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Prologue:
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​Twenty years ago
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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 Here.

And fearing the great conflict ahead, 

both Paradise and Oblivion dispatch their warriors.

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

But they are not enough.

Cimmerian has its vast armies

But they are weak.

The Delilah have their secrets

But they will soon be discovered.

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.

James and Catherine seek to overcome their burdens while war surrounds them.

Old friends hunt them. 

Old enemies watch in wait.

And they are not the only ones targeted for execution.

Few are prepared for the battles ahead. 

So very few...

Chapter 1 – Animal
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​This was why the Quietus were seen as animals, he was sure of it. It wasn’t their intimidating presence or their strange appearance. Those notions were easily discarded as it was common knowledge that the Quietus were able to revert back to a human form. The stories and myths of the Quietus were essentially likened to that of werewolves. Nothing more than humans with the power to transform into beasts. 
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They were considered animals because of their actions. The way that they would fight against impossible odds for sport. The way that they would absorb others. The way they foamed at the mouth when they were in their berserker state, gnashing their sharp teeth and raking their claws at the ground feverishly. 

James was half-Quietus so he understood some of the urges, but the foaming? The raking of their claws on the ground? The berserker state? He didn’t have a clue as to what that was all about until now. Now that he had actually dipped his toe into the pool of the dark side, he realized the cause of the fever. 

Absorbing another person tainted the soul. 

As memories flooded into his mind that weren’t his own, he groaned and clawed at a nearby tree with his bare hands—his fingernails scraping against the surface and tearing his soft, tender skin underneath.

Without realizing it, he opened his mouth wide and bit the tree in front of him, taking in a mouthful of bark, dirt, insects and spores. He gagged and spat out the contents. He nearly regained control of his thoughts when more memories slapped against the side of his skull like a sledgehammer. 

His sharp fangs reappeared and he bit the tree again, chomping into it harder than before. He couldn’t take it. He couldn’t sort out what memories were his anymore. All he could do was wait for the pain to subside like an addict going cold turkey. He whined and tears began to stream down his eyes as he sensed movement nearby. 

His instincts were to chase whatever it was and chomp into that instead of the tree, but at least he had enough willpower to squash that feeling at least. Deep down, he already knew what it was.

Catherine sighed heavily as she adjusted herself into a more comfortable position. The cluster of tree branches that she was sitting on up above James was beginning to cut into her skin and though she didn’t want to distract her husband, she knew she had to move. 

They had been there for over a week, and though she knew that it was essential for James to get through all of the changes that absorption caused, she was pretty bored. 

Arimus and the other Sages had probably gone by now. She had asked them to do so. The Ancient Knights, after all, weren’t what they had thought they were. It was all one big masquerade, as many things in her life had been. The only constant in her life had been James, and now he was weighing more heavily than ever on her mind. 

She never expected him to be in such a vulnerable condition. He had always been so foolishly confident and jovial that she concentrated her worries on other matters, knowing that at any moment, she could take a step away from her duties and turn to him for comfort, fun and peace. What would life be now? If the visions and memories didn’t go away? She didn’t know enough about Quietus physiology to know for sure what would happen next.

“Ow, I think I have a splinter in my gums,” she heard him groan.

She couldn’t help but giggle. He looked up at her and smiled. That familiar smile—so cute, mischievous and smug that she didn’t know whether to pinch his cheeks, kiss him, or slap him. Who else could cause an emotional whirlwind within her?

“Spell over?” she asked from above. 

“Yeah, come on down,” he called, scratching the crown of his head. “What was I doing this time?”

“Biting trees,” she laughed as she leapt down. Saying it made it sound even more ridiculous.

“Oh yay,” he chuckled as she landed beside him. His face softened. “How are you holding up?”

“I’m a little bored,” she said, shrugging her shoulders. “But otherwise I’m okay. Not hungry or anything. I’ve been finding some great fruit. Got to love Paragon for that.”

“I feel like I’m reaching the end of it,” he said. She didn’t say anything, but all she could think about was how he had said the same thing for the last four days. 

“That’s good,” she said instead, not wanting to discourage him. “Hey, while you’re in that state, can you sense anything that’s going on around us? Do you know if there is a battle nearby, for example?”

“Itching to fight?” he laughed, putting his hands on his hips.

Catherine gave him a curt smile. “Kind of. I was just wondering.”

“Unfortunately, when I’m like that, I can’t think of much beyond what I’m going through. Sorry. But...if you want to go, I would understand.”

“You wouldn’t even have gotten this far without me,” she said, punching his arm playfully. It was sweaty. She winced and wiped her hand on the other sleeve of her shirt. 

“It’s true,” he admitted. “I’m so happy you’re here.”

“Of course,” she said, then she cleared her throat. She was ready to change the subject, but she wasn’t sure what to talk about. Waiting for him to get over what he did...it was like they were both stuck in limbo. It was like an itch that couldn’t be scratched. She was just ready for both of them to be able to move on. 

“I think—” James stopped and scowled. “Hey, do you hear that? Sounds like thumping.”

“What?” Catherine asked him, spinning around. She didn’t see anything but the same cluster of trees in front of them. “Thumping? What causes...a heartbeat? Are you hearing a heartbeat?”

“Maybe,” he muttered, sniffing at the air. His eyes were beginning to blink rapidly.

“Are you about to transform?” she asked.

“No, no,” he said, waving a hand at her. “You don’t have to worry.”

“Well, let me know if you get the urge...is there anything else besides the heartbeat? It could be an animal.”

“No, this one is irregular. It’s like...someone is nervous but they’re trying to still their breathing at the same time. Someone’s here. No...I’m wrong. It’s not irregular. I’m picking up multiple heartbeats.”

“A group?” Catherine asked. She didn’t waste any time. Her purple Sage robe blinked into existence as James wrapped a hand around her wrist.

“Let’s see what they want,” he said. “I’m still not myself. I don’t want to fight them if I don’t have to.”

“Then I will,” she said with a frown. “I can handle myself.”

“They’re strong,” he said with a shudder. “They smell dangerous.”

“So am I,” she said adamantly.

“Hello!” they heard someone say from behind them, making them both jump into the air surprised. Catherine gasped, quickly placing both of her hands to her chest as James clenched his jaw. He tried not to leap at the intruder.

“Hey there,” the intruder said, lifting her hands in surrender. “I’m sorry to startle you. I just wanted to greet you before you attacked my back-up. Don’t worry. They won’t move any closer unless you start a fight with me.”

“Who are you?” Catherine demanded. The purple haired girl with the sunglasses smiled as she wiped her sweaty palms on her little black dress. 

“I’m Atianna,” she said. “And I just want to talk.”

“You don’t look like a fighter,” James said and Atianna frowned at him.

“Have you seen me fight? No. So, I would be careful about...okay, let me back up. I’m here to ask you a few questions. I really don’t want to fight.”

“Shouldn’t we be the ones asking the questions?” Catherine asked. “You’re the ones intruding into our space right now.”

“Please,” Atianna sighed. “Hear me out...I need to know. What happened to the, um, men at the fortress near here? “

“They’re dead,” James said flatly. 

“Dead?” she asked. “We can’t find any trace of them. Do you know what happened exactly? There’re no bodies.”

“We were there, and we fought them,” Catherine said. “What they were doing there was horrible. Making people from Terra into breeders...how could they justify that being okay?”

“So, you two are the ones that beat them?” Atianna said. “Wow, you two must be pretty strong.”

“Something like that,” Catherine said. “Now, we have a couple of questions for you, if you don’t mind.”

“Unfortunately, I do.” The intruder snapped her fingers and suddenly Catherine and James were pushed to their knees. A pair of men kept their arms behind their backs while someone else kept a blade at their throats respectively. 

“What is this?” James asked as he tried to see the attackers from the corner of his eye. They were going to make a great effort to keep their faces hidden. Catherine took a deep breath and stared up at Atianna.

“I thought you said you didn’t want to fight.”

“I don’t,” Atianna replied. “And we’re not. You’re coming with us. I need to find out how much of your story is true, and I’m only going to get the truth if I extract it using my personal methods. To answer your question, no, I’m not a fighter, but I have other talents.”

“The Ancient Knights were horrible,” James said. “They have no interest in protecting anyone. All they cared about were themselves.”

“Well, that’s not true,” she yawned. “At least not all. Those Knights back there? They were exiled from the real Order, just like we were. Yes, we use the name to get farther along in life, but we dare not actually claim to be part of that pompous sect.”

“So they’re out there?” James asked in hope. “The real ones?”

“What do you mean real ones? We’re real too, you know. Just because they’re in the majority, that doesn’t mean that they are the epitome of what a Knight should be.”

“You’re no Knight,” James chuckled, shaking his head. “You’re an imposter. It’s like a kid that releases his eidolon for the first time. It doesn’t mean you’re a Sage.”

“Is that what you are?” Atianna scoffed. “A Sage? How was a Sage able to kill one Ancient Knight, let alone several?”

“It’s because I’m not your average Sage,” James smiled. He bare his teeth at Atianna and it took her a moment to notice, but her eyes widened once she saw the sharp, pronounced lines. 

“What are you then?”

“What you fear,” James growled. A stream of liquid tar-colored skin erupted from his shoulders and slid down his forearms, making the grip of his captors slippery. Their hands slid off and he spun his body around, sweeping their legs out from under them. His face met theirs as they hit the ground. There were three of them behind him, and another two behind Catherine—one of which who was now heading over to help the other men. 

James met him head on and leapt onto his chest, sending him to the ground before he could draw his sword. James bit into his throat with his fangs as he continued to transform and Catherine summoned her eidolon, twitching it to the side slightly so that it nicked the leg of the man holding her arms back. It was enough to throw him off guard. 

She spun around on her knees and sliced through both of his legs, sending him onto his back. She leapt to her feet and stabbed him in the chest before he could retaliate. 

James was in full Quietus form now, and the men knew they were cornered. James took the scythe attached to his left arm and severed the heads of his attackers one by one, then he turned to Atianna. 

She didn’t look impressed. “Those weren’t Knights,” she muttered. “Those were some of my personal escorts taken from the pool of breeders at the fortress.”

“You can’t have kids,” Catherine said. “You’re a Deja. All of the Knights are.”

“I use them as pawns and servants,” Atianna said, clenching her fists. “But what does it matter to you? You’re going to be dead in a couple of minutes. After you tell me how you killed my friends.”

“I can show you,” James said and Catherine grabbed the side of his neck with her bare hand. 

“Stay in control,” she growled. 

“So you’re the one,” Atianna said, looking to James. “What did you do? Huh? I can  tell that based on your form you must be...oh, I see. That’s how you did it, you monster. They’re inside of you, aren’t they? AREN’T THEY?!”

“They say hello,” James spat at her.

Catherine slapped him on the back. “Don’t say that! Don’t provoke her.”

Tears were already beginning to stream down Atianna’s face past the sunglasses. “They were my family, you know? They were all I had.”

“We did it out of necessity,” Catherine said. “Not because we wanted to. And we don’t want to fight you either. We can go our separate ways.”

“And what?” she cried. “I have nothing to live for! And if there is anything beyond this existence, they wouldn’t even be there. I want to be absorbed!”

“No!” Catherine snapped at her. “That’s not going to happen.”

“Not unless you have no choice,” Atianna said darkly. “I have information...information that you desperately need if you have any hope of surviving what’s to come. The Night of Souls has begun.”

“What the heck is that?”

“The end of the world in a nutshell,” Atianna laughed. “And there’s nothing you can do about it unless you can see what’s in my head.”

“He’s not going to do that,” Catherine said. 

“I need to be with them,” Atianna pleaded, stretching the tips of her fingers out toward them. “You don’t understand. The man I love is in there.”

“I’m sorry that you have to go through this,” Catherine lamented. “But it’s not going to happen.”

“Not if I force your hand,” she smiled. “If I hurt you bad enough...he might have no choice.”

“You’d have to be incredibly strong.”

“Of course I am,” she said, removing her sunglasses and revealing her large, brown eyes. “And they were too. The only reason you’re even alive right now is because of that technique of his, and that’s the only thing that will save you now.”

“I’m stronger than before,” James growled. “All of their power is now mine.”

“All the more reason to kill you if you don’t do what I want.” Atianna sucked her teeth and then charged them with while screaming. In her left hand appeared an eidolon, looking as if the wind itself spiraled around her knuckles and then created a blade there out of thin air. She raised the sword high above her head—its shape resembling that of a yuntoudao. The tip of the blade was shaped into the round tuft of a cloud. 

“Stay back,” Catherine ordered James. “I’ve got this.”

Catherine shuffled one foot to the right and waited for the striking moment. As soon as she saw Atianna’s arms beginning to fall, she sprinted forward with all the speed she could muster. Because she summoned her multi-colored eidolon at the same time she moved, she was able to slice right through Atianna’s abdomen. The self-proclaimed Knight spiraled off balance and fell into the trunk of one of the nearby trees. James leapt out of the way and examined her from afar. She didn’t appear to be moving.

“See?” Catherine said, putting her eidolon away. “There’s more than one way to dispatch a foe. I took her down with one blow.”

Atianna was bleeding out, but suddenly the flow ceased. Catherine scowled at their foe as she groaned and climbed to her feet, holding the wound that was now rapidly closing. 

“Heh, that hurt,” she half-chuckled and half-groaned. “But you’re done.”

“Bold words for someone that’s lost a fair amount of what keeps you alive.”

“My body has tasted your blade and now the counter measures have kicked in. You will never be able to harm me with that eidolon ever again. My immune system has built a resistance against the components of your very soul.”

“Right,” Catherine scoffed. 

“You should have gone for my head,” Atianna laughed. She was standing up straighter now. “And trust me, I won’t allow James to even get that close. I just wanted to show you that, you know...there’s more than one way to dispatch a foe. Heh...heh...” Atianna burst out laughing as Catherine ran at her. 

Atianna didn’t even budge as Catherine brought her eidolon down upon the Knight’s head. It was as if her skull were a boulder. The eidolon bounced off of it.

“See, told you!” Atianna shouted, stepping forward while Catherine was caught off guard. With a few whips of her hand, three large, red streaks appeared across Catherine’s chest and stomach. She fell onto her back and whimpered as the multi-colored eidolon disappeared from her hand. Blood began to coat the ground as the Princess remained in a fetal position.

“Now James,” Atianna said, turning to the Quietus. “Are you ready to dance?”

James glared at her and then back down at the scythes protruding from his arms. One slice...that was all he could do before he would have to resort to darker, more troubling methods. 

James sighed. 

Catherine, he thought. I hope you can forgive me if it comes to that.



Chapter 2 – History
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​“Team one is ready, sir,” the Delilah said to him from behind a diving suit and large blue goggles. Kyran nodded and kept moving forward, inspecting the men and women that would be accompanying them on their journey. They wouldn’t be going the main route, but via boat, which few knew that the Delilah even had. Since Kyran had pledged his allegiance, Elian—one of the leaders—had given him a lot of information. Kyran appreciated the disclosure, but he was also suspicious by nature. What confidential information was being held back from that dump? That was the question lingering on his mind. Perhaps he would get some insight from those he would be fighting with. Even if they had been selected by Elian himself, Kyran had his own methods when it came to extraction.
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“Be right back,” he said, his voice so low that it was on the borderline of being a whisper. Kyran took a few strides to his small house and walked inside. Chloe was on the main couch, putting on her last rubber boot. 

“These things are horrible,” she complained. “I’m taking them off once we get to shore.”

“Same,” Kyran said, walking over to the dining room table and whipping the unnecessary papers out of the way. He finally found what he was looking for. He picked up the plain white sheet and examined the contents—a detailed list of where James had been last sighted. It seemed that Catherine had found her way back to his side as well. Kyran found that disappointing.

“Are you comfortable going by boat?” Chloe asked.

Kyran shrugged his shoulders. “It’s less conspicuous.”

“Do you even know how to swim?” Chloe smiled.

Kyran glared at her from the corner of his eye with a bored expression. “What are you getting at?”

“I mean, because you’re a little kitty. Cats don’t know how to swim.”

Kyran shut his eyes and surprisingly sighed in relief. Though he hated the moniker Chloe had long ago come up with for him, he was happy to see that she was in a playful mood. As the days went by, it seemed like she spent less time thinking thought about the massacre. At least, that’s what he hoped. She could just be putting on a stronger face. 

“It’s not that cats don’t know how to swim,” he said, turning around. “They don’t like the water. There’s a difference.”

“Uh-huh,” Chloe giggled. “But can you swim?”

“No.”

“That’s hilarious,” she chuckled under her breath. Kyran didn’t think so. He rustled the sheet in his hand and went back to reading. Chloe raised an eyebrow. “What’s that?”

“James’ most recent sightings,” he said casually.

“So we’re doing this then,” she said, tucking her thick pants inside the tops of her boots. 

“Is that okay with you?” 

“Yeah,” Chloe nodded. “We’re Delilah now. It’s our job.”

“It didn’t have to be,” Kyran said. “They asked, and I accepted. I could have turned it down.”

“No,” she said, leaning onto her knees with her elbows while she remained sitting. “I understand completely. Although it sucks that we have history with them, we might be able to get them to come in quietly, or if we have to...put them down with the least amount of pain.”

“My love,” Kyran said, letting her know that what he was about to say was very important. “I am hoping that James will allow himself to be taken, but I don’t want you to count on that. In your mind, I want you to tell yourself that you can’t hold back. He might not be all there.”

“He’s really absorbing people?” Chloe winced. “That’s...with all of the stories he knows about the attack on Allay, how can he do such a thing? It’s like spitting on the good names and memories of the past.”

“That’s why he might not be the James we remember,” Kyran replied. “And to ensure that we keep his victims at a minimum, we have to do this.”

“It’s so sad,” she sighed.

“One more thing,” he said, his eyes wavering for a moment. “I received word...that Catherine is with him.”

“What?!” Chloe glared at him. “When did you find out!?”

“Just now,” he said, raising the paper up slightly. “She’s not a target, but if she gets in the way...”

“She must be trying to help...”

“This can’t change the parameters of our mission.”

“I’m okay,” Chloe said, standing to her feet. “This is what I want—to go with you on one of your missions.”

“I wouldn’t look down on you if you backed out.”

“No,” she said, placing a hand on his shoulder. “I’ve never felt so close to you, and I’m not going to let that go.”

“Right,” he said. She smiled at him and went out the door as he stayed where she had left him, still holding the paper in his hand. He closed his eyes and sighed. 

“Never felt so close,” he muttered. “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

***
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“HIT ME!” Atianna shouted at James, rushing at him with her arms stretched wide out to her sides leaving herself fully exposed while walking toward him. James scowled and leapt to the side on all fours, trying to avoid her strange assault. He wanted to chop her head off, but he was afraid that she was anticipating it and she would dodge at the last second, forcing his scythe to hit another section of her adaptive body. 

“What’s wrong?” she screamed as she appeared at his side in a flash. “Maybe I have to poke you a bit.” He leapt out of the way but she leapt with him in unison, and while they were in mid-air, she stabbed him in the chest with her eidolon, causing him to howl in pain. She ripped it from him once they both landed and she began hacking at his left shoulder. 

He tried to dodge her blows, but she matched his speed with alarming precision, as a result his shoulder continued to take the damage as a result. Eventually, she took his left arm off completely, scythe and all. 

He began closing the wound up mentally but then to his horror, Atianna stopped her attack and looked down at the severed arm. 

“Hmm,” she mused. “I never thought this would work before.” She reached down and picked up the arm, with the scythe still sticking out. She smiled back at James. “I suppose a nick should do, right?”

James had no choice. He rushed her at full speed and raised his scythe high. Atianna parried his blow with his own severed arm—scythe to scythe—and then she slashed him across the chest with her eidolon. She kicked him away from her and then used the severed scythe to cut into her own arm. As soon as the damage was done, the line immediately closed back up. James ran at her again and she threw his arm to the side and met him head on. 

She kneed him in the stomach and elbowed him in the back of his neck. As he recovered from the wind being knocked out of him, she grabbed his arm with the scythe still on it and used it to cut into her arm, but this time, it didn’t cut at all. It was as if his scythe were a child’s toy.

She chuckled and punched James in the face, and then she cupped his sticky, tar-like chin and lifted his head until their eyes met.

“Absorb me,” she whispered to him. “Or I will kill your Princess.”

James’ eyes went wide. He bared his fangs and head-butt Atianna, sending her reeling backwards. She laughed as she pivoted and started running toward Catherine’s still body with her eidolon held high. James didn’t hesitate. 

He stretched his arm outward and a stream of tar splashed into her back and began to cover her like molasses. She fought against it, but she was being consumed so quickly that she could only stretch out a couple of times. The substance—which was once as large as she was—slowly decreased in size until it was no bigger than James’ hand. He willed it back to him and it melted into his right leg, becoming one with him. 

He looked down in contempt at the ground and then he walked over to Catherine’s side. 

The wounds had closed up, but at some point, she had lost consciousness. He picked her up off of the ground and headed to the closest tree. Using his clawed feet, he ran up the tree while he kept Catherine’s body as steady as possible. Once he reached the canopy, he placed her on a bed of branches and leaves and then leapt back to the ground where he would be away from her. 

He barely made it a few steps out when his knees buckled and he fell onto his face. Atianna’s will had been strong, and her memories were already beginning to overtake him. It was as if he had been caught up in river rapids without a raft as he was being swept away by nature itself. 

He clutched the sides of his head as his body fluctuated back and forth between Quietus and human. It was too much to bear. 

But then he felt a hand rub his back. 

It was a minor sensation, but it was enough to give him a reprieve. It was the equivalent of being given a drop of water on the hottest of summer days. He looked behind him and up at his savior, and he saw a familiar, beautiful face.

“You okay?” Catherine asked, rubbing his back. She was tired, but she was more concerned about her husband than herself. 

“I had no choice,” he said, biting the inside of his cheek for comfort. “I’m sorry.”

“I know,” she whispered. “I forgive you...we’ll work on this together.”

“I didn’t want to...but she would have killed you.”

“We really shouldn’t be fighting any Ancient Knights anytime soon.”

“Yes,” he said. He winced and rubbed the back of his neck. “I feel like I’m losing my mind.”

“Then focus on something specific. We might as well use this to our advantage. What was that information Atianna was talking about? Is it there, or was it a bluff?”

“I don’t know,” he groaned. “I think...wait...I think I might have it.”

“Let’s hear it.”

“The Ancient Knights...the real ones. They’ve been working on something for centuries. They’re like the Delilah, but they’ve been around for a lot longer. Their technology is very advanced and that’s how they’ve been able to stay hidden. It’s hard for even the exiled Knights to find their way back to them. It...it’s a machine of some sort.”

“Like the one the Delilah had for Bastion? Are they trying to rebuild the barriers between worlds?”

“No, far more advanced than that. The barriers obviously didn’t do their job so they had a contingency plan. Atianna was banished before she could learn all of the specifics, but it involves time.”

“Time?” Catherine asked in confusion.

“I’m trying to sort through Atianna’s theories,” he said, shutting his eyes tight. “She thinks that they’re building a ‘time machine.’ It would basically transport someone to the past, to alter what has already happened.”

“That could only be used as a last resort,” Catherine said in concern. “To change the past? That would alter everything. Who we are, what we know...everything. Are they actually thinking of using such a thing? Did they successfully build it, or were they just looking into it?”

“They had sketches at least, and some parts,” James replied. “But she didn’t have confirmation of its existence.”

“They can’t use it,” Catherine said, shaking her head. “It’s too dangerous.”

“They might not have a choice. They might think the end is upon all of us.”

“The end is always coming soon,” she said. “And yet, we always  find a way to delay or abolish it altogether. This time machine, if it exists? That will be the end. They are creating the end.”

“Yeah, well who’s going to stop them?”

“We are,” Catherine said boldly.

James said nothing. He didn’t want to think about what that kind of venture may entail. 



Chapter 3 – A Slice of Heaven
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​Bastion and Lily waved bye as they watched Chloe and Kyran disappear over the horizon. A strange sensation came over him as they turned around to head back to town. It was a feeling of finality—of good-bye. 
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It shouldn’t be. They were going after James and Catherine, and he was sure that they wouldn’t kill each other. There was too much history and love there, bonded together by their adventures and victories. He envied them a little, for he felt that he had to face too much alone. He was thankful that he had Lily though. At least she understood what he had gone through. He didn’t want to take that for granted.

He took her hand and intertwined his fingers with hers. She looked up at him in surprise and he gave her a warm smile. He could see her eyes light up at that. 

“What’s got you in such a mood?” she asked. 

“I’m just ready for a night on the town with my lady,” he said, bringing her hand up to his lips and giving it a tender kiss. “If you’ll have me.”

“You’re starting to scare me,” she said nervously.

“I think I’m starting to realize just how good I’ve got it,” he said, swinging their clasped hands back and forth as they walked toward the Delahcourt center. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed this, but I mope too much.”

“I haven’t,” she giggled. “You? A moper?”

“I’ve been thinking a lot about you lately,” he said, glancing at her. “And how you love me, even when you already know everything about me...and yet, I know so little about you. It’s like I’m constantly lost in my thoughts when I’m not thinking about what you want.”

“I’m pretty happy,” she said, casting her gaze to the ground. “I want you to be happy though. I know you’re not most of the time. You’re not sure what to think, but I have noticed a change since we’ve been in Delahcourt, funny enough.”

“I know,” he laughed. “The one place that I should hate. Who’d have thought?”

“I think it’s because the people aren’t what we thought they were. It’s like you can’t truly know what a person’s motivations are until you live with them.”

“I know,” he said, waving to a Delilah woman passing by. She actually smiled his way and he beamed in response. “I’m glad that they don’t hate me for altering their way of life.”

“It’s because they know it’s all about to go in their favor,” Lily said.

“What do you mean?”

“The Delilah are nice people, but they’re most friendly when situations seem to move in the directions that they choose. They know that they can swoop in and pick up the spoils once Cimmerian and Paragon wipe each other out.”

“And you’re okay with that?”

“I guess so,” she said. “I mean, after the war is over, won’t we all be Delilah? And would that be so bad? I don’t care for the way they lord themselves over others, but think about it, we would all be treated equally, and we would start focusing on innovation and improving our way of life instead of focusing on land and power. If there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that the Delilah don’t want to be in control because of how it feels. They just want to see the world become a better place.”

“And if the world looks like this,” Bastion said, stretching his hands out toward the Delilah buildings, “that’s not a bad thing.” They were indeed magnificent to behold. Vibrant colors painted along the walls in meticulous detail. Tapestries and banners were placed along doorways and windows for decoration and not function or advertisement. The people were always dressed handsomely in their best attire, and though every man and woman could be deemed a warrior in their own right, they still wore suits and dresses that looked like something out of a Victorian novel. Their appearance and display of culture was old-fashioned but their ideas were advanced. 

They constantly thought ahead, from how to take a cup of coffee even further, to designing the next level of offensive warfare. From weapons to building foundations, clothing to entertainment, mannerisms to ideologies—no tradition was without scrutiny, no thought without proper analysis. It was as if they had taken the best of all of the worlds and melted it down into one single town for all to aspire to and admire from afar. 

Bastion supposed that was one reason he was able to fit in so well was because he was deemed one of the strongest beings on Terra, after all. But as the years passed, and the worlds slowly merged, he realized that his status as the strongest was falling rapidly, and it’s not like he was training to maintain the status. He wanted the peaceful life, and now he had it. 

But if someone should threaten it, would he have the strength to defend it? Now that he had something so dear? 

“We have to train,” he said suddenly. The notion caught Lily off guard.

“Where did that come from?” 

“I want to preserve this place, and what the Delilah are working towards. That can’t happen if we’re rusty. Now that Chloe and Kyran are gone, it’s up to us.”

“The Delilah have plenty of defensives.”

“But most of the people hadn’t see the horrors that we have. They are aware of the kinds of acts they may have to commit in war, but they’ve never had to do them. That’s where we come in. We can make the hard calls because we know what the bad guys out there are capable of.”

“When do you want to start?”

“Now, if you’re okay with that.”

“I don’t know how much good it will do honestly. There’s no real way to prepare for war...those who live and die...it all kind of comes down to chance.”

“How can you say that?” he scowled. “We made it this far, haven’t we?”

“I guess. We did die. I’m not saying we shouldn’t train. It’s just that people like to think that they’re chosen by some higher power just because they lived and the person next to them died, or they’re being showered by good fortune while the other suffers, but I don’t think it’s like that at all. We’re all on a timer, waiting for our moment to come.”

“You can believe that if you like,” Bastion said. “But I want to try. I’ve never really focused on making myself stronger like I should’ve. I’ve relied too much on my innate abilities. Imagine if I apply myself?”

“I imagine you would be very strong,” she smiled at him. 

“Then that’s what I want to do,” he said, just as a booming sound rocked them off of their feet. Bastion grabbed Lily’s hand once they hit the bricked streets and she nodded at him. Her face was covered in soot and dirt, but she was okay. Her lacy white dress was now a reddish brown. 

“What was that?” Bastion shouted, jumping to his feet. He looked to the source of the explosion and saw that the tallest building in Delilah was beginning to crumble at the top. A second later, another boulder the size of a small dining cart slammed into the crumbling roof, sending even more debris down upon the people below. Some were frozen in fear. Others quickly helped those who were paralyzed by fear or injury to safety, ushering them along before the bulk of the destruction fell upon their heads. 

Lily instinctively moved toward the crowd and began helping out but Bastion was busy looking for the cause of their anxiety. The catapults never revealed themselves but they kept on sending boulders through the air into the city’s structures, while a few men appeared from the clouds of dust with barely any armor covering their body. Wearing nothing more than tank tops, armored pants and huge, gemmed gauntlets, they searched the streets with cocky attitudes, waving to the screaming townspeople and extending pleasantries their way. 

Bastion sucked his teeth and jogged toward them. The biggest of them, easily a foot taller than the other two, locked his eyes onto the young Sage and beamed brightly. The other two halted in their tracks and waited for their greeter to arrive. 

“Hey, there,” one of them said, giving Bastion a wave. “How’re you doing?”

“You’re wearing Cimmerian armor,” Bastion said, not dropping his guard.

“Barely,” he said, glancing down at his attire. “But yeah, that’s who I side with.”

“And you’re responsible for this attack?”

“My friends are,” he said, giving Bastion a wink. “So technically, no, I’m not responsible.”

“Funny,” Bastion replied, surveying the city and seeing the carnage beginning to ensue. The moment he saw one of the citizens being hacked in two by a seven foot tall man with a large axe, he didn’t waste any more time with words. He sped forward and snatched the axe out of the man’s hands and then returned the favor, splitting the giant into two separate halves. 

The men that addressed him earlier were already upon him. 

Bastion’s black robe descended upon him like a blanket and he willed his Gladius shaped eidolon to appear in his right hand. With a determined look of steel, he waited for the first attacker to punch him with one of his gemmed gauntlets. Bastion ducked at the last second and jammed the tip of his blade into and through the man’s lower jaw and head. He removed his sword and let the man fall as Bastion turned his attention to the other two.

He swiped his sword at the neck of the second man with blinding speed, but to his shock, the man caught his blade with his bare hand and then jumped up into the air to deliver a roundhouse kick to the young Sage’s chin. Bastion felt his eyes roll into the back of his head, but he fought to stay awake. 

He grit his teeth and poured more energy into his legs, determined to appear unfazed by what had just happened. But they were upon so fast. He felt his arms being grabbed and held behind his back. He strained against his captor’s grip, but it was useless. The second man began punching him in the stomach and Bastion tried to kick at his chin, but he missed. He received another blow to the face. 

He was in awe over how strong they were, and how easily he was being subdued. Weren’t they ordinary Cimmerian forces? What was happening?

His swollen right eye opened and he saw Lily rushing him from behind and punching him in the back, and he couldn’t bear to think about her getting involved. He screamed at her to stay back and defend the city. He would handle the two men...somehow.

Lily hesitated, but she obeyed and Bastion felt relieved that she was out of harm’s way. Not from his attackers, but from himself. Bastion felt his chest swell as his heart began beating faster. He allowed himself to lose control. 

***
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“Is it the right thing to do?” James asked as he and Catherine walked along the open fields. The sun was hidden by grey clouds and there was a light drizzle tickling their skin, but it was nothing that they hadn’t experienced before. 

“What is the right thing to do?” she asked, closing her eyes and enjoying the air.

“Us going for the machine,” he said. “Say we manage to take control...what then? Do we use it?”

“I would like to think we would destroy it.”

“I’m sure we’re not the only ones thinking about that.”

“What are you saying?” Catherine asked, opening her eyes and raising an eyebrow. “You’re trying to lead up to something.”

“I was thinking about Atianna, and how easily she was able to provoke me into absorbing her. I feel okay now, but I can’t guarantee I wouldn’t do it again if you were threatened by someone that powerful. Our enemies are on a level that we can’t compete with, and you’re thinking about us going right smack in the middle of their war. The Ancient Knights, Paragon, Cimmerian, Terra, the Delilah, and the Sorcerers. There are too many factions vying for the same thing. Even if one group is unaware of the machine, once they find out, all bets are off. They will slaughter each other to gain that kind of power because they can justify it. They know that once they use the machine, they’ll be able to bring back those that they killed and alter history to their liking.”

“And if we do nothing?” Catherine asked in concern. “What happens to us?”

“If the time machine gets used, then we won’t even remember making the decision to stay back.”

“But what would we do in the mean time?”

“Enjoy life,” he said, throwing up his hands. “To continue on this path, we’ll have to become something that we’re not, and I would much rather spend time with you. Paragon hasn’t been affected by the atmosphere that much in some areas. We could live in the countryside.”

“I don’t know,” she sighed. “We would be at the mercy of whoever gains control.”

“But are you willing to kill to get it in the right hands? And I don’t mean defensively either. Are you ready to kill someone outright because they’re closer to it than we are? Can we live with ourselves?”

“Kyran does it.”

“He did it out of necessity,” James retorted. “And not because he wanted to. Now, he’s stuck. He continues to kill for others because he’s used to the burden. But are we? Can we become that person?”

“I would like to think I’d be okay, but I’m not sure.”

“Then why don’t we give the simple life a try? Just for a couple of days?”

Catherine sighed and looked at him. It was his smile that convinced her. It was warm, hopeful, and most of all—familiar. She smiled back and then reached over to give him a peck on the lips. His smile got wider and so did hers. 

“Sure,” she said. “Let’s give it a try.”

“You’ll see,” James said. “We’ll be happy. You’ll be so happy that you won’t think about the world around you at all.”

“Until the world comes crawling to us,” she said under her breath. 

He didn’t hear a thing.

Chapter 4 – Family
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​The grass upon which they walked began to brown and wither away. The sparse amount of trees that they encountered were dying, having given up on trying to produce the bright and verdant leaves that had once sprouted from its branches. Grey and losing all of its color and luster, the trees acted as sad signposts, signaling the end that was to come. 
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The climate was sporadic. Sometimes it was cold and unforgiving. Other times it was warm and inviting. Occasionally it rained and drenched James and Catherine, and periodically, it would send a volley of hail onto the crowns of their heads. 

It was as if the planet itself knew that it was dying, and unable to change that fact, it was throwing its final tantrum, hoping that someone would listen. 

James and Catherine ignored it as best they could.

And the people as well. 

The people of Paragon that had fled the cities and taken to the countryside for comfort were weary and sorrowful. Many were simply lying in the dead grass with their chins slumped onto their chests, wondering what they were living for. James wanted to give them hope at times, and tell them that there was sunshine and food back from where they came from, but he knew that it was futile. Even those fertile lands would soon be consumed. The three worlds couldn’t go on this way.

“Look,” Catherine said, pointing in the distance and breaking his concentration. “It’s a house.”

“It is,” James said as they approached it. It was a small, makeshift thing. Someone had chopped down a few of Paragon’s trees and stacked them on top of each other for walls, but based on the way they were positioned, it was apparent that the architect was an amateur. The roof was flat, and about seven feet from the floor, not to mention that it was an assembly of flat logs positioned next to each other. If it rained, there was no slope for it to run off. The trees were as grey and dead as every other they had seen, and there were no windows. 
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