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Prologue:

[image: ]




She said she wanted to kiss the sky.

At first, he laughed, as many did.

But then his laugh stopped short.

It was not because he found the phrase any less amusing.

It was simply the grave look on her face

And the glow of admiration in her eyes.

It was then he realized that she was completely and absolutely

Serious

Watching her clench her little fists

Her hair fighting to veil her gaze from the midnight sky

He permitted himself temporary reprieve from his duty

The grip on the hilt of his blade relaxed

For he wanted to see what she saw

If only to begin to fathom what she perceived

Epiphany

His breath fluttered further away than any battle had taken him

Never had he seen the sky through such meditation

Always taking for granted its majestic shine; its dazzling invitation to stare

Tranquility brushed his heart, desiring attention

His next breath carried his hand back to the hilt

As he understood her words now

Clearly

Despite the turmoil, death, and relentless pain

The sky remained stoic, unchanged

Unlike her beloved countryside

Peace still resided in Paradise; hope not yet extinct

So at the fragile age of four

Just for being gorgeous, the sky deserved a

Kiss

Maybe you can someday, he said

Whispering, despite their relative solitude

A nod and a smile violently melted his resolve 

All it took for a monster to remember

He once had a heart

A murderer now a protector, his life now

Hers
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Chapter 1 – Exposed
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The Quietus crawled on all fours like a bloodhound, sniffing the smoldering crater, yet paying little attention to what his nose picked up. Nearly a day had already passed, and the ground was still hot from the dead Sage’s power—which was quite damaging to the nose. From what he figured, there was no need to sniff so close, especially since the fugitives they were looking for were nothing by comparison. 

She had been the real threat, and it didn’t matter if she had fought valiantly against those Quietus. They were not his brethren. No Quietus that could regenerate decapitation could be a real Quietus. No, it had to be one of his concoctions. But no matter. In the end, she, and even the strange Quietus imposters fell, as all who opposed the real Quietus did. There was no reason to think that any of them had survived the female Sage’s kamikaze attack. All that was left now was a large search party—wasting valuable resources, and a considerable amount of time for what? A couple of young ones?

Sure they were tricky, but not dangerous. Just tricky. From what he heard, they had ran to the middle of the crater, and then somehow vanished into thin air—which was just...impossible. No one left Quietus without a trace, not unless they were of Zen-echelon, and they most certainly were not of that mysterious place. No, they were just hiding somewhere close, trying not to breathe, and using their Sage tricks to conceal their whereabouts. It was the only explanation to why none of the scouting teams had found a whiff of them within the Kingdom walls, or in the Quietus forest. It was because they were still there, waiting, hoping for someone to save them.

No one would. 

In the scuffle, their King had been murdered. Somehow...their greatest warrior had fallen, and they needed answers. Witnesses said the young boy delivered the final blow, and so he had to be found no matter the cost. Since the crater was the origin of their disappearance, teams composed of the best trackers in the Kingdom were laboring tirelessly, day and night, searching the same spots over and over, looking for a sign, a clue, a...

The Quietus stopped and narrowed his eyes, as his neck stretched upwards instinctively. He had run into a protrusion. A section of the ground that was raised just slightly higher than the rest of the crater floor. It was nothing really. Their crater was not known for its smooth exterior, but... now that he thought about it—he remembered that the dead Sage had leveled the floor with her power, which meant that this particular patch of earth should have also been flattened. 

The Quietus sniffed the dirt around it, bobbing his head up and down with each whiff. Finally, a faint scent caught his interest. 

It was of a young Allayan male. 

He tried to investigate further, to acquire more information, but as soon as he bent his head back down to the source, the scent vanished, just like the young Sages.

They’re still here. He thought, smiling devilishly. A few Quietus nearby noticed his eerie grin and gave him an inquisitive look. He nodded in their direction, and they quietly crawled over to his location. Together, they began sniffing around the raised ground, inch by inch, millimeter by millimeter.

* * *
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CATHERINE SAT ON THE small wooden wharf, swinging her legs back and forth as she whistled a tune she had heard as a child. She had long forgotten the lyrics, but it eased her mind just the same. She closed her eyes, and let the breeze brush past her cheeks like a whisper. Her hair buoyed gently, as the wind brushed through it with its fingers, and the toasty warmth of the sun made her skin feel like it was humming. It was so relaxing that she nearly forgot the situation at hand—that no matter how much beauty was around, something ugly was always nearby, ready to dash in and taint it.

His wincing broke her trance, and she turned her head in concern. She didn’t bother asking him what he needed. Each time she did, he told her that there was nothing she could do. Catherine wasn’t used to this—sitting around and enjoying the ambience while someone she cared for was suffering just a few feet away. At least she could offer him comfort through her company.

“Hey, Girl,” James chuckled weakly, through a grimace and gallons of sweat.  

“Hey, tough guy,” Catherine said, as she sat down next to him. She knew that it distracted him a little, but it was the only way she could soothe him without getting in the way. He was sitting a few feet away from the dock’s edge, legs crossed and staring straight ahead toward the sun. Since it was part of his manifestation, she was sure that staring into it wouldn’t cause his eyes any damage. Still, she couldn’t shake the thought that he was slowly going blind with how intense he was glaring at it.

“It’s getting harder to maintain this,” James’ voice cracked.

“What happened to three days?” Catherine asked, hoping she didn’t come off as sarcastic.

“Something’s wrong,” he shuddered, bowing his head. His whole body was beginning to quiver, and his muscles were beginning to freeze up.

“What if you don’t keep everything together? Just maintain the ground for us to stand on. No water, no wharf, sand...would that work?”

“But then you’ll have nothing to enjoy,” he said, looking up at her painfully.

“James, survival is the priority, and I’ve enjoyed this view for hours already. No reason to strain yourself any more than you have to. If this manifestation breaks, and we’re left to the mercy of the Quietus, we’ll be killed; the mission will be a failure.”

“Fine,” he muttered. Catherine let out a yelp in surprise as the wharf disappeared from underneath them, sending her falling a couple of feet down into a mound of sand that had not been there previously. James barely moved as he fell, keeping his concentration intact. When he landed in the sand, with legs still crossed, it was apparent that he was feeling better already. James sighed in relief and stood to his feet casually. The sweat that drenched his clothes was the only evidence of his previous ordeal. 

“Feel better?” Catherine asked, holding back a giggle. His shirt was hanging off him like it had been designed for a Langoran. 

“Lots!” James exclaimed as he looked out toward what used to be the water. His countenance fell, and Catherine saw the concern in his eyes. She turned to follow his gaze, and suddenly, she wished that she had taken one last glance at the ocean before it disappeared.

The water was completely gone, and in its place was an endless expanse, covered in flat, golden sand. In the far distance was the sun, barely peeking over the horizon while it lighted their area. The previous beauty was nowhere to be found, and what remained was a strange and unnatural view, making the world look very alien. 

“I’m sorry I couldn’t hold it longer,” James replied, but Catherine immediately turned to him and flashed him a smile. 

“This is probably more my thing anyways,” she said. “All that beauty was making me feel all mushy and emotional inside.”

“Totally not like you,” James grinned. “You were actually scaring me a bit back there. You were enjoying it so much that I thought you were going to start making dresses out of the trees and washing yourself in the ocean because you felt icky.”

“You wish, you perv,” Catherine shook her head. “But seriously, are you sure you’re fine?”

“Definitely,” James replied. “At this rate, we can survive until the third day is over.”

“Maybe we won’t need that much time. Seeing you suffer like that...it really brought me back to reality—of what we should be doing.”

“Catherine, we have to wait here. Kyran will be looking for us.”

“But there’s no guarantee that you’ll be able to hold this place together, or that the Quietus won’t discover us. We have to start thinking proactively. I’m done sitting around.”

“Catherine...”

“Don’t get me wrong, I’m grateful for the reprieve. But now it’s time we get back to the task at hand, and what we came here to do.”

“I’m not ready to go back out there.”

“And I’m not comfortable sitting here while Arimus and the others are fighting for their lives. If we can somehow get out of Quietus, perhaps we can rendezvous with the others. They would be heading to Prattle by now. We can intercept them at the Conun lodge.”

“There are Quietus everywhere. How do you propose we get past them?”

“You know...”

“No, Catherine,” James shook his head violently. “I won’t allow it.”

“And you’re in no place to be giving the Princess orders!”

“What if I come up with an alternative?”

“Such as?”

“Do you remember what happened when I attacked the King of Quietus? I know it was kind of chaotic...”

“I remember Dominic holding me back, and your eidolon cracking,” she said low. She cleared her throat and continued. “Kyran was trying to break free from his grip.”

“Catherine, I’m half Quietus,” James admitted, staring directly into her eyes. He regretted saying the words immediately, but it was the only way she would listen to his plan. He had to tell her the truth, no matter the consequence. Their lives depended on it. 

“You look nothing like a Quietus,” Catherine said, her eyes steady onto his.

“I take after my father in looks,” James chuckled nervously. “But I’m serious...my mother—she’s a Quietus.”

“That doesn’t make any sense,” she said. “If a Quietus was in Allay, that would mean they can alter their appearance and their strength. And that would mean she was around during the age of the Sages. How is that possible? How could she live under them undetected?”

“I don’t know,” James replied. “I can barely recall what she looked like, let alone what she was doing. I was only a toddler.”

James refused to look away from the woman he loved, while he searched her face desperately for cracks in her rocky gaze and contemplative demeanor. She was trying not to show her true feelings, and it was beginning to scare him. Suddenly, thoughts of Achan flashed through his mind—his best friend and confidant—that had been killed not long ago. In all the turmoil, he had placed his death to the side, knowing that the enemy lurked at every corner, and that they needed to devote their full attention to living. Not to mention that James was constantly updating the manifestation with new shielding and invisibility, trying to keep the Quietus at bay. A single trace would be their undoing.

They had killed Achan so easily; even now it didn’t seem real. It felt like he was off with Kyran and Dominic, heading straight for Zen-echelon. But the way he had died—there was no point in denying it. His friend was gone.

And yet, death was not what James feared most. As he had said once before, his life was on borrowed time, ever since he saved Catherine from Kyran’s dangerous exam. He did not fear death. No, he was thinking of something far worse...he feared that Catherine would lose interest in him. And this was not impossible.

It happened to Achan after all, back in Languor. He had confessed to the Princess that he had been a spy all along, though he swore that he had no intention of betraying her from that point on. Catherine had forgiven him, but she was adamant in one stance: that they could never be a couple. Achan was heartbroken, but he understood, knowing that the Princess could never completely trust him again. He could not be her lover. He could not be her King...

And he had been so in love with her that he actually put all his selfish desires aside to serve, while James, the other man in her life, still got into fights, joked around like a child, and put his yearning for Catherine above the mission and the lives of his fellow bodyguards. 

Achan was, and always would be—the better man for Catherine, and the rightful King of Allay...but the moment Catherine learned of his secret, he was no longer a viable option. 

Catherine was not a romantic, though this did not mean she was incapable of love or romance. All it meant was that she was a Princess and the future Queen of Allay first. The citizens of Allay were her priority, and she was willing to sacrifice happiness, her life, and even her very soul for them all. No one understood where such dedication came from. All they knew was that it was so deeply rooted within her that nothing short of death itself could remove the bond between her and her Kingdom.

The moment James heard the dark voice within him speak, he knew this day could come. At first it didn’t scare him—to tell her that he was a Quietus. But then Achan told him what had happened between the two of them... 

After that...he couldn’t do it.

He couldn’t bear the thought of her refusal. Her unrequited love. Sure, Achan had remained strong and fought by her side, but could he? She was all that mattered. Not even the mission came close by comparison. Why couldn’t Catherine see that she was his world? That Earth and Paradise could perish, but as long as she remained, all was as it should be?

What would happen if she...refused him as she did Achan?

Achan was a Langoran. He was a Quietus. But the deal-breaking similarity was still there:

They were not of Allay.

“James?” Catherine asked. “Is everything okay?”

James cleared his throat and straightened himself up, building up his resolve and pressing the dried sweat clothes against his skin with his hands. He had to be strong, if for no one else but her. He had promised that he would mature, and be the man that Catherine needed. No matter what that meant.

“I think if we find my mother,” James sighed, “we might be able to find sanctuary, maybe gain some insight into how to leave this Kingdom for good. She should be around here somewhere, provided she’s still alive.”

“We’ll still have to fight in order to get to her.”

“But not as long. And you won’t have to use the stone more than what’s necessary.”

“Where would we even start?”

“The village under the steel dome. We’ll have to break through the entrance, of course, and I don’t remember much of what she looks like, but with my eidolon, I think I can find a match.”

“So...” Catherine’s voice trailed. “Is this what you meant earlier? Of how you could keep this manifestation up for days all of a sudden when it used to break in minutes?”

“Yes,” James closed his eyes. “It’s because I have two eidolons. Both representing a part of me. One is the Allayan side. A white sword. Then there’s the Quietus side—a black one, but far more powerful than the other. When the King was about to break my Allayan eidolon, I released my Quietus blade and struck him down. I also used that powerful blade to call this place forward.”

“If your Quietus side is so strong, why were you struggling to keep this place together a few minutes ago?”

“I’m not sure. It felt like...it was starting to sheathe itself. It’s almost like it has a mind of its own.”

“Then that doesn’t sound like it’s supposed to be a part of you,” Catherine said. “Something’s wrong. If it’s part of your soul, it wouldn’t be fighting back.”

“Either way, it’s in there for a reason.”

“So what are you using now? Your Allayan eidolon?”

“Unfortunately.”

“Then even though you feel fine right now, we’re not guaranteed the whole three days, given its instability. We have to move on.”

“Catherine, wait!” James said, grabbing her arm just as she turned to leave. “At least give it another hour. We’ll have time to strategize.”

“Fine,” Catherine agreed, examining his face. “But not a minute more.”

“And before we work out the details of our next move, I have to ask you something.”

Catherine waited patiently, wiping one of her locks from her eyes.

“Does this change anything?” James whispered. “Between us? The fact that I’m part Quietus?”

“James, is that what’s worrying you?” Catherine scoffed.

“I was just thinking of Achan, and how you said the two of you couldn’t—“

“—he told you his secret?”

“Back in the Langoran forest.”

“Then let me explain my side. I didn’t reject Achan because he was of Languor. I’m not that petty. It was because he was a spy, and he had been raised as one since he was a child. Given the fragile status of our Kingdom, and the fact that the organization he belonged to is still functioning, I didn’t feel it was appropriate, or wise to give him my heart.”

“I just wanted to make sure.”

“I hope this helps,” Catherine said, walking toward him, and giving him a tender kiss on the lips. James smiled and took her into his arms. Catherine smiled and hugged him back, nuzzling her head into his chest just as the sound of nails scraping against glass broke through their embrace.

A literal tear had appeared in the sun, as if it was made out of paper.

And a giant, Quietus eye was staring at them from the other side.

* * *
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“KYRAN! KYRAN, WAIT!” Dominic shouted as loud as he could, but the assassin refused to slow down. The moment he decided it was all clear in the meadow; he took off without hesitation, leaving the Quietus forest, and thoughts of current events to the side. It was no time for a touchy-feely Kyran. That man wasn’t supposed to have been born in the first place. He was inherently flawed, and it had been ridiculous to consider an unrealistic future. That man began to actually look forward to a time in which he could spend every day with the woman he had loved and married. 

That man was a fool.

“Kyran, please!” Dominic shouted again, and Kyran considered stopping, but then he quickly dismissed the notion. No, there was too much at stake. James couldn’t keep the Princess safe forever, even with that impressive construct he had created—a construct that she had taught him...she...she...

“KYRAN!” Dominic screamed, bringing the assassin to a sudden halt. The young Sage nearly bumped into him. Kyran refused to turn around. He clenched his fists and waited for Dominic, sweat dripping from his long hair as the sun baked him from under his black trench coat.

“What is it?!” Kyran whispered harshly from behind his collar. Dominic leaned onto his knees, gasping for air.

“There’s...there’s no one chasing us. We don’t have to run so fast.”

“James and Catherine will die if we don’t complete our mission soon,” Kyran said matter-of-factly. “And we’ve already spent too much time in the forest waiting for the chance to leave. How are you tired already?” Kyran began to walk off.

“Wait!” Dominic pleaded, waving a hand in surrender. “I need a moment to rest. We’ve been running for a while now. I don’t remember the forest being that massive.”

“We’ve only reached the edge of the meadow,” Kyran said flatly. “It’s almost as if the forest grew larger in our absence.”

“Didn’t Arimus and Scarlet burn half of it down?”

“They did. But the forest may have properties similar to its masters. It may be able to regenerate, and with a vengeance.”

“Do you have an idea where they are? I can’t sense them.”

“I surmise they would be at the Conun lodge if they survived. In any case, we’re going straight to Prattle.”

“But they wouldn’t head to the lodge without us,” Dominic said, wiping his brow. “Not unless something was wrong.”

“There is a lot wrong,” Kyran said, glaring at him from over his trench coat collar. “But that is to be expected, considering where we were.”

“How are we going to do this?” Dominic said, shaking his head. He plopped backwards onto the meadow grass, brushing the palm of his hand across its surface. The noon sun was high in the sky, baking them both in its merciless rays, and making the air thick and stifling. Yet Kyran barely felt the discomfort. He had only one thought, and one thought only: to complete the mission. Anything else would draw his attention...to thoughts of her. The woman whose name he wanted to forget. 

“This mission is a bust,” Dominic said to the ground. “We should consider just going back to Allay.”

Kyran sneered at the response, looking back at the young, muscular Sage, brimming with more physical strength than he could ever muster, and yet, he had the gall to speak of quitting.

“I thought you were powerful,” Kyran said calmly. “James, a commoner, is still working toward our success. Why aren’t you?”

“WHAT?!” Dominic barked, snapping his head up in fury. “That hobo back there is not working! He’s barely lifting a sword! Right now, he’s with Catherine and having a grand time, consoling her....making her laugh...putting his dirty, putrid, vile, common lips to hers. No, Kyran, he isn’t thinking of the mission at all!”

Dominic rose to his feet in rage, staring boldly into the assassin’s eyes and clenching his fists to the point that his fingernails began to cut into his palms. Kyran was unmoved, his small dark eyes remaining steady as he listened attentively.

“We’re in this predicament because of him!” Dominic yelled in Kyran’s face. “If we were focused at all times then we would have come to Quietus unified! We wouldn’t have been distracted by empty hopes and wishful thinking! The Princess would have had her head on straight, and we would not have lost people! We don’t even know if Arimus and Scarlet are alive! James’ could lose his concentration and break their protection any second! We wouldn’t have lost Achan to those swine! Chloe wouldn’t have—“

Kyran swung his hand forward and grabbed Dominic by the throat, cutting off the young Sage’s ranting as he sunk his fingernails deep into his trachea. The assassin grit his teeth and stared intensely into the eyes of his cohort, choosing his words carefully.

“Don’t ever say that name again,” Kyran seethed in anger. “Never.”

“Let me go,” Dominic strained to say. He grabbed Kyran’s forearm with both his hands, but somehow his teacher had gained some uncanny strength. No matter how hard he tried to pry his fingers away, Kyran would not budge.

“Remember what I said,” Kyran said sternly before releasing his grip. Dominic coughed and clutched his throat while he reached out for Kyran’s coat.

“No matter what is said,” Dominic groaned. “We have to face reality. We may be the only two Sages left to get this done. And no matter how much you don’t want to admit it, that’s not enough. Prattle...maybe. But Zen-echelon? Doubtful. Especially if they’re supposed to be our greatest threat. We should take the stones, rebuild Allay, and wait for the attack, if one ever comes.”

“Only a coward would say that,” Kyran said, looking down at the hand gripping his coat. “We move forward.”

“We need the others,” Dominic said, gaining his resolve. “Bottom line.”

“And we would have them,” Kyran said, removing the young Sage’s hand carefully.

“If not for James,” Dominic spat, as he rose to get into Kyran’s face.

“IF NOT FOR YOU!” Kyran snapped at him. Dominic was taken aback at the emotional display and took a step away from him. “YOU ARE THE REASON WE FAILED! WHY THERE IS SO FEW OF US! OUR MISSION WAS STEALTH, BUT YOU BECAME EMOTIONAL! YOU COULDN’T STAND TO SEE JAMES WITH CATHERINE, AND YOU ALERTED THE QUIETUS OF OUR PRESENCE! WITHOUT YOU, CHLOE WOULD STILL BE ALIVE!”

Kyran suddenly lunged forward with blinding speed and stuck his invisible dagger into Dominic’s heart. The young Sage didn’t even see it coming. He clutched Kyran’s arm and stared into his eyes with confusion as his vision began to darken. He tried to speak, but he had suddenly lost the strength to call the words forth. 

Kyran’s body had moved on its own, before the thought of killing Dominic even came to him, but still he felt no remorse. And he once he realized how far he had gone, he had no mind to turn back. And to prove it to himself, as well as the young Sage, he dug the dagger in deeper and twisted, making Dominic’s fate certain. 

Once he was satisfied that the deed was done, he removed the blade, grabbed Dominic’s shirt as he fell, and wiped the blood off his blade with it. He let the young Sage fall to the grass, and there he stayed, only his eyelashes twitching and his lips trembling, still trying to ask “why?”

Kyran scanned the young Sage’s body for any items of interest, saw that there was none and patted his coat’s right pocket. The stones of power were still there: Quietus and Languor. Kyran readjusted his collar so that it covered the lower half of his face even further. He wiped his hair forward with his hands—to cover most of his eyes, and then he turned around and walked away from Dominic’s fallen body, strategizing on how to best retrieve the stone of Prattle.
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Chapter 2 – Bloodline
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“James, hold on,” Catherine sobbed. “Just hold on a little bit longer.”

“I can’t,” James cried, clutching his temples with the palms of his hand. His eyes were wide and bloodshot, his breathing erratic, as he fought to keep the manifestation together. Catherine looked back at the Quietus that had reared its ugly head at them beyond the tear. From the way the eye was darting back and forth, she figured that he couldn’t see them just yet. But it was just a matter of time. The fact that a tear had appeared in the manifestation at all was evidence enough. 

“They’re all around us,” James whispered as she could hear the scurrying of Quietus in the distance, joining their suspicious brother. Catherine sighed and began concentrating on the stone within her. It was always so strange activating it. She never felt it there, clinging to her heart like a parasite, draining her life force away with every use. Yet she never forgot about it. 

And whenever she began to transform, she stared at the change in her body with wonder and puzzlement. What was the source of such power? Where had the stones come from....really? She never had the time to dwell on it. Her focus was always on the mission, on protecting Allay and its inhabitants. And from their travels, it seemed like the other Kingdoms treated their respective stones the same. They just used it power, fused it within their own bodies or their loved ones, and then relied on it to keep them safe from foreign armies. But what was their origin? Who had crafted such masterpieces? Was it the Maker? The Dark One? Or something even more mysterious?

“Catherine, stop,” James groaned. “I’ve got this.”

He was glaring at her with maniacal eyes as he felt his failure coming to fruition. But she didn’t care about his protests. She was going to use the stone, no matter the cost. She felt her curls straighten and begin to reach out to the sky, as if each strand was attempting to fly. Her body begin to glow a strange electric purple, and unknown symbols began erupting all over her skin, tattooing her body and branding her from head to toe. Violet bracelets, fused with powerful energy wrapped around her wrists, and she felt her muscles constrict, shedding the little fat upon her. Her adrenaline was pumping, but the stone guided it from within to maximize its’ efficiency, and her eyes felt like they were on fire. James’ mouth dropped as the world around them began to crack and tear. Catherine walked to him, radiating with power, and cupped his chin in her hand. He lifted his eyes to hers, paying no attention to the destruction of their haven.

“Let go,” she whispered, and then she leaned in, and kissed him. James eyes widened even further as the emotions flooding through him was just enough to knock him off balance. He couldn’t hold on anymore, and so he gave up on the manifestation, letting Catherine take over.

“Thank you,” Catherine whispered, allowing her lips to part from his. “Now sleep.”

James closed his eyes, and she gently guided him down to the sand beneath their feet, which was beginning to shake like it was in the birthing pains of an earthquake. He began snoring almost instantly, and Catherine smiled. 

Finally! She thought. I can do something!

Catherine watched in awe as the manifestation disappeared abruptly. It was as if someone had taken a rag and wiped it all away like dirt. In one instance they were there, and in the next, they were back in the middle of the crater. 

The Quietus sniffing around them jumped back in surprise as the couple appeared out of thin air. Some of them had been only inches away, and with a yelp of shock, they scurried a few feet away to gain their composure. Catherine grinned and waited, ready to cut them down one by one. She remembered Chloe’s death all too well—how she had taken on a thousand warriors, but also underestimated their collective power. She had gotten desperate in the end, too worried about protecting her friends and her Princess. Catherine was not going to make the same mistake.

She numbered them as they circled her. There were at least a hundred. Not elite warriors, but dangerous nonetheless. And James was still sleeping soundly behind her. She had to ensure his safety too. Catherine clenched her fists and gathered the energy circling around her to them. 

She refused to move from her spot. 

A Quietus unsheathed a scythe from his forearm and lunged at her from the left. Catherine snapped her head toward him, and pointed a finger his way.

He turned into dust instantly. 

The other Quietus began murmuring among themselves excitedly. Their brother’s death had the opposite effect Catherine had intended. 

They began jumping toward her in unison, yelling proudly, and raising their scythes high into the air. Catherine knew she didn’t have the sense of a Sage at her disposal. The stone granted her only raw energy, but she had to work with what she had. 

She sent out a pulse, in the form of a visible, electric, purple breeze that rippled over the crown of her head and spread to the other end of the crater. As the pulse hit each Quietus in the air individually, it cut their attack short, keeping them stationary in mid-flight as they flailed their arms for traction. Once she was certain that she had caught each one in her proverbial web, she sent out a burst of energy. It rippled just like the pulse, but once it hit each Quietus, it disintegrated them on impact. The last Quietus on the outskirts of the wave cried out in rage as he too was consumed and turned into dust. Once the ashes settled, and Catherine was certain there wasn’t anyone else nearby, she decided to move.

She scooped up James and threw him over her shoulder, surprised by how much brawn the stone was giving her. She started running, straight up the crater toward the Quietus King’s throne. On the other side of it was a part of the forest that eventually led back to the meadow and Prattle. If she could reach that, they might have a chance.

And she was confident that fleeing was the smarter move. 

Sure, they might be able to get more rest and information looking for James’ mother, but it was risky. If his mother had left James’ father for her Kingdom, why would she help them? And what if it just ended up being a trap? They would be at the mercy of their sworn enemies. Also, by heading to the forest, they might be able to catch up to Dominic and Kyran.

She picked up speed as the incline grew steeper, and she was happy to see that there weren’t waves of Quietus waiting for her.  Once she jumped over the hump at the top and reached the throne, however, she stopped and put out a hand in front of her to attack. 

So...there was one Quietus after all.

But it was just her...if it was a her. The only real indication was the softer face. Other than that, she looked very much like an ordinary Quietus. The same pitch-black rippling skin. The slicked back hair. The scythes protruding from her forearms. Her chiseled frame...

Catherine ceased her examination and got ready to defend herself when the Quietus smiled and pointed toward James.

“And where...are you taking my son?” she asked, her voice calm and soothing. Catherine’s eyes widened as she glanced momentarily at the body slung over her shoulder. 

Was this a trick?

“Get out of my way before I’m forced to use my power. I have no quarrel with you,” Catherine said firmly. The Quietus didn’t budge. Its smile was beginning to make her nervous. 

“You have two options, Princess,” the Quietus replied. “You can come with me now and meet your true enemy, or you can leave, and fail at the mission you and your Sages have staked your lives upon.”

Catherine sent out a sensory pulse with the aura radiating around her body, informing her that no one was trying to creep up from behind. As far as she could tell, there was no trap being laid. 

“What enemy?” Catherine asked, remaining cautious.

“While you were in hiding...a...I dare not say a man—came through our Kingdom walls, and began killing our brethren in the village. You can only imagine how disconcerting that was for us considering recent events. We gathered arms against him, and he surrendered once he saw our numbers, but he won’t provide us any information as to who he is, or his origins. He says he only wants to talk to you or James, and that you’ve been hiding in the crater all along.”

“Quietus rarely take prisoners,” Catherine said, attempting to interpret the Quietus’ thick accent. “And considering he killed some of your people, I’m surprised he’s still breathing.”

“We’ve already tried killing him,” the Quietus’ demeanor wavered. “Our scythes and our swords cannot pierce his skin.”

Catherine felt a shudder ripple throughout her body. A man that a Quietus couldn’t wound? Who did she know that could possess such power? She had seen the might of the Langorans, witnessed firsthand the tactical mind of the Prattlians, and saw friends crushed under the raw power of the Quietus. No Kingdom boasted an invincible warrior. Even the Quietus King had been killed...so who was this man? Could he be from Zen-echelon?

“How can I trust you?” Catherine said finally. The Quietus sighed and relaxed her stance. Immediately, her tar like skin began rippling from her fingertips and toward the center of her chest, revealing tan human skin underneath. The rippling black was sucked away from her limbs and eventually disappeared somewhere beneath her skin. Her scythes retracted and her hair softened and fell apart into loose, fine strands of brown. The Quietus had become a woman, wearing nothing more than a loose green t-shirt and a pair of leather pants. Catherine noticed her own throat began closing up the moment she saw the color green, but she maintained her gaze, and refused to power down, despite the woman’s show of faith.

“Will this do?” the woman asked, her voice much softer and motherly. Catherine searched her eyes and her attire, seeing the similarities between her and the young man she carried on her shoulder. He didn’t have her color hair, but surely the shape of her eyes, her nose and lips. The woman smiled warmly once she realized what Catherine was doing.

“Of course, while we take care of business, we’ll also have to discuss just what your relationship is with my son!”

“Don’t try to disarm me,” Catherine warned, her purple aura flickering. “For all I know, the moment I power down, I could be attacked and killed.”

“I don’t know how else to convince you...if it makes you feel any better, no one will make an attempt on your life unless I give the order. The villagers obey me.”

“Why should they? Who are you?”

“I am their leader, their voice against the King of Quietus,” she said proudly. “The King had his warriors and his followers, but they are the nobility. The commoners of Quietus never wanted him to rule our Kingdom. So they listen to me.”

“That doesn’t make me feel better at all,” Catherine replied truthfully. “If anything, it just makes you sound more dangerous.”

“Then leave,” she replied quickly, “and let us take care of our own.”

The woman stepped to the side to let Catherine escape, but the Princess contemplated the situation. Kyran would be running back to Quietus if he was successful in retrieving Zen-echelon’s stone, and James was certainly in no condition to fight. If they came against any kind of trouble on the way out, she would be forced to continuously use the Allayan stone until James regained his strength, and there was no telling how long that would take, or even if she had enough years in her life to expend so much energy. She had to make a wise decision, and quickly, while James’ mother was still acting friendly.

And what James’ mother had said earlier—it struck a nerve with her. 

When she said, ‘let us take care of our own.’ 

There was so much bitterness and hatred simmering coating her words that she could barely contain them. The fact that they saw each other so differently, treated each other as less than themselves—it was something Catherine noticed all throughout their travels. Each Kingdom hated the others, and although they each had their reasons, most of them were fueled by vengeance and a lust for blood. No one trusted one another and it showed, even in the actions of her Sages. They saw only the mission, and cared little for what damage they caused to their neighbors. 

And what kind of relationship was that? How was she going to be able to take care of her people in the future when they were too busy fighting against a vengeful Languor? Or a rebuilt Quietus? When was the violence going to end? When were they all going to unite, and actually turn their attention to an enemy that had secretly declared war on them all?

And now, here she was, listening to a Quietus leader telling her that their collective enemy was waiting for them, and yet she couldn’t bring herself to investigate.

Because she still remembered the siege.

She remembered her mother’s cries—that rang through the air so violently and often that she lost her own voice.

Her father’s head hanging low as he realized that for all the authority he possessed, he had none under the might of another. 

Her beautiful Kingdom, being ripped and torn apart as she simultaneously realized her weakness.

It didn’t matter who was the mastermind behind it all, Quietus was all she saw that day, and for the remaining years of her life, that’s who plagued her nightmares and became her boogeyman. It wasn’t a vague enemy like Zen-echelon. To her they were like a lion prowling the wilderness. A predator that would only attack if provoked, or if you dared to walk onto its territory. 

But the Quietus, they had made a personal mark in her life, and she had vowed, silently, fervently—that she would return the favor someday.

She had lost Achan to them. 

She had lost Chloe to them.

She may have even lost Arimus and Scarlet...

And now a Quietus was asking for her trust—to follow her against all logic into their hearth, where she would only be more vulnerable, and the mission would be at even greater risk...and yet...there had to be an end. At some point, there had to be a stop to the bloodshed. At some point, the healing and mending had to begin, and it had to start with Allay. It would be meaningless to spout off words of love and unity after the mission was completed. After the Sages had thrust themselves into their homes and made their lives worse than before. Cutting down their leaders, and taking their only sources of power. Turning their buildings into ruins, scarring their children, devastating their homes.

How was she any better than they? 

“I want to trust you,” Catherine said low, her aura disappearing, and the symbols on her body slowly fading away. “Based on our history, I have no reason to. But as you said, we both have a true enemy, and it’s not each other. If you would be so kind, I would like you to take me to him, and tend to James as well.”

“That is very gracious of you,” James’ mother said. “But are you sure you want to come into the Quietus village? There is only one way out. Very hard to escape if danger arises.”

“I can take care of myself,” Catherine said. “And I’ve made my decision. Now, let’s go.”

“Follow me,” she chuckled as she took two steps forward, and then leapt into the air toward the crater floor. Over the horizon, the sun was beginning to fall, and the various Quietus warriors that had been watching their conversation began to blend in with the darkness. Their eyes shined off the glint of the sunset, and they watched the Princess of Allay curiously as she followed her enemy. Once they reached the ground floor of the crater, they walked over casually to the steel dome, and the entrance of the village—a white door with a handle in the likeness of a Quietus head. James’ mother opened the door with little effort and held it for Catherine to stroll through. The inside was nothing like the out. 

From the forest to the crater arena, the Quietus Kingdom was like one giant wilderness, simply a place where the Quietus could run around and jump freely. Nothing was crowded. The village, however, was the exact opposite. The dome ceiling above them was only a few feet above their head. Ahead of them were wooden huts fashioned from the stringy, purple trees of their forest, and they were placed together in alarming proximity. There was absolutely no privacy, and the only place to walk freely was a dirt path that winded around each of the huts and throughout the village. The place was dimly lit, with lanterns hanging from the ceiling that were in need of fuel, and it gave the atmosphere a drowsy ambience, making her feel like she was half asleep. The commoners of Quietus were living in terrible conditions, and it made the village of Allay look like an oasis. Did they choose this kind of living in order to give them the space to run around on the outside? Or was this the King’s doing?

“Didn’t expect this, did you?” James’ mother chuckled as Catherine watched several Quietus scurry on all fours across the tin rooftops. It seemed like it was faster to travel by rooftop than the one way road. 

“Why is everything cramped?”

“The King gave his elite the luxurious tree houses about thirty miles north of here. But us...we were forced to live in more humble abodes, to ensure that if there was ever a revolution, he could crush us with one fell swoop. As I’ve said, it’s very hard to escape once you’re inside.”

“I see...uh, what is your name?” Catherine asked, feeling strangely at ease. “I don’t want to refer to you as James’ mother the whole time.”

“Nadia,” she replied, before leaping effortlessly to the roof in front of them. “Come, I will take you to my home. James can rest there. I hope you don’t mind running.”

“Not at all,” Catherine smiled, as she saw a Quietus nearly fall off the roof in shock over seeing the Princess of Allay in their neighborhood. 

The two of them ran as they talked, allowing other Quietus to pass whenever they met head on. Catherine noticed that the common Quietus were far different than those she was accustomed to. Quietus were ruthless and always in wait of the next hunt, but these appeared to be more nervous of her presence than she was of them, and their eyes shifted anxiously to the side whenever they met hers. They were a lot smaller than the ones Chloe faced as well, and thinner.

“Is there a revolution?” Catherine asked suddenly, seeing one particular Quietus examining his pencil thin scythe.

“No reason for one now since the King is dead,” Nadia said. “Our focus is to rebuild and figure it out from there.”

“Was there a plan in the works though?”

“Hardly. Sure, the usual complaining and zealous talk, but no actual strategy in place. No committees or order. We all knew that we were no match for the King and his elite guard. Funny enough though, we’re the only ones to survive the conflict with you and your Sages. All because we were too common to participate. I don’t think the King expected even half of his warriors to be killed by your friend.”

“She was one of our best,” Catherine sighed. “She gave it her all to save our lives.”

“And yet she wasn’t the one to strike down the King, was she?” Nadia looked to her curiously. “I heard it was one of the males.”

“Yes,” Catherine said, studying the Quietus. “It was James.”

“James is a Sage?”

“He is. He’s been with us since we left Allay.”

“It’s nice to hear that my son became something in my absence...tell me, is he really that strong? To defeat the King?”

“I’m not sure,” Catherine said, glancing at the boy on her shoulder. “He caught the King off guard with his power...which brings up a question I have for you. You’re a Quietus, and James’ father is Allayan. I don’t care to know the particulars of how that union came together, but I would like to ask how this affects James. He, in fact, has two eidolons. One that declares his Allayan side, and one for his Quietus. How is that possible?”

“Is it that hard to understand? His heritage is of both.”

“No, I mean...the way they act, it’s as if he has two distinct souls, which is impossible.”

“I don’t know enough about how your stone works to give you a proper answer. All I know is that he’s my son, and that makes him half-Quietus. Does that bother you, Princess? Knowing your warrior is not just from your Kingdom?”

“Would I be following you to the heart of your village if it did?” Catherine said, looking into her eyes steadily. The Quietus smiled.

“I like you,” Nadia replied, chuckling again. “If only your Sages were as amicable.”

“Are we almost there?” Catherine said, clearing her throat. Nadia continued to look toward her as they continued running.

“In fact we are,” she replied, refusing to avert her gaze. She suddenly fell through the rooftop as if a hole had opened up underneath her. Catherine skidded to a stop and looked around for her escort until she saw Nadia’s hand peeking out from a hole in the blanket of rooftops, waving her to the proper destination. Catherine jumped down into the hole and tried not to stumble into a rotting wood shelf that kept Nadia’s pots and plates upon it. 

Catherine grunted as she kept still, trying to take in the 40x40 foot space, cluttered with two twin beds, shelves filled with dishes and makeshift wooden ornaments, cracked jugs of clay, and a curtain that led to the one-way dirt road. Nadia pointed to a bed, signaling where James was to lay. Catherine obeyed and placed him gently on the dirty sheets, then watched as Nadia pulled a blanket from underneath the bed and placed it over him, tucking him in meticulously. Nadia stood up and motioned for Catherine to follow her outside to the road.

“James will be fine,” Nadia said, seeing the worry in the Princess’ face. “And we’ll be right outside. The path is the most spacious area we have for this kind of thing.”

“What thing?” Catherine asked as they stepped out onto the road. It had now stopped winding and had become a long stretch for nearly half a mile before it resumed its normal shape at the end, taking on another set of huts in the distance. 

“Interrogation,” Nadia said in a serious tone. “My men saw me running across the roofs so they’ll know I’ve arrived. Look, out there in the distance.”

Nadia pointed down the road and Catherine squinted to see the outline of three figures coming toward them. One was much shorter than the two of them, and...no...it wasn’t that he was short...he was actually bound to a chair, and the other two were carrying him forward. Was this the true enemy Nadia spoke of?
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