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Chapter 1 – Do You See What I See?
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“Wh-what?” James stammered as Catherine placed her hands on her hips. 

“Are you listening?”

“I...I’m sorry, I guess I zoned out or something,” he said, looking down at the tiled floor. Catherine sucked her teeth and walked over to the nightstand on the other end of the bedroom, looking at James in the mirror while pretending that she was examining her hair. James dropped his chin to his chest and hunched over as he sat on the ottoman. He felt claustrophobic. The bedroom was too small and too cold, and they had been held prisoner inside of it for too many days. He was beginning to lose count, and the nights and days were beginning to blur since there were no windows to let anyone know the time. 

He should have been enjoying himself. It could have been his getaway with Catherine, but instead, he found his mind wandering against his will. What was paralyzing him so? Was it because he wasn’t sure of the Knights’ intentions? Was it because there was no guarantee that they were good people? Or was it the Sorcerer lying in wait within him? 

Donovan had not been dormant. Though he hadn’t said anything since the first day, he continued to haunt James’ dreams at night. Once, his fantasies had been filled with days of peace and tranquility in the arms of his wife, but now they were replaced with haunting visions of murdered friends and scorched plains. In the nightmares, he would look at the shining surface of his blade and realize that it was he who had committed the acts. He prayed that it wasn’t an omen of things to come. 

“You’re doing it again,” Catherine said, bringing him out of his stupor. 

He sat up to attention and cleared his throat. “How much longer do we have to wait? What could they possibly be talking about?”

“Don’t try to change the subject,” she snapped. “Where have you been?”

“What do you mean?” he mumbled, rubbing his forehead.

“You’ve been so distant,” she said, dropping down onto her knees so that he was looking down into her eyes. He inadvertently smiled and she couldn’t help but grin back. She still hypnotized him without even trying. Her magical green eyes, her curly locks and beautiful freckled face. She was truly the only good thing in his life. Sure, he had friends too, but they loved him for his fighting ability above all else. He recognized that since he was a soldier, he was only as valuable as his worth as a fighter. If he was incapacitated, or he lost his will to fight, they would eventually leave his side. Only Catherine would remain. 

And here he was, pushing her away. 

But could he tell her the truth? Could he tell her about the Sorcerer clawing at the recesses of his soul, begging for a chance to take the reins? Could she still love him knowing that it might not be him looking out from the other side? 

He remembered what happened to Achan—when he revealed that he had been in contact with their enemy and had once been a spy...Catherine rejected him, not as a friend, but certainly as a potential mate. The one thing that transcended their love for one another was her sense of duty and obligation for the greater good. If he wasn’t to be trusted, she would put distance between them. Of that, he was confident. 

“I’m not trying to be distant,” he said finally. 

Catherine breathed a sigh of relief. “Thought you were getting senile, old man.”

“Aren’t you a little older than I am?” he chuckled.

“Well,” she paused to bite her lip. “I was hoping it didn’t have anything to do with the atmosphere. Our eidolons were barely working for a while and now they’re back in full swing. Who knows if they’ll go away again, and...if you will.”

“What do you mean?”

“Aren’t all of you made of the same substance as the eidolons? If the atmosphere is really changing that drastically, what happens to all of you?”

“We’ll adapt, just like our souls did when they were exposed to the elements for the first time. Even if we do feel a bit under the weather from time to time, it might be our version of getting a cold. I don’t think we’re going to completely vanish.”

“Then what’s going on? Talk to me.”

“I’m not feeling myself lately, that’s all,” he said, giving her a weak smile.

“Is it the people you absorbed?” she asked, her eyes wavering back and forth. “If it is, you have to tell me.”

“It’s not,” he lied quickly. “But even if it was, what could you do?”

“We can talk it out,” she said, reaching up to caress his cheek. “It has to be affecting you in some way. All of those voices. All those people. They can’t just be silent. What about their memories? Are you seeing any of those?”

“I get nightmares,” he admitted. He could at least reveal that much. “Or I have dreams that feel so real, and yet, I know that I’ve never been to those places or experienced those events.”

“Anything that we can use?”

“I don’t think so,” he said, rubbing his hair. “Plus, I forget a lot when I wake up.”

“James,” she said. “Please tell me what else is happening.”

“When a problem arises, I will,” he said, clasping her hands tightly together. “Okay?”

“Don’t be a hero,” she said. “We’re in this together.”

“I know,” he said, closing his eyes. “If you don’t mind, I think I might rest my eyes a bit. I haven’t been sleeping that well with all of the nightmares, but talking to you about it...I might be able to bypass all of that for a while.”

“I know you’re trying to avoid the subject,” she said, slowly rising to her feet. “But I’ll bite. Take your rest, my love. We’re going to both need it soon, I’m sure.”

Catherine walked over to the bed and plopped down on it, her body bouncing into the air for a moment as James sighed and went back to his thoughts. He was about to end his stupor and head over to Catherine for some cuddling time when a whisper cut through the recesses of his mind.

“That was close,” Donovan said. “I’m glad she didn’t make the connection between us.”

“Shut up,” James whispered, clutching the sides of his head.

“No, no,” Donovan laughed, his voice echoing. “This is my body now. I’m just loaning it to you for the moment.”

“What do you want?”

“Freedom. Don’t we all?”

“I would love that right now.”

“Yes, but one can’t gain freedom without the oppression of another, can they?”

“I don’t believe that.”

“Then you’re less of a Sage than I previously thought. Shh. Someone’s coming.”

A knock on the bedroom door startled Catherine as James rose to his feet. They glanced at one another and then James walked over to the steel door and opened it. He was surprised to find that it wasn’t locked anymore. On the other side of the threshold, stood a man in a yellow tank top and long green pants stood. His frame was massive and his eyes were like lapis lazuli. He had stubble around his angular jaw and his face was scarred all over as if someone had tried to paint his face with a knife. 

“Welcome to our home. I’m Caleb,” he said, extending a hand out. 

James shook it reluctantly and the stranger then reached out to Catherine who also shook his hand.

“And where is here exactly?” Catherine asked. “Does this place have a name?”

“I’m afraid not. We’ll just refer to it as a Knight base for now.”

“Is it the only one?”

“There’s many. Heck, what you came here for might not even be here.”

“Is that why we were kept prisoner?” James asked. “You were busy moving the machine elsewhere?”

“Perhaps,” he said, his eyes twinkling playfully.

“So what can we do for you, Caleb?” Catherine asked. 

“I’ve come to brief all of you on the current situation. The others are waiting for us in the lounge.”

“Are we coming back here afterwards?”

“Depending on the outcome of our conversation, you’ll be free to walk the facility as desired.”

“The machine isn’t here,” James muttered.

Caleb laughed and jabbed James’ arm lightly. “Don’t be so glum. You don’t know whether that’s true or not yet. Come with me.”

James and Catherine followed him down the long winding cave tunnel, ducking under hanging lanterns as they passed. They could hear clanking and yelling in the distance, but they couldn’t see it. The tunnel led directly to the door of the lounge wall, which opened up and allowed them access to the couches they had been sitting on days ago, as well as their friends. Catherine wasted no time in giving hugs to everyone in attendance. 

James examined the faces of everyone in the room. They were all a little anxious and full of curiosity. No one knew anything, but at least they were all in good health. They were all there. Kyran, Chloe, along with himself, Catherine, and Scarlet.

“Everyone well?” Catherine asked as they all took their seats on the half-moon couch. Caleb walked to the front of the room and nervously fidgeted in place as if he was about to give a great speech to a group of very important people. Nods from the room answered Catherine’s question.

“Red and Violet send their thanks in helping them get here. Right now they’re with another group out in the field.”

“For what purpose?” James asked.

“I’ll get to that,” Caleb said, clearing his throat. “Listen, I want all of you to know that it was not our intention to keep you under lock and key for days. We needed to make sure that all of you were clean, and that none of you are Sorcerers in disguise. I can say confidently that you are not, and so I have been given clearance to proceed with the next part of the plan.

“The time machine, or the Clock as we like to call it, is in fact here. All we moved were a few important components. We’ll be able to test out the machine and register if we have enough power to run it without having the actual time pieces installed.”

“Isn’t that dangerous though?” Scarlet asked. “If we have the energy, you’ll have to go get the parts again, and in that time, the Sorcerers could reappear and take us down.”

“The pieces are hidden, but not far,” Caleb assured them. “We can retrieve them quickly at any moment.”

“Why all of the secrecy?” James asked. “Why split up your forces so much? Aren’t you stronger together?”

“To be honest,” Caleb said solemnly, “it’s because we don’t trust each other.”

“What?” Scarlet scoffed, crossing her legs. “What are you talking about?”

“Surely you know the origin of the Ancient Knights—warriors that served the King exclusively, and how we betrayed him in the end because we sensed that change was upon us. Sadon...he was very convincing with his words. Many of us left our King before we even saw the signs, but of course, then the Great Collision happened and his prophecies became concrete in our minds. Still, we were never a true unit. Sadon was great at swaying people to his cause, but he was not a leader once the decision was made. Unable to return to our King for fear of execution, we were forced to develop our own code in a short amount of time.”

“Where is Sadon now?” Scarlet asked.

“Unsure. There were a few sightings in Cimmerian a year ago, but then he disappeared. Perhaps he sensed the Sorcerers’ arrival too. But that’s beside the point. The point is that we’re not a cohesive group like you are. Your bonds were born out of success and comradery. Ours are of necessity and that’s a big difference. James and Catherine met two other groups that were Ancient Knights that had evil intentions. Neither of those groups were allied with us in anyway, but they still held onto their monikers, and they had the strength to back it up as well. What I’m trying to say is...we all suspect that one of us could join the Sorcerers at any time. We know that the Clock is our last ditch effort, and we’re holding onto it, but should the moment arise that it doesn’t work, or we’re unable to get the machine running, I fear that some will join the enemy to preserve themselves. Much like your enemy, Thorn.”

“What is he doing now?” Kyran growled.

“Please remain calm,” Caleb said, holding up a hand toward him. “He’s only building a city where Allay used to be. Scout reports say that he’s doing nothing more.”

“It’s not that simple,” James sighed. “He’s got to be up to something.”

“Regardless, we don’t have the resources to prove otherwise,” Caleb said. “It’s exhausting enough making sure that the Knights are all in line, and that no one is planning on stealing any of the pieces.”

“Okay, you don’t trust each other,” Scarlet said. “Fine. But that makes me wonder...who was going to go through time?”

“We haven’t decided,” Caleb said nervously.

“A little important, isn’t it?”

“We have candidates on a list,” he said. “Including a couple of you, although I have to admit, the Sages on the list are at the bottom.”

“Why be on the list at all?” Scarlet laughed.

“We know you’re not on it,” Kyran muttered.

“Nor are you,” Scarlet said to him confidently. “You’re too weak.”

“Actually yes,” Caleb said. “That’s the hang-up when it comes to the Sages. They are far weaker than many of our Knights so if they came across trouble...odds are that they’d be killed.”

“But we’re trustworthy,” Catherine said. “We’ve proven to be reliable even within the pages of Terra’s history.”

“Yes,” Caleb confirmed. “That’s why you’re on the list. We can trust that you will complete the mission.”

“Which is?”

“I can’t divulge that just yet,” Caleb said. “In case any of you are captured, I don’t want the Sorcerers learning of the exact place in history you are to go. If for some reason they end up using the Clock, I don’t want them to go there in our stead. This is all unprecedented and so we have to take the utmost precautions.”

“I understand. First things first.”

“So we see if the machine can be powered,” Kyran said. “If it can, then we put it back together and someone goes through to make things right...to make sure the three worlds will be whole. I assume you’re thinking of preventing the Great Collision.”

“It was a possibility in the beginning,” Caleb said, “but no longer. The Great Collision was the volcano erupting. We want to know what woke it up. We want to remove the root of the problem.”

“A volcano is a force of nature that erupts because it is what it is. How can you remove the very thing that makes it a volcano?”

“This is all speculation,” Caleb chuckled, pinching the bridge of his nose. “We’ve had this same conversation many times already—if going through time will fix anything at all. It could make things more of a mess or it may not.”

“We have nothing to lose,” Chloe said. “Paragon has the richest soil and potential for food, and it’s been destroyed. Many parts of Terra are soon to follow and even if Cimmerian survives...it’s not enough. I’ve heard that many in Cimmerian go to the other worlds for sustenance.”

“It’s true,” Caleb said. “Even if the Sorcerers weren’t trying to kill us, and we tried to carve out a life here with what’s left, we would all starve and die. It would be a slow death, but a death nonetheless. This Clock was created out of necessity—because we realized that the end of humanity was upon us.”

“Then how far back would you want to go?” James asked.

“I really can’t say,” Caleb sighed.

“I want to get awkward,” Kyran said suddenly.

“Ew,” Chloe said. “What are you talking about?”

“I have a topic to bring up that’s awkward,” Kyran replied, glaring at her. 

“Okay, well, don’t say it like that. I got some strange images in my head when  you said that.”

“It’s not my fault—what goes on in your brain.”

“What is it?” Caleb sighed.

“James,” Kyran said flatly. “What are we going to do about James?”

“I don’t follow.”

“Didn’t Red and Violet tell you? Someone had to have told you.”

“Oh,” Caleb said, glancing over at James. “The fact that Donovan was absorbed.”

“Yes. A Sorcerer is living inside of him now. Aren’t you worried that James will lose control at some point? I was there. Donovan allowed himself to be taken.”

Everyone in the room stared at James, examining him, searching him for signs of cracking. As silence descended upon them, and the seconds turned into minutes, James could hear a laugh beginning to rise to the surface from deep within his psyche. He stifled it, for fear of letting it escape his lips, and he found himself glancing over at Catherine. 

There was an undeniable fear in her eyes.
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Chapter 2 – Battery
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“Just follow me and don’t deviate from the path,” Caleb said. “These tunnels are designed to be a labyrinth. If you get lost, it’s over. Alright, let’s go.” Caleb began walking through the dim lighting as they stayed close to each other. 

James kept his head down as his eyes fell on the back of Catherine’s heels.  “Are we going to talk about what happened back there?”

“What do you want to talk about?” she asked. 

“How we moved on like nothing terrible was said.”

“We have to head to the Clock to see if you can power it.”

“That’s another thing...if I can, you do know what that means, right?”

“What?”

“I may have to stay inside of it.”

“No, you wouldn’t. It’s different than with Bastion. He had to sustain a constant barrier. You would be powering the Clock for one go.”

“That’s not proven. What if I have to keep the entryway open for them to return?”

“Caleb didn’t say it, but we all know it’s probably a one-way trip, and you wouldn’t want to keep the door open on the other side anyways because someone or something from the past might come here.”

“We could probably handle it.”

“Not necessarily. Yeah, we’re stronger than we were before, but look at the Knights. They’re from the past, and they’re still more powerful than we are. James, what are you so worried about?”

“You,” he said honestly. “I’m wondering what you’re thinking right now.”

“I’m scared that the Clock won’t work.”

“Not that,” he said. “You know what I mean.”

“You really want to talk right now? When everyone can hear us?”

“I don’t mind hearing,” Scarlet said. 

Catherine grumbled to herself, but James didn’t care. “Catherine, we have to talk now. Once I get inside of the machine, I might have to power it until someone goes through, and who knows how long that will be. The Sorcerers could attack and something could happen to one of us. I want to resolve this beforehand.”

“RESOLVE WHAT?!” she yelled, turning around to face him and halting the line. 

“We have to keep moving!” Caleb yelled from the front. “Do not stop!”

“You heard him,” Catherine said as she turned back around. 

“You still love me?” James asked as they kept walking forward.

“Of course I do,” she scoffed. “What kind of a question is that?”

“Then why won’t you talk to me? Is it what Kyran said?”

“It explains everything,” she said, still facing forward. “You keep on spacing out, and you barely talk to me about it. You’ve never acted like this before, and it...it makes so much sense. What’s he saying in there? Huh? Is Donovan talking to you now?”

James wasn’t sure what to say. “He’s stronger than the others...but I can handle it. I just need time.”

“This is why you shouldn’t have been absorbing people,” she said bitterly.

James stayed silent. He didn’t like her tone, but he knew she was justified. She was the one person that he could rely on in life, and she felt the same about him. To shut her out like that, it had to be a great violation of trust. What was the point of having someone by your side if you were going to face your greatest trials alone?

“I’m sorry,” James said, but she said nothing in response. He didn’t care. As long as she heard the words, it was a start. 

“We’re almost there,” Caleb said as they took another left down a dirt-walled corridor. 

James let his mind wander. He was no stranger to such an act. 

***
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JAMES STARTED PAYING attention the moment light flooded his pupils. As his vision refocused, he saw two dozen Knights scrambling around a massive structure that was the size of a small house. It was a gigantic, hollow, rectangle with various wires spiraling around the dense frame. Massive tubes were strewn along the floor and leading out of the rectangle and into the cave wall. None of the Knights working on the machine gave them much attention—barely a nod, and then they would go back to their duties.

Caleb waved them over to the rock platform on which the massive rectangle, or the “Clock” was sitting on, and he turned to James.

“Okay, instruction time. Listen carefully. We’re going to attach some of the conduit wires to you, and the machine will start tapping into your energy for power. Using that power, it will expand it out, similar to releasing one’s eidolon. It will take that energy and fill the rectangle. With the technology we’ve created, it will use that energy to create a portal that will enable us to go through time. Now, here’s the important part. Once the Clock is fully powered, you and whoever else is planning to go through time will close your eyes and we will slowly begin separating your body into matter.”

“Wait, so I would be going through time too?” James asked.

“No, not exactly. Similar to the Emissary with the bridges, you will act as a guide of sorts. This hasn’t been done in practice before so I can only tell you what should happen in theory. The actual experience might be completely different, but we’ll see.”

“Okay, so myself and whoever’s planning on going through time will become energy?”

“Yes, but visually, you’ll be on a bridge of sorts. That bridge will have many paths, each leading to a different point in time. Because your energy is tapped into the Clock, you’ll be able to identify these points, even better than the travelers accompanying you. It’s important that you direct them properly. We’ll tell you what point in time you’re looking for once we’re ready to do the real thing. Today, we’re just going to try to power the machine.”
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