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Chapter 1 – Talented
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“Stop running away!” his mother shouted for the third time. Once again, he disobeyed. Before she could swing the dagger down onto his right shoulder, he dove to the left. Even after he had hit the dirt, he continued rolling frantically, kicking up the dried out soil. His mother sucked her teeth and decided to cease her attacks, which only made him more anxious. The cloud of dirt that had kicked up from his escape stung his eyes and coated his tongue as he tried to catch his breath. His new white cotton shirt was now a rusty copper color, and his hair was tussled, raining down pebbles and dust onto his nose. He sneezed, and his mother shook her head in disappointment, watching him carefully through her long, frizzled brown hair.

Still, it was a good day. 

He was fortunate that he had received a reprieve at all. Too often, his mother would charge and attack him relentlessly, as soon as his father was out of his line of sight. It was a horrible ritual that paralyzed him with uncertainty every single day. His father would kiss his mother lightly on the cheek, nod his way, and then begin his long trek to the village. Living on the outskirts was never fun, but that was the price one had to pay for privacy and a few acres of land. Still, the journey would have surely been made easier if it wasn’t for his fractured leg. A nasty fall from a village roof when he was in his youth. A Sage would have been able to heal it. Or a Quietus. Or a Langoran. A Prattlian. But he was none of those things, according to him. 

Everyone knew that he was just fooling himself. He had the power deep within. The entire world had the same, as long as they had touched one of the stones of power at some point. But once his father set his mind on something, he latched onto it like a parasite. Bastion wasn’t sure how to feel about that.

His mother was a monster though. Of that, he was sure. Perhaps not the creatures of his nightmares, but close enough. She certainly made the Terrs hanging out in the woods nearby seem tame. Per his father’s expectations, she played the sweet and adoring housewife when he was at home, cooking him meals with tender and care, massaging his feet, lavishing him with praise...but as soon as he had departed, she transformed, embodying every letter of the word: monster. 

She donned her Sage robe like a judge and executioner, summoning a beam of light from the sky to engulf her. She manifested it before his eyes so quickly that he fell onto his butt the first time. Where there was once a large, spotless white apron covering her long and frilly yellow dress, there was now a red robe, with streaks of blue ripping across it like lightning. Her hair would go from long to short, and the tips would become spring curls, like snakes wrapping around a tree branch. Her eyes lost their merriment, and for the next minute, all she would do was stare at him. Intimidating him. Goading him.

He had taken the bait once, because back then he was stupid and naive. He thought that the woman who laughed and sang throughout the day was actually her. He believed that although her appearance had changed—her personality had not, for a Sage was said to be pure of heart and mind. Now he questioned that doctrine every morning.

The first time she had struck him across the cheek, it felt like his head was going to roll off its post. He went sprawling into the dead patches of grass, clutching his face hard and trying to fight back the hiccups. It hadn’t hurt physically, but a wound to his heart had been made. He couldn’t control the tears. Instead of wiping them away, he let them flow, turning toward his mother, and showing her the damage that had been done. She met his gaze with a regular dagger, plunging it hard through his left shoulder.

He screamed in shock as his mind flooded with questions. What was going on? Wasn’t he her child? Didn’t she love him anymore?

“You are going to heal that wound before your father comes home,” she said, pulling out the dagger swiftly. “I know you can do it.”

“Why did you do that?!” Bastion cried out. 

“SHUT UP!” she roared in his face, the dagger in her right hand edging closer to his chin. “You’re lying. I saw you outside in the woods. You can manifest an eidolon.”

He didn’t know what to say. He thought it was his little secret. A glorious secret that he would reveal one day when the time was right. Maybe it would be defending a girl’s honor, or saving someone from a burning house. The best daydream was the one where the Kingdom of Allay was attacked, and all the Sages had left for an away mission. The villagers would be terrified and they would cry out for someone to save him. And then he would appear, standing before the intruders with an eidolon so powerful and massive, they would cower and run. Apparently, he had to beat his Mom first.

“I can,” he admitted. “But I didn’t want to tell you, and especially not Papa. He would hate me for it.”

“You’ve seen me transform,” she said as she stood up straight, the dagger no longer in striking distance. “I’ve sensed you watching.”

“I did see it once...but I didn’t think anything of it. You just transformed your clothes.”

“Does your father know about me? Did you say anything to him about it? Even if it was unintentional?”

“No,” Bastion replied truthfully. “I knew he would hate you, just like he would hate me.”

“It’s because he’s stubborn.”

“I guess,” Bastion’s eyes widened in alarm. He had tried to shrug his shoulders, but his left side had gone numb. Without hesitation, he began concentrating on closing the wound.

“If he wanted to, he could become a Sage. He could become anything he wanted.”

“I don’t know why he doesn’t want to,” Bastion replied. 

“It doesn’t matter,” she sighed. “You can do what he can’t. Therefore, you’re going to be the man of the house from now on. So get up, and release your eidolon.”

“No,” Bastion said, his eyes becoming wet again. “You’re my mother.”

She slapped him across the cheek, but this time, there was no retort, whether physically or mentally. He accepted it. She slapped him again, and though it stung his heart even more, he braced himself for a follow-up. He couldn’t reveal his eidolon. Not now. She wouldn’t understand. 

It was only by a miracle that his father had come home early that day. His leg had been bothering him and he had barely made it a mile before he headed back. His mother’s robe fell off of her as if it was made of the dirt beneath her feet. One moment it was there, and in the next, it was her yellow dress and apron all over again. Her signature smile spread across her face as she waved at Bastion to hurry up his healing process. 

His father came over, kissed his wife on the cheek, and then turned to face his son, sitting in the dirt. All that was left of the wound was a dried out blood stain—no bigger than the palm of his hand, and a rip in his shirt. 

“What happened there?” his father asked. 

“He was cutting,” his mother sighed, showing his father the dagger. His father’s eyes went wide with horror. He turned to his son with a crestfallen gaze. 

“Son, there’s a difference between those with eidolons and those without. The Sages...they can play around with swords, but that’s only because they are an extension of their souls. This dagger isn’t. You could seriously hurt yourself.”

“I’m sorry, Papa. It won’t happen again,” he had said. But it did happen again. From that day on, his mother would “train him,” so that he could protect the family if intruders ever arrived. It made sense to him at first, but after a while, he wasn’t so sure if those were her true intentions. It was something about the way she swung her rapier-like eidolon—the rage that coursed through her fingers when she gripped the hilt. It wasn’t until a few months later that he realized that she had no noble intentions in their sessions. She aimed to wound, to maim—to do everything but kill. And whenever he was wounded, which was often, she would scream at him to heal himself as fast as possible, swinging her eidolon over the top of his head like a pendulum. Like it was all a sick game. 

But through it all, he persevered. He took his beatings. He became better at dodging, and most of all, he kept his eidolon hidden. This just enraged her even more as the days rolled on, but he didn’t care. 

For her safety, it was for the best. 

But on this day—the good day—the day of reprieve....he would take no more. 

He sneezed again, and wiped his hands onto his shirt furiously, like a spider had been crawling amongst his black, fine strands. For the first time ever, his mother waited for him to compose himself, and for some reason, he saw it as a sign. He decided that he could speak to her now. He was a man now. He was eighteen years old.

“How long are you going to keep this game up?” she sighed, sheathing her eidolon back into the side of her hip. “Just tell me already. Why won’t you show me your eidolon?”

“I was wondering when you would ask me,” he groaned, rising to his feet. “The reason why I won’t show it. You could have asked me a long time ago.”

“I’m your mother.”

“No, you’re not,” he replied with steady eyes. For some reason, she bit her lip. His words had hurt her, and he had to admit—a pang shuddered throughout his heart. Deep down, he still cared about how she felt, regardless of what had been done to him.

“All I had to do was ask?” she said, puzzled.

“That’s it,” Bastion replied. “You were my mother, after all.”

“It’s not that simple—asking.”

“I know,” he said. “I understand.”

“How could you possibly understand?” she scoffed, more out of disbelief than mockery. 

“You’re all I’ve thought about every day for years. I had to figure out why you hated me so much...but then I realized the truth. You don’t hate me. You hate yourself, and your life, and I was just someone to take it out on. You have all that power, but you can’t even do a thing with it. Not without losing the husband and the life you’ve built up.”

Her jaw tensed, and she turned her head to look away from him.

“He hates Sages,” Bastion continued. “But that doesn’t mean he hates you. You should just tell him.”

“You don’t know that man like I do. He won’t understand. If anything, he’ll wonder why I lied to him all this time. No. The only thing I can do is still carry out my role in this household.”

“You may have been a housewife in the past, but ever since you released your eidolon, you’ve changed. You don’t want this life. Staying still won’t make things better.”

“Is this why you wouldn’t show me your eidolon?” she asked, turning back to face him. “Because of pity? Because knowing that there are two Sages in the family would just make it harder for me to live here? It’s all your sick way of making me want to leave?”

“No. That’s not it,” Bastion replied.

“Then why?”

“Because I don’t want to hurt you.” She shook her head and scowled at him in disgust. 

“You and your father...both of you think I’m still just the housewife. As if I’m weak.”

“That’s not what I meant,” he replied, but his mother went after him again. The conversation had turned sour. There was no use pursuing it any longer. After all, it was the Good Day. The day he would be freed, one way or another.

He didn’t even see her unsheathe her eidolon from her body, but it was in his face just the same. She jabbed at him as if she was fencing, aiming for his face. The thin blade barely missed his cheek, his eye, and then his scalp. There was no doubt that she aimed to hurt him bad this time. She had never aimed for his face with her eidolon before. 

Frustrated, she swiped at his neck, and he had to fall onto his back to dodge it. Right after his butt hit the dirt, he knew that it was time. He placed the palm of his right hand to his heart, and then he summoned it.

A flash of light cracked like a whip across the field, and his mother was blinded in an instant. Staggering backwards, he took hold of the hilt sticking out of his chest and pulled with all his might. The light subsided, and his mother’s anger dropped in an instant. All she could do was behold its wonder and power.

Bastion’s eidolon was unlike many of the others. It didn’t take on the representation of another blade. It was alive. The hilt was small, just barely sticking out over his closed fist. It appeared to be made of cherry oak, but the surface of the eidolon itself was like water. It was fluid, and rapidly changing shapes. In one instance, it was a miniature wave of water—suspended in mid-air, then a scythe, then a whip, and lastly, it became a long sword, stretching over four feet long in length. His mother didn’t know what to make of the spectacle.

“How is that your eidolon?” she asked, but he just stared at it like he was seeing it for the first time. 

“It just is,” he said.

“But it doesn’t make sense.”

“Sadly,” Bastion sighed. “This is the only thing I understand. What you do with your life...that’s what doesn’t make sense to me. Anyways, I don’t care what you do. We can all choose to suffer if we want to. Or we can do something about it. I’m tired of suffering. I don’t want to fight you anymore. I just want to live here with you and Papa, and be happy, and visit the village and get a job. Maybe buy a few things. Not much. I just don’t want to fight anymore.”

“You don’t have much of a choice,” she said. “If I attack you, you have to defend yourself.”

“Not anymore,” he said. “Go ahead. Attack me.”

She hesitated at first, staring at the long sword curiously. He knew what she hoped for—that he would cut her down and rid her of the misery that was her life. But he wouldn’t. It was her choice to be in it, and it would be her choice to get out. He wouldn’t do the dirty work for her. As long as he could start living his life, it didn’t matter what she did. 

She smirked when she noticed the saddened expression in his eyes, the quivering of his lips and the sweat on his brow. He had no intention of striking back. She lunged forward, aiming straight for the middle of his forehead, but Bastion shifted the sword in his hand, so that the surface of it was in the way. The tip of her eidolon jabbed into the surface of his.

And then the tip was gone. 

There was nothing she could do to stop what was to come. She was already in mid-lunge. All she could do was watch in horror as her rapier eidolon, piece by piece, shattered upon impact into his. As the flesh of her fist hit the surface, with nothing but the hilt still in her hand, she lost consciousness. Bastion made no move to catch her. He just stared at the sword in his hand, unmoving, expressionless, and resilient.

He had been afraid to unsheathe his eidolon before because his power would have been too great. If he had sparred with her, there was no telling what would have happened, and the last thing he wanted to do was hurt her. 

He sheathed his eidolon and reached down to pick her up. He didn’t want her in the dirt when she awoke. It wasn’t fun down there.



​
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Chapter 2 – The Order of Things
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James closed his eyes and yawned, and Catherine immediately punched him hard in the arm. Clearing his throat and sitting up straight, he flashed a cheesy smile at her. Her frown said that she wasn’t amused, but he knew better. She could never hide the shine in her eyes. Her eyes had their own silent language. They said that with a little more push, a little more tantalizing—she would crack under the pressure. Before the day was done, he would have her guffaw echoing up and down the halls. 

He turned away from her so that she could gather her thoughts. After every decision she was very introspective, questioning if the decision she had made was the best option. It visibly took its toll on her, so at the end of every day, James made it his mission to relieve some of the tension, no matter how much Queen Catherine fought it. 

He cast his gaze before them. Everything was so spacious and gorgeous. The Prattlians had done a fine job with designing the blueprints of the new castle, and the Langorans had chipped in with their massive size and strength to ensure that it was built as quickly as possible. Every Queen needed her castle, he supposed. 

Before, the castle had been a little dark and gloomy, with a labyrinth of narrow halls and excessive rooms. Most of those rooms were now gone. Many of the walls had been knocked down and the candles were extinguished.

Tower high windows and wide open spaces were placed in their stead, letting the sun become the sole light throughout the day. It illuminated everything, from the throne room to the dining hall—the two largest rooms in the entire building. The throne room was the first thing visitors saw as they came through the massive, wide open entrance. It was a wide and grand hall with pillars made of polished white stone, leading up to where the Queen and her husband sat, side by side in throne chairs far too big and wide for their bodies. It was there that the people came to Queen Catherine for the answers to their problems. Nervously, they would enter the throne room, but those fears were slowly put to rest with every step they took toward the Queen. The throne room was no longer a place of dark judgments and unseen, superior beings. It was now inviting, and warm.

Small gardens, flowerbeds and fountains had been placed throughout the castle, adding beauty to the already luxurious décor, and Catherine’s heartfelt smile was always in attendance. Silk purple and baby blue banners hung down from the tall ceilings, and bronze statues stood vigil in the corners—depictions of the great warriors that had passed away during the Stone Era. If the décor didn’t put the villagers at ease, the statues certainly did. It reminded them of the peace that still permeated the air, and not the crippling anxiety that had once ruled their lives. 

James studied the statues from a distance, as he did from his throne every day. 

Chloe. Kyran. Scarlet. Achan. 

They had now been out of his life for a month shy of five years. And there was not a single day that passed in which he did not think of them. They had shaped him into more than he had ever hoped to become, and he believed that each of them had found peace. 

“You can bring in the next one,” Catherine said authoritatively, opening her eyes. Talia, a short Sage with mouse-like features, nodded from the bottom of the four foot high throne platform. The wooden platform, painted in baby blue, was placed in the back of the throne room, with a set of tiny stairs built into the middle of it, so that the Queen and her husband could step off easily. 

Talia motioned for the guards standing by the entrance of the castle to proceed. 

“You look tired,” James said, with a sly grin on his face. Catherine pointed at him without looking his way. 

“Don’t you start.”

“Start what? I didn’t do anything yet.”

“Just leave me alone,” she giggled, tucking her lips in. She was trying not to laugh. He figured that was why she kept facing forward.

“Why won’t you look at me?” he asked, leaning toward her in his chair.

“You know why. Last time I looked at you, I was in the middle of giving a serious answer to that poor woman. She thought I was laughing at her!”

“Well, it was funny. It’s not every day you hear that someone’s house was just a manifestation. Imagine, paying all that rent in goods and then poof! Your house up and disappears because the Sage decided to end the joke. I don’t even know how someone was able to do it. They must have had accomplices. You know, change shifts when the tenant was asleep. Are we still looking for the landlord?”

“Don’t try to change the topic,” Catherine chuckled. “It was a joke that lasted a whole two months. That’s ridiculous.”

“But I notice you didn’t say it wasn’t funny.”

“It was probably you,” she said, finally facing him. It was all he needed. Eye contact.

“It was me,” he said, giving her a mischievous smile. Catherine shook her head and snickered but he wasn’t finished with her yet. If he didn’t keep it going, she would remember her duties again. “I swindled that poor old lady out of her money. I figured that I could take it and buy a house in the countryside. A perfect place to take a Queen hostage.”

“You would kidnap me?” Catherine said in false shock, placing a hand to her chest. 

“The plan is already in motion. Now you can come with me quietly and you won’t be hurt, but if you try anything, if you try to warn anyone...I can’t promise that I’ll be good.”

“Oh, so you’re a bad boy now?” Catherine said with a gleam in her eye. “Is that it?”

“The absolute worst,” he winked. 

“You do know that the stones of power have been destroyed, right? There’s nothing to gain from kidnapping me. I hope you don’t expect a ransom from the people. They would rather come at you with their eidolons than negotiate with an enemy. It appears you’ve come a few years too late, good sir.”

“I don’t care about the Sages. Everyone’s a Sage nowadays. I can handle them.”

“But can you handle me?” she said, leaning forward in her chair. Her lips were dangerously close to his, but he refused to look at them. He waited for his moment to strike. 

“What’s so dangerous about you?” he said, leaning in even closer.

“I bite,” she said, a smirk escaping from her steel resolve. “You mess with me, and you’ll get hurt.”

“You wouldn’t like the taste,” James said, parting his lips. “Besides, what is a woman like yourself doing biting people? That’s not what your mouth or lips are for. You’re doing it all wrong.”

“And you would know how to do it right?”

“I’ll have you know that I have it down to an art.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“I could show you.”

“You have one chance to convince me. If you can do that, I’m yours.”

James struck just as a cough interrupted the moment. He ended up catching the turning cheek of Catherine’s face instead. 

“I apologize,” Catherine said to the visitor, as James sulked back into his plush seat. The man standing before them was husky and middle-aged, with a wool poncho hanging over his shoulders. He rubbed his throat as his gaze went back and forth between James and Catherine.

“I apologize if I am intruding,” he said in a raspy voice. “The guards told me to enter.”

“No, I’m at fault,” Catherine replied. “My husband and I don’t get much time alone, so we take advantage of it whenever we can.”

“I see,” he said, rubbing his hands together and glancing over to the left to avoid eye contact.

“What is your query?”

“It’s the Prattlians,” he sighed nervously. “I understand that they have free reign in our Kingdom, as the Langorans do, but surely they would be more comfortable debating in their own streets and not ours.”

“Are you saying that their speech is offensive?”

“No, it’s just that they debate far too much in public. I’ve recently opened an experimental shop in which I sell meals composed of Terr. People are already wary of the product. I don’t need a host of Prattlians screaming at each other in front of my building. They’re scaring everyone away.”

“Or maybe it’s the Terr,” James muttered under his breath. Catherine did her best not to snicker. Who would want to eat a creature with the body of a lion, the neck of a snake and the face of a bear? 

“I will have my men look into it,” Catherine said, as serious as she could.

“That’s it? You’ll look into it?” the husky man raised his eyebrows.

“The Queen has spoken,” James retorted. “You don’t get to question—“

“—it’s okay, James,” Catherine said. “He can speak freely. What do you suppose I do, sir?”

“Kick them out,” he said flatly. 

“You do understand why I won’t do that, don’t you?”

“But it’s our kingdom.”

“Exactly,” she said, standing to her feet, and beginning to address more than just the man before her. “It is our kingdom. This is not just Allay, Langour or Prattle. It is all three. This particular area is just called Allay to avoid confusion. When we go next door to the rebuilt kingdom of Prattle, it is not just Prattle. It is all of ours. We do not create barriers between us. That was the Stone Era, that was how war was born, and that was how the ether came to be. So now you ask me to get rid of the Prattlians. I will not. I may build a designated debating area to encourage them to move there. I may ask them politely to take their talking elsewhere, but I will not force them.”

“When the people of Allay elected you,” he scoffed. “We thought you would keep us safe from the other Kingdoms, not excuse them.”

“I have said my peace. Guards, please excuse this man from the castle.”

“I’ll excuse myself,” he snapped, turning around and heading out. James rose from his seat to give chase, but Catherine patted his chest, holding him back. 

“He shouldn’t speak to you like that. And imagine if he starts talking bad about you to the people.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Catherine said, staring off into space. “Even if the people decide they want someone else to rule, I can’t say that I didn’t have a comfortable reign of five years. I knew these days would begin to come regardless. They are used to me. Someone new would be more exciting.”

“But you’re the best one for the job,” James retorted.

“If the people are discontent, I certainly can’t make that claim.”

“Queen Catherine,” Talia said, approaching the throne. “There are a couple more that want you to hear them out. If you are willing.”

“Send them in,” Catherine replied wearily. “But just these two.”

James didn’t bother trying to cheer her up this time. All he could think about was the husky man. From what it sounded like, he would be happier in the Stone Era, where there were nothing but Allayans on the streets. But then where would he be? No one would even think about going to his shop because they would be too afraid of the entrees. The Kingdom had been on constant alert, everyone was an enemy, and Allayans were on the Terrs’ plate, not the other way around. How had they forgotten the good times so quickly?

“Your Highness,” Seeker bowed, his long priestly robe, bathed in purple, flowed behind him like a bride’s train. “I seek your counsel.” He lifted his head, covered in long white hair, and smiled with his vibrant blue eyes.

“You seek it every day,” Catherine laughed. “What brings you here this afternoon?”

“As you may have heard, I have recently been appointed next in line for Order Master.”

“Congratulations.”

“It’s a heavy burden, but the reward is far more than I could have ever dreamed. The people that I could assist and lead to the way of righteousness—it gives me goose bumps.”

“So is that why you’re here? To discuss whether you should accept the position?”

“No, I’m sorry,” he said, bowing again. “My presence in your court is because I currently have a quarrel with the Langoran Order. Ever since the creation of the Orders three years ago, they have been trying to alter our creed, and our current Order Master, bless his soul, has been very cordial in accommodating the ‘brutes,’ his words, not mine. I am here to say that if I take the position of Order Master, I will not be as kind. However, I also do not want to upset our reverent Queen. I seek your wisdom. Personally, I believe wholeheartedly that each Order should maintain and uphold their beliefs and the culture of their respective people, but they should not seek to change the ideals of others. The Langoran Order should stay in Languor. Am I wrong?”

James burst out laughing, and Seeker’s alarmed eyes fixed upon him.

“What is so funny, Master Sage, if I may ask?”

“Just that we hear this kind of complaint every day. The Orders—always at each other’s throats. Did you already talk to Master Torill about your intentions?”

“I am here to speak with the Queen, good sir.”

“This is the one point in which I get to have my say,” James said, leaning forward in his throne chair. Catherine nodded in approval. “The Queen has asked Arimus and I to keep a taut leash on the Orders, so that there is still peace among us. A little conflict and opposition is healthy, especially so we don’t end up thinking too highly of ourselves, but it’s supposed to stay at exactly that: a little conflict. The individual Orders were created to promote alternative thought, not pigeonhole the people into one way of thinking.”

“You assume much, Master Sage,” he smiled. “The Allayan Order—“

“—is just like the other two Orders. The only underlying theme is that each of you think that you have the solution to how we should handle the United Kingdoms. The world is far more complicated than you can claim to know. I’m sure you’ve read of Thorn?”

“Who hasn’t?” Seeker muttered.

“That man—that Allayan—nearly destroyed us all, and tried to take our souls in the process. The former King of Allay nearly brought everyone to ruin for his own selfish goals. Now, did anyone question his motives in the beginning? No. Everyone believed that because he was the King, he knew what was best, and we were wrong. The people of Allay placed their faith in the wrong person, and many lives were lost as a result. So you can talk all you like, but what I’m saying is, in order to convince the people that your Order speaks the truth, not a truth, but the truth? You are going to have to fight for their trust as well as ours. We were fooled once. Not again.”

“If the Langorans are to stay in Allay, then I will say this. I will not be merciful when it comes to what I have to say. My denouncement of their Order will be harsh and sharp. I am sure they will respond in kind. Is that a more desirable solution than a separation?”

“As long as you remember who holds the end of the leash,” James said. Seeker smiled and nodded at him, then at Catherine. He left of his own accord.

“Perhaps we should speak with the Order Master,” James grumbled, but Catherine shook her head. 

“We promised not to thrust ourselves unnecessarily into their affairs. If Seeker is to be the next in line, then it is not just what their Order wanted, it is the people’s choice as well.”

“It’s starting to sound like it’s all getting out of hand. The unrest. Meanwhile, we’re here in the castle, just waiting for all of it to boil over.”

“Not exactly,” she said, turning to James. “The Sage Academy opens in three days. Once it is well underway, it will help exponentially.”

“How? I thought we were just organizing all the Sages that have been born. You know, giving them a place to practice and stuff.”

“It’s more than that,” she replied, and James raised an eyebrow. “I was uncertain about re-opening it for a while...so many were already learning to release eidolons on their own, without the direction of the Order or myself...but there’s too many of us. Yes, organization was a part of it, but I think that it will also remind us of what we should be striving toward.”

“And what’s that?”

“Just enjoying our lives together. I don’t get it. Why does everything have to be so complicated? Why do we need Orders and governments and rulers when the people were able to sustain themselves at one time? Don’t you remember what happened when we left Allay to get the stones of power? The people flourished! They survived without their leaders. All they needed was a little push to strive for greater. They did more in a few days than we’ve accomplished in whole decades. I want that again. No bickering, no discontent. Just being happy and enjoying each other’s company again.”

“Unfortunately, it’s not that simple,” James said, shaking his head.

“But why isn’t it? We can choose to make it simple.”

“I don’t know.”

“The final matter of the day,” Talia shouted, approaching the platform from the middle of the throne room. Behind her was a group of Langorans and Allayans, six in number. Catherine nodded for them to step forward. Talia allowed the young group to step in front of her. They whispered among themselves for a moment, before one of the Langorans decided to step out in front. He approached the thrones.

“Queen Catherine...Master James...I, um...I—“

“Just speak freely,” she said, curious as to what he had to say.

“My friends and I were scouting the lands, you know, just looking for some fun. Something interesting. We kind of got lost, and we ended up in a land covered in snow. But um...well, there used to be seven of us. Jillian, she...she...” He covered his trembling mouth and bowed his head. After a moment, he realized that he couldn’t speak any longer. He turned and went to the back of their group, hiding behind his friends.

“Jillian was killed,” one of the Allayan girls spoke up, her voice cracking under the declaration. “It was a Quietus.”



​
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Chapter 3 – Say That One More Time
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“What?” James sat up to attention. “A Quietus? Are you sure?”

“Yeah, I mean...I’m pretty sure. I’ve never seen one in real life, but I remember the descriptions from the stories. I don’t know what else it could be. It was hideous.”

James glanced over at Catherine. She had the same grimace he had.

“You do know,” Catherine said slowly, “that most of the Quietus people were murdered by Thorn and his manifestations. The stones of power did give all of us Quietus, Langoran, Prattlian and Allayan abilities. Perhaps you just saw someone that moved like a Quietus. Someone who had tapped into the power we all have. Not a Quietus as we knew them to be—those that were genetically altered.”

“The thing had black, tar-like skin,” the girl said adamantly. “It moved...like it was made of dark water.” James took a deep breath. What were the odds that Thorn hadn’t been thorough when he laid waste to the Quietus Kingdom? And where would they have hid themselves all this time? He and Arimus had both gone out searching for the Quietus people, and his mother in particular. They had always come up empty.

Since his mother had already been genetically altered by Thorn when she gave birth to him, he had some of the native Quietus’ abilities—abilities that no one else had. The genetics of his altered mother flowed through him, and as a result, he could transform his body so that he appeared as one of them, and his power increased exponentially. He of all people should have been able to find any survivors, and yet, these youth had stumbled upon one so casually—as if the Quietus had simply been going for a stroll.

“Tell me more,” James said, leaning back in his chair. “What happened exactly? Did it say anything?”

“We didn’t see it at first. We only heard it. It muttered something about the Langorans and Allayans being together, and then it attacked Jillian. Before we could unsheathe our eidolons, it had ripped her apart with the scythes on its forearms. Lani here was able to stab it once, and it just ran off. We decided not to chase after it. We knew that we had to come back here, to report what we found. It was so scary.”

“So strange,” Catherine muttered, putting her hand to her chin.

“If it really was a Quietus,” James thought carefully, “then it might not know what happened with Thorn, or the Alliance of the Kingdoms. Still, I don’t even know how it’s possible there’s one alive, and still hiding in the dark after all of these years.”

“Maybe it was badly wounded,” Catherine offered. “And it took that long to recover?”

“That’s impossible,” James shook his head. “Five years?”

“A new type of Quietus?”

“If so, that means someone has discovered a way to copy some of Thorn’s experiments, which is highly unlikely. We torched everything. Arimus and I saw to it ourselves. No one else was with us that day, and we would have noticed.”

“You didn’t save any of the information?”

“Nothing.” James turned back to the group, eagerly awaiting answers. “I don’t know what to say. I will check it out personally though. That’s a promise.”

“Until then,” Catherine said, turning to Talia, “make sure you provide them with warmth, food, and care. Also, when they’re ready, take down a detailed account of what transpired. I would like to think more on this.”

Talia bowed and ushered the group to the door below on the right of the platform, where the quarters and guest rooms were held. Catherine and James waited until they were gone before they rose from their thrones. James stretched and yawned again, receiving another punch to his arm.

“Stop it, you’re making me tired,” Catherine yawned through a laugh.

“You should get some sleep then.”

“And you’re not?”

“I have a job to do,” he said solemnly. “Unfortunately, I can’t take you with me.”

“Yeah, right,” she smiled warmly at him. “Like you would if I had no responsibilities. I can imagine it now. You would be whining all night about how dangerous it was, and how lost you would be if something ever happened to me.”

“It’s more than danger. Sometimes the missions you send me on...I tell you, they keep me up at night. Like the one where I had to investigate the Langoran sewage system because they thought some stray Reds were hanging around.”

“Well, we both suffered from that one. The smell—it haunts me.”

“Which is why,” he said, wrapping his arms around her waist, “I must steal my kisses before I go. You know, take advantage of you before I go on my missions.”

“You can stop your lies right now,” she laughed. “You know full well that I let you take advantage of me. You may be the strongest warrior in the known world, but not when it comes to our private quarters.”

“I’ll accept that challenge,” he said, with a grin.

“Well then, Sage,” Catherine whispered. “Let me see what you can do.”

***
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BASTION LOVED THE ROOFTOPS of the village. They were easily accessible since all of the houses and shops were small, and the roofs themselves were flat and smooth. Everything was polished and refined—new measures taken from the result of a fire that the Prattlian, Alexander, had caused at the end of the Stone Era. 

Bastion turned the page of his shiny, dictionary sized book: The History of the Stone Era. It was a beautiful and very informative tome that was given to every prospective student of the Sage Academy. The moment it was delivered on his doorstep by a courier, he had hid it under his bed, and he only read it when he was sure that both his mother and father were asleep. He assumed that his mother had received a copy as well, but who knew where that was. She might have burned it, leaving no evidence for his father to find. With that thought in mind, he wondered if she would attend the Sage Academy after their last conversation. Would she consider making a change, and pursue what she really wanted? It was hard to say.

Bastion took a deep breath of the night air, taking in the aromas of dinners being assembled and desserts being baked all across Allay. The insects were already warming up their instruments, and there was a soothing stillness in the air that eased his mind. The Sage Academy would open in only a few short days, so he saw no reason to hang around home. He would much rather read his book under the light of his eidolon, while listening to the sounds of the Kingdom he would one day protect. 

He had left a note for his father before he left, scrawled out in the best penmanship he could manage, but he was sure his mother destroyed it once he left. He had told the truth. He had said that he was a Sage now, since he had released his eidolon, and most important of all, he hoped that he wouldn’t be shunned because of it. He promised to go home and visit on breaks, if they would have him. That was unlikely to happen, but he had done his duty nevertheless. He felt at peace, and it was a strange sensation. One that he was more than happy to learn more about.
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