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Prologue
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Twenty years ago

The Great Collision occurred.

Between Paradise (Heaven),

Oblivion (Hell),

And Terra (Earth).

Once thought to be spiritual planes,

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

Now they are connected

And all 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 enough.

And the only ones who can truly turn the tides

Are still in hiding.

The Seven Sorcerers—ancient warriors that are revered as gods—wait in the shadows,

Uncertain of which side to take.

Few are prepared for the battles ahead.

But one has already been fighting for her life.

It begins with a young girl...
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Chapter 1 – Remi
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She never got complacent looking up at the stars. 

And it was not because of the mysteries they were known to possess. How they only revealed a miniscule amount of their true brilliance and potential from afar, or how the light that the planet enjoyed was years old and no one has truly seen their current state. 

No that wasn’t it. That wasn’t why she gazed at them.

It was because of how ordinary and insignificant they now were since the worlds connected. 

Remi Fonteyn took another deep breath, and tried to ignore the burning in her lungs. She could fight the frost a little longer. But it wasn’t worth it.

Paragon—or what used to be called Paradise—was now before her and on full display, as if it was her own private show. As she sat on the edge of the cliff and stared out beyond the grass and flower filled canyon, she could see the fears and hopes of her people manifested before her eyes. 

Every day when they woke up, the concepts tugged at their hearts. 

That Paradise and Oblivion/Paragon and Cimmerian—were not as eternal as they previously believed.

“REMI!” a sharp yet sweet voice called out to her from behind. Remi wrapped the wool blanket tighter around her and adjusted her seat in the hardened and ice kissed grass, just enough to turn her head. Olivia was marching up the cliff with clenched fists, huffing and puffing out tufts of chilled breath. She must have come in a hurry for she wasn’t wearing her poncho. 

“Oh, hey!” Remi laughed, waving her friend over. “I was wondering when you would arrive.”

“When I would arrive?” Olivia scoffed. “Sitting there and acting like you invited me out here...what are you doing? You’re going to get sick again.”

“Oh, it’s not that bad,” Remi huffed, turning back around to face the dancing lights. They were only wisps of Paradise, but they were enough to make her sneak out of her house whenever she had the strength. Waves of baby blue, neon green and violent red swept across the night sky as if the colors were made of water and someone was moping them up. Pinks and yellows swung back and forth as if they were listening to music only known to them, and the violets and oranges remained still and steady, as if waiting for a partner to invite them to the dance floor. The lights only appeared on a clear and cloudless night so she wasn’t going to miss the show now. Not for anything. 

“You’re going to get sick again,” Olivia repeated, plopping down next to Remi. “You do that, and there’s no way you’re going on the next raid.”

“Maybe I don’t want to go on the next raid,” she muttered.

“Then what’s the point of all that training I see you doing? It’s not for your health.”

“I’d rather not talk about my health while we’re out here.”

“I just worry.”

“If I’m okay, then you should be too,” Remi replied, still facing the light show. “It’s my life after all.”

“I don’t know what I would do without you though.” Remi faced her friend and saw the grief in her eyes. She didn’t look like the Olivia she knew. That Olivia was more optimistic and kind. She was beautiful and had the voice and physique of a pixie. She was tiny in stature but strong in spirit. The Olivia before her now was on the verge of tears, and her face was worn and sunken low, as if her skin was being pulled at by tiny hooks. It only took a few seconds for Remi to realize the truth—her friend had already begun the mourning process.

“Stop it,” Remi whispered, cupping her friend’s left cheek. “I don’t want you worrying about me.”

“You’re all I have, Remi,” Olivia said in her thick drawl. “And when I see you out here like this, it doesn’t help my nerves.”

“You sound like an old lady.”

“You look like an old lady,” Olivia retorted. Remi chuckled under her breath as she stared down at the scratchy wool blanket around her. 

“Yeah,” she laughed. “I sure do.”

“You know...if you didn’t come out here so often, we could go on raids together.”

“I’m aware,” Remi chuckled. “But it’s not my thing. Seriously. I like to think of myself as more of an explorer than a fighter.”

“You’re not going to be doing either without me.” Olivia stretched her hands out in front of Remi and closed her eyes. Remi watched curiously as her friend’s hands began to pulse a deep, dark red, so dark that it made her fingers appear frostbitten. After a few pulses, a crack was heard and then a miniature fire appeared in front of her, the sole flame rising every time Olivia moved her fingers in a wave-like motion as if she was playing a piano. The warmth made Remi feel better immediately, and she even thought about removing the blanket so that she could really get close to the fire, but she knew that Olivia would scold her. She kept it on.

“That never gets old,” Remi sighed, allowing the tips of her fingers to get close to the flames. She could feel her skin regaining its vitality. 

“So,” Olivia began. “When do you want to leave this place?”

“Why do you say that?” Remi laughed. “Am I that obvious?”

“Painfully.”

“Well, when I think that we can make it on our own...we’ll head out.”

“It might be too late then. There hasn’t been a conflict in twenty years. Not a single one. No one wants to risk getting killed.”

“Our town raids others.”

“It’s different. They only steal supplies, and usually little things. Nothing serious. The towns nearby raid us too and there’s rarely any violence. I think it’s all a farce if you ask me. Raiding each other back and forth to make it look like we’re tough.”

“We’re no different than everyone else,” Remi replied. “Just stuck in limbo, waiting for the chance to make it out, one way or the other.”

“If you had the strength now...would you go to Paragon...or even Cimmerian?”

“In a heartbeat,” Remi grinned. She clenched a fist and raised it over her head, examining her frail and gaunt arms. “I’m going to die anyways...might as well see some fantastic things before I do, you know? All I need is a little more time. A year, tops. And I’m gone.”

“What do you think those worlds are like?” Olivia whispered, rubbing her hands together. She was staring hard at the light show in the sky now, but it was apparent by the distant gaze in her eyes that she wasn’t paying much attention. 

“Much like ours, I suppose. Just fancier. There’s probably castles and royalty and powerful warriors out there, just waiting for their chance to strike. The war for dominance of the three worlds will start, many people will die, and then things will go back to how it is now. Lots of peace and quiet until people start increasing in numbers again.”

“I wonder what it feels like to not exist,” Olivia replied.

“Probably what it feels like when you sleep and don’t dream.”

“You think the Sages of Legend are really out there? Paragon’s warriors?” 

Remi turned to her friend and scowled. “What does that matter?”

“I was just thinking that if they’re around, they’re going to be the ones that determine how the war is going to go.”

“Maybe...but we don’t know what kind of warriors are in Cimmerian or Paragon. There could be warriors from centuries ago that are far more powerful, and that’s why everything is at a stalemate. No one knows who has what on the enemy’s side. And since we cease to exist when we die now, it’s a lot harder to take risks.”

“Still, the Sages will be valuable.”

“The Sages are just stories,” Remi scoffed. “And even if they’re not, their power isn’t so great. Using their souls as swords...it’s not practical.”

“I think it sounds pretty cool.”

“You would. All you can do is make your body warm.”

“At least I don’t need a blanket to do it for me,” Olivia retorted, snatching Remi’s blanket off of her and throwing it to the side. Remi yelped at the sudden chill that imprisoned her body. Barely able to move, she slowly stretched out her frail arms until she was able to retrieve the source of her warmth. Once the blanket was back upon her shoulders, she noticed that Olivia had walked away. She didn’t bother standing to her feet. She was already exhausted from the sudden cold. Breathing heavily, her eyes began to sink as she glanced back at the colorful light show in the distance, now beginning to fade as the sun slowly rose in their place. 

Dawn had come, and with it, she would once again be painfully visible.

Her hair was beginning to fall from her scalp and it was already malnourished—thin and brittle to the touch. Her parents had told her that it had once been a full head of magnificent strawberry blonde hair. Now it was merely a shade of its former glory. Her body was as thin as bones and her face was as disturbing as a skeleton’s bare smile. Some would say she was beautiful, if only she could gain a little weight and maintain it. 

On most days she slept twice as much as anyone else, and it was only at night, when she was invisible again, and her physical features were not easily seen, that she felt the most alive. When her thoughts were solely her own and not echoes of her peers. 

It was then that she “day-dreamed.” 

Of a life greater than the one she had been dealt. She heard the worries of her parents all too clear—that she would never travel, never be useful, and never be a warrior. But she just didn’t believe it. She felt it deep down in her brittle bones...she was destined for greatness. 

Now...

If only she could do more than fight with a measly little eidolon—her soul in sword form. 

Then she would be getting somewhere.

Her friend didn’t know it. But she was able to fashion a blade just like the Sages of Legend. A blade created from her very soul. It had not been an easy process, and it was actually a mistake the first time it happened. 

She had been running away from him again, through the woods with nothing but her blanket to shield her from the unforgiving bite of winter. She had run with abandonment, and somehow she was expanding the distance between her and the pursuer. To the point that she could no longer hear his footsteps. She stopped to catch her breath, and that was when she heard something.

It had only been a clump of snow falling from the branches above, but the break in the silence nearly made her jump out of her skin. She placed a hand over her chest to calm her beating heart, as loud as a drum snare, and then she felt the hilt.

It was just sticking out of her chest. Looking like it was made of brown leather and intertwined with strips of red cloth, she stared down at it as if it had been there the entire time. She wrapped a fragile hand around the hilt and gripped it tight. 

She wasn’t sure if the eidolon would be strong enough, but she wasn’t about to pass up on any opportunity to get stronger either. 

She pulled at the hilt and the blade came out like it was sheathed in paper. She held it above her head and examined it. It was a dark purple Falchion, almost resembling a machete in design. It hummed when she turned it over to the side, and a smile escaped her lips. But then the grin faded as quickly as it appeared. 

She had listened to the stories of the Sages well, and therefore she knew that this sudden and unexpected gift of having an eidolon shouldn’t warrant too much joy. According to her people, one became a Sage when they were able to take their soul and will it into the shape of a blade. A blade that could be used as a literal weapon. 

But she didn’t feel much different, and actually, she was beginning to shake uncontrollably from the cold. The eidolon did nothing but hang from her fingers like an ornament. It gave off no heat she could use, nor did it make her feel any safer should her pursuer arrive.

It was useless.

Remi sucked her teeth and mentally willed for the eidolon to disappear. It vanished in an instant and she hugged herself as her teeth chattered. The rest of the knowledge she had on eidolons came flooding through her mind—like how if someone stronger than her happened to break it, she might be killed. After all, it was an extension of one’s soul.

And she was already dying. So why add one more way to get killed to the list?

She didn’t feel any different, and therefore she knew immediately that she was no Sage. And if that was the criteria for becoming a Sage, then that meant the Sages of Legend were just as weak as she. And that just saddened her even more. 

For she had spent many hours thinking about the Sages, and how she wished one would come and whisk her away from her horrible life, making her into one of them. She envisioned them having the ability to heal her ailments and defend her honor and all the fancy notions that girls like her dreamed of when they were young and naïve. She had grown up a lot since those days, and reality was a relentless teacher that didn’t discriminate. Finding an eidolon in her hand didn’t change anything in her life. 

It just added to the sorrow.

Sages of Legend...who cared about them?

She heard shouting when she got close to her hometown, but she had no reason to worry. They lived on the edge of Cimmerian after all. Not that there were people suffering at all hours of the day, just that there was always conflict. Whether it was over something stolen or the fact that a person didn’t like another’s face, her people were the type to pick a fight solely because they needed something to do. It was funny really. They associated themselves with Cimmerians, but they never had the guts to go into their homeland unless it was a raid—to procure some food and supplies so they wouldn’t starve to death. 

She was sure that her health also had to do with the horrible rationing her people did. They would gorge and fill their bellies until they were at their limits and then they would complain the next day when no more food was found. It was an endless cycle. Raid. Eat. Raid. 

This was the lives of all she knew. Anything to the contrary was considered foolishness. 

But since she was unable to participate in the raids, and there were times in which she couldn’t keep the food down, what was her purpose exactly? It seemed like a question her parents asked themselves whenever they thought about their daughter. Why was she there? She couldn’t work or clean that well—nothing they couldn’t do themselves in a third of the time. They couldn’t trade her for anything valuable. She was only friends with that Olivia girl and Olivia was just as useless in her own way. How could such an able-bodied person be so ineffective in raids? 

They never said it, but Remi was sure her parents loathed the day she was born. 

Remi looked up wearily as she saw Olivia running back to her. She looked further ahead and noticed that the town wasn’t on fire. That was a good sign. Nothing too serious could be happening.

“What is it?” Remi asked as her friend stopped in front of her.

“Your parents are back with the rest of the raid.”

“Already?” Remi said in surprise. A raid usually lasted days. A day to plan, a day to infiltrate, and a day to make sure there wasn’t anyone chasing them. Though Cimmerians rarely left their world, there was a commonly held belief that if they ever discovered where the thieves lived, they would have the entire town executed. 

“I know! I don’t think they were successful.”

Remi couldn’t wrap her head around the thought. “But why?”

“They might have come against some trouble. Everyone is calling for a town meeting.”

Remi scoffed. “When was the last time one of those were called?”

“Not since I’ve been born,” Olivia admitted. “I don’t know what this means.”

“But you have to admit,” Remi grinned. “It’s a little exciting.”

“Ha. You would think so,” Olivia laughed. “Maybe we’ll all hold hands and sing songs of great warriors and fantastic adventures.”

Remi continued walking back to town and Olivia stepped in line next to her. “All I’m saying is that we could probably accomplish a lot more if we weren’t trying to kill each other all the time. This was bound to happen—an unsuccessful raid. How long did they think it was going to last before the Cimmerians got sick of having their stuff taken? Do you know if anyone was killed?” she said suddenly, dropping her voice to a whisper.

“No, no,” Olivia said suddenly. “That would be terrible.”

“I guess depending on whom,” Remi muttered under her breath. Olivia pushed slightly to the side.

“That’s not funny!” Olivia half-chuckled and half-shouted. “No matter how despicable someone is, we need everyone to make the raids go well.”

“See what I mean?” Remi said, tapping her forehead. “We need each other.” Olivia’s face fell as and she pursed her lips as her eyes narrowed.

“I hate it when you flip stuff on me like that. Okay, okay, I agree with you. Kind of. We could be a little more productive if everyone would just shut up for once. I mean, the roof in my house has been leaking for months. I’m sure the town could use some fixing up. But what you’re talking about is never going to happen. We’re not going to all of a sudden go somewhere and start anew. We’re not going to join Paragon’s army or whatever it is you want us to do. We have a way of life here that works. No one’s going to deviate from that.”

“Then no one can complain when the raids stop working.”

“You know, you talk a big game, but it’s not like you’re going somewhere. And you know why? Because you’re scared. You know you can’t do by yourself what we do as a collective. They may be gross and fight each other and neglect their homes and families, but they are still our people, and you still get fed. You have no right to complain either, or you should just leave already.”

“Yeah,” Remi whispered, nodding her head. “You’re right.”

“What?” Olivia asked in shock. “What did you just say?”

“REMI!” someone shouted from the center of town. Olivia whined as she knew she wouldn’t get confirmation now. They came upon the wooden gate and Remi stopped walking for a second to gather her thoughts. Once she hit the center of their quaint little town, where all the grown-ups were congregating, she knew that she would have to deal with a lot of stupid questions and lines of reasoning she couldn’t even imagine. It was taxing.

Her eyes averted from the group of adults about a quarter mile in the distance and to the sides, where their homes laid. It wasn’t much to behold. Long lines of log cabins and makeshift huts extended out into the distance as far as she could see. There were no fields or crops or town squares or buildings of recreation. There were just places of sleep, and dirt roads to stand in while the townsfolk discussed their next adventure.

Eat. Raid. Eat. 

Raid. Eat. Raid.

The town didn’t even have a name. That was how lazy they were. Not that they traded or dealt with anyone else. If it wasn’t for stealing from Cimmerian, she would think they were alone in the world. The only other evidence were the stories passed around after the town was good and drunk. Sitting in a circle in the middle of the main dirt road, they would laugh and jeer as they told stories of the Sages and what the world was like before the worlds collided. In slurred speech and vomit stained shirts, they would describe what Kingdoms they once belonged to—back when there were actual Kingdoms. 

Then they would begin fighting over who was better, both with words and fists and terminology that she couldn’t understand.

Quietus. Langoran. Allayan. Prattlian. Delilah. Yama.

She determined that they were all different races or types of people, but she didn’t know the significance behind them. To her, her people all looked and acted the same so she wasn’t sure why the labels mattered. And if anything, it gave her less hope in the outside world. If they were all from different races, and they were exactly the same in how they acted, then who could she connect to out there?

“REMI!” the voice cried out again and Remi realized it had been her mother calling her. If she had realized that from the beginning she wouldn’t have stopped to take in the sights. She reluctantly shuffled forward as the rest of the adults waited patiently for her to arrive. None of them were arguing so now she was really worried. Her mother—a ragged and frail woman with too many dirty coats hanging off her shoulders—glared at her with contempt.

“Did you see anything while we were gone?”

“What do you mean?” Remi asked sheepishly. She noticed that Olivia had slinked off into the shadows. 

“Did you see anyone while we were gone?”

“No. No one.”

“Are you sure? You were in the town the whole time?”

Remi knew the raid group saw her walking from outside the town’s border, so she knew there was no point in lying. 

“No, I went to look at the lights in the sky.”

“It’s cold outside. What are you doing out there alone? If you got sick, someone would have to stay back and watch you instead of heading back out.”

“The raid didn’t go well?” Remi asked, trying to get the attention off of her.

“No, it didn’t,” her mother sneered, turning to spit on the ground. “And if we want to eat within the next day or two, we have to go back out...tonight.”

“But you just got back. Aren’t you tired?”

“Are you going to help?!” Remi winced and bowed her head. 

“No,” she muttered, and her mother crossed her arms.

“Exactly,” she said. “So here’s what I want you to do. I need you to stay here in the town and not wander off anymore. If you see anything, you’re going to have to confront them and convince them that they’ve found the wrong place.”

“We’ve never done that before.”

“We’re going to be exhausted,” her father replied, appearing from behind her mother. He was as thin as she, just taller. Balding and sporting a long grey beard, when she looked at him, she usually thought of Death. That probably wasn’t fair to him, but he certainly never spoke much about life. “We won’t have the strength to fight off anyone that comes looking for us,” he continued. “That means you’ll have to step it up for once. Be useful.”

“But what if they attack me?”

“I don’t know. Ask your friend to help you. It’s not our problem. From now on, if you want to eat our food, you have to earn it. I’m sick of you lying around the house all day.”

“It’s not my fault.”

“That’s not my problem.”

“Fine,” she seethed. “I’ll do it.”

“Good,” he said, looking at the townspeople around him. All of them—eighty in all—prepared themselves for the long night ahead.

“Can I ask you something?” Remi spoke up and her mother glared at her like she had just been cussed out. “Why didn’t the raid work?”

“We went in too deep,” she muttered before turning back to her husband. “We have to get going. I don’t want to be in Cimmerian while the sun is up.”

Remi’s father stretched his hand up into the air and made a circling motion with it. The raid team began to march out the town’s back entrance, albeit slower than before. No one looked back to make sure that she was okay. But she was fine with it. As far as she was concerned, there were two ways of looking at it. 

She could wallow in self-pity, or she could become more independent as a result.  She chose the latter, realizing that their negligence was only making her stronger. If they were nurturing and provided for all her needs from the beginning, she wouldn’t know how to forage for her own food whenever they were away. She wouldn’t know how to repair the holes in the house or how to fight off the wandering predator. Their care would have become her crutch, and she hadn’t had to use crutches yet.

She barely noticed when they were gone. It was the lack of noise that alerted her, and like an old friend, silence blanketed the town, and she allowed her thoughts to wander. Besides Olivia and a few of the elderly, she was alone, and that was fine. 

She yawned and stretched her neck down the dirt road, evaluating how far she would have to walk to get home. She closed her eyes for a second, feeling exhaustion slide down her back. And when she opened them next, someone was standing in the middle of the road. At first she thought it was a straggler from the raid group, but when her vision focused, she realized that wasn’t true.

The stranger was clad in a dark green robe with patterns of light blue daffodils strung across the chest and a hood over his face. He strode toward her slowly with his fists clenched. She remembered her parents’ words—that she should convince the stranger that he found the wrong place. 

But all she could think about was the eidolon hidden deep within.

As if reading her thoughts, the stranger placed a hand to his right hip and a flash of light cracked across her eyes. She yelped out in agony as the light blinded her, and when her vision cleared, the stranger was already behind her with a sword pressed firmly against her throat.
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Chapter 2 – Daydreams
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“What is the name of this place?” he whispered into her ears. His voice was surprisingly higher-pitched than she suspected, and it cracked when he said “place,” as if he was just going through puberty. 

“It doesn’t have a name,” she whispered, realizing that she was still in great danger, regardless of how he sounded. With him being so close to her, there was no way she could get her eidolon out in time. 

“What kind of town doesn’t have a name?” he scoffed. He kept the tip of the blade to her throat as he began circling around her so that he could see her face. It looked like an average sword. Nothing special...but it had appeared like an eidolon would. Could he be a...?

“This town doesn’t have a name,” she repeated as he removed the hood from his head. As it fell down, his long dirty blonde hair went wildly in all directions from the static electricity. His eyes were a soft hazel and his face was smooth and untouched. He was about her age, but he had seen and endured a lot less. She felt her odds improving. 

“Listen to me,” he said slowly, trying to appear tough. “I need you to tell me what this place is. I don’t have time to play around.”

“I don’t have to tell you anything,” she replied, keeping her eyes steady on his. “What are you doing here?”

“That’s not for you to know,” he said as Remi’s eyes caught some movement from behind him. Olivia was crouched low and making her way slowly to his back. She averted her eyes back to the intruder so that he wouldn’t get suspicious.

“What’s your name?” Remi asked and the stranger sneered.

“I’m the one asking the questions. What is this place? Why is it on the edge of Cimmerian?”

“Because the people here are stupid. Just like you are for coming here. You have no idea how much trouble you’re in.”

“I doubt it,” he replied as Olivia slashed at his back with a rusty long blade. The stranger winced but it was obvious the cut hadn’t done much. He turned around and kicked her in the face, sending her flying in the air. Remi clenched her fists and prepared for the counterattack when she heard the growl.

“No,” she whispered as her eyes widened in horror. The adults must have been tired. Either that or they didn’t care who was killed out of those left behind. 

For some reason, they had kept the gates open. 

And the three hounds of Cimmerian were hungry.

She turned around slowly, listening for any change in the slow and steady grumble of both the hounds’ throats and their stomachs. When she had fully faced the hound, she realized how much danger they were all in. The stranger stood silent and still behind her. Even Olivia had climbed to her feet and trembled next to the intruder, almost as if she had forgotten about the blow he had just given her. 

“What are those?” the stranger whispered as Remi swallowed.

“They’re from Cimmerian. Strays. They feed on people to extend their lives. The closer they are to death, the hungrier they get.”

“They look like dogs...but scarier.”

“They are. But I wouldn’t try rubbing their bellies.” Remi gripped the blanket around her. She didn’t want to show them fear, for like animals they could sense it in a victim, and that would just make them want to attack all the more. But it wasn’t the attack that she was afraid of. 

It was taking the life of any creature. 

Unbeknownst to all but Olivia, she was the only one in their town to successfully take down one of the Hounds. They were built like bloodhounds but as stocky as pitbulls. They had massive shoulders and jaws as wide as an alligator’s with the teeth to match. Their eyes were beady and drool poured from their mouths as if it came from a pitcher. Their bodies trembled for the blood they smelled as if they were addicted to it, and all they needed was a reason to advance. A twitch of their prey’s arms. A movement of their legs. All they needed was the opportunity to begin the chase. 

“Listen,” Remi whispered. “There’s three of them, so we’ll have to focus on one at a time. I need you to hold your hounds back until I can get to them.”

“What?” the stranger scoffed, on the line of ridicule. “These dogs aren’t threats. Step back and watch what I can do.”

“If you want to die, go ahead,” Remi replied. “Have you faced one of these before?”

“No, but—”

“—I don’t care who you are. These hounds are tricky. Even a Sage could fall by one of them.”

“What?” he asked in disbelief, though his voice was lower than before. “Even a Sage?”

“I’m just being honest,” she said as the hounds started growing tired of waiting. They stretched their paws forward cautiously, searching for the weakest prey. Remi coughed and caught their attention. They extended their heads toward the ground as their eyes fixed upon her.

That’s it, she thought to herself. Just stay on me. Ignore them. 

One of the hounds decided to take a chance. It lunged toward Remi’s small throat, sure of its victory, but Remi had already unsheathed her eidolon from beneath her wool blanket. Throwing the blanket aside, she pivoted to the right and allowed the hound’s momentum to propel it through her blade, cutting it in two. The other two hounds were thrown into a frenzy as they began running in circles around the three of them. Remi kept her falchion steady as Olivia readied her own blade. Remi noticed that her friend was heating up the blade from her grip on the hilt and she smiled at her cleverness. It was almost like Olivia was creating her own makeshift eidolon. The stranger, however, wasn’t going to be much help at all. He was still standing around like an idiot with his blade sheathed, staring hard at Remi’s eidolon. 

“Wake up!” Remi shouted and he jumped from the abruption in the silence. The remaining two hounds charged her and Olivia, but they had learned from the deceased’s mistakes. They didn’t jump in the air. Instead they kept their bodies low to the ground like a snake, darting in to nip at their legs and then speed out before they could be swiped at. 

Remi grunted as she received another bite on her ankle. She hadn’t even seen the animal move, and now she could feel her feet beginning to swell. She didn’t know if they had poison in their saliva, but it probably didn’t matter. The loss of blood would be more than enough to take her down in the end. 

“This is getting old!” Olivia shouted as one of the hounds pulled her back by the ankle. She swung at it but it had already put some distance between them. The stranger finally came out of his daze as one of the hounds decided to take a chunk out of his calf. 

“NO!” he screamed in agony as the hound leapt away from his attempt to slap it. The stranger growled and put his hand to his right hip when all of a sudden one of the hounds leapt up and latched onto his throat. Remi threw caution aside and came to his aid, hoping that Olivia would be able to take care of the last hound herself. 

Remi cut through the hound at the stranger’s throat and it’s jaw went slack, hanging from his neck like an accessory. The stranger grunted as he took a hold on the hound’s mouth and thrust it off of him. Remi heard a yelp and she spun around to see Olivia delivering the final blow to the last hound’s head—a downward thrust. 

“We need to check the other end,” Remi breathed heavily, feeling her adrenaline dying down. Olivia nodded and began heading to the other side, leaving her and the stranger together. Not that she thought the intruder was much of a threat anymore. The hound hadn’t been on him long, but there was a deep puncture in his throat from where each of its teeth had sunk in. The stranger couldn’t breathe well and his eyes were beginning to well up with tears. She wasn’t sure if it was because of the pain or the fact that he almost died.

“I got you,” she said, trying to pull him up to his feet. After the first pull, she knew that it was going to be impossible without his assistance. “We need to get to the infirmary. They have antibiotics there. We should probably both get some for these wounds.”

“Eckard,” he replied. Was it another language he was trying to speak in?

“I don’t understand what you’re saying,” she replied. “Come on. Help me help you.”

“Name is Eckard,” he whispered, forcing his legs to carry his weight. She tried to put his arm over her shoulder but he weighed too much. Giving up on trying tocarry him, she let him walk behind her as she kept an eye on their surroundings.

“Don’t try to talk too much,” she said as she examined each house from roof to porch. So far, it looked like only a few hounds had gotten in. Not too surprising since they couldn’t have smelled too many people inside. They must have been really hungry.

“I’m from Paragon,” he said from behind her, and she was too shocked to scold him. She fought the urge to face him for she knew they would stop in their tracks and inevitably begin a conversation. Both actions could wait until they were sure that they would survive. 

“We’ll talk in a moment,” she said as they continued up the main dirt road. Eventually, she stopped in front of a house that looked exactly the same as the others. Nothing important was labeled in their town and she supposed it was smart to a degree. If anyone came to steal from them, it would sure be an adventure trying to find the right goods.

“Where are we,” he rasped and she shushed him. She pointed to one of the cots that had a somewhat clean sheet and motioned for him to sit on it as she opened the panel cabinets. She rummaged through the little wooden boxes and peeked under the lids until she found what she was looking for. It might not be the most appropriate medicine for the wound, but at least she could identify these particular herbs. She knew they sped up the healing process on cuts and soothed the burning. 

Without asking him, she took a few of the leaves, rubbed them between her hands until they were practically ground up into dust, and then she pressed it up against Eckard’s throat. She had seen her parents put water on their hands before grounding up the leaves but she didn’t want to dilute the effects. 

Eckard winced and closed his eyes. He leaned back on the cot and took deep breaths as she retrieved a few more leaves and applied them tenderly to the bite on his leg. After a few more leaves were put onto his neck she took care of herself. Her parents would have disapproved for sure, saying that she should have kept her life in mind first.

Or maybe not. 

Maybe they would have found a brand new warrior to groom in Eckard. It was hard to say.

“Thank you,” Eckard whispered as she finished with her legs. She stared at him as he gave her a smile. “You didn’t have to do that.”

“I know,” she replied. “But how else am I going to find out what you’re doing here?”

He laughed. “Well, that’s true.”

“So? Why are you here?”

“I was looking for new recruits.”

“For a town like mine? Need new members for your raid group?”

“No, not at all,” he said, pressing a hand against his neck. Remi shook her head. 

“Don’t touch it. Let it work.”

“Fine,” he sighed, putting his hand back down. He grit his teeth and glanced back at Remi. “Like I said, I come from Paragon. There’s no raid groups there. No point. We have everything we need.”

“Then why do you need recruits? Paragon is a long way from here.”

“The recruits are for the Sages.” He searched her eyes for awe or surprise, but he found none. “Of course...it seems that doesn’t impress you.”

“I think you know why.”

“Yes,” he replied, staring straight into her eyes. “Because you are one.”

“I’m no Sage. I can manifest my soul into eidolon. Just like you. That doesn’t make me a Sage.”

“Where I come from it does.”

“Then the Sages aren’t anything to be impressed about,” she huffed, looking around for her blanket. Remembering that it was still in the dirt road, she ripped a sheet from a cot behind her and wrapped it around her shoulders. It didn’t provide much warmth, but it would do for now. 

“If you met them you wouldn’t think so.”

“Can they do more than use an eidolon?”

“Not too much more. But that’s not the point. It’s not what weapons you have at your disposal but how you use them.”

“Okay,” she said, turning back to the cabinets to see if there was anything else they could use. She had already used more herbs than she was allowed so there was no turning back now. Besides, Olivia still needed to be treated. 

“You’re right,” he replied, jumping off the cot. “There is more to a Sage than the weapon they yield. They wouldn’t be held in such high regard if that was the case. You have to admit though...I must be strong if I was able to make it all the way down here on my own.”

“Not that strong,” she replied, glancing at his neck. He smiled and chuckled a little. 

“You were right. The hounds weren’t what I expected. I underestimated them.”

“Why are you talking to me like a salesman?” she asked, turning back to the cabinets. 

“What do you mean?”

“You’re being so nice to me. Complimenting me. Making small talk and borderline flirting. What’s your game? You can’t possibly be trying to sell me on joining the Sages.”

“Perhaps I’m just grateful you saved my life.”

“I hope that’s it,” she said with a shiver. “Because I have no intention of going with you anywhere. And especially if it’s to join the Sages—if they even exist.”

“Oh, they exist.”

“Sages are fairy tales told by my people. Maybe one of their grandparents released their eidolon or something similar long ago, and as a result it became a legend. I believe you that there are others out there that can release their eidolon. I’ve done it and so have you. But what I don’t believe is that they are a group of legendary warriors beyond my imagination, just waiting for the war to start so that they could swiftly end it. And most of all, I definitely don’t believe that they would want me on their side.”

“Why not?”

“You have an eidolon,” she said, nodding toward him. “And so you know some of the things it can do. Break down the composition of living things. Evaluate threats. Enhance your senses.”

“Yes, I know.”

“Then you had to have sensed my weakness.”

“I...” His face dropped. “You’re sick.”

“I am. But of the permanent kind. Had it since birth. It’s a miracle that I’m still alive today.”

“What is it?”

“No one knows. They’ve tried everything though. Nothing gets rid of it though. It’s like there’s a parasite inside of my body that’s eating me just slightly faster than my cells can heal it. Some days I feel okay, but most of the time I’m exhausted and cold. I sleep longer than any human being should and it’s hard for me to keep on weight. And that’s just the top of the mountain. There’s a whole host of problems on the climb down.”

“And yet, despite all of that, you were able to release your eidolon. Some would say that’s pretty impressive.”

“Or it shows just how easy it is for someone to do it if they put their mind to it.”

“You’re not giving yourself enough credit,” he said, crossing his arms. “Do you know anything about eidolons? Like the fact that it’s tied to your will? You wouldn’t be able to form one unless you have the willpower, and that says a lot about your state of mind. You may be in a lot of pain, but you’ve withstood the suffering. You’re not broken.”

“Not yet,” she replied, shutting the cabinets hard. She turned to face him and he tried his best not to pity her. He was sure she had seen plenty of that throughout her life. 

“Believe it or not, you’re the first one I’ve found that I felt confident enough in extending an invitation to. You should be honored.”

“You have the wrong person.”

“Don’t you want to see Paragon? It’s more beautiful than you could ever dream of.”

“I’m sure.”

“Then why are you so reluctant to even think about my offer? Is it leaving family and friends that you’re worried about?”

“No, I hate this place, and Olivia would come with me if I asked her. I have family...but as far as I’m concerned, I have no family...if that makes sense.”

“Then what is it?”

“Up until now I’ve only had to take care of myself, and that’s taken up more than enough time. I train for fun, but it’s nothing serious. There is real danger out there, and I’m not afraid to die. I’ve been hand in hand with death since birth...but I am afraid of getting someone else killed. Because I can’t protect them.”

“The Sages can take care of themselves. And you saved my life today.”

“But that was against the hounds. You’re asking me to go out into the world, where Paragon and Cimmerian are on the brink of war, and I’m supposed to train with an outfit that will be on the frontlines. I can’t be depended on like that, and it’s not for lack of trying. I might be fighting side by side with you one day and all of a sudden, I faint. Could be due to exhaustion. Could be because my illness is acting up. But I could faint, and get killed. Or I’m not there to back up one of our teammates, or worse...a friend...or someone I fell in love with. No, I’d rather just—”

“—lay down and die?” he finished for her. Remi clenched her jaw and took a deep breath.

“That’s not how I see it.”

“But that’s what you’re doing. Doesn’t matter what way you say it. That’s what you’re doing.”

“I could be dead tomorrow.”

“You could have been dead on arrival. But you’re not. It doesn’t mean you won’t survive a year, but at least before you go, you could see what the worlds have to offer. I didn’t have to be here today, but I was. And you didn’t have to save my life, but you did. And now I’m offering you a chance to see Paragon. There’s no telling what you will see and experience, and it might even give you the strength and will to fight on for many more years to come. Here...living in this place...you know what you’re going to get. How many more years will it be before you just give up?”

Remi didn’t have an answer for him.

“Listen, I should really get some rest before I head back out. Especially if those hounds are still out there. When will the raid group be back?”

“Not tonight,” she whispered. Eckard was the one who had been bit in the throat, yet she felt like hers was on fire. 

“Mind if I just lay here on this cot for a few hours? We could talk some more if you like.”

“Sure,” she whispered again. Without realizing it, she took the cot next to him and lay down as well. As soon as her head rested on her hands, she could feel her body relaxing. She had outdone herself.

“I haven’t convinced you of leaving yet, have I?” he asked.

“Not yet,” she said quietly. 

“Well then, what do you want to know about Paragon? Maybe I can persuade you.”

“Everything,” she yawned. He smirked and started talking about all of the things he had seen.
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Chapter 3 – Paragon/Paradise
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She awoke a couple hours later—to the voices of Olivia and Eckard talking, and the stagnant musk of mold and wet boards. It must have rained recently. She pushed herself to a sitting position and they cut their conversation short. Eckard was still sitting on the cot next to her and Olivia was at the edge of Remi’s, swinging her legs back and forth.

“How long was I out?” Remi asked.

“Not too long,” Olivia replied. “You probably needed it.” Remi’s eyes fell on her friend’s legs, bandaged up and smelling like alkoote herbs. 

“I’m so sorry,” Remi replied, realizing that she had forgotten all about treating her.

“Don’t worry about it. I’m a big girl.”

“Still,” she said, glancing over at Eckard. “Did I fall asleep while you were talking?”

“Nope. Before that.”

“So embarrassing,” she muttered, wiping a hand down her face.

“You didn’t miss much,” Olivia replied. “Eckard was just telling me about the trek here. There’s not a whole lot of people on Terra.”

“Ever since Paragon and Cimmerian came into play,” Eckard continued for her, clearing his throat, “there has been a great migration to one or the other. Some are looking for purpose. Others for adventure. Many seek protection or distance from their perceived enemies. Either way, it’s made my job a lot harder. That’s for sure. It seems like everyone’s already made their choice as far as where they’re staying.”

“Not Remi,” Olivia blurted out. “She’s been looking for a way to leave this place for years.”

“Oh yeah?” 

“Olivia!” I yelled out. “I don’t want that to be known. Least of all to a stranger.”

“I’ve been trying to persuade her to come with me,” Eckard said. “But she’s unsure.”

“What’s holding you back?” Olivia asked her, but Remi just shook her head.

“I’d rather not talk about that right now.”

“I might as well continue with what we were talking about earlier,” Eckard replied. “I can tell you anything you want to know about Paragon.”

“Is there really a war going on?” Olivia asked. “Or is it things our parents say to scare us?”

“The threat of war is very real,” Eckard admitted. “But no one is making any moves that would set things off. There’s a lot of flexing of muscles, but not much more than that. Paragon and Cimmerian have a few systems in place in which they can gather up their armies and perform drills if they want without beginning the conflict. Once the war begins, it won’t be over until one side has won completely.”

“Any idea on who has the better chance of winning?”

“Probably Cimmerian,” Remi muttered and Olivia scowled at her. 

“Why do you say that?”

“Because he wants me to train with the other Sages.”

“The Sages are real?!”

“They’re probably not what we think. Remember, I can take out an eidolon too.”

“But they might be able to do more than that,” Olivia said in awe. “What does Cimmerian have that would make them the winner?”

“It’s because they are better organized,” Eckard sighed. “As much as it pains me to admit it. We have the Sages, but there aren’t many of us. At least...not ones that are willing to put their lives on the line for Paragon. Also, Paragon’s government is—and this is just my opinion—I think they are underestimating Cimmerian’s forces. If you look at history, it usually only takes one man or woman to threaten all of society. Now imagine all of those people congregated in one place, exchanging notes and perfecting their strategy. If I had to guess, Cimmerian has a very good chance of winning.”

“In your opinion,” Olivia said, “when do you think the war’s going to start?”

“Hard to say. No one’s in a rush. Could be decades. Centuries. Who knows? Since the worlds collided, we all have immortality now. Well, from old age and all that.”

“Yes,” Remi replied. “That might be true, but violence, illness and everything else affects us as easily as it did in the past. I never knew the old world, but I know that people valued life the same way they do now, if not more so. Now do you get why I’m not so ready to just go to Paragon with you? I could be taking that away from someone. The life they cherish so much.”

“Sorry,” Eckard winced. “Maybe I didn’t say things the way I wanted to. What I was trying to say is that despite our immortality, this threat of war could mean the end of everyone. New births are at an all-time low and a prolonged conflict could destroy humanity as we know it. We could pursue peace and living in harmony, but some are willing to risk everything for their own gain. Both Paragon and Cimmerian are guilty of this in their own ways.”

“So they’re the same?” Olivia asked in disappointment.

“Oh, no. Not at all. I mean, I can’t say for sure what Cimmerian is like as I’ve never been there, but I’ve lived in Paragon and it’s magnificent. Wide valleys and lush fields, gentlemen and ladies, mutual understanding and new inventions. Sunshine and cozy homes. It’s beautiful.”

“You think that’s why Cimmerian wants to take it over?”

Eckard shrugged his shoulders. “I have no clue.”

“What if I wanted to go?” Olivia asked, and Remi looked at her in shock. She had never even considered the alternative—Olivia taking her place. Her friend had been her rock and had kept her from the brink of suicide many times throughout their preteens. And even more than that, Olivia had made her laugh when no one else could and kept her positive whenever her parents questioned her existence. 

“I admire your spirit,” Eckard said. “But I can’t. I don’t know if you would be a good fit.”

She scowled at him. “You didn’t even give me a chance.”

“What can you do?”

“I work with heat,” she said, putting the palm of her hand on the cot. Immediately a thin vapor of smoke began to rise from the corner. Eckard watched carefully as the wood began to glow a deep dark red and then a small flame appeared. She took her hand away and the flame disappeared.

“You can control fire?” he asked and she shook her head. 

“Not exactly. I raise the temperature within my own body to heat up any object I touch to any degree that I please. I could make a sword more deadly. I can free myself from any prison. I can keep a group warm in the middle of winter. I can be very useful.”

“What’s the hottest temperature you’ve reached?”

“I don’t know exactly, but I’ve never felt any limits. My body seems to be immune.”

Eckard thought to himself carefully. “I’ll have to consult with a few people, but I think I might be able to make a recommendation. You can’t release an eidolon, right?”

“No,” she mumbled.

“What does it matter?” Remi scoffed. She didn’t want her friend to leave, but she certainly wasn’t going to hold her back on her behalf. If she left, she would miss her, but at least she would find some solace in knowing that she was happy. “It sounds like she has very useful qualities. What does releasing a stupid sword from your chest matter?”

“Because it’s a symbol of one overpowering their will which is far more important than just having basic abilities.”

Olivia was taken aback. “Basic abilities?”

“Since the worlds collided, the atmosphere changed the way people can defend themselves.” He chose his words carefully, as if he was making sure he didn’t reveal too much. “Before...anyone had the ability to release an eidolon while now...it’s quite rare. I was a Sage before the Collision, so my ability to release an eidolon isn’t so impressive. You, however,” he paused to ensure that Remi was listening. “...you’ve done it afterwards. Basic abilities are just that. Powers that anyone can possess.”

“So there are people out there that can do what I do?” Olivia asked.

“Probably. I haven’t seen it, but I definitely wouldn’t rule it out. It doesn’t mean I’m giving you a no though. We’ll just have to see.”

“Don’t listen to him,” Remi said to her friend. “Having an eidolon doesn’t mean a thing. And if the Sages are so focused on someone possessing one in order to join them, then they don’t deserve to win this war.”

“Maybe I should leave,” he said suddenly, and only Olivia was concerned.

“So you’ll come back and let me know what the answer is?” she asked.

“Definitely,” he said, giving her a smile. Remi noticed that he didn’t bother looking back at her. “You two take care. It shouldn’t be too long.”

He spun around and began walking away in one swift movement. Once his feet hit the dirt, they barely heard a thing. Olivia chuckled to herself.

“Well, he was cute.”

“You could go after him,” Remi replied.

Olivia shook her head. “He said I had to stay here.”

“But if you chase after him, he won’t be able to say no. Especially if you stay back and wait until he’s in trouble.”

“Or you could go,” Olivia replied. “You’re a better fighter than I am.”

“That’s debatable,” Remi sighed, closing her eyes. Though she had woken up just a little while ago, she could already feel the pull of slumber. She shouldn’t have shut her eyes, even for a moment. “Before I can think about going out there, I have to prepare my body a little more.”

“You’ve already been in training though. I’ve seen you practicing your sword techniques late at night.”

“I’ve worked on fighting, but not on surviving. I don’t know what it feels like to go hungry for days. I don’t know what it’s like to have to run for a long period of time because I’m being chased. I’ve never experienced true fear or seen real danger. That’s got to change.”

“So how many more years are you going to spend in preparation?” Olivia sighed.

“Just one,” Remi said, facing her friend with steady eyes. “That’s it. And whether I’m ready or not, I’ll leave. How does that sound?”

“Who says I’m coming with you?” Olivia scoffed. 

“Of course you are!” Remi laughed, unsure if her friend was serious or not. 

She gave Remi a smirk. “You assume too much.”

“You would really let me go out alone?”

“How about you show me what you can do a year from now and then we’ll talk. I don’t want to be responsible for you if something goes wrong. If we leave this place, I want us to be equals. I’m not trying to sound mean. I just think that’s how it should be.”

“I wouldn’t want it any other way. I don’t want to be left behind.” Remi walked away from her and took a few steps out of the building.

“Where are you going?” Olivia called after her, but Remi didn’t have a reply. She didn’t have time to chat. If she was being honest with herself, she wasn’t sure if a year was enough time, but she had to try. She realized that there had to be a point in which she should just throw preparation to the wind and go for her ambitions. Perfection was a good thing to strive for, but it certainly wasn’t attainable. She had to come to terms with that.

Deep down she knew she couldn’t go with Eckard simply because the truth was all too clear. No matter how much she trained her body, it would always be weak. All she could strengthen was her mind. And that...would have to be enough.
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Chapter 4 – Mind over Matter
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“The atmosphere changes every day,” Olivia said as she paced around Remi. 

Remi sighed and rolled her eyes. “I already know this.”

“No, you don’t. Otherwise you would have mentioned it.”

“Everyone knows about the atmosphere changes.”

“They know intellectually, but they don’t know emotionally and physically. Even now I can feel the transformation in the air around me. Foreign particles that were once settled are now kicked up and dancing all around me. I’m breathing them in and they are becoming a part of me, slowly changing everything that I am. I gain my power from the atmosphere, and—”

“—I gain my power from within,” Remi interrupted. Olivia paused and mulled over her words.

“What makes you say that?”

“Your abilities make sense. Being able to heat up your body? That’s something everyone can do. However, in your case, the atmosphere altered your cells in a way that you can go beyond that. We’ve seen people in our town develop super sight, or have the ability to control their flow of adrenaline, heal their sick bodies at a rapid rate or defy gravity itself. But me? What’s the point of what I can do? An eidolon is a part of my soul, but from what we’ve heard, people could do what I do before the worlds collided.”

“What are you really saying?”

“I’m saying that the atmosphere doesn’t affect me the way it does for you and the others.”

Olivia scoffed. “So you’re special now? Because that guy told you so?”

Remi waved her hands up in the air frantically. “No, I’m not trying to be egotistical. But I have put a lot of thought into this, and I just can’t shake the feeling that all of this has to mean something.”

“What I’m hearing is that my training doesn’t matter to you.”

“I don’t know if it does,” Remi said honestly. “But...I...I do want to hear what you have to say. Even if I might not be able to use any of your advice.”

“You should have just kept your mouth shut and told me afterwards.”

“I didn’t know how long you were going to talk,” Remi cringed. “And time is short. A year, remember?”

“Yeah, I know,” she muttered, closing her eyes. “Okay, well, what I’m saying is at least something you should consider. Just because you might get your power from within, that doesn’t mean the air you’re breathing doesn’t have an effect on you.”

“I know,” Remi replied. She dared not say anymore. She could tell by the tapping of Olivia’s feet and her tense, raised shoulders that she was on the brink of going home. “So...what were you saying?”

“I was explaining to you how I gain strength from the atmosphere. It’s subtle differences because we’ve lived here all our lives, but I imagine that as we travel to the other worlds, things might change. Terra had a different composition once, and so the air might not be the same. It’s something I’ll have to keep in mind.”

“Me too. My eidolon might get weaker when I bring it out.”

“Hey, I have a question for you.”

“Yeah?”

“Can you do more than take out that thing?” Remi’s eyes widened in surprise. What made Olivia think of that? Now that she thought about it, it was the first time she had taken out her eidolon in front of her. That must have been a shock, and she wouldn’t be surprised if her friend now felt a betrayal of trust over it. It wasn’t that she was trying to be secretive about it. Just that she truly thought of the eidolon that low on the scale of importance. Still, the damage was now done, and there was no reason to hide anything else. 

“I can do one more thing,” Remi admitted, taking a deep breath.

“Show me,” Olivia demanded, and Remi was happy to oblige.

“I can only do this for a few seconds, so pay attention.” Remi clenched her fists tight and concentrated on transforming her body. A second later, the dust blew away from all around her and she was in the middle of an invisible bubble. There was no air to be found inside, as if she had just been transported into the very vacuum of space. She couldn’t breathe, but again, it would only take a few seconds.

Her hair was suddenly cut short, as if the roots had receded inside of her head half-way, and the follicles had stiffened. Slowly, as if a caterpillar was spiraling around each of her winds, a trail of lily white fabric followed, clothing her from the soles of her feet to the crown of her head, donning her in a hooded robe that hung low enough to cover her forehead. 

The bubble burst, and Olivia was slightly thrown back with the dirt around her flying into her face. The winds caused by Remi’s sudden freedom scrapped the walls of the buildings near them clean. Remi never understood why wind came out when the bubble burst, but she had to admit that it was a cool effect. Olivia was in awe over her friend’s transformation. 

But as promised, it was only for a few seconds.

Suddenly, the robe disappeared in the blink of an eye. And Remi fell to her knees in exhaustion, sweating so profusely that her skin was getting clammy from the light breeze around them. Olivia rushed forward and grabbed Remi’s fallen poncho from the ground. She lightly wiped it off though it was now cleaner than it had been in weeks, and then she placed it carefully over her friend’s shoulders. 

“What was that?” Olivia whispered and Remi tried to smile, but it hurt too much.

“I got stronger...just...just...for a second,” Remi rasped. She wrapped her arms around her abdomen and began rocking in place.

“It seems like it really takes a toll on you though,” Olivia observed. “Is it even worth it?”

“No,” Remi whispered weakly. Olivia bent down and wrapped her arms around her. 

“We still have plenty of time to get stronger.”

“I don’t know...if I want to work on that,” Remi huffed, gaining back a little of her breath.

“WHAT ARE YOU DOING OUTSIDE?!” a familiar voice screamed from in front of them. The two girls looked up to see that the raid group had returned, and from the sunken eyes and crestfallen faces, they had come back empty handed. Remi’s eyes fell upon her mother, glaring back at her with a clenched jaw and a fire in her eyes.

“WHAT ARE YOU DOING OUTSIDE?” she screamed as she stormed ahead of the pack and straight for Remi. Olivia tensed up as she saw the woman approaching, but Remi’s mother knew better than to attack her daughter. The blows may kill her and Remi could still be useful in life rather than death, even if it was only to be future bait for some horrible monster.

“I just wanted to get out the house,” Remi muttered. Her mother grabbed her jaw with her dirty hands and lifted her face until their eyes were level.

“You know that makes you sicker! And what are you going to do if you run a fever again? We don’t have any food to give you strength.”

“Then I would die, I guess.” Remi decided to test her.

“At least our house would get more to eat,” her mother spat on the ground. Remi bowed her head and her mother roughly let go of her jaw. 

“No success?” Remi muttered as her mother turned to face the returning raid group. There were certainly less people than those that had left.

“None at all.”

“Where’s Father?”

“Still out there looking. I would be out there with him if we didn’t have more pressing business to attend to.”

“Business?”

“Bring the wretch forward.” Remi raised her gaze and saw four men carrying a long and dirty sack. Each of the men were bent down low, as the weight of what was inside drained their already depleted energy. They couldn’t make it to Remi’s mother. Tapped out of energy, they dropped the sack to the dirt and began huffing as they leaned onto their knees. Remi’s mother shook her head and proceeded to open one end of the sack, carefully untying the knots. When she was finished, the first thing that Remi noticed was a patch of hair sticking out.

Was it Eckard?

No, the hair was a lot different...but there was definitely a body inside.

“What is that?” an elderly man asked from behind Remi and Olivia. He had come out of his house to inquire about the raid group’s success, or lack thereof. “Are we going to eat it?”

“No, it’s not for eating,” Remi’s mother replied, giving the sack a good kick. It didn’t move in response. “But he might lead us to food one day. Call it an investment.” She nodded toward the four men who had now caught their breath, and they began pulling at the tail end of the sack, revealing the prize within. 

Remi stepped forward and examined him.

It was a boy. About her age from what she could tell. But he was a lot different than Eckard. Eckard had been clean and almost boyish in his features. This boy—though still looking innocent while sleeping—looked more like a man. 

He had strange markings and tattoos on his exposed, muscular arms. His shirt was torn intentionally at the shoulders, but the tears in the middle were obviously not. He had taken strikes from the raid group’s blades, and somehow, he wasn’t bleeding. The wounds were non-existent and only small reveals of his massive bare chest and abdomen was revealed. He had facial hair—a mustache and goatee, but it was fuzz, as if he had just started growing it out. His hair was disheveled and dirty, but composed of fine, black tufts. His skin was sun-kissed and his lips were pursed, even in sleep. 

Her eyes fell upon his right forearm and she raised an eyebrow. Something resembling a bone in color and composition was sticking out. Did he break his arm?

“What is he?” Remi asked and her mother laughed.

“I was wondering when you would stop drooling over him.”

Remi blushed. “I wasn’t drooling. I just never saw someone like him before.”

“Don’t talk back,” her mother said flatly as she put her hands on her hips. “Well, hopefully it won’t be the last time. We’re going to get him to tell us where we can find some food. Cimmerian is looking pretty dry these days, or at least with how far we’ve gone in. About time we start learning about some other options. I don’t want you hanging around him though. He’s dangerous.”

“Killed two of us,” one of the men from the raid group muttered. “Took us all to bring him down.”

“He attacked you?” the elderly man asked, but Remi’s mother shook her head. 

“No, we attacked him. Only reason we were able to win, I think. He wasn’t expecting it. Anyways, you stay away from him too, old man. We’re going to keep him chained up but that doesn’t mean it’s impossible for him to escape and that’s the last thing we want. Not only could we get some information out of him, but if it comes down to it...we could always eat him.”

“Ew,” Olivia muttered and the raid group began laughing.

“She says that now,” one of the men muttered. Remi’s mother gave Olivia a smirk.

“Once those hunger pains come in, you’ll consider gnawing on your arm before you’ll starve to death. Trust me. But I’m hoping it doesn’t come to that. Like I said before, no one touch him without orders from one of our leaders. And someone tell me when he wakes up. It’s not every day I get to meet a Quietus.”

“A Quietus?” Remi asked in awe as she examined the boy once more. But before she could even begin to survey him, the men began shoving his limp body back into the sack. Olivia sucked her teeth as the raid group walked past the two girls and the elderly man, heading toward their impromptu prison in the middle of town. Remi watched them until they were out of sight. She made a mental note of what house they headed into. 

“Don’t do anything crazy,” Olivia laughed, seeing the look on Remi’s face. 

Remi laughed right back. “Nothing you wouldn’t do.”

“He’s dangerous.”

“So are we,” Remi replied, sticking her tongue out at her. Olivia rolled her eyes. 

“Fine. Fine. When we get the chance, we’ll see if we can talk to him.”

“See? Isn’t it better to just go along with what I want from the beginning?”

ONE YEAR LATER...

For the first time in her life, her body had gotten stronger in the passing year. Her arms weren’t just limp noodles anymore. There were biceps and triceps and broader shoulders. Her legs didn’t wobble like they used to. Her mind was sharper and her optimism was greater. The road had been paved with many setbacks—bouts of recovery in which she would be bed-ridden for days after a grueling workout, or the occasional wound inflicted by Olivia. It was always an accident, but it still took twice as long to heal than anyone else. 

Olivia was the greatest. She didn’t hold back no matter how much Remi pleaded. It was annoying in the moment, but it had reaped great rewards. She was actually forming thoughts about the future now. 

Yes, the future. 

And not just about surviving from one day to the next either. She envisioned beating the proverbial cancer that riddled her body. She envisioned defending herself against the great armies and dangers outside of her town. She might even be able to grow to independence someday. Or find love. It was a notion she had barely considered while growing up. Reality told her that she would die before she even hit puberty, and then when puberty passed, she knew she wouldn’t reach adulthood. And now that adulthood had arrived, she figured...why not? Why couldn’t she have a normal life? 

She could find someone that she could laugh with and grow even further along with. Maybe have kids. Wouldn’t that be something? 

Remi smiled to herself as she stood in front of the cracked mirror. She knew what her parents would say—that she should still be careful. That she could relapse at any moment, and though her body had gained a little muscle, it didn’t mean the inside of her was any better. Logically it had gotten worse. Her heart was working harder and her organs were dying every day, but wasn’t everybody’s? 

Remi clenched her fists as she raised her head high. 

She was beautiful.

She didn’t care who thought otherwise. She was formidable. She was impressive. She was a beast. She was powerful. She was underestimated and all those who thought her weak would learn in time. 

They would learn.

Remi sighed and pressed the palm of her hand against her chest, then she reached up and ran her fingers through her hair. Her eyes scanned her from head to toe, taking in who she was and how she was seen. She might make some changes to her hair. Not because she cared what anyone thought or that she was covering something up.

Just to reflect the confidence within her. 

She would ask Olivia about it. Again, she appreciated her brutal honesty. 

Remi smiled one last time in the mirror, and that’s when she saw an arm rise from the cot in the background. Her eyes widened in alarm as she spun around. 

There was someone in the room! But she squashed the fear in an instant, dismissing it like a servant. She thought she had been alone when she walked into the infirmary, but she had been so excited to see how she had changed in the past year that she hadn’t taken in her surroundings. 

Whoever it was, they were covered by three thick blankets in the corner of the room. Another arm rose and fell, and then suddenly, the wounded sat up and faced her. She recognized the face instantly. 

It was the only Quietus face she knew.

“Uhhhhh,” he said as his eyes darted around the room. She noticed him clenching his right fist tight. He was ready to attack her if she got in his way. But little did he know that he had nothing to worry about.

“I’m not going to say anything,” she snickered, turning back around to face the mirror. Within it, she could see the Quietus raising an eyebrow and looking over his body for wounds or scars. She still kept watch over him, but at least the mood in the room had gotten lighter. She had spoken to him so casually that it had instantly put him at ease, not to mention that it spoke volumes about who he was.

He wasn’t a cold-blooded killer, at least not innately. Her words shouldn’t have taken him off guard so easily, no matter how friendly they sounded. She played with her hair, seeing what it would feel like in a braid or a ponytail while he watched her curiously. She was feeling especially good now. Since she had always been weak physically, she had focused much of her effort on improving her mind. But now that she had gotten a little stronger, she could only imagine what she could do once she combined body and mind. 

“Why wouldn’t you say anything?” he asked, and she shrugged her shoulders. She turned to face him as he threw the blankets off of him. He winced at the amount of sweat that came off his body. “Ugh, I’m surprised I can even stand right now. Is all of this from me?”

“They aren’t very good caretakers in this town,” Remi replied. “They threw the blankets on you to keep you warm during the winter, but they didn’t bother taking them off once it got hot. It’s summer now.”

“Summer...how long have I been out?”

“A little over a year,” she said. “We’ve been waiting for you to wake up for a while.”

“We?” he scoffed, cautiously swinging his legs over the side of the cot. He groaned at the ache. “Good I can heal or I would have died for sure. Did anyone even feed me?”

“Not much.”

“No wonder I’m sore. If my nutrition had been kept up, I wouldn’t be feeling it.”

“You need some help getting on your feet,” she asked, and he looked at her suspiciously.

“Who are you?” he inquired. “And why do you care?”

“I’m Remi,” she said, opting not to extend a hand out for him to shake. Though he seemed innocent enough, she wasn’t stupid. “And I care because you might have something I want.”

“Oh?” 

“I want to leave this place. For good. Before you came, my friend and I said we were preparing to leave in a year’s time, but since you’ve seen more of the outside than I have, we decided to give it another month or two and see if you would wake up. You might be able to steer us in the right direction.”

“I’m Kace,” he said, with no expression on his face. She blinked. 

“That’s a weird name.”

“And Remi is a boy’s name.”

“Not always.”

“Never met a girl named Remi.”

“That’s a lie. You’ve never met anyone named Remi, and besides, it’s not my fault that my parents wanted a boy.”

“I don’t know why you’re talking to me like this,” he laughed to himself. “I could be your enemy, you know.”

“I’m aware.”

“And you’re not afraid?”

“Should I be?”

“You should,” he said darkly as he planted his feet on the ground. She smiled.

“You’re the one that got knocked out so hard you were asleep for a year.”

He brought his hand to his mouth and laughed. “You got me there.”

“So can we talk about the outside?”

“And after you get what you want, what are your intentions? Going to turn me over to your leaders?”

“Nope. You’re free to go once I’ve gotten what I want. But we can’t talk here.”

“Wouldn’t it be worse if your people find out that I disappeared somewhere?”

“Not really. They would assume you left town so they would start looking elsewhere. They love going out for raids anyways so it’s like getting two tasks done at once.”

“Lead the way,” he said and she began walking to the door. He followed behind her slowly but she was watching him the best she could out of the corner of the eye. Now his friendliness was beginning to bother her. He couldn’t be that easy-going. Of course, the raid group had knocked him out, and they were terrible so...she wasn’t sure how to feel about him.

“We’re going to the roof,” she said, taking him behind the infirmary.

“That’s it?”

“Yep,” she replied as he began crouching down behind her. “What are you doing?”

“I’ll meet you up there.”

“Wait,” she pleaded but he had already leapt up into the air. His leap was so impressive that she stood there gawking like a dummy for half a minute, wondering where he had suddenly got the energy. Wasn’t he weak a few minutes ago?

Remi climbed the back of the infirmary as quick as possible, using the grooves and loose boards to propel her upward. Once she was half-way up, she noticed Kace sitting over the edge, dangling his feet and watching her as she continued. She didn’t like being in a vulnerable position, and so that he wouldn’t get any ideas, she suddenly willed herself to transform.

It sounded like a giant had clapped his hands together. A shockwave of wind and sound thundered from where she was and suddenly she was on top the roof, back in her hooded, white robe. She landed on one knee and then let the robe disappear. Kace remained where he was sitting, leaning back onto his hands with wide eyes as she stood to her feet. 

She had gotten her message across.

“What was that?” he asked and she crossed her arms. Transforming didn’t take as much of a toll on her as it used to, but she was still trying to shorten her breath. Her heart was racing so fast that she was sure he could hear it. 

“Transformed,” she said matter-of-factly, as if it was a common thing. Kace scratched the side of his face as he looked at her closely.

“Can everyone here do that?”

“What does that matter?”

“What’s wrong? You don’t trust me?”

“Give me a reason to and maybe I will.”

“Hmm,” he said, turning to look over all the roofs of their town. “I don’t have any reasons. And I really don’t care if you trust me or not. I’m thankful you didn’t tell anyone about me waking up, but that’s where my trust in you ends. I think I’ll be going now.”

“Wait,” Remi pleaded, breaking the façade of bravery that she had built up. “Why did you wait for me on top of the roof if you’re just going to leave?”

“You caught my interest,” he said, flashing her a smile. She smiled a little herself.

“And I assume I’ve now lost it?”

“No, just that I have better things to do than play games. If I’m smart, I’ll take off and put as much distance between me and this town as I can.”

“But I haven’t gotten any information out of you yet. I’m allowing you to escape so you could at least give me that.”

“What do you want to know?”

“We can’t get it all out now. Why don’t you stay here a couple more days in one of the abandoned houses near the entrance? The raid group should be out of town for a few more days. You could get a little more time to heal and feel more like yourself.”

“I feel fine now,” he said, thumping his chest. “The Quietus can heal fast.”

“What is a Quietus anyways?”

“You’ve never heard of one.”

“No.”

“They’re a warrior race, made up of...are you serious about leaving this place?”

“I am. Whether I went with you or not, I’m leaving.”

“You don’t even know me. Why would you go with me?”

“I have to make friends somehow,” she said, shrugging her shoulders. “I can’t be afraid to open up out there.”

“You should be very afraid,” he said ominously. “There’s a lot of good people out there, but I would say that most are deceptive. With the whole Paragon and Cimmerian war looming, everyone is looking at each other suspiciously, wondering who’s on who’s side and where the spies are hidden. Plus, you make one wrong move, and you’ll be killed, and we all know what happens after that.”

“I don’t fear death,” she said and he glanced at her in surprise.

“But you will cease to exist afterwards. There’s nothing left to look forward to.”

“In a way, I feel like ceasing to exist is better than the alternative. Say I had died before the worlds collided and I ended up in Cimmerian against my will, I would have rather not felt anything.”

“That’s not how it works though. In the past when someone died, their soul would gravitate to what their personality is most like and where they would strive most. It was about survival not punishment. Those who went to Paragon desired peace and relaxation. Those who went to Cimmerian desired conquest and battle. Neither could be seen as being pure or evil if you think about it. It was merely about what they would prefer. If you think about it, for those who went to Cimmerian...it was kind of like their Paradise. The problem now is that all the worlds are connected and those from Cimmerian can go into Paragon and vice versa. That’s the problem.  Everyone’s so scared that they’re not even thinking of peace. It’s like three major continents being next to each other, all with different views on how to live and what to believe in.”

“Who do you belong to?”

“My people live on Terra on the edge of Cimmerian. My people like to hunt for sport so we often go into Cimmerian to test the extent of our strength. I guess it’s similar to what your raid group does. I was out stalking my dinner when your people took me by surprise. They were ruthless.”

“Yeah, they’re not the talkative types.”

“Anything else you want to know?”

“I barely scratched the surface. Why? What’s the hurry?”

“Listen, you seem like a nice girl. But I’ve got to get going. I don’t feel comfortable hanging around here where I can easily be captured. Quietus don’t like being cornered. So if you want to learn more, you’re going to have to just come with me.”

“How can I trust you? What if you’re bringing me into a trap?”

“You’ll have to take that chance.”

“We leave tomorrow,” she said firmly and he scoffed at her demand.

“No, we’re leaving tonight.”

“I have to get some rest before we go, and besides, we have to bring my friend, Olivia. She comes too.”

“Another person?” he laughed. “I don’t even know who this Olivia is.”

“You don’t know me either. Adding one more person won’t make a difference in our travels. More protection if anything. Just stay one night.”

“You must be sheltered if you think I’m just going to stick around.”

“Maybe I am,” she admitted. “And that’s why I need to get out of here. The only things I know about the outside world is what the town talked about. But it’s all oral stories. There’s no history written down in text. There’s no relics, or heirlooms, or markings from old battles. I just have to take their word for it, and based on how they live their lives, I now have to be cautious with what I decide is fact. Even if I die out there while exploring the new world, at least I would have seen more than this dusty ghost town.”

Kace nodded and then turned to face the entrance. “I’ll be right outside the town gate. I’ll give you an hour. Take some time to talk to your friend and then decide what you want to do. If you show up in an hour, then we’ll go together. Otherwise, you’re on your own.”

Before Remi could try to convince him otherwise, he leapt from the roof to the ground below. He started taking off the moment the tips of his toes touched the dirt, and in seconds, he was gone. She sighed and closed her eyes. For all she knew, he was gone for good. But like she said before, how was she going to make friends if she didn’t put a little faith in others? She would trust that he was giving her that hour.

Either way, she was leaving.
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Chapter 5 – Goodbye to the Old Life
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“Well, that was quick,” Kace chuckled as Remi and Olivia walked past the gate. Kace had been leaning against the wall keeping his senses sharp in case the raid group returned early. What he didn’t expect was for the two girls to show up a mere ten minutes later. Was it because they thought he had escaped and they were investigating?

“We’re serious,” Remi replied, looking over to her friend. Olivia was a lot more cautious since it was the first time she had seen the Quietus awake. She kept her distance and eyed him warily, clutching the dagger in her right hand tight. Kace noticed it almost immediately. 

“We’re in this together,” he said, and she barely moved her face.

“We’ll see. The only reason I’m here is to help Remi. She was ready to go with you no matter what I had to say, and so I’m making sure everything goes the way she wants it.”

“She’s a big girl,” Kace replied. “She can make her own decisions.”

“Did you tell him?” Olivia cried out, facing Remi’s sunken face. It was all the confirmation she needed. She turned back to Kace. “She’s sick. And I don’t mean a cold. She’s terminally ill. It’s only a matter of time before her body gives out and she dies. That’s why she’s so quick to see the world, because she knows her time is limited.”

“Thanks,” Remi muttered, glaring at her. Yes, she was sick, but Olivia didn’t have to put it so harshly. Where was the animosity coming from?

“So you think we should leave her behind?” Kace asked and Olivia’s eyes lost their luster, realizing just how harsh she had sounded.
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