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“You did it all wrong,” Tillian said, bursting into the bedchamber. The rotting wood splintered and groaned against the hinges. He took a breath as he needed answers, no matter what. Startled, Veer sat up in his bed and flailed wildly, having come out of a nightmare that he had been reliving far too often as of late. He cursed under his breath once his eyes fell upon the sheets, soaked once again with his sweat. He wasn’t sure, but he thought he also smelled a hint of urine. 

“I said,” Tillian spoke louder to garner Veer’s attention. “You did it all wrong.”

“Wha—what? What are you babbling about?” Veer grunted, throwing the sheets off of him violently. He wiped the palm of his hand down his perspiring face and brushed his fingers through his slick black hair. He was a young man, and pleasant to the eyes, but he still refused to have anyone follow him home into his bed. If there were to be any late night rendezvous, it was always in an alley or some obscure inn, hidden under the black of night. No one could know what he truly thought about when he was surrounded by his thoughts. Not a soul.

Besides Tillian, that is.

“What time is it?” Veer whined, standing up and searching for his robe. Tillian averted his eyes to the ceiling, though he had wanted to keep his disapproving glare upon his friend. As Veer rummaged around his drawers, Tillian sighed and continued.

“The stones were too powerful.”

“Well, of course they’re powerful. They’re not ordinary artifacts.”

“We’ll have to alter the next batch so that the effects aren’t as strong. You made a mistake in your calculations.”

“That’s impossible,” Veer snorted and Tillian closed his eyes.

“No, it’s impossible that you did it right this time. I don’t even know why we bother anymore. This isn’t going to work.”

“You know why,” Veer muttered, slamming the last drawer shut. “Saying he doesn’t know why. How silly...ah ha!” Veer bent down and grabbed the silk robe from under the bed and threw it over him. “You can look now.”

Tillian stared into his friend’s eyes, and Veer’s face sunk in concern. He even forgot about the cold stone beneath his bare and clammy feet.

“Till,” he said, his brow furrowing. “You’re worried.”

“I am, Veer. More worried than I’ve ever been in my entire life.”

“But why? What have we to be afraid of?”

“You made the stones too powerful.”

“Perhaps they did it on their own,” Veer replied, unsure of his own words. “They are alive, after all.”

“This boy—Thorn. He’s rash. Egotistical.”

“Oh,” Veer said. “Is that who found a stone? A boy named Thorn?”

“Not a stone, my friend. He found all of them. Didn’t you spread them out?”

“I had a prior engagement,” Veer winced. “I had to be quick about it.”

“Well, I hope this mistake of yours doesn’t cost us. There’s no telling what this boy will do with them all. That’s not how they’re supposed to be used.”

“Ah, don’t worry about it,” Veer replied, walking toward his friend with a smile plastered across his face. “We’ll remedy the situation once this set of stones is destroyed. We’ll make sure the next batch isn’t as strong, and all will be right with the world.”

“What makes you so sure this set will be destroyed?”

“Because it’s in their nature,” Veer replied, putting a consoling hand on his friend’s shoulder. “That’s what we’ve counted on all this time, and they haven’t failed us yet.”

“I hope you’re right.”
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“Two months,” James whispered to himself, or at least he thought he did. Bastion swiveled his head to the right and faced his mentor, studying his face meticulously. James looked at his student out of the corner of his eye and gave him a curt smile.

“Sorry,” James replied. “Didn’t realize I said that out loud.”

“You’ve been doing that a lot lately,” Bastion said, his eyes fixed hard upon James, studying him for signs of mentally cracking. James let out a short chuckle under his breath.

“Eh, it’s only been a couple times. Nothing serious. Everyone talks to themselves every now and then.”

“I suppose you’re right,” Bastion said, stretching his neck out and unintentionally pulling at the hood of his black robe. They were both laying down on a couple of large tree branches, so high up in the air that they were only a few feet below the canopy of the forest. Streams of blue and silver moonlight navigated through the treetops like a sieve, spreading apart and providing a great hiding place for James and Bastion between the beams. In the midst of darkness, people often focused only on the light.

Bastion lifted the back of one of his legs, and then he let it fall down slowly, so that he wouldn’t make any noise beyond what was necessary. They had already been laying there for hours, and from the looks of it, it would be hours more. It was hard to see the target’s movements from so high up, and they didn’t want to release their eidolons to see for the light would be too bright, even if it was only partly unsheathed. All they could go by was what they saw through the branches below, and the minimal sounds that were carried up to them—as if they were attached to a pulley system. 

Bastion suggested that they should have unleashed their eidolon for a second, to confirm the target’s location. Just a second. And then they would go in and do what they had to do, but James was adamant about them staying quiet and hidden. He said that there was a chance that the Quietus could be integrated into Allay in the future. Therefore, it was best to keep relations with them as cordial as possible. Considering who the target was, Bastion didn’t see how that was possible, but he was willing to try James’ method of approach.

“What’s two months?” Bastion asked, and James gave him a weary look. The branch James had chosen to rest upon was smaller than Bastion’s so he had been quite uncomfortable, but he also had no desire to switch or find another scouting spot. He didn’t want to risk the Quietus noticing the movement from below.

“It’s been two months since we left Allay,” James whispered. “Or...Catherine and the others left Allay. I was just thinking about how much has changed, and so quickly.”

“It’s changed less than I thought,” Bastion said, and James glared at him angrily.

“How can you say that? Everything’s changed.”

“Depends on how you look at it, I guess.”

“We shouldn’t be talking. They might hear us.” James put a finger to his lips, and Bastion sighed and waited some more. He thought about that day, when James, Daisy and Kent had returned to Allay, giving him hope and companionship again. He could never repay them for making such a sacrifice, and especially knowing that it was because of him that they had come back—to save his soul from Lakrymos’ corruption, and to guide him into becoming the powerful Sage that everyone knew he would one day be. 

Strangely enough, as the weeks went by, he was unsure if their “help” was even warranted. Looking back, he realized that maybe he had just been angry or scared. After all, why did he have to stay behind in Allay when everyone else was free to go? Why was he boxed in and caged? What he didn’t know at the time was that under Lakrymos’ tutelage, it was actually quite the opposite. 

He was free.

Lakrymos gave him permission to do whatever he wanted, and no harm would ever come to him. As long as he didn’t commit mutiny against the King, or leave Allay without the King’s blessing. If he adhered to those two rules, he could do whatever he pleased, and he didn’t know what to do with himself after hearing that. Like before, he thought it best to wait things out, and see what happened until he formulated a goal. Observe. Take notes. And then act.

It was strange having a new King and not seeing Catherine on the throne, but not much had changed. He didn’t know if it was because Lakrymos was waiting for something, or that was how he intended to rule all along, but Allay never felt more at ease. The village went about its business. The Orders went about their arguments, and the people themselves felt a sense of peace, knowing that the Sage of Legend was watching over them. No one dared to cross him, and not just because of fear. In a sense, Allay had finally been restored to its former glory. And was that such a bad thing?

“This is wrong,” James whispered, stretching forward to look below. “We shouldn’t be doing this.”

“Do you want me to do it?”

“No,” James practically growled. “I will do it. I’m required to bring you along, but that’s it.”

“The King would prefer if I carried out the mission.”

“Lakrymos doesn’t always get what he wants, and besides, you want to do this?”

“No,” Bastion said, averting his eyes. “That’s not what I meant. It’s just...”

“Listen, Bastion. Just because Lakrymos says we have to carry out an order, it doesn’t mean we actually have to.”

“But he’s the King. How is this any different than if Catherine gave the order?”

“She would never do this.”

“But she did have the Quietus jailed. That was pretty extreme. You could argue that our relationship with them was ruined from that moment on. I’m surprised that the King even allowed them to have space in the forest at all after that.”

“Can you not refer to him as the King?” James said. “He tricked the people into giving him his position. That doesn’t make him worthy of the crown.”

Well, that’s not entirely true, is it? Bastion thought. Catherine was the one who left the fate of Allay in the people’s hands. She had resigned, and Lakrymos had been crowned King before he strolled through Allay’s borders. 

“Sorry, it’s habit,” Bastion said. “That’s how I have to address him when we’re talking to one another.”

“Anything new to report?”

“Not really. Just that he hopes this mission will go smoothly.”

“He doesn’t care for the Quietus,” James said, glancing back down to the ground. “He’s simply observing them. You know what I overheard him saying to Orchid? He said that he wanted to watch the Quietus because he had much to learn about those with an uncivilized and animalistic nature. He said it will get his mind all set for when he has to deal with the Yama.”

“Then why assassinate Hakin?” Bastion asked. He had never met Hakin, but everyone that did spoke highly of the leader of the Quietus. Hakin was ready to die for his people, and they were undoubtedly his first priority, but that didn’t mean he lacked manners, or that he wasn’t willing to work with others. The village was still afraid of the very thought of Quietus, so they didn’t talk about it much, but they saw Hakin every other day within the Kingdom walls in his human form, buying from the merchants, and making small talk with the citizens. What threat was he to Lakrymos when all he wanted was for his people to survive?

“If Hakin’s dead, Lakrymos will have the Quietus people to himself,” James replied. “They are already grateful to Lakrymos for freeing them from the tyrant Queen Catherine and giving them their place in the forest. If they lost Hakin, they would be desperately searching for someone else to guide them. Lakrymos would step right in.”

“And if they see us killing Hakin? What then?”

“If you do it, he’ll write you off as being young and brash, and you did it of your own free will. If I kill Hakin, then they would already have expected it, since I was tied to Catherine. He has his bases covered.”

“And if we leave this mission alone altogether?” James looked at Bastion in shock.

“And do what, exactly? You know that if we don’t kill Hakin, we can’t go back to Lakrymos. Or at least I can’t. He’ll still keep you around.”

“I want the kill,” Bastion said finally, and James eyes narrowed in the darkness. He could tell that his mentor was studying him, but it didn’t matter. The decision had already been made in his mind. Ever since he spent time in Quietus as a child, he had been afraid of his own power, and especially of taking a life. James wanted to keep him pure and innocent, but Lakrymos wanted him to embrace what he said Bastion was deep inside—a killer. 

Bastion knew that if he was going to protect the ones he loved, he would have to be someday. Whether it was with Hakin now or the Yama later, he would have to fight to the death at some point, or else run away and be alone—and that, was something that he could not do. He would lose his mind if he was forced into complete solitude.

When James had come back to Allay, declaring that he was going to fight Lakrymos for Bastion’s soul and future, it had been a moment of honor and awe. Bastion realized that he had never respected James more than in that moment. How could this Sage, knowing what Lakrymos was capable of, come back against all odds to preserve the future of Allay? 

But it didn’t take long for reality to set in. 

The first time they had gone on an assassination mission together, to kill one of the Sage Academy students because they were holding back the class as a whole—James was a wreck. Bastion saw Lakrymos’ reasoning—the students in the young man’s class were spending too much time coddling him, and showing him how to re-release his eidolon. It was easy to see that there was little hope for the boy to succeed. He had even been given a letter from an anonymous source, asking the boy to leave before he hurt himself. It was okay if he couldn’t cut it as a soldier. It wasn’t for everyone.

Maybe it wasn’t for James either. After the young boy refused to leave the Academy, Bastion had said he would go through with it. He didn’t want to, but he knew that only more suffering would follow if the wrath of Lakrymos was allowed to kindle. There was already so much harmony in Allay, and Bastion knew that Lakrymos could take that away in an instant. So why not give the villagers a little joy and peace for just a little while longer?

He was willing to accept that burden, but James had stepped in, taking the boy’s life before he could even move a muscle. It was brutal. Messy. Amateur. It was supposed to look like an accident, but there was no way the scene wouldn’t raise some kind of suspicion. James hadn’t thought the stroke through. He had just cut the boy.

Bastion had looked to his mentor afterwards, wondering what it would do to him. It had been the first time James had taken a life in cold blood. Without reason. Without justification. But James didn’t react. He actually smiled at Bastion, saying that the job was done, and they should report back to Lakrymos right away. At the moment, he must have forgotten how powerful Bastion was. 

Because Bastion could see right through him. 

It was like years had been taken off his life on the inside. Bastion couldn’t figure out how, but it was as if his breaths had become shorter, and they never reached full volume since. His blood pressure had dropped. His skin wasn’t as bright. His voice was weaker, and his eyes had lost some of their shine. 

He was sure that James had prepped himself for the kill, like he was trying to do now. He probably told himself that nothing would change within him, as long as he willed everything to stay the same. That he was taking a life, yes, but it was for the end game. Taking one innocent soul to save countless others. To live one more day. To survive until tomorrow. To be granted one more precious hour. An hour needed to figure out the enemy—the Legendary Sage that had taken the crown. He had no reason to kill the boy, but he was sure going to find one. 

But it was all talk. In reality, it damaged him more than any wound he had ever received.

James lost a piece of himself that day, and he didn’t have the time to go looking for it.

The difference between James and Bastion though, was that Bastion was the opposite. While James had been a completed puzzle—torn apart piece by piece, Bastion was already broken. He was still being put together, and it was interesting to wonder what the final picture of the puzzle would look like when it was done.

Perhaps that was why Lakrymos was content with sitting back and allowing James to mentor Bastion for now. He knew the Sage wasn’t as seasoned as he thought, and it was only a matter of time before Bastion came to Lakrymos all on his own, begging for someone to properly show him the way. Bastion didn’t want to see that day come, and certainly not so soon. But it was approaching...

“I want the kill,” Bastion said again, and James sighed heavily.

“No,” he said again, but Bastion reached out, and grabbed his mentor’s forearm.

“You can’t take another,” he said. “This would only be your third, and from the looks of it, it could be your last. Let me share the burden.”

“Only my third? How can you say that so casually?” James’ voice was rising.

“Because whether it’s today or the next, I’m going to have to kill!”

“You don’t—”

“It’s inevitable,” Bastion said sharply. “I’ve been scared up to this point because I don’t want to lose myself. I don’t want to...like it. But I’m not going to know if I can handle it until I carry it out. If I do it now, at least you’ll have time to assess me and see what you can do to steer me back on track, but that’s not going to happen if you’re just as screwed up as I am!”

“Keep it down,” James ordered, but from the strain in his voice, Bastion could tell that he was mulling over his options. James sighed again and turned back to him. “You’ve been around Lakrymos for too long. There’s always another way. You don’t have to kill.”

“Then why did you?” Bastion said, the words escaping his lips. He didn’t want to talk about it now, but it was the moment he had been waiting for. He had to know. If James believed in his way so much, why had he succumbed to Lakrymos’ will so easily? 

“A couple reasons,” he muttered, refusing to look Bastion in the eye. “I had to do it before you stepped in. I know how fast you can be...and I needed to show Lakrymos that I meant business, and I’m worth keeping around. It would be stupid to think he was going to let me stay in Allay without proving myself. But more importantly, I’m giving you and Catherine more time.”

“More time?”

“It’s keeping you from siding completely with Lakrymos while she concocts a plan. It makes no sense to take back the Kingdom if you’re already lost to us and somehow you become just like him.”

“You have to trust me,” Bastion stressed. “I’m not like the King.”

“I know, but I’m doing everything in my power to make sure you don’t start leaning that way.”

“You can’t keep covering for me,” Bastion said with concern. “Wearing you down...that’s what the King wants to see too. You’re the only Sage from the old era still at the Academy, but you’re so down on yourself that you’ve been skipping classes and letting other students, with no experience, teach the classes when you’re absent. Also, Orchid’s been coming by lately. She’ll definitely take over if you let her.”

“I’ve got this covered,” he said, clearing his throat. “It’s just...I’ve never had to do so much without help before.”

“You have me,” Bastion said. “You have me.” Bastion began sliding off the branch, but James reacted quickly, leaping off of the tree before his student could get down to the forest floor. Bastion had tried reaching for him, but it was no use. Once again, James had reacted on instinct, and in this case, he was too late to follow. He didn’t want his mentor to get caught by leaping in after him.

Bastion squirmed backwards on the branch until the soles of his feet hit the tree trunk. Moving slowly, he climbed down until he could see the forest floor clearly. He quickly crawled out onto another branch and remained completely still as he examined the area. 

James was hiding behind a bush, only a few feet away from the tree they had both been in. He was crouching low, and his eyes were closed. Bastion figured he was trying to sense when the time was right to move forward. Bastion gazed ahead and saw small tents, and shacks of branches and leaves the Quietus had made. Lakrymos had been unable to give them much supplies since the merchants had not been willing. The King wasn’t ready to step on the toes of his people just yet. 

Still, the Quietus had been grateful to be out of prison, and they accepted the little charity they did receive. Besides, the land was immaculate in their eyes. As long as they had the light of fire, a shelter from the rain, and Terr to hunt for food, they would be fine. It was much better than the biting cold of Prattle, in which they once hid. In time, they could probably gain the merchants’ trust and barter for supplies. They could begin to make adequate shelters with the materials acquired, and then it would be like home again, swinging through the trees and—

Bastion’s eyes went wide as he heard a rustle from the tree branch next to him. He slowly turned his head to the right, and a pair of almond shaped red eyes glared back at him. His heart began racing as he called his eidolon forth, but the Quietus next to him was quicker.

The Quietus swiped at him with the scythe on his forearm and he rolled to the left, narrowly dodging it. Bastion fell out of the tree, and onto the ground below. 
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He landed on his feet, but a Quietus immediately tackled him from behind, taking him off of them. His chin slammed into the dirt and leaves, and he tried not to dwell on the pain that shot up the side of his jaw. He still wasn’t used to the sensation for it rarely appeared, but when it did, bad things usually happened, and that was the last thing he wanted for the Quietus people. 

At least right now.

The Quietus scurried out of their tents, chirping and hollering into the night air as James leapt from the bushes and over to Bastion’s side, throwing the Quietus that had attacked him out of the way.

“Stop!” James shouted, and the Quietus people began to stand back and calm down, recognizing the Sage before them. It was the husband of the Queen. The Queen who had thrown them into prison.

“If you wanted some Quietus cuisine, you only had to ask,” Hakin replied, stepping out of his tent while carrying a slab of meat in his hands. It was raw and bloodied, as if he had just gotten done taking it from a Terr’s backside. “Welcome to Quietus, brother.”

“Quietus?” James let out a chuckle as he helped Bastion to his feet. “Planning to rebuild the entire Kingdom between Allay and Languor?”

“That is the plan,” Hakin said with a grin. “But that will take some time. Can’t work on empty stomachs, can you? Why don’t you two take a seat by the fire and tell me why you’re here.”

“You’re being pretty friendly to someone who’s thrown you into prison.”

“That was your wife,” Hakin smiled, handing the slab of meat to a Quietus male nearby. “Not my fault you married Allayan flesh. Those Allayans...they tend to be a bit unfriendly to what they don’t understand.” He turned to Bastion. “No offense, young one.”

“I’m fine,” Bastion replied, sitting down with James by the fire. He didn’t ignore the number of Quietus women and children surrounding them from behind. One of the Quietus children pointed at Bastion and giggled. 

“Why is he in a black robe?” she laughed. “It’s nighttime out.”

“He’s probably trying to blend in, is all,” Hakin answered for him. “Probably a secret mission of some sort. Good thing you fell out that tree now and not later. Over the head of whomever or whatever you’re hunting.”

“I didn’t fall,” Bastion muttered, pulling the hood further down over his head to hide the blushing. “I was dodging a swipe from one of your people.”

“Still must have scared you good,” Hakin chuckled, watching as one of the Quietus men held the slab of Terr meat over the roaring fire with a large tree branch, sharpened at both ends. “That wood’s going to catch on fire if you hold it that close,” Hakin said to the man. “Do we have anything else?”

“I wasn’t scared,” Bastion replied. “I was startled. There’s a difference.” Hakin looked at him and raised an eyebrow, but then he shrugged his shoulders and went back to yelling at the man cooking the meat. 

“You’re going to ruin it! Flip it over!” Hakin cried out as James leaned in toward Bastion.

“This was unexpected,” he said, and Bastion nodded.

“So now what?” Bastion whispered. “We have a big meal and then carry out our mission on a full stomach? What exactly are we waiting for?”

“You’re not serious, are you?” James asked in alarm. “We’re not going through with it right now.” Though they were talking cryptically, he still glanced around him, noticing who was paying attention to them and who wasn’t.

“But why?” Bastion asked. “All this waiting will just make what we have to do that much harder. It’s kind of putting a sick feeling in my stomach.”

“That’s what killing will do to you,” James said. Bastion was surprised he even mentioned the word, kill. “It makes you numb and indifferent to the world around you. It makes you forget that it’s warm and full of people just like you. Some of them are even going through the exact same struggles we are, deciding whether to take the life of another or not. Even these Yama that Lakrymos says are coming. They may be as ruthless and terrible as he claims, but that doesn’t mean they don’t have a reason for being that way. Remember the lie that Thorn perpetrated: that some are stronger and better than others, when in fact, we are all the same.”

“But we’re not,” Bastion replied, unsure if he should have said it or not. “There are differences.”

“Sounds like some heavy conversation there,” Hakin replied, walking around the fire and plopping down next to Bastion. “Sorry about that. I had to give out some instructions on how to properly grill Terr. You think it would be common sense by now.”

“We’re discussing the mission at hand,” James said, and Bastion gave his mentor a look of horror. James ignored him, leaning over and looking at Hakin. “We’re to kill someone under Lakrymos’ orders.”

“That’s rough,” Hakin said, shaking his head. “And it’s the boy’s first time?”

“I’m not a boy,” Bastion said, irked that they were talking about him as if he was in the middle of being potty trained. “I’m a full-fledged Sage.”

“Uh-huh,” Hakin laughed. “Sure you are. Just because you wear a black robe, that doesn’t mean you’re a Sage. I’ve faced Sages like your friend here. Your level of power doesn’t even compare.”

“Actually,” James said slowly. “He’s one of the strongest Sages we’ve got in the Kingdom.”

“You don’t say?” Hakin sat back in surprise, blinking rapidly and pursing his lips. “Well, I never would have guessed.”

“This isn’t an ordinary robe,” Bastion said, his eyes still hidden by the hood over his head. “It’s actually my Sage robe. I transformed.”

“He doesn’t look so scary,” a little boy remarked, a few feet from their left. Bastion shook his head and sighed. There was no use trying to convince them. 

“There’s no need to defend yourself, Bastion,” James said. “I know of your abilities, and that’s all that counts.”

“So who’s doing the killing?” Hakin asked, and James glanced over at the Quietus leader.

“I am.”

“So why is the boy along? Can’t you do it alone? I mean, he already fell out of a tree. He might make mistakes.”

“Lakrymos wanted him to come along. To observe.”

“What do you think?” Bastion spoke up, facing Hakin directly. “Should I take over instead? I’ve never done it before, so it might be good experience for me in the future. I don’t want to freeze up in the middle of a battle, you know?”

“I definitely hear what you mean,” Hakin nodded. “The Quietus children aren’t even allowed outside the Quietus Kingdom until they’ve killed at least a hundred creatures in the forest. And let me tell you, those creatures are not pushovers. Many of our children have been eaten in the process, but I think it’s necessary for growth, particularly if you have no choice.”

“So I should be the one to carry out the mission, not James?”

“It depends. Are you ready for that kind of responsibility?”

“I don’t understand,” Bastion said. Responsibility? Wasn’t it over after the deed was done?

“Everything takes its toll on our minds and bodies. It doesn’t matter what it is. Too much food makes you fat. Too much ale makes your liver burst. Listening to the Orders excessively might make you elitist. Spending too much time in the village might make you weak. Your actions should depend solely on the type of person you want to be. Not many people have killed another if you think about it. That means, in the future, if more times arise in which a person needs to be killed, you’ll be looked upon to act on the behalf of others. No one wants to get their hands dirty, but once blood is upon them, they’ll never be clean again.”

“I don’t know what I want to be,” Bastion said truthfully, and Hakin chuckled.

“Then you shouldn’t be looking to take a life. You’re still a child.”

“Refraining from murder doesn’t make me a child.”

“In our book it does.”

“Hey,” James said. “You should give Bastion a little more respect. He’s accomplished a lot, and Lakrymos is hoping to groom him into Allay’s finest warrior someday.”

“Hmph,” Hakin scoffed. “Respect. He hasn’t earned any of that with us. What has he accomplished, huh? Tell me. What has he done?”

James sat there in silence.

“That’s what I thought,” Hakin laughed as a Quietus handed him a slab of meat. He began tearing at the seared flesh with his teeth. “He’s just strong,” Hakin said with his mouth full. “You respect him because you’re afraid of him, not that he’s actually done anything. Well, that doesn’t work here in the Quietus camp. You earn our respect. Until that happens, he’ll just be a kid to me and the rest of us.”

“You don’t know what you’re saying,” James said, but Hakin stood to his feet and faced them both.

“Stop trembling, brother. Yes, he’s strong. I can sense it. But he’s still inexperienced, young, and easily offended. You have Quietus blood running through your veins. Stand tall and be brave.”

“We’ll be going now,” James replied, standing to his feet. But Bastion refused to budge. What had he done to offend Hakin and the rest of the Quietus? Why did they look down upon him just because he was young? They were young once. Did they forget how it felt? To be ridiculed for something beyond their control? How was it any different than making fun of the blind, the mentally challenged or the elderly? 

And yet, it wasn’t his personal feelings that he warred against. It was the blatant disrespect. Who were the Quietus to speak so highly of themselves? They had been annihilated, displaced from their Kingdom, and forced to live in the homes of their enemies. It was only by the grace of Lakrymos that they were freed from prison and not destroyed entirely. And now, Bastion and James had arrived to their camp, and they had nothing but disrespect on their lips. They ridiculed him, they said James was scared and basically called him a weakling, and now James was acting as if they were going to just walk away. 

Bastion knew what he had to do. So James could sleep at night, so James wouldn’t be murdered by Lakrymos for failure, and so he could gain some dignity back—he knew what he needed to do. Whether it was sooner or later, Bastion had been told often that he was destined for greatness. He wasn’t sure if it was as a leader or a soldier, but regardless, even he knew that his power was too great to be forgotten in the pages of history. It wasn’t arrogance or conjecture. It was fact. It was the only reason Lakrymos forced him to stay in Allay, and why James returned to win over his soul. 

They were all fighting for him, and he was still unsure what side he wanted to be on.

It was time to make a move, and see what happened next. 

The kill had to be made anyways.

As James turned to leave, he saw a glint of light blue out of the corner of his eye. But before he could react, Bastion’s blue Gladius had already emerged, and with a single upward swipe, Hakin’s next laugh was cut short. A sickening gurgling sound was heard next, and then the Quietus leader fell onto the log in which they had been sitting. James grabbed Bastion’s wrist and pulled him away, but the young Sage wrenched himself free and sheathed his eidolon.

Bastion faced the shocked faces of the Quietus, examining him, evaluating him—wondering if they had the power to take him down collectively, but they knew the truth all too well. It was right in front of their faces, radiating like an aura off of Bastion’s black robe. He was too strong. 

“I’m sorry I did that,” Bastion said, surprised by how little he felt after the blow had been made. He thought there would be an earth-shattering change within him, but he felt no different. It was as if Hakin had not been killed at all. He was just in his tent at the moment, snoring away.

“We were under orders,” Bastion stated within the silence. “We were sent here to kill Hakin, because he was deemed as a threat to our upcoming war with the Yama. I’m sorry that I can’t say anything more on that, but I will say that none of you will be harmed from here on out. Actually, we’re hoping that you’ll join us in the war against the Yama when that day arrives.”

“Whose orders?” a middle-aged man replied, his fest clenched tight. “Who ordered you to kill Hakin?”

“I can’t say,” Bastion said flatly. “But I only did it because it was necessary. I didn’t want to.”

“Oh, then that makes it all better,” the man said. He spat on the ground and glared back at Bastion. “We can find out you know. We’ll just have to do some digging.”

“That’s only going to cause more conflict, and besides, no one will believe you.”

“I’ll say that I saw it with mine own eyes,” he shouted, and then he screamed in agony, clutching his face and falling to his knees. All James saw was the hilt of Bastion’s Gladius, sliding back into the young Sage’s chest. The Quietus who had been talking was still growling, and small streams of blood were pouring along the sides of his hands. 

“You can’t say you saw it with your own eyes if you have none,” Bastion replied, and then he turned to the rest of the Quietus. “He is not allowed to heal this. If he does, I’ll have to take more drastic measures. Again, I’m sorry. I didn’t want to do that.”

The Quietus group glared at him, standing side by side of each other with clenched jaws, closed fists, and rigid bodies. They were doing everything in their power to remain neutral. All together, they waited. Until Bastion was satisfied that the man he had cut was past the point of healing. He would live the rest of his life blind. 

Bastion felt a pang in his heart and a queasiness in his stomach all of a sudden. With a heavy sigh, he took a step back, and then another. Eventually he turned around and began walking into the black of the forest, heading toward Allay. James walked beside him.

“You should have let me do it,” James whispered, and Bastion sighed once more.

“You weren’t going to do it,” he said, and James had no retort to that. It was true.

“We could have both walked away.”

“And you would have been killed,” Bastion said, turning to his teacher. “I didn’t want that.”

“Is that the only reason you did it?” There was a lull in the conversation.

“No,” Bastion said, “but it was a big part. The other reason is because...I wanted to show them that I mean business. I mean, we had to kill Hakin anyways. I might as well gain respect and complete the mission at the same time.”

“What does it matter to you if you gain their respect?”

“Because I know that I’ll have to deal with them someday. Either as an enemy or a fellow soldier on the field. You heard Hakin. You have to earn it when it comes to the Quietus.”

“It’s the wrong kind of respect. It’s based on fear. We shouldn’t have to force them into submission. They are just as important to this world as we are.”

“Catherine’s way didn’t work,” Bastion replied, and James scowled at him. “I believed in Catherine’s way. I did. It sounded amazing, but it didn’t work in reality. I’m not saying that Lakrymos is the answer, but I think there’s more than having complete love and trust for everyone you meet. You might be right about the Yama, James. We talk with them and do a little diplomacy and all is well. No need for war. Or, they play along until they gain an edge and then they enslave us all.”

“You can’t default to violence,” James said.

“But that’s what you do,” Bastion said, bowing his head. He felt ashamed saying it. “All I’ve seen from you is violence. Catherine was the one who spoke of harmony. You’re doing a good job of trying to teach me her ways, but that’s not who you are, so it’s not coming off right...I don’t know. I...I am glad you’re here with me Master James. That much I do know.”

James didn’t respond. They kept walking in silence as James tried not to throw up. What am I doing? He thought. Why am I here? Bastion was right. All they’ve talked about was how to overthrow Lakrymos, or how they were going to complete whatever mission they were sent on. Either way, violence was always the answer, and that’s exactly what Lakrymos wanted. 

He was the wrong man for the job. It should have been Catherine by Bastion’s side, explaining to him how she made the world so magnificent, and how even when she was fighting for her life, her innocence was never lost. She could teach him how to bloom, while James was still grasping for answers. 

He wanted to become the Sage that Bastion needed. The wise man that would guide the young Sage to the proper path, but he didn’t know what that was. He was ill-equipped, and he was no closer to making Bastion into a true Sage than he had been a couple months ago. Perhaps he would have to figure out his own journey before he was able to pass on wisdom to his young student. He only hoped it wouldn’t take long to discover what that was.
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Chapter 3 – Childhood
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The benches within the plaza center were her favorite because it was the easiest place to blend in. Crowds walked behind and in front of her, but they rarely glanced her way. She was like a fixture, and treated as if she had always been there. It was the lack of attention she had longed for, but she still wasn’t at ease. 

While the slapping sound of bare feet hitting cold wet stone permeated the air, and the laughter of children playing nearby fought to capture her attention, Catherine sat, and thought. Whatever plan she decided on, it had to be immaculate, and executed perfectly. Lakrymos could have spies everywhere, and when she did act, she would only have one chance to strike...if striking was even the answer. She wasn’t sure of much lately.

Catherine’s thoughts shut down as a loud clanging noise from behind caused her to open her eyes. She didn’t bother looking. The noise happened often, but it still managed to steal her attention away from her task. Langoran waiters were constantly trying to one-up each other by serving their tables extra fast, increasing their speed, and trying to shove other waiters to the side with their massive shoulders. It usually resulted in the crashing of plates and the screaming of guests, as their food was suddenly thrown into the air and splattered all over their clothes. Catherine noticed that a few elderly Langorans came around lunch time each day to take in the entertainment.

“What do I do?” she asked herself aloud, leaning back onto the redwood bench. She decided to take a break from her thoughts and take in her surroundings. She loved what Zain had done with the place. 

The Kingdom of Languor was now open and bright. Though they were still in the process of mining more gold so that they could replace the ghastly (their word) stones they had to use to repair the streets and Kingdom walls, they were having fun tearing down some of the old buildings and opening up the area. Before, there had been a line of shops and homes, mixed in with one another, but now they were separated. What was once the warrior district was now an area solely for houses, and fields made for recreation. The shopping district kept its title, but now the buildings had been torn down and rebuilt into smaller and cozier structures, giving the sun a lot more room to shine through. The air was cleaner and it wasn’t as hot as she remembered. 

The crowds of people walking around hadn’t change, but since there was more room and the streets were wider, everything looked more structured and organized. The only thing that stayed the same was the castle. Zain had it rebuilt exactly as it was before, except now, there were shops, small arenas and displays on the inside. Only the greatest of the Langoran merchants and warriors got to sell their wares or fight there. The castle had become a great tourist attraction and a necessity to the Langoran people. Whenever a great fight was held, the people flocked to the castle in droves, and if one had more Langi than usual in their purse, it was an absolute essential that it got spent at one of the shops inside. 

Zain enjoyed it all, and especially the fact that he was able to make purchases or watch a great fight with a simple stroll from his bedchamber. It wasn’t uncommon for him to leave his new wife in the middle of the night and go downstairs to splurge on the expensive jewelry and tailor made clothing. 

Catherine chuckled to herself, thinking of how Zain would try to haggle with the merchants within the castle. Since he was King, he could have easily demanded that they give him their wares, but he didn’t. He loves the thrill of haggling, I suppose, Catherine thought to herself, as she found herself focusing on the children in front of her, playing along a fountain with a bronze statue of the Enforcer flexing his muscles in the middle of it. From what she heard, the Kingdom was training a few mysterious Langorans to become the new Enforcer. It’s been said that they were very talented in height and mass manipulation. 

“Your Highness,” Talia said, stepping out in front of the bench and taking a seat beside Catherine. Catherine giggled once she saw the three bags at Talia’s feet. Various gems were sparkling from beyond the weaving. 

“I still can’t believe you got a job,” Catherine said, giggling at the thought of Talia cleaning the restaurant she worked at. Not only did she have to do dishes and re-decorate, she also had to do the laundry for the guests whose clothes had been ruined by the waiters. Zain had said it wasn’t necessary for her to earn Langi that way. She only had to ask, and she would receive money, but Talia had an eye on quite a few gems, and she realized that in order to not look like a freeloader, she would have to work for them.

“They’re so pretty,” Talia sighed in happiness, reaching down to take out a thumb sized emerald. She turned it over and over in her hand. “I don’t even know where to put these yet, but I don’t care. I’ll find a place.”

“What’s Zhou up to?”

“Probably in the castle, still working his way up the chain.”

“A hundred brackets in a tournament is a lot.”

“No shortage of entertainment,” Talia laughed. “He’s scared that we’re going to be leaving any day now so he’s been taking on challengers one after the other. He fought three last night. Did you hear about it?”

“A little,” Catherine chuckled. “I also heard he lost that third round, and the Langorans weren’t going to let up if it wasn’t for the referee stepping in.”

“The Langorans still have a little bit of a grudge for what you guys did to their Kingdom back in the past.”

“I don’t blame them,” Catherine said, her voice trailing off. Talia studied her.

“Are you okay? What’s on your mind?

“I’ve been wondering what to do next.”

“I’ve wondered that myself,” Talia sighed. “Maybe the answer is nothing.”

“What do you mean?”

“Who’s to say that this isn’t fate? The natural course of things? From what I hear, Lakrymos hasn’t turned out to be the tyrant we all thought he was. At least, he’s not showing his nature yet. Perhaps he was genuine about his love for Allay and we just see things differently.”

“I’m all for the people choosing their King and Queen,” Catherine said, with steady eyes on Talia. “But the basis for his ascension was these Yama. It was based on fear, and that’s wrong.”

“Unless we prove that they exist. Then your worries will be alleviated...right?”

“I don’t know,” Catherine said, bowing her head and closing her eyes, so she wouldn’t be blinded by the borders of gold around each stone in the pavement. “I have always been royalty, and being Queen was everything I dreamed of. I thought I would be old and senile by the time I was taken off the throne. What do I do now? I don’t even have James...”

“He’s fighting for Allay,” Talia replied, placing a consoling hand on the former Queen’ shoulder. “And that’s what we want, isn’t it?”

“I wish I could see him,” Catherine whispered, rubbing her itching nose. “But I can’t think about that right now. I’ll find myself dwelling too much on something I can’t change, when there’s still plenty for us to do.”

“But I thought that there was nothing—”

“—we’re going to find out if these Yama exist. You hit the solution to the problem.” Talia bit her lip and fidgeted in her seat.

“We’re not going now, are we?”

“Get Zhou and tell him the news. We’re going to be heading out tomorrow. I want my father and the young Sages to stay here though...in case we don’t return.”

“Where are we headed exactly?”

“Prattle. I’m going to need some assistance in figuring out a few things, particularly where I might find these boogeymen that Lakrymos is so afraid of. If anyone has debated about the Yama’s existence and where they might be, it will be the Prattlians.”

“Allay is right next door, and I’m sure Lakrymos is keeping track of our movements. Going to Prattle will surely alert him that we’re up to something. Are you ready for that risk?”

“James is risking his life every day. I might as well be more productive. Who knows? Finding a solution to this problem might bring James back to me sooner.”

“We can only hope,” Talia said, giving Catherine a bow, standing to her feet, and then sprinting off toward the castle, where Zhou was surely fighting or healing his wounds. Catherine sighed and sat back on the bench, observing the children at play once more. She envied them. The way they giggled and chided one another. The way their laughter was full of purity and innocence. There was no sorrow behind their bursts of joy. Catherine had no idea what that felt like. Too often, laughter had served as a medicine, not a result of unadulterated fun. It was rare to see such merriment among her people, and she couldn’t help but wonder why. 

She looked around at the adults walking past the children, and she realized that they were paying no attention to the kids. The adults were simply about their business, too engrossed in their own lives to be worried about the youth. Still, Catherine was sure that if there was an attack on Languor, the children would be the first to be protected. 

Perhaps that was what Allay did wrong. They were so focused on the terrors of the world that they forgot to enjoy the good. They had forgotten that there was sunshine for twelve hours of the day, along with the night. Although there was truly plenty to be wary of, the adults of Languor shielded their young, knowing that they would face the world in time. It didn’t make sense to have them face the world now. It’s not like they were mature enough to handle it, and it could actually have a negative effect on their growth. 

Creating child soldiers...they might be good for quick obedience, and they were usually weaker physically, so one could impose their will on them easily, but what about the long term? They would be unstable, both emotionally and psychologically, because they were forced to grow up too fast and exposed to things they never should have experienced in the first place. 

She couldn’t help but think of Bastion, and she wondered how he was doing. Was James guiding him well? He wasn’t the wisest, for sure, but he had good intentions, and hopefully that was enough. Bastion was the catalyst that would determine the fate of the world—she was sure of it. No one born with that level of power and raw talent couldn’t be important. They all saw it. 

She leaned forward and looked at the children playing even harder. Was that what Lakrymos was doing? Was that his game plan in convincing Bastion to join him? Just letting Bastion have fun? She was certain that the moment Lakrymos took the crown, he was going to put Allay into ruins, but that would have surely had a negative effect on Bastion, especially since that was what the young Sage expected. She would know. She and James had told the entire Sage Academy. But by defying expectations and not being such a bad guy, it made the students consider otherwise, and they were the endgame after all. No general could fight a war without his soldiers. 

But she was sure Lakrymos would strike her people. It was just a matter of when. He was crafty. He was probably gaining their trust first, and then by the time he showed his true colors, every action would be justified. And James wouldn’t have a chance in swaying the young Sage to their side by then. After all, he was more than likely whispering in Bastion’s ear that Lakrymos was a bad guy, while the young Sage was seeing the contrary. James’ constant defiance of Lakrymos’ will might actually turn Bastion away.

“Darn it,” Catherine whispered, standing to her feet. She was right. They had to act before it was too late. It was time to reveal Lakrymos for what he was, and she would need help to do it.

***
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BASTION SIGHED HEAVILY as he stopped outside the door to his dorm room. He couldn’t hear any noise coming from inside so he was sure Daisy and Kent were sleeping. He let out another sigh, grabbed the doorknob, and began to turn it when the door suddenly burst open, and a pair of massive hands grabbed his shirt and threw him inside. 

Bastion rolled forward and back onto his feet. He turned just in time to throw up his forearm and block an incoming punch to his face. He could see Kent smile through the sudden dim light of Daisy’s eidolon, casting shadows from behind him. He reached back and grabbed her eidolon before she could swing it down onto his back, and the three of them stood still, staring at each other and smiling. Bastion lowered his arm first, and he knew it was a mistake immediately. Kent tackled him forward as Daisy swung her eidolon down, slicing through Bastion’s hand. Kent and Bastion’s bodies went flying into Daisy’s and into the bunk beds, splintering it and sending it crashing down on top of them. Pounding fists began to sound off on the side walls as groggy students—now awake—made their complaints.

“Ugh, you’re sweating,” Daisy groaned as she smacked Kent in the face. He laughed and shoved the mattress that had been lying on top of them toward the door. Bastion crawled through the wreckage until he was able to stand to his feet. He extended a hand toward Daisy and she took it gladly. Kent asked for help by thrusting a hand of his own forward, but Bastion swatted it away and they all laughed. 

“Welcome home,” Kent chuckled. He grunted as he jumped up to his feet. He let his muscles deflate a little. 

“I was looking forward to a nice bed to sleep in,” Bastion laughed, scratching his head. 

“There’s still one set of beds left,” Daisy replied, patting two fingers on the back of her head, searching for blood. 

“That still leaves one of us without sleep.”

“Well, since one of us actually uses this room every night...” she trailed off, and then she winked at him. Bastion laughed and grabbed a desk chair to sit in. 

“I missed you guys,” he said, leaning forward in it. Daisy sat down on the floor with her legs crossed and Kent leaned up against a wall with his arms folded. 

“Was it another scouting mission?”

“No,” Bastion said, folding his hands.

“Then what was it?” Kent asked, walking over to the three lanterns on each side wall and lighting them with a snap of his fingers once he was close. Bastion raised an eyebrow.

“Since when could you do that?”

“It’s no different than you Sages taking out your eidolon. This is just a small release.”

“So you could release an eidolon now if you wanted to?”

“I could, but why would I?”

“You’re not curious to see what it looks like?”

“Apparently you are. Why are you trying to change the subject? What was your mission tonight?”

“Oh,” Bastion said, closing his eyes. “That.”

“Don’t be so dramatic,” Daisy said, her voice wavering. “You probably had to clear out a rat nest or two, am I right?”

“I wish,” Bastion said. “But no. Not a rat nest. It was an assassination mission.”

“What?” Daisy sat up to attention, and Kent walked back to the wall he had been leaning against. Both gave Bastion their full attention. 

“James and I were sent by Lakrymos to take out Hakin.”

“The leader of the Quietus?” Daisy whispered, putting a hand to her mouth. “What happened? Did you...did...”

“I did,” Bastion replied, keeping his gaze off of his friends.

“And how do you feel about it?” Kent said, with no emotion in his voice whatsoever.

“That’s what scares me most,” Bastion said, looking to his friend. “I don’t feel a thing. It’s like...it’s like Hakin is still alive out there. It’s a haze.”

“Do you feel any different?” Daisy asked.

“He didn’t massacre an entire people,” Kent said to her, and she snapped her head back in shock. “It was just one man.”

“What does that mean?” Daisy snapped, but Kent sighed and shook his head. 

“You wouldn’t understand, Daisy.”

“Like hell I wouldn’t! What are you trying to say?! That I can’t be there for Bastion just because I haven’t killed anyone! What is it? You two got your own club now?”

“That’s not what I meant,” Kent winced. “Maybe we should talk about it later.”

“Or not at all,” Daisy spat, jumping to her feet, and heading toward the door. She didn’t turn around as she continued talking. “You two go celebrate or whatever it is you do when you take a life. I’ll be off training.”

“Daisy, don’t do this,” Kent pleaded, but she slammed the door behind her. Kent sighed and turned back to Bastion. “I shouldn’t have gotten on her like that.”

“I don’t understand,” Bastion scoffed. “What was that all about?”

“You don’t know Daisy like I do. She’s come a long way, but she has a lot of history with death. More than any of us. Not that she’s ever taken a life herself, but it’s surrounded her ever since she was a child.”

“I know the feeling.”

“Death affects people differently. For some, it’s final. Although there may be a Paradise and Oblivion—who knows if such a thing exists—many people don’t consider seeing their loved ones again when they pass. It’s a horrible feeling to think that the people you laughed with are now gone.”

“Do your people believe in Paradise?” Bastion asked, and Kent gave him a curt smile. 

“Nah,” he said. “We Langorans pretty much live in the moment. If there is a Paradise, then we’ll get there when we get there. There’s too much to do while we’re in the world of the living.”

“And what do you think about those that take the life of others?”

“It depends. Did you want to do it? Kill Hakin?”

“A little,” Bastion admitted. “I know that I would have to do it at some point. Why not now?”

“Wait. So you didn’t have to kill Hakin? James could have?”

“I don’t think he was going to.”

“But you don’t know for sure?”

“He was acting like he was leaving.”

“Even if he had, what was the harm? James would have been punished. Not you. At the most, you would have been sent back out into the woods to take Hakin down. Why didn’t you wait to see how it all played out?”

“I—I don’t know,” Bastion said. What was Kent really saying?

“You have to watch out for that then,” Kent said, nodding his head. 

“What are you talking about?” Bastion said. The tone of Kent’s voice was beginning to irritate him.

“Your bloodlust. You could have let James handle the mission but you took it upon yourself. That’s not good. You should only take someone’s life if you have to. You should never want to.”

“What does it matter? Like I said, I would have to do it in the future anyways.”

“With that attitude, you will. Why are you so sure that you’ll have to?”

“Because it’s my fate.”

“Now that sounds like Lakrymos talking. Why don’t you use your own brain for once?”

“Okay, that’s enough,” Bastion said calmly, rising to his feet. Kent glared down at him with his arms still crossed. “I wanted to tell you guys what happened tonight, and instead you’re getting on me for doing my job. I don’t have to listen to this.”

“No, you’re going to,” Kent said. “Because you sure won’t listen to anyone else. We’re all you’ve got, Bastion. If you can’t even take the advice of your friends, then how are you going to take the critique of others without losing your mind? We’re here to make you stronger, and I’m telling you that you have to be careful about what philosophies you decide to adopt. The Sages are very powerful, and I admire their wisdom, but they can also be some of the most egotistical, blinded people in the world. If you truly think you’re destined to become some savior of the world as everyone seems to think you are, then you have a long way to go.”

“I don’t know what to think,” Bastion replied. “To be honest, it’s hard for me to even develop my own thoughts anymore. It’s always James, or Lakrymos, or you or my foster parents. The Quietus. Daisy. Catherine. The list never ends, and I wish I just had a moment to think for once.”

“Well, tell me this then. Do you think you’re the savior of the world?”

“I don’t even know what that means. I mean, if these Yama are coming, I guess I’ll have to fight them, but Lakrymos hasn’t even started training me for their arrival, and he’s still stronger than I am so I don’t know how valuable I will be.”

“Do you want to be the savior?”

“No,” Bastion laughed. “Not at all. I think I would be happiest as a hermit, to be honest.”

“Maybe you should consider that.”

“But then what if I’m needed in the future?”

“I don’t know. Maybe you have to make a choice between one or the other. Make that choice and commit. Otherwise, you’re a hindrance.”

“I take it the Langorans are preparing for the Yama as well?”

“No,” Kent chuckled. “Just the Sages and the Allayans. The only ones who are all about the doom and gloom. I tell you, you people are so focused on the end of the world all the time that you forget about everyone else living in it. Well, when you’re not being judgmental or afraid of them, that is.”

“Then why are you here at the Academy? If the Allayans are so horrible?”

“Because the Allayans are still the strongest, and that’s what I strive to be. You have to learn from the best to be the best. I just don’t want to pick up any of your bad habits in the process.”

“Like following the lead of wishy-washy Sage geniuses?”

“I hope you’re not referring to yourself in that example,” Kent said with a smile. “You’ve got incredible potential. The greatest I’ve ever seen. But that doesn’t mean you’ll become what the world needs. Sometimes I wonder if the world truly will end as the Allayans claim, or if they’re fulfilling their own prophecies.”

“I wonder that myself,” Bastion said, crossing his arms. “But in the meantime, we’ve got to prepare for the future.”

“Don’t be so hard on yourself,” Kent said, slapping a meaty hand on the young Sage’s back. “We’ve got each other. Why don’t you enjoy yourself for now and live life a little? When the time comes for Lakrymos to give you your training or the Yama are breaking down our front door, then we can run for the hills or die in a pool of our own blood. But until then, lighten up. Oh, and try not to kill anyone else. The fact that you don’t feel anything about this death...that’s not a good thing.”

“Okay,” Bastion replied. “I guess I’ve seen so much death in my life that I’ve become desensitized to it.”

“That’s one thing we should never get used to, brother,” Kent said. “Now go find Daisy and make her feel wanted. Last thing we need is to get our faces punched in while we sleep.”
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Chapter 4 – What I Fight For
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Bastion had no idea where Daisy had gone off to, but he wasn’t going to give up. He had to tell her that nothing had changed between them. The boys had not formed some kind of exclusive club. If anything, he was afraid that she would one day shun him. Lakrymos hadn’t trained him physically, but he had given him a few lectures as of late, and each lesson had ended with the same forlorn saying: Being powerful is as lonely as it is gratifying. 

Loneliness was not something he wanted to deal with anymore. He was sick of it. It clung to him like an immortal tick, sucking the very life out of him, and reminding him each night that he would never have the companionship he longed for. Loneliness was his only friend. His only confidant. 

It wasn’t until he had met Daisy and Kent that he realized how much he needed others in his life. And was that the reason he couldn’t leave Allay? Sure, Lakrymos was waiting in the background, ready to pounce if he ever physically did it, but he could have at least entertained the idea. He didn’t even dream of a life outside of Lakrymos’ will, and it’s only been a couple months.

That was quite sad.

“What do you want?” Daisy sniffed, catching him off guard. He had been walking around the Sage Academy aimlessly, and he had just turned a corner when he heard her voice coming from one of the training rooms. He walked inside and glanced to his right, finding her sitting up against the wall with her arms draped over her knees. She gazed up at him with a red nose and red rimmed bloodshot eyes. He still found her pretty attractive, in spite of it. He laughed at the thought, and Daisy shot him a death stare, cutting his bout short. She climbed to her feet, walked over to him and poked him in the chest.

“I’m not weak,” she said, poking him again. It had no strength behind it, but he backed up all the same.

“No one said that.”

“What did you and Kent talk about while I was gone? How I’m not cut out to be a soldier?”

“He thought it was disturbing how I didn’t feel anything after killing Hakin.”

“That’s all?” she sniffed, and he scratched his scalp. 

“Um, well, I mean, if that isn’t a big deal...”

“Oh, it’s a HUGE deal!” she said, poking him in the chest again. “How could you not feel? That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard.”

“I feel,” Bastion huffed. “You act like I’m a rock.”

“No, that’s your head,” she muttered, putting both her hands on her hips. “We’ve got a lot more work to do than I thought. I mean, if you can’t even feel, you’re pretty hopeless.”

“Well, I’m not going to do it again.”

“What? Kill? Don’t stop on my account. Just because I’m against it, that doesn’t mean you have to full out quit.”

“Do you even hear yourself right now? Geez, I’m doing it because I don’t want to get used to it. It’s time I start developing some of my own principles.”

“That’s not going to happen without my help,” Daisy grinned, folding her arms. “So don’t even think about becoming best friends with Kent and leaving me out of the mix.”

“I would never dream of it,” he laughed. “So what do you have in mind?”

“I don’t know. What makes you happy? We’ll start there.”

“Um,” he said, looking around him. The training hall was bare except for the stone walls and a few red banners hanging off the walls. There were no words upon them so he averted his attention elsewhere. Daisy grabbed the lower half of his face and pulled it toward her.

“Pay attention! What makes you happy? We’re not going to get anywhere with you if we don’t even know what you want.”

“Well,” he blushed. “I mean...you kind of make me happy.”

She kicked him in the shin. Surprisingly, it hurt, and so he looked down at her feet, watching in shock as the lower half of a Sage robe disappeared.

“You activated your Sage powers to kick me?” he asked in astonishment. She slapped him. “Stop that!” he cried out.

“Well, you stop being corny first.”

“I’m not being corny. I’m being truthful.”

“Quit your advances. There are other girls out there, you know!”

“You’re the only one that I think is awesome.”

“You need to get any thoughts of us being together out of your head. It’s not healthy. You should put those feelings to rest.”

“So I’m not supposed to feel now?”

“Not when it comes to me! Goodness,” she said, pacing around him. Her long hair nearly smacked him in the face. “All that power bubbling up inside of you...it makes me forget just how naïve you are.”

“I wouldn’t be so naïve if I had some experience.”

Daisy suddenly grabbed the lower half of his face again, and he prepared himself for another slap. He closed his eyes and flinched, but then he felt something warm press up against his lips. It was a strange feeling, but it made his body feel tingly and his heart began to race. He opened his eyes, and Daisy quickly closed them with the palm of her hand, but he was still able to get a quick glimpse. She was kissing him.

She was kissing him!

He reached out and wrapped his arms around her, pulling her close, and her lips pressed harder against his, nearly toppling him over and off his feet. But he wasn’t going to lose his balance now. He held his ground. 

But just as he was beginning to explore her with his lips and his hands, she pushed him away, transforming into a full Sage to ensure she had the strength to do so. Bastion fell to his butt and stared up at her in surprise. Her Sage robe disappeared, and she held out a hand to help him up. He eyed it warily.

“Uh, I’m not sure,” he said, staring at it like it was an exotic insect. “I’m getting a lot of mixed signals here.”

“You felt that, right?” she asked him. He looked up at her, saw the concerned look on her face, and then grabbed her hand. She pulled him to his feet.

“Why did you kiss me?”

“Most boys wouldn’t ask why.”

“I thought you didn’t want me to pursue you.”

“For the record, you’re not pursuing anything. You’re twiddling your thumbs and muttering how you like me while I’m straining my neck trying to hear what you’re saying. That’s what happening. I hardly call that pursuing.”

“Yeah, but even if I asked you out on a date, I doubt you would say yes.”

“Not with that negative attitude.”

“Alright then. Would you go on a date with me?”

“No.”

“Okay, what are you trying to do to me,” Bastion laughed nervously. “What was that kiss back there?”

“I had to prove something to myself.”

“Oh yeah? What’s that?”

“That I’m not attracted to you. Did you feel anything just now?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, that’s only because I’m your first kiss, that’s all. It means nothing. It’s always exciting the first time. That doesn’t mean you’re actually in love with me. You have a crush because I’m the first girl that’s decided to talk to you.”

“So I’ve been told,” Bastion huffed. “And I’m getting tired of it. You sure you didn’t feel anything?”

“Not a thing,” she said gently. “Sorry.”

“Ugh, why do I hang around you?” Bastion groaned, lifting his head to the ceiling.

“You never answered my question, you know.”

“What question?” Bastion asked, getting irritated by the second. Daisy was awesome to be around and all, but she sure was annoying when she got into one of her moods. It was like she became a puzzle master, bent on making him decipher riddles to get even a quick glimpse into her heart and mind. He lost every round, and he was no closer to understanding Daisy than he was his purpose in life. 

“What makes you happy, silly,” she said.

“I don’t know what that is,” he replied. “But I know it’s with you and Kent. I do know that much.”

“You don’t want to be a god or a king?”

“Of course not,” he scoffed.

“Then stop acting like you’re going to be one. Be Bastion. That’s it. Forget all the rest.”

“Right,” he said, staring into her eyes. How did his friends know so much? Was this what it was like to grow up in a normal family? To have a normal life? Whenever he thought of his childhood, all he remembered was Quietus...which brought his thoughts back to Hakin, and how he had—

“Ugh,” Bastion muttered, falling down to one knee. Daisy rushed to his side in a hurry.

“What is it? What’s wrong?”

“I don’t know,” he admitted, feeling his stomach churn. It was like he was going to throw up, but he didn’t know why. Was it because he thought of Hakin? Was that—

He threw up, and Daisy rubbed his back as he continued on. The sound of footsteps behind them suddenly demanded their attention, and they both forgot about his bout of nausea once they saw who it was. They stood up straight, and Bastion felt his knees quiver. 

Lakrymos looked down on them like he had just kicked their sand castle, and he was daring them to build another. Although he was a lanky, gaunt looking man, he was covered by a humongous kingly robe, fitted with various jewels and furs. The crown of Catherine’s father rested on the top of his head. 

“You were supposed to report to me before returning to the barracks,” the old Sage said. His voice was loud and authoritative, yet it cast no echo upon the room. Daisy bowed before his presence and he snickered.

“Why do you bow to me, my young Sage?” he asked her. “On the battlefield, our blood will spill the same, and it runs through our veins even now in similar fashion. I am but another soldier while in the halls of this fortress.”

“My apologies,” Daisy replied, her throat going dry. “Perhaps I should be going.”

“That would be appropriate. And be kind enough to close the doors behind you. I must speak with Bastion now. Unless...I am interrupting something.”

“No, no,” she replied, beginning to bow again. She stopped herself, and then she sprinted past him and out of the room, making sure to shut the large oak doors in her departure. Bastion let out a sigh and clutched his abdomen. He could still feel something bubbling within. Lakrymos studied him meticulously, and then he reached up and unsnapped the kingly robe that was draped over his shoulders. It fell off of him and onto the floor, nearly hitting the vomit Bastion had expelled. The young Sage winced, thinking of what would happen if it had. Lakrymos’ steel armor shone brightly off of the lit lanterns on the side walls, and Bastion had to lower his eyes in order to see.

“We are talking, Bastion. Cease your apprehension.”

“Yes, sir.”

“You will be the God of Gods. It is unbefitting of you to behave so childishly.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Now...tell me of the mission. Was it completed? I assume that it was, based on the cries of the Quietus keeping the Terrs awake and restless. A villager was actually killed fifteen minutes ago by one of the agitated animals.”

“It is done,” he said, breathing heavily. Lakrymos squinted his eyes.

“Not feeling well?”

“I’m not,” Bastion said. “It’s strange. I don’t know what caused it.”

“Tell me more about the murder of Hakin. How did James perform the deed this time?”

“He didn’t go through with it,” Bastion swallowed. His throat was parched. “I did it.”

“I am proud of you,” Lakrymos said, with a glint of adoration in his eye. “You have made the first step toward your destiny. This is truly a night to remember.”

“I’m not sure if I want to remember it.”

“But you must,” he said. “You took the man’s life. You have single-handedly determined his fate in the afterlife. He had no time to change his fate.”

“What?” Bastion asked in exasperation. “What does this have to do with the afterlife?”

“When we die,” he said, pacing around the young Sage, “in the moment of our death, it is determined whether we are to go to Paradise or Oblivion. As the sovereign of this world, we have the burden and privilege of deciding when one will undertake this judgment. We are not ending their life on this planet. We are forcing them to start their life in the next. We must remember this when we have mercy on some, and when we bring the hammer of destruction upon others. When the Yama come, for example, we must send them to the afterlife as quickly as possible.”

“But you escaped the afterlife. You’re not supposed to be here.”

“You’re mistaken. I am supposed to be here. Fate and destiny has decided that I am to bring Allay to victory against the Yama. Just as it determined that you would be born with unfathomable potential. We cannot escape our path. It is set for us. The more we fight against it, the more the people around us will suffer and die. Tell me something, Bastion. Did you feel remorse for Hakin’s death?”

“Not at first. But when I thought about it a little while ago, I couldn’t help but be overwhelmed by what I did. Images of what his face looked like when I made the killing stroke...the screams of his people. The cries of the children. It’s like my senses were being bombarded.”

“Ignore those. It is the sickness that your friends have been trying to poison you with. This illogical compassion that they speak of. It will only get us killed. If I had to guess, they told you that it was wrong to feel nothing about what occurred this night.”
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