are still rulers over us. The Kings of Paragon and Cimmerian do what they like.”

“There will always be rulers, but we keep on living, hoping that they will be efficient and compassionate ones. One gets taken down and another gets put in their place. Think about Allay. There was Catherine’s father, then Catherine, then Lakrymos, then Seeker, and now Tyuin. All of them ruled Allay, but with different styles.”

“Speaking of Allay, why won’t you go down there?” Bastion asked with a raised eyebrow. “I thought you and Catherine were super close.”

“We are...but I can’t go down there for the same reasons. It might start the conflict.”

“But twenty years?”

“Being together every day for all of eternity isn’t what it’s about. It’s about making the most of the moments you get together. I still love her after all this time because of the memories we’ve made.”

“Yeah...I understand. But I think me and Lily need a little break sometimes.”

“Things are bad?”

“Not bad. Just complicated. You run out of things to talk about when you’ve been together for twenty years and she was once able to scan every memory you’ve ever had. She knows more about me than I know about myself so it gets annoying at times. She analyzes me and tells me what I’m doing wrong and where it all originated from. I can’t stand her sometimes.”

“You knew all of this about her before you got married. She scanned you before you even got to Paragon.”

“Maybe it’s because there’s nothing we’re fighting against. So all we have to fight is each other.”

“You’ll figure it out.”

“That’s it? No Sage advice? I thought you were the leader around here.”

“I’m the leader when it comes to the war, not marital strife. How can I give advice on something I’ve never experienced?”

“Lucky you.”

“I will say this though. Lily—no matter what she knows about you—has stuck by you all this time, and that’s because she loves you. Whatever she saw in your memories...it was enough for her to stick around, and that means there’s hope for the two of you. If things have gotten stale, then try something new. Go travel throughout Paragon for a while. It’s a big place.”

“I thought I was needed here.”

“You are, but it’s not going to do me any good if two of my most powerful warriors can’t even get along. Take some time out. If you’re needed, I’ll send for you.”

“We might travel far.”

“Then we’ll hold down things until you arrive. You might not believe this, but we can actually survive without you for a little while.”

“I’ll talk to Lily about it.”

“Good,” James said, climbing to his feet. “So, now that that’s settled, anything else to report?”

“Nothing important.”

“Great,” James said, taking a deep breath. “It’s sad. I almost wish there was a little more action going on around here.”

“Yeah, you don’t want that,” Bastion chuckled, remaining where he was seated. “None of us truly do. You know what? That reminds me. There is one thing. Not really related to us that much though.”

“Go ahead,” James replied, looking directly into Bastion’s eyes. The young Sage shrugged his shoulders.

“Well, you remember fifteen years ago when we asked who wanted to stay and train, and who wanted to carve out a life somewhere in Paragon?”

“Of course. We only lost a handful of Sages. I was surprised so many stayed.”

“It just so happens that one of them went nuts over in the far eastern hemisphere of Paragon, roughly twelve miles south of Nimbus.”

“The fourth major city? What happened?”

“It was Linian. All of a sudden he pulled out his eidolon and began waving it around at his workers. He and his girlfriend had built a little farm out there and hired some workers. It’s not hard to thrive in the kind of weather we get.”

“He was provoked?”

“From the information I got secondhand...I heard that he was prone to drinking a little too much of the wine, but I don’t believe that for a second. Yes, people can get drunk, but the wine in Paragon doesn’t inhibit judgment nor does it remove any kind of motor functions. It merely makes one a little more giddy and excitable.”

“Did he hurt anyone?”

“No. He stopped and was said to be disoriented. That night they found the clothes he was wearing behind the farmhouse. His girlfriend said he had left in the evening and never came home.”

“He took his life?”

“That’s what it looks like. You know when we die there’s no trace of us after a few minutes. We become nothing but ash.”

“Sounds strange, but not weird enough to get Paragon officials’ attention, I gather.”

“No, they chalked it up to a troubled man who consumed too much wine.”

“So there’s a mystery involved,” James mulled over Bastion’s words. “I would imagine that Paragon’s officials wouldn’t want word getting out about someone taking their life. It would make people feel uneasy, and the fact that it was a former Sage...I’m sure they wouldn’t care to report it anyways.”

“Still,” Bastion whispered. “It sure wasn’t the wine. Yet something had made him act different, and either he took his life...or someone else did.”

“Any theories?”

“None but the usual conspiracy stuff.”

“The King of Paragon’s execution of all Sages?”

“That would be my guess.”

“Bastion, you know that’s not legitimate. He has no reason to do it. We give Paragon an edge against Cimmerian.”

“Stranger things have happened.”

“Well, thanks for telling me regardless. It’s definitely something to think about.”

“Are you going to investigate?”

“I assume you already did, and if you didn’t find anything, what could I do?”

“It was all secondhand. I could go out there myself.”

“If you choose. Take a vacation and check out the farm while you’re at it.”

Bastion laughed. “Lily will love that. A mystery investigation disguised as a romantic getaway.”

“Stranger things have happened,” James said, giving Bastion a wink. “Let me know if you find out anything.”

“Hey James?” Bastion called. James stopped in his tracks and turned around one more time.

“Thanks for the advice...and for what it’s worth, I’m glad you’re back to your normal self. Toward the end there on Terra...I was getting worried about you. Doing those dark forbidden things that no human should have to do...just so others can sleep at night. It’s not you.”

“It’s not,” James admitted. “And that’s why we have to figure out what our enemy is going to do before they do it. So we won’t have to go on the defensive, and so none of us have to become a shadow of ourselves ever again.”
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Chapter 3 – Concerns
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James fidgeted in the scratchy wicker chair as he and Arimus waited for the rest of the correspondents to arrive. James stifled a grunt as he let his chin drop to his chest. They had already been waiting an hour, and he had better things to do. It wasn’t like anyone wanted the Sages there anyways. At this point, it was merely a formality—to make the King’s officials look all-encompassing in the eyes of the people. 

Arimus started drumming his fingers on the glass table’s surface, scanning the sea of faces along the hall that seemed to stretch on for miles. No one was talking, and instead, they were inspecting their clothing, removing all matter of lint and dirt that had fallen upon it. 

“You know,” Eli spoke up, receiving the attention of all that could hear. “My clothes didn’t used to get dirty in the old world.”

“I know what you mean,” Mei said, nodding from six bodies down. “The soil was a lot richer then—so fine that it would fall right off of the fabric.”

“The end of an era,” Eli sighed, glancing up and staring into the massive chandelier that hung overhead. Though it was the only source of light in the rectangular hall, it illuminated the room brilliantly, showing off the walls which were composed of bookshelves and stories told from long ago. James had thought about browsing through the volumes in his leisure time, but it didn’t take long to figure out that the books were there for decoration and not consumption. 

“Where is the King’s official?” Kilt sighed. “I’m going to be late to my birthday party.”

“You still celebrate it?” Isolde scoffed.

“It’s probably his mental age, not the physical,” Milly replied. 

“Ah, so he’s ten today,” Isolde giggled. Kilt rolled his eyes.

“Well, we have to keep some traditions alive or else everything will fade into nothing. Much like our bodies now that we can be killed. Do you know what my servant asked me today? He was wondering what security I had in place in case there was an attack. Can you believe that nonsense? Security in Paradise!”

“Paragon,” Eli corrected, holding up a finger. “It’s Paragon now.”

“Only to those of you who have accepted our current state,” Kilt literally spat on the floor.

“I’ve accepted nothing,” Eli retorted. “It is what it is. The people refer to this land as Paragon now, and so we must adhere to their wishes. And let’s be honest,” he paused to brush off his left shoulder. “This is no longer Paradise. In time, it will become nothing more than another place on Terra. The three worlds will become one, and then we will be calling it something else entirely. Unfortunately, due to our somewhat immortality, we’ll all be there to see the end of our world.”

“Not necessarily,” Milly said. “We may fade right along with the atmosphere. Who knows what will happen?”

“Perhaps you should ask the Sages,” Kilt said, narrowing his eyes directly at James. James raised his eyebrows in surprise as a chorus of faces stared at him with curiosity. 

“Sages?” Milly whispered to herself. “Is that why we’re here?”

“Of course it is,” Kilt said. “The last meeting we had was two years ago, and that was about the Sages. Why wouldn’t this one?”

“He’s right,” Eli replied. “We didn’t have meetings at all until the Sages arrived. There was no cause for concern up until that time.”

“Now hold on,” James spoke up. “We’re here out of necessity—same as you. We both died and were living in Paradise before the Great Collision.”

“Yes,” Kilt snickered. “But all of this change was still because of one of your own. We all know his name. The little bugger that ruined everything.”

“He made a decision, and we can’t say for sure that it was the wrong one. The Emissary—”

“—did his job,” Kilt interrupted. “Yes, he received a lot of land and goods. He was a terrible person and he was hard to get along with, but he did his job. He performed a sacrifice that none of us could even imagine. Not to mention that he wasn’t even our King, so that limited the amount of power he had over us. The Emissary’s sole job was to keep the bridges between the worlds intact. It was a simple job, and yet, your Bastion was so spoiled that he couldn’t even do that. He had to make the rest of us suffer right along with him.”

“Let’s not kid ourselves,” James said, clenching his jaw. “Whether it was today or tomorrow or centuries from now, conflict would have come to Paradise. No matter how much we bask in the light, there’s still always a shadow right behind us, reminding us of our true nature and how easily we can find darkness. Don’t think for a second that you were going to live happily ever after for all of eternity.”

“I would love to have more centuries,” Eli sighed.

“Conflict makes us appreciate what we have,” Arimus spoke up. “While it is painful, we grow from it, and then we can truly care for our loved ones and even our possessions more than we ever could of in constant bliss.”

“Even so,” Kilt said. “Bastion made a decision without our input. And all of you encouraged him. You may not have been there in the moment, but it was the philosophy of the Sages that threatened our way of life, and still does to this day.”

“And what is that?” James asked. He had to know.

Kilt smiled wide. “That you are fighting for the greater good.”

“I don’t understand.”

“You wouldn’t.”

“What Kilt is trying to say,” Eli cleared his throat, “is that you have been blessed with gifts, but that doesn’t mean you have to use them all of the time. A hammer is a great tool, but it is still only used when it is absolutely needed. Until then, it remains with the rest of the tools on the shelf, waiting for the day it is summoned. Just because a hammer can do great things, it doesn’t mean the hammer should get beside itself—nailing down everything in sight, or imposing its will on the other tools. It should be content being a hammer.”

“I’ve seen it too,” Isolde muttered. “The Sages...they are not content with living. They’re not content with using their abilities only when necessary. They’re constantly looking for the next fight or the next debate. They have to thrust their opinion in. They have to make people believe in their cause no matter how small. In Paradise, we all adhered to a single belief—live peacefully. But the Sages can’t. Maybe it’s in your blood.”

“We fight because we have to,” James replied. “Cimmerian will come.”

“Maybe they will, maybe they won’t. Who’s to say? It’s been twenty years, and nothing has happened yet. And they are in the same predicament as we are when it comes to death, so perhaps they want to just be left alone like we do.”

“We want to live peacefully. Not one Sage wants war.”

“Look at your history,” she chuckled. “Everything that you do...just brings more pain on a larger scale. When will it end? When will you be satisfied keeping your hand away from your eidolon?”

“There is an old saying here in Paragon,” Eli said, leaning his elbows onto the table. “It says to ‘forget you have lips when they desire most to speak.’ What this means is that usually...when someone really wants to say something, it’s because they want to impose their will or opinion on someone else. This is quite different than standing up for what is right in the heat of the moment. In those moments, you just speak. There is no time to consider what you’re going to say.”

“I think the Sages need to reconsider their stance on things,” Isolde said, staring directly at James. “Now that you are part of Paragon...what do you fight for anymore? What is worth fighting for?”

“Our lives,” James replied.

Isolde shook her head. “You’re so young. Fighting for your life is basic for everyone. Think deeper.”

“Shhh,” Kilt said with a finger at his lips. “The King’s official is here.”

“Another time,” Isolde said, winking at James. He cast his eyes down at the table. The way she had winked at him—it was obvious that she desired more than conversation. Yet, he could provide nothing but. His heart still belonged exclusively to another, even though she was still so far, far away.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” the King’s official shouted from one far end of the hall. “WELCOME!” He continued walking past the rows of chairs until he came upon the glass podium erected for him in a corner at the end. James had never seen this official before, yet he still carried an air about him that all of the King’s men did. Wearing a silk blue robe, it glided far behind him as if he had a train. He wore a tiara on the front of his head, and he wore a number of jewels and rings on many of his fingers. Bracelets covered his arms like a sleeve and rubies adorned his cloak as if it was entirely made of them. He smiled warmly at the crowd as he scanned the room, doing a mental count of all those that attended. His head bobbed up and down as he counted them all one by one, and when he was finished, he clapped his hands together lightly and nearly burst out in giggles. 

“It’s been too long since we gathered together,” he said in a high pitched voice. “Far too long. And we really must have another party soon. We really can’t let fear keep us apart, can we?”

The room murmured a number of no’s as they nodded their heads in agreement to what he was saying. The King’s official cleared his throat and then clasped his hands together. 

“For those that don’t know me, my name is Orson. I have been serving the King faithfully for over eighty years, but it’s only been recently that I have begun showing my face to the public. I have been given the task of ensuring that all goes well in the supposed war against Cimmerian, and I intend to perform my job as well as can be expected. Are there any questions so far?”

“Yes,” Kilt shouted. “Why are we here?”

“Excellent question,” Orson said. “The reason is because the King has decided to open the armories, and weapons will soon be dispersed to the four major cities and a number of small towns as well. We’re here to get some input on how this should be handled.”

“Why pass out weapons now? Is there a threat we don’t know about?”

“We’ve gotten some rumors,” Orson replied. “Rumors of Langoran mercenaries taking extra notes on our outer walls. Normally this wouldn’t be cause for alarm. We have our own troops doing the same to Cimmerian, but the difference is the number we have found. In the past, we have seen anywhere from twenty to thirty groups along the wall. In the past two years, we have only seen four.”

“FOUR?!” Kilt exclaimed. “That’s terrible.”

“What?” Mei asked. “What’s wrong?”

“Four groups means two things,” Orson explained. “Either they are getting better at their stealth, which is disconcerting in of itself. Or...Cimmerian is trying to put us in a false sense of security, and they are preparing to strike soon. Either way, we don’t want to take any chances. Now, we aren’t handing out weapons to everyone. Basically, this is a transfer. You are to use your own private armories for storage, and to only use them should the need arise. We don’t want any accidents.”

“And what of the Sorcerers’ weapons?” Kilt asked. “Who will get those?”

“Sorcerers?” James scowled. “Are they real? I’ve heard stories about them from my students. I didn’t know they existed.”

“No one here has met them personally,” Orson said. “So we can’t confirm their current state, but what we can say is that on the day of the Great Collision, we received seven weapons and a note. The weapons were so powerful that no one but our strongest warriors could even approach them, and even then, they could only hold them for a few minutes—just long enough to store them in one of our armories.”

“What did the note say?”

“That all seven of the Sorcerers would have no part in the upcoming war, and their only contribution was to be the weapons they provided. Also, if anyone was to seek them out for further assistance or counsel, they and anyone with them would be killed on sight.”

“But how do you know it was even from them? Couldn’t anyone have written the note?”

“If you had seen the weapons, you would know that they were authentic.”

“Could I?”

A burst of angry shouts were cast his way as James winced in his seat. Orson waved his hands in the air for all to simmer down.

“I’m sorry, Sage,” Orson replied. “But many in Paragon already don’t care for your ilk. I fear there would be a civil war if we allowed you to handle our greatest assets.”

“I thought the Sages were your greatest assets.”

“I’m not sure what you mean.”

“If this war occurs, the Sages are the only ones that know how to fight. Even these weapons you speak of...they are only as good as the people handling them. You need us.”

“So you say,” he smiled sweetly. He scanned the room again. “But to answer all of your questions...no, the Sorcerers’ weapons will not be dispersed. The King wants to keep those under lock and key until we absolutely need them.”

“Are the Sages receiving any weapons?” Isolde asked.

“Of course not,” Orson replied. “They already have eidolons, don’t they?”

“Then why are we here?” James shouted. The room fell silent. 

“Well,” Orson struggled to find the right words. “I wanted to see if you would come.”

“What does that mean?”

“The King just wanted to see if you would obey if you were summoned.”

“So there’s actually no reason for me to be here? I’m just a pawn?”

“An important one though,” Orson replied, waiting for James’ reaction. James grit his teeth and unclenched his fists. No...he couldn’t act out. They needed a reason to brand the Sages as violent and uncontrollable. They were already cut off from Paragon’s decisions. He didn’t need to be denied the little information he was already receiving.

“Even pawns have their place,” James said and Orson raised his eyebrows in surprise. As he turned back to address the rest of the crowd’s concerns, Arimus patted James’ shoulder and nodded. James sighed. He had done the proper thing for the situation. 

But if so...why did he feel so horrible?
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Chapter 4 – Chase
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“So happy you suggested that we leave early,” James sighed, stretching his arms overhead. “I was getting bored. They really have no clue what to do in case of an attack.”

“Well, I’m glad you refrained from speaking your mind when Orson goaded you,” Arimus said. “Any response besides full acceptance would have been counterproductive.”

“Just look at this place,” James muttered as Arimus cast his eyes in front of them. They were in the midst of the first major city, Altostratus, and now that they were no longer in a rush to get to the meeting, they could see the sights. Altostratus was said to be the most humble of the four major cities, but it was still more majestic than anything James had ever seen.

They beheld mansions and gigantic cottages were before them, with gardens planted around each building. Everything was placed perfectly to make the entire town look like a painting. Nature was perfectly interwoven with that which was manmade. Vines crept up the sides of homes just far enough. Flowers were in rows along the sidewalks, composed of so many colors that James had trouble naming them all. There was a fruit tree in every yard and a smiling face from every porch. People walked hand in hand, clothed in casual shorts and shirts as if they were on their way to the beach. The sun of Terra was shining bright above, but it wasn’t too hot, as Paragon’s atmosphere had not yet been decimated. Paragon’s natural illumination—a kind of haze that looked like a swarm of microscopic fireflies—only made the city look that much more inviting. 

James placed his hands on his hips and shook his head. It was so beautiful that he couldn’t imagine it any other way. And yet, since the city was located along Paragon’s main outer wall, it would more than likely be the first to be attacked.

“I heard that each city is different,” Arimus replied. “This one is supposed to feel cozy. But if one is more inclined to the fancy life, the city life, or an even humbler existence, there is a place in Paradise.”

“Or if one wants to fight,” James said. “They can come to the Sage Academy, where they will learn how even in Paradise, you can be shunned.”

“I take it you didn’t like being called a pawn.”

“What gave it away?” James snapped. Immediately, he turned to his former mentor and his face softened. “Sorry. That was rude.”

“No offense taken. I was distraught myself. Especially with the implications throughout that meeting. I think we’re to be the scapegoats in this.”

“One wrong move,” James sighed. “And we’re kicked out of Paradise.”

“We will survive,” Arimus said, turning to his left. “Ah, he has arrived.”

Kyran shimmered into view and was instantly taken aback by the massive skyscraper James and Arimus had just come out of.

“I thought you said the building only had one room.”

“It does,” Arimus said. “All of the floors above the first are filled with empty space—in case they need it someday.”

“A bit excessive,” Kyran muttered from under a green trench coat.

“Where did you get that?” James laughed, pointing at the coat. Kyran narrowed his eyes, as he was known to do.

“I had Chloe make it for me. I missed being able to hide the lower half of my face.”

“Why not go all out and cover the whole thing? We wouldn’t have to see the ugly all the time.”

“But if no one could see my face, then you would be the ugly one, and we all know how quick you would break down if you didn’t get the attention you crave so much.”

“Geez, Kyran,” James winced. “You don’t have to fight dirty.”

“With the amount of bathing you opt out of, I thought you would be right at home in the dirt.”

“Okay, okay,” Arimus laughed. “That’s enough, you two. Kyran, what’d you find?”

“Nothing unusual,” he said. “It’s strange. Even though one of the King’s top officials was here, there was literally no one here to guard him. He’s as vulnerable as anyone.”

“Wow,” James mumbled. “We might as well just surrender to Cimmerian now.”

“Anything in the meeting?”

“We’re weapons and nothing more,” Arimus said. “And there were hints to what would happen to us should our blades dull.”

“They won’t cast us out. They need us too much.”

“It’s not impossible.”

“At least we know Terra well. We’ll survive.”

“Why is everyone saying that?” James asked. “You two are acting like it’s a foregone conclusion. Nothing’s even happened...yet.”

“James?” Arimus asked, seeing the young Sage scowling and looking out of the corner of his eye. “What’s happening?” Kyran pointed down to James’ left palm and Arimus noticed the tip of James’ white eidolon sticking out of it. 

Arimus sucked his teeth. “You really shouldn’t be risking exposure like this. We’re to keep our eidolons sheathed.”

“I’m not going to be vulnerable,” James replied, holding up a finger for silence. “There’s a chase going on.”

“Riveting,” Kyran muttered. “People here play tag all the time. Someone tried to get me into a game earlier. I nearly slit his throat.”

“No, this is different. Someone’s running for their life. They’re getting farther from our location though. We’ll have to act soon.”

“We?” Arimus said. “We should not get involved. We’re to maintain a low profile, remember? It will only strengthen Orson’s case against us if we start getting involved in every skirmish.”

“This is no skirmish,” James said, patting Kyran on the shoulder quickly. “Come on. Let’s check this out. You know you want to. You get to be stealthy again.”

Kyran turned to Arimus. “I do like being stealthy.”

Arimus groaned. “Fine. Do whatever you like. I’ll meet you back at the Academy.”

“See you there,” James said as he looked around him, seeing if anyone was watching. There were only a few people in the street and their backs were turned toward him, so he quickly darted to the right, into a patch of bushes that lay between two houses. He crouched down low as Kyran joined him.

“Go invisible and use your eidolon to try to pick up on what I’m talking about. Until you have a read on them, follow me. But after that, you go on ahead and assess the situation. Come back to me once you’ve gotten some vital information. I’ll be following behind the best I can.”

Kyran didn’t reply. He simply shimmered out of view. 

James searched the area in front of him frantically.

“Kyran, did you get that? Hey! Kyran? Oh whatever...” James looked above him and then leapt onto the rooftop of the cottage to his left. Sprinting and leaping as fast as he could, he bounded from rooftop to rooftop, trying to keep his body low so that he wouldn’t be noticed. Once he came upon the mansions he had to use his eidolon to climb the walls, but he didn’t extend his blade all the way. Just enough to stick them into the wall. He was sure whomever lived there was going to be pissed when they finally noticed the grooves.

Once James was at the top of the first mansion’s roof, he felt safe enough to run all-out. He wasn’t sure if Kyran was behind him, but he wasn’t about to lose his focus to find out. The two people he sensed were already so far away, he had to devote all of his eidolon’s energy into keeping track of them. 

As he ran, he evaluated what he could. There were two people—yes. One was definitely chasing the other, and it was a chase to the death. The pursuer’s heart rate was calm, even with all of the running, while the one being chased was frantic, and his heart was beating so rapidly that he was on the verge of a heart attack.

One of them was an older man. And James hoped he would be able to reach him in time.

“James,” Kyran whispered into his ear, and James tripped over his own feet, he was scared so badly. His face skidded along the tiled roof as Kyran shimmered into view.

“We can stop running. It’s a mark,” Kyran replied as James rubbed his cheek. It burned, and his right knee was throbbing a bit as well.

“A mark? Who’s marked?” he muttered, climbing to his feet.

“An elderly man from Paragon is marked, and someone from Cimmerian is giving chase. Based on the layout of the city and their current path, he has an eighty percent chance of running into a dead end. He’ll be killed, and it will be over soon.”

“Someone from Cimmerian is giving chase?” 

“That’s what I said.”

“Then I want to investigate further.”

“You know the rules,” Kyran said flatly. “If someone is marked, they are fair game.”

“It doesn’t concern you that someone from Cimmerian has snuck into Paragon?”

“I could probably do the same to them if I wanted, and again, they are doing nothing outside of the rules that have already been established.”

“I’m going,” James said, continuing to sprint toward the old man via rooftop. “If I hurry, I can make it in time.”

Kyran ran right beside him. “You’re not going to interfere, are you?”

“I might.”

“That would be grounds for war. You wouldn’t do that.”

“You have no idea what I would or wouldn’t do.”

“You’re an idiot, but when it matters, you put aside your stupidity and don a cap of temporary common sense. You do this, and you will surprise even me.”

“It’s worth doing it for that alone,” James grunted as he leapt across a wide gap between houses. He was almost there...

“Think this through,” Kyran said, barely huffing at all as he kept up the pace at James’ side. “Paragon and Cimmerian both agreed to implement the mark system. A hundred people a year can be marked in Paragon by Cimmerian, and vice versa. Those people are deemed fair game as it’s a way to remove important players on both sides without resorting to war. Anyone who is killed that is not marked can be viewed as an act of aggression.”

“Why is it you only talk a lot when it comes to killing or when you’re insulting me?”

“We all get excited when it comes to things we like.”

“Yeah, right. You’re not a killer anymore. Not like you used to be.”

“You’re changing the subject. Listen to me. You kill this old man’s pursuer, and Cimmerian is justified in starting the war.”

“Not if I mark the pursuer before I do it.”

“It doesn’t work like that, and...that sounded gross.”

James rolled his eyes. “How do I mark someone?”

“You don’t have the authority or the substance needed to do so...watch your footing.”

James turned his attention back to the task at hand and leapt off of the roof just as the back of his sole was beginning to slip. He had no way to stop his descent onto the cottage roof below, but he knew how to roll at the last second. 

It didn’t mean it wouldn’t hurt.

“OW!” James shouted as he rolled onto his shoulder and leapt back up to his feet. He stumbled for a second and then dropped down from the roof, right in front of the old man who was just coming around the bend. James had beaten him to the dead end—a large patch of soil placed between a cottage and a gigantic cliff face. There was literally nowhere else for the old man to run.

James grabbed the old man by the shoulders (who was still looking backwards at his pursuer) and then hoisted him off of his feet. James threw the old man behind him and then turned in time to see the pursuer come to a halt. 

It was a middle-aged man. Lean. Muscular. Bald. The man was wearing Paragon clothing for the area—thin brown pants and a V-neck shirt. But it was also a long sleeve, and his hands were covered by gloves. They looked like gardener’s gloves, but anyone that lived in Paragon knew that no actual tilling and digging was required to get plants to grow. All it took was a drop of the seed, and the atmosphere and soil itself did all of the work. There was no reason for him to wear those gloves...unless he had something to hide. 

“Covering up your seared skin?” James asked. The man blinked rapidly as he took one step back. 

“Who sent you here?”

“I’m not from Paragon,” James said, glancing behind him to make sure the old man was okay.

“Um, what are you doing then?” the middle aged man asked. “Okay, maybe you’re new here. I’m Xavier, and I was sent to remove this mark from—”

“I know about the marks.”

“Then what are you doing?” Xavier frowned. James was surprised by how well he was holding in his anger. Perhaps Cimmerian made sure to send their more level-headed assassins into Paragon so they wouldn’t do anything reckless.

“I want information.”

“You can’t have any. This is against the rules, and you know this.” 

“It doesn’t matter. The fact that you were able to infiltrate Paragon at all makes you an important asset to Cimmerian. That also makes you dangerous.”

“Let me do my job,” Xavier whined, pointing at the old man. 

“Why do you need the old man?”

“I don’t have to tell you anything,” he said. “There’s—” He let out a cry instead of finishing his sentence, falling to his knees as Kyran shimmered into view behind him. 

“What are you doing?!” James asked and Kyran removed an invisible blade from Xavier’s back. Xavier winced and grit his teeth. 

“We’re seeing this to the end. You started it. I’m finishing it.”

“I wasn’t going to hurt him!” 

“We have to do more than that now.”

“We’re not going to kill him.”

“No, not us. But someone. We’ll go to one of the King’s officials and explain how important this man is to Cimmerian and that he should be marked immediately. Given that the Sages have never requested for someone to be marked, they are sure to listen and comply. We’ll let this man go in the countryside somewhere so that someone can officially mark him, and then we’ll ensure he’s killed before he gets back outside of the gate.”

“No,” James said adamantly, but Kyran was unmoved.

“Not your call, boss.”

“I’m the leader of the Sages. I’m—”

“—failing. You are a leader by default. Arimus doesn’t want to do it. I’m not good with people. Catherine isn’t here. Achan is depressed. Bastion is hated by Paragon, and the list goes on and on. You only get to be the leader for as long as the orders make sense, and then, you’re just another Sage. This man has to die.”

“No, he doesn’t.”

“You talk with him. Fine. But if you let him go, he will tell Cimmerian all about you. They will know who you are, or someone will. They will retaliate.”

“So killing is the answer then? I refuse to believe that. There has to be a better way.”

“That’s why you never lived up to your potential,” Kyran said, slowly grabbing a handful of Xavier’s hair and pulling at it. “That’s why you failed to overcome Lakrymos...because you’re too scared to get your hands dirty. Open your eyes. We’re all playing in the sandbox.”

“I won’t,” he whispered.

“I know,” Kyran said darkly. “And that’s why I’m here.”

“Chloe wouldn’t want this.”

“And neither do I...but someone’s got to do it. I tried to warn you...but now you’ve forced my hand. Just think about your actions before you carry them out. You don’t know what you might make someone do.”

Kyran yanked at Xavier’s hair and he began to howl. Kyran covered Xavier’s mouth, stifling his cry. “Listen carefully,” Kyran whispered. “You will answer this man’s questions. Do that, and your death will be painless.”

“No,” Xavier snapped as soon as Kyran took his hand away. “No matter what you do, I won’t say a word! You can’t torture me. Someone could come around the corner any minute and then—”

Kyran slammed Xavier’s head into the base of the cliff, knocking him out instantly. 

“He’s right,” Kyran muttered. “We don’t have time for this.”

“Then what was the point?” James asked. 

“Exactly...what is the point?” Kyran shook his head and then pulled a shiv from underneath his coat. It was made out of sharpened rock. 

“You’re going to do this here?” James asked.

“Just prop him up.”

James reached down and grabbed Xavier by the armpits. But as soon as he began lifting him off of the ground, Kyran lunged forward and jammed the shiv into the old man’s head. James dropped Xavier’s limp body and tackled Kyran to the ground from behind. James flipped the Sage over and then punched him hard in the face. Kyran’s eyes were as listless as the old man’s, who was now crumpled into an awkward ball against the cottage wall. 

“Why?” James roared in his face.

“Quiet,” Kyran said and James punched him again.

“Why did you do that?!”

“Because there can be no witnesses!” Kyran spat at him. “All that old man would have to do is tell one person about what he saw today, and the result could be the same! Cimmerian has spies just like we do!”

“He was innocent!”

“He was marked! And that means he wasn’t innocent at all.” Kyran shoved James off of him and climbed to his feet steadily as he wiped the trickle of blood coming from his lips. “If you’re important in this war then it means you’ve already gotten your hands dirty.”

“I notice that there’s no mark on your head,” James retorted.

“Give it time,” Kyran replied, stooping down to examine the old man’s body and making sure the deed was done. “Now leave. I’ll secure the assassin’s body until we can procure the mark.”

James didn’t know what to say. All of it happened so fast, and even before his stomach began to tighten into knots, he knew the source of the pain. Though Kyran had committed the murder, he had set the chain of events in motion. 

He had been so antsy lately, and so afraid that he would fall back into his old lazy routine due to times of peace that he had gotten careless. And Kyran was right. He was no leader. What experience did he truly have? What successes were under his belt when it came to delegating orders to others?

That would have to change.

James walked away still nervous, but cautiously optimistic. 

With Paragon being stuck in a time of peace, now was the best time for introspection.
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Chapter 5 – The Enemy I Fear
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“Where’s Arimus?” James asked Bastion as he joined him in the great meadow, just off of the border of Paragon and Terra. James suddenly found his attention divided as the flowers he crushed beneath his feet sprung back to life, as if he hadn’t trampled them at all. The grass did the same and he supposed that if a tree was cut down, it would follow suit. He had thought the hall in Altostratus had been excessive—building a skyscraper full of empty space, but if all natural resources were automatically renewed, perhaps it wasn’t a waste at all. 

“Kyran took him somewhere,” Bastion said, standing to his feet from beneath the tall grass. He wiped the dirt off of his clothes even though there was none there. “Said he had important business.”

“Did you ask what it was?”

“I did. But they wouldn’t tell me. I really don’t know what goes on around here anymore.”

“That will have to change,” James smiled weakly. Bastion studied him meticulously and then crossed his arms. 

“You have that look again.”

“What look?” James asked, shifting his weight nervously. 

“That look that says you did something you regret. It’s all over your face. What happened?”

“I wish I could tell you,” James winced and Bastion shook his head as he turned around and stared at the field before him.

“So I guess things aren’t going to change just yet.”

“Where’s Lily and the others?”

“Achan and Lily aren’t coming. Lily’s still pissed over a fight we had last night, and Achan is still in that funk of his. You should really go talk to him.”

“I might soon,” James sighed. “I have no clue why he’s like this.”

“It’s because he has no reason to live,” Bastion said, turning around to face James. “We have no place here in Paragon. Maybe if there was no war coming, things would be fine. But as of right now, the people don’t want us here. And so we’re all alone out here, waiting for a battle that never seems to come while we lose our eidolons—the very thing that gives us our reason to exist in this world. Without it, we’ll be cast back to Terra.”

“Maybe Terra is where we should go,” James replied. “I would be lying if I said it never crossed my mind.”

“That might crush Achan even more. He’s the weakest out of all of us combat wise, and going to Terra...seeing Catherine...it might take away what little life he has left.”

“If that’s how he feels, then maybe we should send him on the next scouting mission. It will give him something to do.”

“And kill him off if it doesn’t work out.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“No, but it’s implied,” Bastion scoffed. “What’s going on here, James? Why won’t you just go and talk to Achan? You used to have a heart.”

“I still do,” James winced. “I really do. It’s...it’s the responsibility. I don’t know how to handle it.”

“Then don’t. Step down as leader and give someone else a chance.”

“But who? Who would want it? No one I know.”

“Exactly. No one you know. Do interviews. Test someone else out. Give someone new a shot at this. There’s no point in trying to make this work if you’re going to lose yourself in the process. Not everyone is born to be a leader. It’s okay to take care of yourself.”

“Let’s take Kyran for example,” James said, “what are the odds that he’ll listen to someone new?”

“Practically none at first,” Chloe answered, approaching from their side. James smiled at the sight of her. He couldn’t deny the feeling that burst inside of him—she was one of his favorite people in the entire world. 

“Chloe, you made it,” James replied. Chloe skipped forward and gave him a hard hug, nearly squeezing the breath out of him. He let go and Chloe immediately started giggling.

“Love my new dress?” she asked, giving them a twirl. It was a green sundress, but this time it had lines of black running down the skirt of it. She also had her blonde and silver streaked hair wrapped up in a bun and held in place by two thin black sticks. Her green eyes shone as she saw the approval in theirs. But then she scowled and crossed her arms, catching the two boys off guard completely.

“So what’s this I hear about Kyran? What’s he done now?”

“N—nothing,” James stammered. “But...I’m thinking of getting someone new to be leader.”

“Who?” she asked, keeping her countenance stone-faced.

“Someone new maybe. I don’t know.”

“That’d be cool,” she said, breaking out in a smile. “To be honest, our group needs a bit of maintenance. Things are stale.”

“Like my marriage,” Bastion muttered. 

“You’re thinking too much,” Chloe advised him. “Stop worrying about what will make her happy and just make her happy. Tickle the hell out of her. Give her kisses until she cracks a smile. Hold her hand and serenade her under the moonlight. It’s easy.”

“Is that what Kyran does?” Bastion asked mischievously. 

“He would kill you if you knew the answer,” she said. “...But yes. Yes he does.”

“Why would you do that?!” Bastion screamed. “You should have kept that to yourself!” 

“Oh come on, you’re stronger than he is.”

“But he’s an assassin. He could kill me in his sleep.”

“Or you could have Lily keep watch over you. She doesn’t have to sleep. See? There you go! Bonding together through your fear of death at the hands of my husband!”

“Noooo,” Bastion trailed off, holding the sides of his head. “I’m going to forget I heard anything.”

James laughed and scanned the rest of the field. 

“So this is it?” he asked. “No one else?”

“Guess so,” Chloe replied. “It’s okay though. We’ll have more time to work out stuff once you pick a new leader. We need fresh blood to mix things up anyways.”

“I have no idea where to start.”

“We have hundreds of people to choose from. Most of them actual Sages. You’ll know when you’ve made the right decision.”

“I don’t even know what a Sage is anymore.”

“What do you mean?”

“When we were in the meeting with the King’s official...the people there were saying how we have things backwards. We think we’re fighting for the right causes, but really, we shouldn’t be fighting at all until we’re called upon. We shouldn’t be so quick to jump into battle.”

“I think our problem is that we’re soldiers. If fighting is what we’re used to, and what we’re good at...it’s hard to settle down and relax. With all that happened in Allay, I don’t remember a time in which I could sleep soundly until I died and came here.”

“And then the seven sorcerers were mentioned...who are they?”

“They’re real?” Bastion asked.

“That’s what I said. Apparently the rumors are validated in the minds of the people. I have no clue what’s actually real, but supposedly, there’s some powerful weapons lying around.”

“Doesn’t really concern us though,” Chloe said. “It’s not our job. Neither is finding out if these seven sorcerers are actually out there or not.”

“It would be something to do.” Bastion said.

“No,” James said. “Supposedly the Sorcerers said that they would kill anyone looking for them on sight. And it’s not like we’re desperate. The war hasn’t started so we’ll stay put on that matter.”

“So we continue to train? That’s it?”

“That’s it.”

“Good,” Chloe said. “Because I want to preserve this place for as long as possible. It’s so pretty it makes me want to cry.”

“Oh goodness,” Bastion sighed as literal tears began to stream down Chloe’s eyes.

“I’m sorry. It’s just...I’m so happy here. And Kyran is too. He just won’t admit it. He would scold me if he saw me like this.”

“You two are ridiculous,” James laughed. 

“So, what’s the lesson for today?” Bastion groaned.

“I have something,” Chloe said, and James motioned for her to proceed. “Well, I have been thinking about the atmosphere a lot lately. After all, it’s the biggest noticeable change since the Great Collision. It used to be rich and dense, but now it’s beginning to thin, as it mixes with the atmosphere from Terra, and to an almost nonexistent degree—Cimmerian.”

“You sit with your eidolon out, studying the air?” Bastion laughed. 

Chloe punched him in the back of the head and he cried out in pain. She immediately smiled and put a finger to her chin.

“Yes, I do,” she said proudly. “And what I noticed is that this will have a big effect on our world. Let’s say the war starts and it goes on for a hundred years. By the time those years are up, we might have stopped fighting, because the threat coming from the very air we breathe might be that terrible.”

“What do you mean?” James asked.

“Paragon will no longer be the Paradise we see now. At some point, we might have to farm. We might need rain. There could be food shortages and famine. We could be fighting not to starve instead of against our enemy. And not just that. We already lost our ability to maintain other manifestations fifteen years ago. Just think of what could happen to our eidolons in another fifteen. And there’s the matter of people waking up with new abilities. Abilities that were once non-existent in Paragon. It has to do with the changes in the atmosphere.”

“Besides Eckard and a few others, we don’t have confirmation that the air is the cause.”

“Still, it’s happening, and there has to be a reason. I wonder how many more are gaining new and exciting powers on Terra, or even in Cimmerian.”

“Don’t get too excited about that,” Bastion chuckled. “We’ll have to fight that someday.”

“So what can we do?” James asked. “How do we fight this?”

“We can start releasing our eidolons more so that they can get used to the changes—adapt. And in the meantime, we can devise new strategies and techniques that will help us in battle, without the use of our eidolons.”

“I could focus more on my Quietus side,” James said. “I’ve only changed once since we’ve been here, and that was only to see if I still could.”

“No clue for me,” Bastion sighed. “I’ve definitely noticed that I’m getting weaker though.”

“We have to think outside of the box,” Chloe said. “Just like back on Terra when I first discovered how to create other manifestations.”

“Any ideas?”

“We work on our will first,” she said, extending her hand out in front of her with the palm up. In an instant, her eidolon appeared—a longsword that was nearly bigger than she was. Because it was a part of her though, the weight had no bearing on her grip. “I’m going to push my eidolon to its limits. I’m going to infuse it with all the energy I can muster and then let it drain. I’m going to let this sword, and my body, weaken until the atmosphere threatens to break it entirely.”

“What’s the point of that?”

“Because if my will is strong enough, I’ll survive. My eidolon will never crack, and as a result, it will become more durable for the future. That’s what I’m aiming for.”

“And techniques?” James asked.

“We should ask the Sages we normally don’t talk to,” she said. “Arimus, Kyran...all of us. We all know what we can do, but there’s so much untapped potential within the others.”

“Most of the Sages died not long after they first learned to release their eidolons. What could they show us that’s different?”

“You never know,” she said. “Twenty years have passed since then.”

“True,” Bastion said. “But that means they’ve also gotten weaker.”

“Weakness is a state of mind,” she said with a grin while she looked over her eidolon.

“Hey, who is that?” Bastion asked, pointing out in the distance. James and Chloe lifted their heads and tried to figure out what he was pointing at. It was a man in a long robe—bathed in an orange red, and under the afternoon sun, it looked like he was going to burst into flames. 

Chloe extended her eidolon toward the approaching stranger and her eyebrows raised in concern.

“He’s not friendly,” she whispered. James and Bastion shot to attention, immediately summoning their eidolons, and their white and black robes respectively. Chloe followed suit, donning her green robe before they had finished calling upon theirs.

“Is he from Cimmerian?” James asked. “Can you pick anything up?”

“Terra, it seems like,” she said. “If he is from Cimmerian, he hasn’t been there in a very long time.”

“Another enemy in Paragon,” James muttered to himself. “What’s going on here?”

“Whoever he is, we can handle him,” Bastion said with confidence. “We’re three of the strongest Sages that Paragon has.”

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Chloe said. “Whoever this man is...he’s keeping his talents hidden. And that’s usually not a good thing. Guys, I know we’ve been rusty, but from the murderous intent I’m sensing right now, we better shake it off quick.”

The stranger was now in ear shot and they were able to see his face. 

The first thing they noticed was the scowl plastered across it.

And the rage that it was born from.
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Chapter 6 – An Exclusive Group
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The stranger was someone that James didn’t recognize. He sported a goatee on his chin and he was thin and bony. He was bald but the crown of his head was covered in tattoos of black swirls and red flames, interwoven and spiraling into one another. He had nothing in his thin hands, but they were pierced with tiny studs that ran down each of his fingers and up his forearm. His eyes were an intense red, but James didn’t think the color was a natural one. 

“Hello,” Chloe said as she lowered her eidolon. “I—”

The stranger didn’t say a word. He sprinted forward and attacked, a long whip-like sword with chains around the hilt aimed straight for Chloe’s neck. She parried the blow at the last second by spinning her longsword in a circle, and then she leapt back to safety, already breaking out in a cold sweat.

“He’s definitely not friendly,” Bastion said, stepping forward. “I’ll take care of this.”

“Bastion, be careful,” Chloe said as the stranger glared at them—his whip sword moving along the ground like a serpent that was being held by its tail. It flopped along the ground as if searching for an escape. 

“That’s an eidolon,” James said, using his own eidolon to evaluate it. The stranger’s eyes darted to James once he spoke, and then he ran forward, right under Bastion’s swing, and right toward his target. James tried to hit the stranger, but he missed terribly, and the enemy Sage stuck his index finger out and wiped a substance right down James’ forehead. James swung again and the stranger back-flipped out of the way. Bastion and Chloe tried to catch him, but he stopped back-flipping at the last second and ducked under their attempts to slice through him. 
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