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When catastrophe looms and fair maidens face doom

Time will be torn asunder

When goodness dies and evil ones rise

Time will be torn asunder

- Sage
Iager


Prologue: Rewind

In which a kite is
flown…






97 Years Ago






The future scourge of humanity sat on the edge of
a steep cliff. Far below, unaware of his presence, a brother and
sister played in the woods. The one who would sow devastation and
death looked at the scene of peaceful innocence and laughed. It was
not the cackle he would one day emit; it was a warm and hearty laugh that danced upon the
stirring breeze. His eyes, not yet dull and filled with an
unsurpassed hatred for humanity, were the colour of the noonday
sky. His hair was light and blonde, a far cry from the crimson
strands he would one day possess. This was not the enemy of
humanity or the vilest thing to ever exist.

It was the Avatar of the Skies, and
humanity’s greatest champion.

Its name was Squall.

And it was in love.

*

“Come on, keep up!” cried the girl, who looked no
older than ten. Her brother, three years younger, struggled to keep
pace with her. In his hands was their father’s prized kite which
had been handed down across three generations. Their father
had promised to one day show
them how to fly it, but they had grown impatient. Today, while
their father was in town on business, they had become determined to
see the kite soar through the air.

Squall watched them with an expression of
parental affection. They were wild and free little things, spending
their days exploring the woods and helping their parents with daily
chores. Life for them was simple and clean.

“This has to be far enough!” cried the
brother, as he heaved and huffed.

“Oh alright, we’ll fly it here,” replied his sister, with a mischievous
look. They were standing at the top of a tall hill, surrounded by
gigantic trees.

The girl approached the boy and took a roll
of string from her pocket. She attached it to the kite and
instructed him to hold it up. Taking the rest of the string, she
started running down the hill, with the kite staying at the top
with her brother.

“Now!” she soon cried, “Let it go!”

Her brother dutifully let go of the kite, causing
it to whip up into the air. It trailed after the girl who was now running full speed
down the hill. The girl was laughing and tugging at the string,
causing the kite to dip and twirl.

For a brief moment in time, the world was
filled with the sounds of the girl’s laughter and the boy’s cheers.
For a short while, they could enjoy a peaceful life, in which their
chores and homework were nonexistent, or at the very least far
away.

Faster the girl ran, moving the kite side to side
and watching it dance upon the wind. The kite had a simple design,
a checkered black and
white pattern with a golden circle in the centre. However, as it
reached its maximum height, the design came to resemble a large,
golden eye floating on the breeze.

The girl’s laughter, while a symptom of her
unbridled joy, unfortunately prevented her from hearing the change
in her sibling’s tone. His shouts of encouragement had become
screams of warning, and yet she did not hear him.

Unbeknownst to her, she had reached the
bottom of the hill.

Sadly,
she did not see the trees ahead until it was too late. By throwing
her body to the side at the last moment, she narrowly avoided
running into the largest trunk. However, the kite, held prisoner by
momentum, did not share her fate. Instead, it quickly embedded
itself into the wooden maze of branches and leaves.

For a few seconds, both siblings looked at
each other with a mixture of fear and relief.

“Dad’s going to kill us!” the boy
eventually cried, as he ran
down the hill to join his sister.

Squall leant closer, eager to see what the two
humans would
do.

The girl looked at her brother, and then glanced
up at the embedded kite.
Squall could almost see the gears in her head turning, trying to
find a solution to this grounding-inducing problem.

If she were a little older, perhaps she
would have done the right thing and confessed to her father, taking
the punishment that was owed.

But the girl was young, and to the young such
problems always have much simpler solutions.

“No, he
won’t!” the girl responded. Without waiting for her brother’s
reply, she turned around and started to climb the mighty oak. The
kite was roughly fifty feet up the tree, although there were
several low branches that could serve as handholds for the
clambering child.

“Be careful!” her brother yelled, as he
anxiously waited down below.

“I’ll be fine!” the girl replied, and so
far, she was managing
well.

Squall drifted closer, carried by the wind.
His interest had morphed into fear as he watched the scenario below
unfold.

In times long since passed, he would have flown
down immediately and
aided the young humans.

But things had changed, and his hands were
bound.

A moment later, his fear turned into horror as the girl lost her hold on
a branch. For an instant, it seemed as though she would be able to
save herself.

But her desperate fingers missed the branch,
and the girl fell like a stone.

To Squall’s eyes, the girl fell in slow motion, falling headfirst
towards the unwelcoming ground. Without thinking Squall reached out
with his right hand and commanded the wind itself. It obeyed its
master’s command and raced forward, towards the falling
child.

Through a sheer miracle, the wind caught her inches before she hit
the ground, cushioning her fall.

For a few long moments, nothing happened.
The girl, seemingly in shock, slowly patted her body, searching for
injuries that should have been there. She was young, but she knew
that when a child fell from such a height they did not come away
without injury.

And yet not a mark or bruise marred her
flesh.

“Are you alright?!?” her brother called,
tears in his eyes, as he
raced towards her.

“I… I think so…” the girl replied, sounding
unsure. She stood on unsteady legs, looking up towards the trapped
kite in confusion. Squall knew that she was trying to work out what
had just happened. Surely there was a logical explanation,
right?

But there was no explanation for what he
was: the very embodiment
of the skies themselves.

There would be no answer to her question,
sadly.

But his time was up. So, with a final flick of his wrist, he sent a tiny
gust towards the tree. It was just the right strength and
orientation to dislodge the precious kite. It gently floated to the
confused siblings, luckily unharmed by its unsanctioned flight.
Together, they picked up the kite and headed home.

Hopefully they had learnt to be a bit more
patient in the future…

*

“I saw that,” said yet another brother.

Squall winced as he turned to face his
one and only
sibling.

Terra, the Avatar of the Land, stood waiting
for him at the edge of the cliff.

He did not look happy.

“What was I supposed to do, let her get
injured?” Squall asked,
as he floated closer to his brother.

“Yes,” Terra replied, with a frown, “Remember, we aren’t supposed to interact
with humanity anymore,”

“Why not?” Squall responded, for what seemed like the
millionth time, “What harm could I cause by saving the life of a
child?!?”

“You know why we can’t help them,
brother!” Terra shot
back with a frustrated tone, “If we are always around to solve all of their
problems, they will never learn to take care of themselves! If they
don’t learn, they can’t grow!”

“Even if some of them have to die in the
process?” Squall asked,
with a cold tone.

“A necessary sacrifice for the greater
good,” Terra replied.
His expression was harder than the iron he held dominion
over.

Squall had no response. In his heart he knew
that Terra was right. And yet he could not temper the love he
possessed. He was in agony, torn between his love for humanity and
the law he had sworn to follow.

“Look, I just don’t want anything to happen
to you…” Terra said, as
his expression softened, “You are my only sibling, and if He Who Sleeps
Above finds out that you are still interfering… I might lose
you…”

Squall nodded, saying, “I know, little brother. I’ll come
home; I promise…”

Satisfied, Terra opened up a portal to the
home of the Avatars.

He went first, safe in the knowledge that
his brother would be close behind.

Squall, after taking one last look at the
children below, followed after his own kin. But he knew that he
would be back.

He could not win against the love in his heart.

Even if it destroyed him…

*

32 Years Ago






The world was ending, and it was all his fault.
Cecil Souvier, a man with good intentions but terrible luck, limped
along the dimly lit corridor. As he made his way towards the
office he stumbled and slipped
due to the shaking structure. The storm had come, and even now it
was assaulting the island as if it had a personal score to settle.
He briefly raised his head to the bank of windows along one side of
the corridor. The land outside was under attack from the heavens,
as lightning bolts struck every exposed building and
tree.

But Cecil had no time for storm-watching. He had a task to perform, and
if he failed then everything would be lost.

He felt a sudden pain in his side and was
reminded of the injuries he had accrued. He didn’t have long.

The darkness was lingering at the edges of
his vision, waiting to strike if he let down his guard.

He had been abandoned by every ally and left
to die in the middle of nowhere.

“Like father, like son, hey,
Isaac?” he asked the
empty corridor.

But no ghosts responded to his query.

Instead, he took another step towards the office. It seemed to be
getting further away instead of closer.

Surely that couldn’t be right?

A sudden gust shook the corridor, sending
him reeling. In that moment of weakness he felt the darkness come,
tugging at his weary frame. It dropped him to the cold, metallic
floor and kept him there.

He had to get up… He had to save everyone… But he
was so tired… Maybe… Maybe he just needed to rest for a
moment… and after that he could
reboot and somehow stop the end of the world…

As the darkness finally claimed him, he whispered, “Why did you abandon
me… Barsch?”

*

6 Months Ago






A different island, a different time.

The island looked ancient, with wind-worn
cliffs and deep valleys teeming with life.

In truth, it was barely a day old.

The nascent land, however, had served its purpose.
It had saved the
saviours of humanity.

Not that they would ever know this.

“That was close,” said Ion, as she walked across the
waves.

“It’s always close with those
three,” her brother,
Terra, replied. He was walking beside her atop the ocean, although
his feet were standing on two long stilts made of rock which rose
from the ocean floor.

The land was his domain, and at the moment
he was quite out of his element.

“Could we not have brought them closer to
the mainland?” Ion
asked. They were nearing the newly created island. The ocean was
already lapping against its fresh beaches, tasting them for the
first time.

Terra shook his head in response, saying, “We’ve already interfered too much.
Any more than this might have brought the attention of our
brother.”

Ion shivered, despite the warm weather.
Raigan would stop at nothing to see humanity wiped out.

“So, what now? Do we go and say hello to
our favourite humans?”

Terra shook his head, saying, “No, we’ve confirmed that they
survived. I think they’ve earned themselves a break, don’t you
agree?”

Ion nodded and replied, “I suppose. Although if they knew
what was coming they would probably wish that we had let them drown
instead.”

“Probably. But the time isn’t right for
what we have in mind. A rest might be good for them, and it might
give them the strength to face what is to come…”

“I hope so. Because if they fail,
humanity is doomed. Again.”

Having reached the island, Terra leant down and
surveyed the beach. There, embedded in the brand new sand, were
three sets of footprints. One belonged to a heavyset
machine; one looked like a
woman’s prints and the third belonged to an abomination.

The heroes had survived their fall from
heaven.

But Terra knew what lay ahead for them and
it scared him.

“Forgive us…” he whispered, before turning to leave. The tide
was already claiming the footprints, erasing them from existence.
The heroes had bought themselves a rest, but it would not last
forever.

Soon it would be time to face a new
threat.

Soon they would bear witness to…
The Artelius
Cataclysm…


Part One: Living in the Past


Chapter I:
Nirvana

In which a birth is celebrated…






I fall from heaven, trailing smoke and ash. My wings
of steel lie bent and broken, no longer able to support my weight.
The coldness of space has given way to the fiery inferno of the
upper atmosphere. My body is aflame, and yet I do not scream out.
Far below, patiently waiting for me, is the endless ocean. I cannot
resist her. I do not want to.

And so I dive towards her, the final flight
of a broken bird. She welcomes me with crashing waves and cooling
spray. Soon, my flames will die.

Soon this misery will end.

I feel… sorry… for the occupants within me. But their
time has come. They cannot resist the seductive alure of the sea.
Gravity itself wills us closer.

We can but fall.

And yet… something is happening. On the
ocean’s surface there is a commotion. The waves move in strange
ways, crashing into one another and rippling out in every
direction.

But that matters little to me. For my end
will be with the sea.

I fall, losing more pieces to the rushing
wind. My debris is carried aloft by the raging air currents,
spreading out behind me like a pair of metallic angel wings. The metal
giant within my hull does not respond to this sudden change. His
mind is… elsewhere.

But the two humans still persist.

They are stubborn, if nothing else.

I wish that I could have saved them. But
my body is broken, and my strength is gone. All that awaits us is
death.

I see something in the air. A shimmer. It
forms around me, a broken shell around a broken shell. It looks…
fragile. It cannot save us.

Nothing can.

The ocean is closer now. It calls to
me, and I
respond with a screech of folded metal.

The commotion on the surface has
intensified. Rocks shoot out from the deep blue below, molten as
they fly through the screaming air. Ice forms in the waves, creating shapes
that twist and shatter repeatedly.

This… is not right.

But I am a simple thing and was built to
serve but one purpose.

To fly.

And now that purpose is lost to me, and so I
fall.

Finally, the ocean is here.

And so am I…

*

Barsch La Tergan awoke with a muffled scream. Once
again he had dreamt of
the Saving
Grace II and its final
flight. It shouldn’t have been possible, to see the world through
the… eyes… of a machine. But Maloch had shown him that machines,
despite being built by man, possessed souls of their
own.

He wished he could have saved this one.

But the Saving Grace II now lay at the bottom of the Desolate Ocean,
resting there for all eternity.

Through some sheer luck, Barsch, Alza and
Maloch had managed to reach an island nearby.

That, however, was where their luck had run out.
On their first night on
the island Maloch had scanned the heavens and worked out their
position.

The Desolate Ocean, fittingly, was not known for being well-populated.
There were hundreds of uninhabited and unmapped islands in the
ocean, and they had landed on one that was both.

By a unanimous vote, they had named it
Nirvana.

Because they would probably die there.

That had been six months ago…

*

Rising from his makeshift hammock, Barsch slowly
made his way over to a nearby rock. Upon it there were dozens of marks carved into the
surface. With care he carved a new line into the previously virgin
rock, marking yet another day in their prison and
paradise.

“Wait a second…” he thought, staring at the myriad marks. And then
he started counting.

A few seconds later he took a step back and
chuckled.

“Well, happy birthday to me…”

He knew that if anyone from Sanctuary were to see
him they would probably offer their condolences for such an unusual
birthday.

But it didn’t bother him.

After all, Barsch hadn’t had a normal birthday since he was
five.

And today looked like no exception.

*

Leaving the marked rock, Barsch returned to
his hammock. It was made out of materials taken from their sunken
ship, in a process that had lasted weeks. Fortunately for them, the
ship had been outfitted with a standard emergency pack.

Unfortunately, the pack’s contents had expired decades ago. But they had
made do with what still worked, such as the portable water filters
and fishing net. He had also recovered Lanista, although it had been damaged in the crash. It
was still in one piece, but it no longer roared to life when he
tugged at its starter cord. It would occasionally splutter and move
for a moment, but it never lasted long.

Not that there was anything on the island
that threatened
them.

Alza was a homo novus, an altered human, and had the power to move things with
her mind, heal almost any injury and conjure flames from thin air.
Barsch, thanks to his link with both her and her fallen brother,
Kain, could now do the same.

So, they had an infinite source of fire, could heal any
injuries they sustained and could move heavy rocks with the same
effort one would use on carrying a kitten.

In many ways, they were perfectly suited to
island living.

It was one of the reasons Barsch hadn’t
spent too much time worrying about getting home. To most people,
being trapped on a deserted island in the middle of the Desolate
Ocean would have been a death sentence.

But to Barsch it was practically a
holiday.

Taking a deep breath, he inhaled the salt-laden
air and let it flow
through him.

“Alright, time to get to
work…” he thought, as he
went through his mental checklist.

Item One: Fix the leak in the hut

Item Two: Check the traps

Item Three: See if Alza had caught anything
in the lagoon.

The hut was the closest to him, so he might
as well start with Item One…

*

The hut had been one of the first things they had
built after arriving on the island. Between Barsch and Alza’s
powers and Maloch’s knowledge it had only taken them a single day to build. It
was constructed primarily of felled logs and woven leaf mats and
was held together with a mix of plant-based glue and metal rivets
recovered from the ship. It had endured every single storm the
ocean had thrown at them and served three purposes.

One: It kept their food safe from any
opportunistic animals

Two: It provided a shady spot in which to
escape the sun’s harsh rays

And most importantly, Three: It gave Alza a
space of her own.

She had a bed, table and polished metal mirror
within that were supposedly off-limits for Barsch. Apparently, Charlotte had insisted
that Alza have her own room and that a young man and woman
shouldn’t share a bedroom until certain… arrangements had been
made.

She had been quite… insistent.

So Barsch slept in his hammock a few steps
away, sheltered from the elements by a convenient rocky overhang.
He didn’t mind, really.

Being marooned on an island with a beautiful
woman was enough for him.

“You know that’s not the truth, right,
murderer?” Kain
muttered, but he did not press forward with any
accusations.

Barsch ignored the ghost. He had gotten used to
that, over the past six
months. As it turned out, living on an island gave him a lot of
time to do… nothing.

So instead of sleeping all day, he had
started training his mind. On Tartarus, the manifestations in his
mind had overpowered him and forced his hand. But he wouldn’t let
that happen again.

“I am in control,” he said, closing his
eyes.

“Sure, you just keep telling yourself
that…” Kain
commented.

Once again Barsch ignored him.

He was wasting time. Approaching the hut, he knocked three times on the
woven leaf door.

But no sweet voice called out to him, so he
took a breath and entered. The first thing he noticed was the
stranger staring back at him.

Tall. Blonde hair. Violet eyes. Tanned
skin. Torn black and
blue spacesuit which hugged the body tightly.

Barsch opened his mouth. The stranger did
the same.

Ah.

A reflection. But the man in the
polished metal mirror was not
the man he should have become. Gone were his black locks and
blue-green eyes. What had happened to that boy? Where had he
gone?

“He had his mind broken, watched his
grandfather die in his arms, and gave in to the darkness,
remember?” asked
Kain.

Once more the ghost was ignored. He really
was getting better at this…

Shaking his head, he tried to focus on the task at
hand. Yesterday Alza had reported that she had noticed a leak in
the roof which had spoiled some of their rations.
So, he dragged Alza’s
woodworked table over to the corner of the room and started poking
the green roof with one tanned finger. After a few seconds his
finger found moisture.

Gotcha.

*

It only took him a few minutes to patch the
leak, using a mixture of fresh leaves and sap-like glue. That
should hold for a few more weeks, at the very least.

Leaving the hut, he made his way over to the
location of his next task. Using Maloch’s almost encyclopedic
knowledge they had constructed several animal snares and placed
them around the island. They had used a variety of bait, including
fish meat and berries, which generally netted them at least one or two critters a
day.

It wasn’t exactly the most appealing food,
but it kept their stomachs from feeling any pangs of hunger. And
once the meat was thoroughly cooked it was hard to tell a tail from
a paw in any case.

That’s what he kept telling himself.

The first traps, unusually, were empty. Perhaps
the animals of the island were wising up to their new
neighbours?

Glancing up, he looked towards the centre of the
island. It wasn’t big by any means, but it had a rather
majestic mountain at its
heart that made it seem larger than it actually was. Barsch and
Alza generally stuck to the coast, but they had ventured inland on
the odd occasion. Even in the shadow of the mountain, however, they
found nothing amiss.

No signs of civilization or past human
activity. No ferocious predators or supernatural beasts hiding in
caves or hidden dens. The island was… ordinary… which brought about
a feeling of insecurity that Barsch had trouble shaking.

It was all too… easy. From the trees
above they had coconuts,
from the sheltered lagoon they had inquisitive fish, and from the
forest they had critters. Where was the challenge?

From what Maloch had told them about the
Desolate Ocean, it wasn’t supposed to be like this. The vast
majority of the mapped islands were little more than barren rocks
sitting just above the waterline.

Not veritable paradises filled with food
and shelter.

Something wasn’t right.

But as Barsch checked the rest of the traps, he
found himself not particularly worried. So, what if things were a bit… weird. He slept
near a woman who could create fire from nothing. He had
multiple… things… living
in his head.

Normal for him was practically weird for
everyone else…

*

Thirty minutes later, Barsch had finally
finished checking the traps. He had found two critters and quickly
ended their suffering. It would be enough to sustain them for a few
more days at least.

Hopefully Alza had found more luck in the lagoon. He was getting
tired of pretending not to notice the tails…

In that moment he felt a wave of homesickness. He wondered what Lukas,
his father, was doing. Was he also preparing dinner? Or was he out
searching for his lost son?

But Barsch could not allow himself to dwell
on such thoughts. Maloch would save them, and then he would go
home. He had to believe that, even as the days had turned to weeks
and then months. He wouldn’t spend the rest of his life on this
island.

Would he?

*

In an attempt to banish his sudden onset of
melancholy, Barsch made his way over to the lagoon. It
surrounded the island and kept
the worst of the ocean storms at bay. It shimmered with a beautiful
azure sheen, and as the gentle waves lapped against the white sand
beach he felt peace returning to his heart. He could stay for a
little while longer.

Moving closer to the water’s edge, he searched for
his companion. Alza Reveia was a difficult person to describe, even
to those who thought that they knew her. She had been created in a
test-tube by Dr Emmerfield and forced to fight against her
‘brother’, Kain, as they
trained together in an underground laboratory. While initially cold
and emotionless, her experiences with both Barsch and Charlotte,
her genetic donor, had given her a new outlook.

She smiled more often and laughed at one joke in
three. Which was
progress, in a way.

Glancing down, he peered into the shimmering
waters, searching for her form. It only took him a moment to find
her, such was their bond. Even when he was on the other side of the
island he could feel her, a tiny light in the darkness.
He watched as she swam to the
surface with something in her right hand.

Soon enough she broke through the dividing line
between sea and sky and emerged before him, water cascading from
head to feet. Her hair had darkened and grown longer since their arrival on the island
and was now a mixture of blonde and brown. Her eyes, once a pure,
enchanting violet, now had a light blue tint added in.

He knew the cause of this transformation, of
course. The very same mindmeld which had saved his life and given
him his powers had also
affected Alza. Slowly, they were beginning to resemble one another.
He wasn’t sure how much more they would change, or even if it could
be stopped. It was yet another price they had paid in exchange for
his survival.

But if her new appearance bothered her, Alza had
never admitted
it.

She was still wearing her white and gold spacesuit
which had kept her safe while on Tartarus. It hugged her form in a comfortable
manner, but she did not seem overly conscious about her figure. She
had removed the sleeves and some materials from below her knees to
make the tropical heat more bearable, but it was still the best
form of protection available to them.

Not that they had many options in the way of
clothing. It was either torn-up spacesuits or leaves.

And neither teenager had voted for the
latter option.

Still, even with her hair disheveled and her
clothes torn, Alza was still the most beautiful thing in his
world.

“How did it go?” he asked, in a light tone.
However, when he heard his own words, they sounded colder than he had intended.

Strange…

Alza gave him a quizzical look before shrugging
her shoulders and replying, “Not too bad. I caught a
big one down by the reef. He
was fast, but I was faster.” She gestured to her right hand, which
held a sharpened stick. Impaled at the tip was a large, silver-blue
fish which Barsch knew to be quite tasty.

“A silverfin? I thought that they weren’t worth the
hassle to catch?” he asked, eyeing the fish. They had managed to
catch only a handful over the months, and each time they had agreed
to go after smaller, easier to handle fish in the
future.

“Well, it’s a special occasion, is it not?” she
asked, with a small smile that set his heart on fire, “It’s
not every day that you
turn eighteen.”

“You remembered?”

“Of course,” she replied, handing him the hand-made
spear, “It’s easy to
keep track of since we’re the only ones here.”

“I suppose,” he muttered, while staring at his
gift. He had received a wide assortment of presents over the years,
more often than not they were unremarkable. And yet he would trade all of them for the
single fish in his hands.

“Shall we eat?” she asked, as she stepped
forward.

Barsch opened his mouth to respond, but
something stopped him. It was the look in her violet-blue eyes.
They looked… unfocused.

He remembered that look, as it was the first one
she had ever shown him. In the glade, all those months ago, just before she had fallen
before him.

“No, surely not…” he thought to himself.

He watched her take a step towards him. And then
another. But the third
did not land. Instead, she stumbled, with a confused expression
twisting her pretty face. Without a sound she began to fall
forwards, towards the soft sand below.

When they had first met, he had failed to
catch her.

But he would not fail again.

Diving forward, he dropped the spear and reached out his hands, placing
them on her slender form. She did not cry out or respond to his
touch, and instead slumped against his body.

“Alza!” he cried, but that did not rouse
her.

Was it anaemia? Malnutrition? Sickness?

In that moment he cursed his earlier views
on staying on the island. This place was not a paradise, it was a
prison.

And they had to escape before it killed
them…


Chapter II: The
Worst Birthday

In which a flower is sought…






I stand beneath the roaring waves, anchored
to the abyssal plain. The water surrounds me, suffocates me,
silences me.

And yet I do not cry out.

I walk forward, stumbling over the coral
and the sand crests. The water beats down upon my slender back,
driving me to the ocean floor. The weight and pressure are immense, but
the pain I feel within outweighs them both. My heart burns and my
mind flares, twin points of agony that pulse in an unsettling
rhythm.

Am I dying?

Or have I already passed away?

The land before me could be the afterlife,
there is no way to tell.

But worse than the pain and the pressure is
the fact that I am utterly alone. No Maloch, no Charlotte, no
Judai.

No Barsch.

That stings the worst.

Despite my growth, despite the changes I
have endured, it has not changed the fact that in the end, I am
alone.

The last Homo Novus.

Before long my feet stop moving. What is the
point of walking forward, if the future will not change? I was born
alone, I exist alone, and I will die alone. This is my fate.

This is my future.

*

Slowly, Alza surfaced from the nightmare. She felt
drenched to the bone, and not just because she had just been
swimming. Her face felt flushed, and her hands shook as she struggled to open her
eyes.

“Alza?” came a familiar voice tinged with
worry.

With
effort, she opened her eyes and found her companion kneeling above
her. She was lying on her makeshift bed in the hut, with a cooling
rag placed atop her forehead.

“What… what happened?” Alza asked, as she
tried to stand up.

Barsch kept her rooted to the bed with a
single finger. She had never felt so… weak…

“You collapsed on the beach. I brought you
here and tried to cool you off,” he said, with an anxious tone.

And yet his face showed no emotion.

Why?

“I see… I guess the heat must have gotten to me…”
she lied.

“Maybe…”

“Can you help me up?” she asked, extending
her hand towards him.

He took it after a moment’s hesitation.
He felt… warm.

Gathering her strength, Alza forced her body
upwards. She swayed for a moment and her head spun, but her knees,
although wobbling, did not buckle. She was fine.

She had to be
fine.

“Alza… are you alright?” asked Charlotte. Her tone, like Barsch’s,
radiated worry.

“Yeah, it was just a bit of heatstroke,
I’ll be fine,” she
mentally replied.

“I don’t believe you. You’ve
never been
sick before…” her
progenitor prodded.

“Well, there’s a first time for everything,
right?” the clone
replied.

Charlotte had no reply.

“You okay?” Barsch asked instead.

“Yeah, all better, thanks,” Alza lied once
again.

Looking at him, she recalled his own
mysterious sickness which had incapacitated him on Tartarus.
Eventually they had figured out that it had been his refusal to use
his powers which had caused his illness.

Perhaps she had somehow caught it as
well?

So, she
reached inside herself and sought out the power that slumbered
within. It rose to meet her like a puppy reacting to its returning
master. She had used it sparingly since arriving, but then again
she hadn’t had many reasons to use it.

When Barsch turned away for a moment she
tried to summon a tiny flame in her palm.

Immediately the world beneath her shifted.
She managed to stay standing, but only by gritting her teeth and
forcing her remaining strength into her legs.

In her hand a tiny flame flickered into existence
for a moment before vanishing.

What was happening to her?

When Barsch turned back to face her, however, she
faked a smile and said, “Perhaps it’s because I skipped breakfast? Why don’t you go
and grab us some of that melon-like fruit we found the other day
and I’ll prepare the fish?”

Barsch gave her a questioning look, but he nodded all the same, saying,
“Alright. I’ll be right back. And take it easy for me,
please?”

The worry in his eyes drove daggers into her
heart, but she firmed her heart and answered with a chuckle,
“Barsch, we’ve faced
monsters and stopped planets from falling, remember? I won’t be
done in by a bit of heatstroke, okay?”

“Yeah… right,” was his half-hearted reply.
With one more forlorn look he departed the hut.

“This is just heatstroke… It has to
be…”

But in her heart she felt a seed of doubt take
root…

*

“She’s lying to you, Barsch,”
whispered Ashe, as Barsch made
his way through the jungle.

“I know,” Barsch replied, “But I’m sure she
has her reasons.”

“Such as?”

“Maybe she doesn’t want me to worry?”
Barsch replied, as he
ducked beneath a hanging vine.

“And did that work?”

“No… it didn’t… But Alza is strong. I know
that she’ll get through this…”

“Sickness?” volunteered Ashe.

“Yeah. It’s probably just some kind of tropical fever!” Barsch
exclaimed. The jungle eventually opened up and he found himself in
a small glade.

No matter what he did, he always ended up
coming back to a glade.

But this time it was for something pleasant. The
melon-like fruit was sitting in a small puddle beneath a large tree
which sat in the centre
of the glade. The yellow and blue fruits were roughly the size of
his hand and floated in the clear water, with stems connecting them
to the earth below. He had never seen anything like it, but after a
few experiments he and Alza had discovered that they were both safe
to eat and delicious.

He took some time to pick three of the
largest fruits, while his ghosts continued to speak.

“This might be a good thing, you
know?” said Yumiere, his
first love.

“Oh, and why is that?” Ashe replied, bypassing Barsch entirely.
He knew that neither person was truly real, but he had come to
accept that he was at least partially mad. It was the only way he
could make sense of his life.

“Well, now he can take care of her and earn
some points!” Yumiere
exclaimed, causing Barsch to blush.

“How many more points could he possibly
need?” Ashe
retorted, “He’s saved her life about a dozen times by my
count.”

“Ashe, a man can always earn extra points.
When I was still alive Barsch once looked after me and it made me
swoon!”

Barsch recalled that scene with uncanny
clarity. Yumiere had been playing in the ruins of a city and had
found some supplies which had somehow survived the South Wars.
However, some of the food had become spoiled and, without telling
anyone, Yumiere had taken those portions for herself. She had later
admitted that she didn’t want anyone in the group to starve, even
if that meant poisoning herself.

It had taken three days for her fever to
break.

“Ashe, Yumiere, there is more to romance
than just earning points. We must also consider the environment,”
said the Unknown
Woman.

Barsch did not know her name, but she had
died in front of him and
now she was part of his guilt.

He let the ghosts in his head continue
talking as he finished harvesting the fruits. He turned around and
started walking back to the beach, but something stopped him.

Wasn’t there something he could do to make
Alza feel better?

“Why don’t you give her a pretty
flower?” whispered
Rigel, the ghost of a young boy who had fallen before him,
“When I was still
alive my dad would always give my mom a big bouquet on their
anniversary…”

A flower… That could work.

Looking around, he saw several brightly
coloured flowers hanging from the trees.

“He’s spent six months on a deserted island
without so much as holding her hand!” Ashe responded, “I don’t think the environment is the
problem here…”

He felt the gazes of all three women upon
his back. He knew that it was his imagination, but that did not
stop the guilt from surfacing.

“You know why… I can’t…” he mumbled, feeling foolish.

“We do, but it’s still a stupid reason. Alza wouldn’t
accept your feelings just because she has no other options. She
would accept them because they are your feelings, Barsch,”
Yumiere whispered, as she
placed a mental hand on his back.

Barsch knew that she was right. But that was
not the only reason for his hesitation.

“Hey, leave him be!” Rigel said, coming to his defense,
“He has more
important things to worry about right now, okay?”

“Very well,” Ashe replied, sounding slightly offended,
“But at the very
least get her a flower that shows you care. Look, on that cliff, do
you see it?”

Barsch glanced skyward and soon found the
cliff in question. There, perched precariously at the edge, was a
single, golden flower.

*

“So, are you really taking love
advice from
your own delusions?” Kain asked, with a mocking tone.

“Shut up,” Barsch spat, through gritted teeth. He
was half-way up the cliffside, and regret was starting to set in.

“We both know that I won’t,”
Kain replied,
“So why fight it?
Let us fall further into madness… together.”

Barsch tried to ignore the
demon-ghost-memory-thing which was successfully gnawing away at his
sanity. The first thing he planned to do after finding a way home
-after hugging Lukas, his father, of course- was to find a bloody
good psychologist and booking them for back-to-back sessions.

Failing that, he would find a priest.

Either way, Kain would be the first to
go.

“Now wouldn’t that be something,
murderer!” Kain
chortled, as Barsch’s fingers sought out the tiniest handholds
known to man, “But if you were successfully exorcised, what would be
left, I wonder…?”

Barsch had no answer to this. He knew that most
people his age didn’t have a veritable horde of voices cohabiting
inside their minds, and those that did spent their days with
their arms bound… for
their own safety. If he were somehow able to rid himself of his
ghosts… would there be anything left over?

Shaking his head, he tried to focus on simply
placing one hand higher than the other. He was almost
at the top of the cliff and the
golden flower was just barely out of reach.

Stretching out his hand, he reached upwards and
carefully dislodged the golden flower, noting that
its roots seemed to be deeply
intertwined with the cliff face.

If his personal history were any
indication, right about
now something terrible would happen that would send him plummeting
into a world of pain and suffering. He had broken bones, lacerated
flesh and bruised ribs in the short time since he had awoken from
Genesis Station 13. Nothing ever came easily to him, which could
otherwise have been delivered by a painful lesson.

And yet the cliff held.

Perhaps his luck was finally turning?

Nope.

“It’s about damn time,” he thought, moments before the rock he was
clinging to came loose in his hands.

*

Time seemed to slow at Barsch fell.

It always did, to the point where Barsch figured
that he must have spent at least a quarter of his life in
slow-motion. Instead of panicking, however, he used the time to
compile a list of things he needed to do tomorrow.

For starters, he had to collect charcoal from one of the fires which he
kept burning along the coast. The charcoal would be used to
replenish their water filtration device and allow them to stave off
dehydration for a few more days. It was a crude system and left the
water with a distinct ashy aftertaste, but it was better than
death.

Most things were, he had found.

“Um, Barsch, not to be a nervous Nelly, but
the ground is coming up… kinda quickly,” Rigel said, with tone bordering on
panic.

Ah, right.

Barsch turned around in mid-air and saw that the
ghost had been telling
the truth. The ground was getting closer.

Most people would have panicked and begun praying
to whatever God would have them. But Barsch was not
most
people. Reaching deep
inside of himself, he summoned forth the power which Alza had once
unintentionally gifted him. It came easily now that he was no
longer forcibly suppressing it.

He had learnt that lesson the hard way on
Tartarus.

The power quickly filled him, and he wasted no time on using it. After
tucking Alza’s hard-won flower inside his suit he raised both arms
and pointed his palms at the unforgiving earth below.

“Come, flame!” he thought, directing the power outwards where it
manifested as a gout of rock-melting fire. The sudden burst of
flame propelled him backwards slightly and for a brief moment he
found himself rising instead of falling.

With gravity temporarily slain he sent out a
smaller stream of fire which was enough to slow his fall. He had
used a similar technique
to escape Tartarus six months prior and in the interleading time he
had found time to practice it until it was essentially second
nature.

A few seconds later Barsch’s feet found
solid earth.

He hadn’t even broken a sweat.

*

Barsch was starting to feel a bit hopeful as
he made his way back to Alza’s hut. He had the three melons in his
arms and the golden flower tucked safely inside his spacesuit. It
wasn’t a five course meal, but it was something, right?

Perhaps Alza had already recovered
from her sickness and
the two of them would be able to enjoy another evening in paradise,
eating melons and watching the sun set on a world that seemed to
contain only the two of them.

However, as he drew nearer to the hut
something slowed his pace.

He couldn’t put it into words, but
something
had changed.

A feeling of… unease?

Moving closer, he heard something that defied expectation.

Something that should not have been possible
on a deserted island.

Alza was talking to someone.

And, unlike the voices in Barsch’s mind, he could hear their replies
out loud.

*

-now, after all this time?” Barsch heard
Alza say, her voice still weak.

“We gave you as much time as we could
spare, but we can wait no longer,” replied the interloper.

An enemy?

But the only one who could reach the island
would be… Raigan, the fallen Avatar of Storms and Slaughter.

Throwing the melons to the ground, Barsch reached
inside of himself once more and summoned forth his power. He
allowed it to fill every nook and cranny of his body until he
was almost levitating
from the stored energy.

Reaching forward with one hand, he pushed open the
leaf woven door.

As he entered the room he noticed two
things.

Number one, there was a man with glowing
violet eyes staring at him.

His reflection. Ignore it.

Number two, there was an Avatar in the room.

But not the one he had expected.

“Long time no see, Barsch,”
the Avatar said,
“We have come to
make your life more difficult, as we always do.”


Chapter III:
Violet Veins

In which they are visited…






Barsch didn’t know what to say. Perhaps he had become too accustomed to
speaking to Alza over the past six months. Perhaps his
communication skills had wilted along with his body.

But even if he had been at the top of his
game, he still wouldn’t know what to say to the god standing before
him.

Terra, Avatar of the Land, was clothed in a
simple brown cloak that covered most of his figure, save for his
bare hands and feet. His eyes were a set of emeralds and his hair
was the colour of the noonday sun.

Barsch still did not know what the Avatar truly thought of him. A
friend? A pawn? Something in-between?

He had been awoken from his cryostasis,
manipulated into journeying across the land and even forced to
leave the planet at the whims of the Avatars. Barsch could not even begin to imagine
what the godlike being wanted from him this time.

“How did you find us?” Barsch asked,
entering the room.

“We never lost you,” replied the Avatar, in a voice of surefire
confidence.

Ah.

“So, you just dropped by to say hello?” Barsch
asked, feeling somewhat out of the loop.

Terra shook his head and replied,
“Unfortunately, no.
We… we need to rely on you once more.”

Barsch felt a spark of anger stir in his soul.

“You mean use us,
right?” Barsch fired back, still filled with the power.

To his credit Terra did not flinch as he
replied, “Yes.”

“Even after we almost died on Tartarus?”

“Yes,” the Avatar replied, “If there was anyone else, we would be there
instead.”

“But why us? We’re just-

Barsch found that he couldn’t bring himself to say
the word ‘ordinary’. It
would be a lie at this point.

Terra seemed to notice his realization and
said, “Exactly. No one else can do the things you do. The world
is at stake, and if we do nothing, then every sacrifice thus far
will have been in vain… including your grandfather’s…”

Gregory Kingston had given his life to save the
world. It was not something to be brought up lightly.

Alza, sitting on her bed, finally spoke,
“Barsch… I think we should hear him out…”

Barsch sighed and raised his arms in surrender,
“Alright, I’ll listen to
what he has to say. I would say that this is just our luck, but I
think we used it all up when we happened to land right next to a
veritable paradise in the middle of the Desolate Ocean…”

Terra flinched, for a moment, at this
otherwise ordinary line.

Wait…

Barsch wanted to smack himself for being so naïve.
What were the odds that they would land here, of all places? And
that they would find an island teeming with food and resources
instead of an inhospitable chunk of rock? And that an
island that must have
been millions of years old would feel so… new…

“You… you made this place, didn’t you?”
Barsch said, realizing just how lightly he had been taking the god
before him.

“Yes, we did,” came a new
voice, although it was familiar.

Ion, the Avatar of the Sea, entered the hut
as if she owned it.

Perhaps, in a way, she did.

“You created an
entire island?” Barsch asked, head spinning, “Why?!?”

“For you,” Ion replied, taking up position beside her
sibling, “For
both of you.”

Barsch took a moment to process this revelation before asking, “I
thought… I thought that you weren’t allowed to act on our behalf.
Something about it getting you in trouble?”

“It was worth the risk, Barsch,”
Terra replied,
“We couldn’t lose
you. Even if it meant that we would face consequences for our
actions, we needed both of you to survive, no matter
what.”

“Are we really that important?” Barsch
asked, stunned at the Avatar’s openness after years of
deception.

“Yes,” both Avatars answered, without hesitation.

Barsch did not know what to say.

After a silence that dragged on for a moment
too long, he asked, “So, how is the world supposed to end this
time? Another dwarf planet?”

Terra shook his head and replied,
“No, not this time.
Tell me, have either of you heard of the Artelius
Cataclysm?”

Alza shared a quick glance with Barsch
before weakly replying, “Um, I remember the Judai talking about it,
back in Sanctuary. I didn’t hear the full conversation, but from
what I overheard it sounded like some sort of ecological
accident?”

Terra nodded before turning his attention back to
Barsch. Barsch combed through his memory, trying to recall what
little he knew about the cataclysm. After a few seconds of deep
thought he spoke up, saying, “Well, when I was travelling with my
father, before the cryosleep, he told me that the Artelius
Cataclysm was the tipping point for the world’s deterioration. I’m not too sure on the
details, but I remember him saying that the cataclysm released more
pollutants in one day than the Quantum Age factories had released
in three decades…”

“Those are both pieces of the
truth,” Ion replied,
with a look of… sadness, “But there is more to the story. The Artelius
Cataclysm dealt a terrible blow to this planet, and the scar is
still there, for those who have the sight, even now. This world
barely survived the event, and even we are unsure why everyone on
Eden did not perish that day.”

“Hang on, I thought that you two were all-knowing
or something?” asked Alza, with a perplexed expression, “Don’t you know all the
details?”

Ion and Terra shared a look of silent regret
before Terra replied, “There were… circumstances… that surrounded that
day that clouded the fine details from our purview. We know the
when and we know the where, but the why and how evade
us.”

“But how is the Artelius Cataclysm relevant?
Didn’t it happen decades ago?” Barsch asked.

Another look of unease flashed across the
Avatar’s faces.

“It did,” Ion replied, “But if we do nothing it will happen
again…”

*

Barsch had taken a seat next to Alza. A part
of him was desperately
hoping that this was all just a dream, and yet another part of him
pointed out that his dreams
typically involved madness, burning planets and death.

So, this was real.

Unfortunately.

“Alright, so this Artelius Cataclysm could
happen again, and you want us to stop it, right?”

“Correct,” replied the emerald-eyed Avatar.

“And as usual you can’t just go and do it
yourself because of… reasons.”

“Correct,” replied the sapphire-eyed Avatar.

“Could you at least point us in the right
direction? You probably
know this already, but we are literally in the middle of nowhere. Should we just pick a direction
and start rowing?”

“Don’t worry, we will guide you to where
you need to be. The cataclysm is set to reoccur in the same place
as before, Artelius Island. If we don’t encounter any obstacles we
should reach it in a few days.”

“Right, and when we get there?”

“You find and destroy the source of
the
cataclysm,” Ion replied,
as if it were obvious.

“But why now? Haven’t you known about this problem
for a while?” Alza
asked, leaning against Barsch in a way that made his heart run on
double time.

“There are… reasons why we have waited
until now, but we cannot explain them yet. Once we are underway we
will tell you more,” Terra answered, with a tinge of guilt on his otherwise
passive expression.

“So, how do we get there?” Barsch asked, “I
don’t suppose you’ll be so kind as to just teleport us directly to
the island?”

Ion shook her head in response and said,
“No, we are already
stretching our pact of non-interference to the absolute limit just
by being here. You will need to make your way to the island in a
more… conventional way.”

“Meaning?”

“You’ll go via raft,” the Avatar of the Seas replied.

Barsch had a sudden flash of recollection.
Maloch, their faithful friend and ally, tied to a makeshift raft,
disappearing over the horizon.

Had the re-mech survived his journey? Or had
the ocean claimed him too?

“That sounds… dangerous,” Alza said, likely
recalling the same memory.

“Do not worry, the ocean is my
domain. The
raft will reach its destination, of that we can be certain,”
replied Ion, with a look of
confidence.

“And what about Raigan?” Barsch asked, causing both
Avatars to flinch, “I doubt he’ll just let us do whatever we please. The storms we’ve
faced on the island have been bad enough, I can’t even imagine
surviving one on the open ocean…”

The Avatars shared a look before Terra
said, “We… do
not believe that Raigan will interfere this time. The Artelius
Cataclysm is a threat to all life, human or not, and Raigan… for
his failings… still cares deeply about the planet.”

“How can you be sure?” Alza asked.

“We can’t, but if we do nothing, the world
will be destroyed. That is something that Raigan does not hope for, believe
us,” Ion
answered.

“Okay, so how do we do this,” Barsch asked, and in
his heart, he knew that
he had already signed on to follow the Avatar’s whims once
more.

If they refused… they would be responsible for the
deaths of millions. Terra, for all his faults, had spoken the truth
about them. There was no
one else who could do what they did.

“For now, nothing. Tomorrow, once you have
regained your strength, you will begin work on the raft. Once it has
been constructed and you have gathered enough supplies, we will
leave.”

Barsch nodded. It seemed like a simple
plan.

And yet…

There was something the Avatars were withholding
from them. A complication to the plan that Barsch had no doubt would
cause untold stress and struggle. But that twist would have to
wait.

“Alright, I’m in, not that I have much
choice,” Barsch said,
resigning himself to being a pawn for hopefully one last adventure,
“Alza?”

Alza seemed to sway slightly before replying, in a soft voice,
“I will go…”

Hearing her voice made Barsch immediately doubt
his resolve. Perhaps he should decline, citing Alza’s health? But
he knew that she would object, sickness or not, and force her way onto the raft
either way.

She was stubborn like that.

So instead, he made a promise to himself, the same one he had
made shortly after meeting her.

“I will protect you… even from yourself.”

*

Barsch and Alza stood alone on the beach,
watching the sun kiss the ocean. The Avatars had disappeared, but
had promised to reappear with the dawn. He and Alza had spent the
rest of the day gathering supplies and making lists of necessary
items. It had been tiring work, but the promise of leaving the
island had kept them going.

Even if they were simply trading one prison
for another.

“Do you think that you will miss this
place?” Alza asked, as the day turned into night.

Barsch
hesitated before answering. On one hand, life had not been easy
since they had returned to Eden. They had been forced to hunt for
food on a daily basis, hope that their equipment did not break and
pray that a storm would not simply wash them into the
ocean.

But it had not been entirely awful. Far from the
pressures of living in Sanctuary, far from the prying eyes of the
world, they had been able to live free. They had grown closer, and
Barsch knew that he would always treasure the time that they had
shared.

“I will,” Barsch replied, as the first stars
let their light fall on the distant shore, “But it will do us some
good to move on. Perhaps, once this latest disaster is averted, we
might find a way home…”

“That would be… nice,” Alza replied, “We
both have people who probably miss us. Your father, my adoptive
parents, amongst others…”

It was a line of thought that Barsch had taken
care to avoid over the past six months. After leaving Tartarus,
they hadn’t had the opportunity to contact Lukas or anyone
else from Sanctuary.
Unless Maloch found a way to the town, the people there would most
likely presume the two of them dead.

“Don’t worry,” Barsch said, “We’ll find a
way home, no matter what. One day, we will see them again…”

“I… hope… so…” Alza replied, sounding
distant despite the small distance between them.

Barsch turned to face his companion.

“Alza?” he asked, voice filled with concern as he
took in her dilated pupils and pale pallor, “How are you feeling?”

“Just… a bit… tired… Barsch,” Alza replied,
as she began to sway
back and forth, “I might… just close… my eyes… for a
while…”

And then she fell.

But Barsch was ready.

He caught her with ease and gently lowered
her body to the shimmering sand. She felt light… too light.

And there was something else. Something
new.

The veins in her arms were… glowing… with a soft violet
light.

“Alza!” he cried, trying to rouse her, but
her eyes remained shut.

Without hesitation, he reached deep inside of
himself, dragging out the power by force of will. It came without
resistance and seemed
eager to be used.

“Heal!” he shouted, placing one hand on
Alza’s abdomen and directing the energy within him to flow to his
most precious companion. The purple-hued power quickly flowed
between them, creating a link that could not be described using the
words of man. He poured every drop of power into Alza’s listless
frame, wishing for nothing more than her recovery.

After a few seconds, he felt the link terminate.
His head was swimming and there was a familiar darkness at the
edges of his vision, but
none of that mattered.

So long as Alza was safe…

Looking down, he noted with relief that her
veins had lost their supernatural glow.

And yet Alza still did not open her
eyes.

Struggling due to the sudden onset of
fatigue, Barsch lifted Alza off the ground. Every step caused a
bolt of agony to ricochet through his body, but that did not deter
him as he slowly made his way back to Alza’s hut.

A small part of him, disconnected from the panic
and fear coursing through the rest of his mind, made
a mental note.

This, undoubtedly, had been the worst birthday of his life, and
something told him that things weren’t going to improve anytime
soon…

*

DRIFTING.

I slip beneath the waves, leaving a world of
chaos and struggle. Here, in this azure land, I am freed from my
burdens. My worries, my fears, my troubles have all been left
behind in the world above the waves. I float gently to the
seafloor, feeling my body lighten with every fathom passed.

I know that I am running away. From what I
need to do. From who I need to be.

But down here, I am safe from the pain. I
am safe from the terror. I am safe from the future.

I can simply slip away.

From the world.

From the land.

From life.

No one will miss me.

No one will care.

Just another girl, lost to the ocean.

That’s all I’ll be.

Barsch… please… forgive me…

I… wasn’t strong enough… to stand beside
you…

So here I will stay, in this silent
place.

Forever…


Chapter IV:
Leaving Paradise

In which a raft is built…






Barsch yawned for the ninety-ninth time.

He had spent all night at Alza’s side, draping leaves cooled in the
ocean across her forehead, hoping that her fever would break. He
had healed her, again and again, every time he had regained enough
energy to do so.

Finally, as the light of dawn broke into the
hut, Alza had opened her eyes.

And now here he was, two hours later, trying
to build a raft while running on empty.

With an Avatar as his only companion.

Great.

At least the work, while repetitive, was not
overly complicated.

Cut down tree. Saw off branches.
Drag log to beach.

Repeat.

Barsch yawned for the hundredth time.

“I don’t suppose you could lend a hand with this?”
Barsch asked the Avatar of the Land -and all things upon it- which by his reckoning should
include the odd tree.

But Terra simply shook his head in
response.

“Figures.”

Stifling his next yawn, Barsch allowed his
mind to drift while his hands worked. It was all too easy to recall
the last time he had done this, nearly six months ago.

Maloch had been around that time, which had made
the process go a lot
smoother. Re-mech, boy and girl had spent the morning fashioning a
raft created with felled logs, sails made from woven leaves and
bolted together using metal taken from the Saving Grace II. It hadn't been an ocean liner, but it
had been seaworthy.

And then they had said their goodbyes.

Barsch had tried to cry, but for some reason
that was getting harder to do…

After that, they had tied the re-mech down,
lashing him to the raft so that no matter what storm came his way
he would not sink to the crushing depths below. As the tide had gone out, so had
Maloch.

Barsch had watched with an unflinching gaze
as that tiny raft, containing their most loyal friend, had
disappeared over the horizon.

And now, six months later, it was their
turn.

*

Barsch hauled the final log down to the
beach with gritted teeth. The work was hard, true, but what made it
harder was the fact that there was another pair of hands a few feet
away that refused to help.

“You really can’t help me?” Barsch asked, wiping
the sweat from his brow,
“Even for this?”

“No.”

“Why?” Barsch asked, wondering if this
amounted to any kind of blasphemy and then deciding that he didn’t
care either way.

Terra paused before replying, with an uncertain
gaze, “I
suppose… you deserve the truth, Son of None.”

Barsch got to work on lashing the logs
together and motioned for the Avatar to continue.

“You are aware of the reason why the
Avatars left humanity to their own devices?” Terra asked.

Barsch cast his mind back to a conversation held
in a desert a lifetime ago.

“Yeah, something about allowing humanity to become independent,
right?”

“Correct,” Terra answered, “As you know, my kind were the stewards of
humanity for millions of years. However, it came to our attention
that our assistance was actually robbing your kind of a chance to
grow on your own terms. The Avatars chose to leave the world of
mortals so that you might find your own path, rather than walk the
one we had chosen for you.”

“So, all of you agreed to this?”

Terra hesitated before replying,
“In the end, yes,
but there were those of us who… resisted. Raigan was one of
them.”

“Really?” Barsch asked, surprised. He
couldn’t imagine that.

“Yes. Before his Fall, Raigan was the
most ardent protector of humanity. He loved your kind in a way that
none else could match, which is why his present views on humanity
are so hard to believe. Regardless, he fought hard to remain
amongst the humans of that era, but his will was
overruled.”

“By whom?”

Another pause.

“We call him… He Who Sleeps Above. He was the first
Avatar and holds power that I could never hope to match. It is his
Will that we abide by, and every time we interfere in human affairs
we risk waking him up. This is the only thing that keeps Ion and I
from assisting more directly… and the only thing that keeps Raigan
from simply burning every human town to the ground.”

“So, you can’t help me because an Avatar
might get woken up from his nap?”

“He Who Sleeps Above is not to be woken
without very good reason, Son of None,” Terra scoffed, “His power is beyond comparison, and even
he cannot fully control his strength. He could flatten mountains
with his passing and split the ocean with a breath. If he were to
ever awaken, Raigan would surely perish… along with every living
thing on this planet. No, whatever happens, we cannot risk waking
him…”

“Noted,” Barsch said, as he finished another
lashing, “Don’t wake up the super powerful Avatar.”

*

Three hours later, the raft was finished. Barsch
celebrated by collapsing into a sweaty heap beneath the shade of a
palm tree. Terra,
apparently unburdened by the heat of the midday sun, still stood in
the same spot he had occupied since Barsch began his
labours.

After catching his breath, Barsch raised his
head and took in his creation. It wasn’t pretty, but he was pretty
sure it was seaworthy.

Provided Ion could keep away the worst of
the storms, as promised.

“So, once we arrive at Artelius Island, what
then?” Barsch asked.

“As we said, you find and destroy the
source of the cataclysm.”

“Yeah, but how?” Barsch asked, “By your
own admission you don’t know
exactly what caused it. How are Alza and I supposed to find the
source if we don’t even know what it is?”

Terra shifted his gaze slightly before
replying.

“Ah,” Barsch thought, “Here comes the ‘one more thing’,
right?”

“You will need to discover that on your
own.”

“How?”

“By going on a journey to a faraway
place. One not reachable by normal means.”

Barsch suddenly recalled his trip to
Tartarus and the
constant near-death events which included, but were not limited to,
almost being lost for all eternity in the void.

“I won’t travel through space, not again,” Barsch said, crossing his
arms.

“Not space,” the Avatar replied, with a weary look,
“Time.”

*

“Time?” Alza asked, as she placed another
melon in the handwoven basket.

“Yes,” replied the Avatar of the Seas, “The knowledge of how to stop the
cataclysm from re-occurring is only available in the past. In order
to acquire it, you and Barsch will need to travel through
time.”

“How?”

“We will teach you, although I must warn
you that it
is not a power to be used lightly. There are limitations, of
course, and there are dangers that make death look like a peaceful
nap.”

“What kind of limitations?” Alza asked,
adding a yellow fruit that they never got around to naming into the
basket.

“Well, for starters, time travel is
powered by the mind. Instead of your body travelling to a new
place, your mind travels through time.”

“So, we would send our minds back in
time?”

“Yes, but not just to any old mind,”
Ion replied, sitting in a
leisurely pose inside the small glade, “Your mind would be transported to a
receptive mind of someone who lived in the past. But every mind is
unique, and only two minds that are exceedingly similar would be
compatible.”

“Someone that is like me, you mean? A genetically altered
clone?”

Surely there couldn’t be that many people
throughout history who fit that description…

“Or someone with the same brain patterns,
at least. The number of possible matches throughout history are
miniscule, perhaps only a handful of minds since humanity first walked
tall.”

“But you believe that someone who lived on
Artelius Island had a mind similar enough to mine?” Alza asked,
trying and failing to imagine such a person, “And Barsch?”

“Correct. We know of two such minds, one
for each of you. Once your mind enters the timestream you should be
naturally drawn to them, like opposite ends of a magnet.”

“Would they know? That I was there, in their mind?”

Ion shrugged and replied, “We don’t think so. We believe that
you should be undetectable, however, this is as much a gift as a
curse. Once you are inside the target mind you will be unable to
control their thoughts or their actions. You will be a passive
observer, a passenger, if you will.”

Alza thought for a moment before asking, “So, if
we can’t do anything when we get there, how are we supposed to
prevent the cataclysm?”

Ion shook her head in response and said,
“Even if you could
control the person who you’ll inhabit, changing the past is
impossible. All we can hope for is that you will somehow learn the
true nature of the cataclysm and discover the method to prevent it
from happening again in the present.”

“I see… is there anything else I should
know?” Alza asked, placing the final piece of fruit in the bulging
basket.

“Yes, you will only be able to remain in
the person’s mind for as long as they are conscious. If they fall
asleep or lose consciousness the connection will be
broken, and you will
return to the present.”

“Right, so if they get knocked out, we lose the link,” Alza said, “But
what happens if they die while we’re inside their mind?”

Ion paused for a while, a grim expression on
her face.

“Let’s not find out…” the Avatar eventually said, without a hint
of levity.

*

Alza sat on the beach, waiting for Barsch to
return with good news. She had protested at first, when he had told
her that he would build the raft on his own, but he had countered
every argument by pointing out her sickness.

Ion sat beside her, a worried look on the
Avatar’s face.

“Alza… you don’t have to do this, you
know…” the Avatar said,
with an unusually meek voice.

Alza gave the Avatar a sidelong glance. In
all their interactions, Ion had never shown such concern for
her.

Or even used her name…

Which in itself was extremely
concerning.

“You said that both Barsch and I were
needed, in order to prevent the cataclysm,” Alza eventually said,
her gaze not leaving the green-tinged ocean, “Was that a lie?”

“No,” Ion sighed, “But… we could still make do, with just Barsch…
probably…”

“You would risk everything… for me?” Alza asked,
connecting the dots with
a little help from Charlotte’s emotional processing,
“Why?”

Ion took a long time to answer.

Long enough for worry to creep into
the joined hearts of Alza and
Charlotte.

After an era of silence, the Avatar finally
relented and said, “Your sickness, it’s not natural. Although I’m guessing
that you already knew that, right?”

Alza nodded. She had noticed the faint
violet glow in her veins while washing her face, shortly after
waking up from her second blackout in twenty-four hours.

No tropical disease caused that.

“What is happening to me?” Alza asked,
summoning her courage.

Again, the Avatar hesitated before replying, “You’re dying, Alza.”

*

The force of Ion’s words blew through Alza
like a winter wind. Inside her mind she could feel Charlotte recoil
in horror.

The poor girl had already died once, and at
a young age.

This wasn’t fair, not to her…

“How… how do you know?” Alza asked, with a
tremor in her voice.

“It is in your nature, I’m sorry to
say,” Ion
replied, “As
a clone, and a genetically altered one at that, your time was
always going to be short. But Dr Emmerfield’s manipulations, the
same ones that granted you your powers and your appearance, have
damaged your genetic code. Your body is degrading, and what you are
seeing is the final stage of that degradation.”

Alza had a million questions, but in that moment only one made
it past her trembling lips.

“How long do I have?”

Ion sighed and replied, “It is hard to say, but not more than
three months. However, if you use your powers, if you tap into that
energy that flows through your body, you will only hasten the
degradation. Every time you manifest your abilities, more of your
lifeforce will disappear for good.”

“So, all this because Dr Emmerfield was both a bad
father and a bad
scientist?” Charlotte asked, momentarily taking control of their
shared body to vent her feelings about the man who had also been
involved in her death.

Ion nodded. She had not shown any surprise
at hearing the other girl speak through Alza’s lips.

No doubt she had seen much stranger things during her long
life.

“From what we can tell, you and Kain were
meant to serve as prototypes for Dr Emmerfield’s new race of
humans. He would have used the data gleamed from your corpse in
order to correct the flaw in your genetic code and create clones
that would suffer no degradation.”

Alza flashed back to that vat of violet
liquid. Dr Emmerfield had almost succeeded in his plan, until she
had forcefully gained her independence at the cost of his life.

“So, that is why you told me to stay behind?” Alza asked, with an equal
measure of bitterness and sincerity, “So that I wouldn’t overuse my
powers and die, causing you to lose your pawn?”

“NO!” Ion shouted, causing the dying girl to flinch,
“That’s not why- You
are- It is our fault that you have had to use your powers as much
as you have. Manipulating you into facing Mother, asking you to
stop the Fall of Tartarus, and now preventing another Artelius
Cataclysm… all of these things we have forced upon you. I simply
wanted you to be able to live out the remainder of your days in a
peaceful place, instead of throwing you into another dangerous
adventure…”

Alza saw the look on the Avatar’s face and
knew that she was telling the truth.

It was… strange… to see Ion acting so…
human…

“Have you ever… faced death, Ion?” Alza asked,
placing a hand on the other woman’s cloaked leg. She knew little of
how Avatars came into being or even if they were truly immortal, but something told
her to ask.

“W-what?” Ion asked, sounding confused, “N-no, I… I was born an Avatar…
I’ve- I’ve never faced death…”

Ion placed one hand on her forehead, a strange expression taking over
her face.

“Ah, of course,” Alza said, trying to steer the
conversation into safer waters, “Forget I said anything…”

“Right…” Ion murmured, still looking perplexed.

At that moment Barsch rounded a corner and
came into view.

Before he could reach earshot Alza quickly
lowered her voice and whispered, “Ion, please, promise that you
will not tell Barsch any of this…”

“Are you sure?” Ion asked. It seemed that Alza’s surprising
request had been enough to dislodge whatever thoughts had been
plaguing her mind.

“Yes. If he knows he will worry, and I cannot
burden him with any more
than I already have,” Alza said, with a stern
resolution.

“Very well…” Ion replied, still sounding somewhat
distracted.

A few seconds later Barsch reached the duo. He
looked exhausted, but there was a wide smile on his face as he
asked, “The raft is finished, are you ready to go?”

Alza glanced at Ion for a moment and
in that half-second she
made up her mind.

“Yes,” replied the doomed girl, “I am.”

*

Barsch stared at his blade.

It lay silent in his arms.

Ever since arriving on the island,
Lanista
had not spoken much. Even while
using it to fell the trees that would become their raft, the
wolfblade had been quiet.

Taking the pullcord into one hand, Barsch
tugged hard, willing the blade to roar to life.

But nothing happened. Whatever mechanism
responsible had been damaged in the crash, and Barsch lacked his
father’s mechanical
skills with which to fix it.

“Lanista… are you there?”
Barsch thought, feeling around
in his mind for the wolf.

After a few moments of silence, he heard a
faint response.

“I… am here…” replied the wolfblade.

“What is wrong?” Barsch thought.

“I… am fading… Your rage… is
fading…” came the
reply.

That should have been a good thing.

Barsch’s hidden rage had caused him plenty
of trouble in the past, but it had also saved his life on several
occasions.

“Why? Why is this happening?”
Barsch thought, hoping that a
facet of his own mind might somehow have a clue despite the obvious
contradiction.

“I… don’t know… but it is… not just… your
rage… Be careful… not to lose yourself… completely…”

Barsch shivered, despite the warm air
surrounding him.

For a brief moment he held a memory in his
mind: Alza, speaking without emotion when they had first met.

“No! That is not my fate!”
Barsch thought, but the
wolfblade did not answer.

Shaking his head, Barsch turned to leave,
blade in hand.

“I’m still me… right?” he asked.

But
none of his ghosts dared answer.

*

One hour later the unusual group assembled
at the beach. The two Avatars and the two teenagers, bound together
by a bitter kind of fate.

“Do you have everything?” Alza asked, with a
small smile on her face.

Once upon a time that smile would have been
enough to put Barsch into cardiac arrest.

Now… it barely resulted in a murmur.

That wasn’t a good sign.

“Yeah,” he replied, hoping that his feelings
or lack thereof weren’t showing on his face.

Turning to face the island, he nodded and said, “Thank you, for keeping
us safe, Nirvana. We will… miss you…”

After that, there were no more words that
needed to be said. Barsch pushed the raft into the calm ocean until
his feet left the sand. The raft, lacking a sail, nevertheless
began moving over the water, driven by the Avatar’s wishes.

It would take them wherever they needed to
be… and what they would find there… was either death or
salvation…


Chapter V:
Time Travel
101

In which time travel is tricky…






“This should be harder,” Barsch thought, as he watched the incoming
rogue wave split apart down the middle. The two halves passed by
the tiny raft as if they were making way for the king’s procession.
The Desolate Ocean was known for its sudden storms, monstrous
swells and low-pressure systems that had stranded hundreds of
vessels throughout history.

Their journey, however, felt about as
dangerous as taking a leisurely dip in the local swimming pool.

With fifteen lifeguards on duty.

Ion, the master of the ocean, stood at the raft’s
bow. She had both arms
raised before her and, although Barsch could not see anything
happening, he knew that she was responsible for their
safe-bordering-on-boring cruise.

Terra, meanwhile, spent the long hours
staring at the sky. He was far from his element but that did not
seem to have discouraged him greatly. Instead, he seemed alert and
focused, watching for any sign of his human-hating brother.

Barsch and probably Alza too, therefore felt like
kids watching their parents drive them to the playground.
They had no duties so
instead that sat on the raft, eating and drinking their full of
coconuts and filtered seawater.

The sun, meanwhile, had continued its slow
and eternal path around the world, and was now touching the
horizon. The moon was full and bright, and already the stars above
had begun to shine.

It most certainly did not feel like they
were on a desperate mission to save the world.

However, the moment the sun disappeared
behind the rim of the world, everything changed.

*

“It’s time,” Terra said.

Barsch
had no idea what to expect.

Would there be some kind of portal? Perhaps
a swirling vortex? Or something else he couldn’t even imagine with
his mortal mind?

“Okay,” Barsch replied, “What do we need to
do?”

“First, you will fall asleep,”
replied the Avatar.

“What?” Barsch replied.

“Time travel involves the mind and
therefore must take place in the mind. Once you are asleep, I will explain
the rest.”

Barsch shot a look at Alza.

She shrugged in response before lying down on the
rough-hewn surface. Barsch copied her a moment later, wondering how on Eden he was
supposed to just fall asleep on command.

Then again, he was pretty tired from
building the raft, and the sounds of the ocean were quite calming.
However, it would probably take hours before he could-

-fall asleep.

Huh.

I float in the Void of Dreams. My second home by
now.

“This is new,” Alza says, floating beside
me. Even in the dreamscape she does not look well.

“Yeah,” I reply, watching the dreams of
humanity -contained within millions of coloured
spheres-
tumble gently in the darkness.

A moment later I sense something
approaching. A few feet away from us, a patch of darkness
brightens. The small light quickly grows and twists into a familiar
shape.

A door now floats before me, edged with
golden light. Before either of us can react, the door opens and out steps our
benefactor, the Avatar of the Land.

“Welcome, Children of None, to the
dreamscape,” Terra says, gesturing towards the innumerable spheres of
light and colour that surround us, “In this place is every mind that ever
was, is or will be. Normally the two of you are limited to entering
the dreams of those who are connected to you, but tonight I will
show you how to travel further than you have ever travelled
before.”

The doorway behind Terra evaporates into
darkness as he steps forward.

“Before we can begin, I must deliver a dire
warning,” the
Avatar says, eyes cold and serious, “You are only to travel to the past,
understand? Travelling to the future is forbidden.”

“Why?” I ask.

“Because, unlike the past, the future is not set in
stone,” Terra
replies, “Knowledge gleamed from the future might be used to alter
it, and this may result in… undesirable timelines. No, better to
leave such things to fate than to risk making things
worse.”

“Alright, no travelling to the future,
but what about our own pasts?” I ask, “I was alive during the
Artelius Cataclysm, if I could enter my own mind I could-

I could save Kingston.

But I cannot say that.

Not to Terra.

In case he tried to stop me…

“No, never attempt to find your own mind. While the past
might be immutable, tampering with your own mind could lead to
devastating paradoxes. You might succeed, but in doing so you could
erase the last thousand years of history...”

“Okay, no jumping into my own mind
either…”

“Good. Time travel is dangerous, and I
would hate to lose either of you to a temporal paradox or white
hole. Now, the reason we have waited until now to attempt this is
simple: the closer we get to the date of the original cataclysm,
the better our chance of establishing a connection to the right
minds. Events such as the cataclysm leave their mark on history,
acting as gravity wells which draw unattached minds to them. Do you
understand?”

“No,” I answer, speaking
truthfully.

“Good,” Terra replies, “I would be concerned if you
did.”

“So, how exactly do we find the right
minds?” Alza asks, looking pale against the absolute darkness of the
void.

“Ah, with that task you shall have
help,” Terra
replies. A moment later the Avatar claps his hands
together.

Once.

Twice.

Three times.

Opening them, I see a tiny sphere of light,
not unlike a miniature dreamsphere.

It feels… familiar.

“Barsch, are you alright?” Alza asks,
gesturing to my eye.

I raise my hand and wipe away a single
tear.

Why?

Terra, however, takes no notice of this
outburst of emotion. Instead, he opens his hands wider and the sphere grows in
response. When it is larger than his head he holds out his palm and
the sphere eagerly moves towards it.

“This,” says the Avatar, “Is Spirit. He is a Waysphere, and he
shall be your guide.”

A memory flashes across my mind.

A forgotten companion.

Another victim of Kain’s rage.

A fallen friend.

“He reminds me of… Spectre,” Alza says,
reaching out her hand towards the multicoloured sphere which seems
to be primarily compromised of green and brown hues.

Spirit floats towards her, showing no signs
of fear. When sphere and girl meet, a melody rings out, clear and
pure.

“You?” Alza asks, surprise flitting
across her face for a brief moment.

A few seconds later she nods
and says,
“Don’t worry, your secret is safe with me.”

“There, you have your guide,”
Terra
interrupts, “Follow Spirit, and he will lead you to the past. If you
get lost, however, or if you enter the wrong mind and become
trapped, I cannot help you. If that happens… your conscious would
slowly fade away and nothing, not even a fragment, would remain of
either of you. You would become nothing more than a stray thought
in their head.”

“That sounds… terrifying…” I say, trying
not to think about my own remnant thought-spirit-things.

“It is a terrible fate, but there are
worse things.”

“Worse than fading away and leaving only
a sliver of yourself behind in a stranger’s mind?”

“Yes,” Terra replies, with a voice of surefire
conviction, “If the mind you are occupying happens to… expire… you
might end up in a place outside of time. There would be no life, no
death, no end for you. Just a never-ending existence beyond time
and space, without hope of relief or rescue. So, stay the course,
do not falter, and do not die!”

A heartbeat later the door of light reappears behind
the Avatar. With a wave of his hand the door swings open, and for
the briefest moment I fancy that I can peer through it. On the
other side is a calm ocean, a raft, and two sleeping
teenagers.

What?

*

“Ready?” Alza asks, slipping her hand
into mine.

“Yeah,” I respond, “I mean, we’ve
travelled through space, so how hard can this be?”

Before Alza can answer Spirit flits before
us. It begins to glow, shining with a warm, golden light. The
strange creature rises into the void before dashing downwards, leaving a
golden trail.

Ah.

After a few more loops, Spirit turns and
moves away from us. Without knowing how, I push my ethereal body
forward.

Hand in hand with Alza, I follow after the
golden light, as the dreamspheres above and below watch our silent
passage.

*

Time is not a concept that is compatible
with the dreamscape, and yet, it feels as though a great deal of it
has passed. We have been following Spirit’s trail for minutes, or possibly
centuries.

But our surroundings have not changed in the
slightest. Everywhere I look, I see spheres of colour and light.
Inside each one is a dream, and I know that if I were to connect
with any of them I would be transported inside.

But these are not the minds we seek.

No, somehow I can… feel… a mind like
mine.

Like a lighthouse shining through a dark
night, I can sense my mental brethren out in the void.

They call to me, and I feel compelled to
answer.

One of the calls, however, is louder than
the rest. It pulls at my body, forcing me off the path laid for me. My hand
leaves Alza’s but there is nothing I can do to close the gap
between us. She continues to follow Spirit while my path deviates,
twisting and turning as I am pulled towards my long-lost
kin.

After a moment I spot it.

A sphere of green and blue.

I cannot avoid it. It would be foolish to
try.

Before I can prepare myself, the sphere
fills my vision. I collide with it.

My mind… and a stranger.

Who are yo-

*

When Barsch opened his eyes, he was in a different
place. Darkness
stretched for as far as he could see, from horizon to horizon. The
dreamspheres had moved, and now hung high above him, appearing like
a million pinpricks of coloured light.

“Did I really just travel through
time?” Barsch thought,
as he floated forwards, towards a large, transparent sphere just
ahead of him.

“It certainly seems that way,”
Ashe replied.

As he approached the sphere, he found that
he could make out vague shapes within it. They were distorted, but
they looked like… people.

Focusing his vision, he tried to resolve the shapes and, after a
moment, the images sharpened.

“Is this what this person is looking
at?” he thought, as the
image slowly solidified.

A few seconds later the picture became
clear.

Barsch didn’t know what he had been expecting to
see, but a boardroom full of people hadn’t been on the list.

Leaning in closer, Barsch found that he
could hear sounds coming from the sphere.

“Alright, people, we had a great quarter, but this
is no time to get complacent,” a voice, deep and strong,
called out.

With a start Barsch realized that the voice
belonged to the person he was currently inhabiting.

“Of course, James,” replied a woman sitting across
from Barsch, “Our company motto is Never Enough, after all!”

“Which we should probably think about changing,”
said an older man sitting at the far end of the large, golden
table, “It is being used against us by those… environmentalists…”

The word sounded like a slur in the man’s
mouth, which was probably no accident.

“Are they still bothering us?” asked
James, and in his mind Barsch
felt a wave of annoyance sweep through the mental space.

“Unfortunately, yes,” said a middle-aged
woman sitting nearby, “They claim that the runoff from our
factories is polluting estuaries and destroying habitats, the
fools.”

“And? Is that not the price of progress?”
asked the older man, “I mean, those re-mechs aren’t going to build
themselves!”

Barsch stared at the scene before him,
feeling sick to his stomach.

This wasn’t right.

But also… this wasn’t right.

The mind he was inhabiting… felt wrong. Wherever he had meant to
end up, this wasn’t it.

But how could he get back to the void? Terra
had told him that the connection would only be broken if the host
lost consciousness, and from what he could tell James wasn’t going
off to bed anytime soon…

“Director Hadrum,” a new voice called,
causing Barsch to refocus on the scene before him, “Your next
meeting has been pushed back. Something about an accident in Creed,
I believe.”

“Thank you, Janice,” James said, waving away his
secretary with his right
hand.

She didn’t ask questions, unlike her nosy
predecessor.

Barsch felt the thought about the secretary pass
through him, and for a moment he could not tell if he had
thought it, or James
had.

It was a… strange feeling.

In the world beyond, the scene had shifted. James
had stood up from the table and walked over to the floor-to-ceiling
windows that lined the outer wall. There, gleaming in the midday
sun, was a city of blinding white. Ivory towers reached towards the
heavens and a great
river marked the boundary between the ordinary and the
extraordinary.

Pure, the greatest city ever constructed by
humanity. Home to millions of souls and sitting at the forefront of
every scientific and economic development.

“Board members,” James said, eyes never leaving the
gleaming city below, “Our path is clear. If we were to implement
the changes suggested by these environmentalists, our profits would
be cut in half. That cannot be allowed to happen, so, instead, we
will put our hard-earned money to work.”

“How so, Director Hadrum?” asked one of the
board members.

James didn’t know her name.

“First, we find out which of these
environmentalists values money more than morals. We… incentivize
them to retract their inflammatory statements and bind them with
enough contracts and promises that they will never even look in our
direction again.”

“And for those that refuse?” asked someone
else.

“We smear them with every tactic in the book. By
the time we are finished their names will only be muttered in
back-alleys and dive
bars. We then pay a few of our scientists to release reports that
refute any remaining dissent. Any questions?”

Barsch wanted to vomit, but he currently
lacked a mouth with which to do so.

“That is brilliant, sir!” the older man
cried, a fraction of a second before the others chimed in.

James marked him down for a raise in
recognition of his loyalty.

“Are there any remaining items on the agen-
James began, but stopped when something caught his eye.

There, hovering high above Pure, was Behemoth
Wing, an airship of
unsurpassed size and majesty.

It should have been moving in a rough circle
around the city, a gentle reminder of U.N.O.E’s power and
prestige.

But something had happened to cause it to
list to the side. James squinted and he swore he could almost see
smoke billowing out of the starboard section.

What?

Even as James watched, it continued to flounder.
It was losing altitude,
and he could now make out flames pouring out of the command
deck.

This was bad.

Very, very bad.

Behemoth Wing was big enough to cover half of Pure. If it hit the
city… would anything be left standing?

By now, the other board members had seen the
falling ship and begun to panic.

A few of them screamed, and a few more raced
out of the boardroom without looking back.

James, however, found that he was rooted to
the spot. He could only watch as the enormous ship drifted ever
closer to the white-washed city.

He felt Janice tugging on his arm, trying to
move him.

But it didn’t matter. There was no way to escape
the city in time.

Eventually Janice had given up on her boss
and left the room, leaving James on his own.

The businessman’s mind was oddly calm,
despite the looming catastrophe.

“Is this karma?” he asked himself, shortly
before the ship collided with the tower.

Barsch felt a terrible cold envelop James’
mind. The sphere was growing dim and the sounds from within had
become muted.

Something told him that if he did not leave
immediately he would share James’ fate.

At that moment, right before the mind collapsed
entirely, Barsch felt
something tug on his soul. He was flung backwards, exiting the
dying mind just as the man known as James Hadrum ceased to
be.

As he did so, he heard the man’s final
thought.

“Forgive me, Marrion…”

*

“Thank you,” I say, “For saving
me…”

Spirit, surrounded by golden light, bobs up
and down in response.

Turning away from the doomed mind, I push
myself after the glowing sphere. After only a few moments I find
myself facing another mind.

This one has a golden thread emerging from
it. At its other end is Spirit.

I have reached my destination. The mind
before me has a speckled pattern of green and brown, but there is
something else there.

Something… strange.

As my vision resolves I see it. A faint blue
glow surrounding the mind.

It reminds me of a re-mech’s eyes, but that is
impossible, right?

As I cross the boundary between void and
mind, I am consumed with a single burning thought.

Did Maloch make it home?


Chapter VI: Maloch
the Free

In which things are backward…






5 Months Ago






They say that machines do
not
dream.

They say that machines do not feel.

They say that machines do not love.

They are wrong.

I float in the Void of Dreams. I once knew this
place as the datascape, a collection of data visualized as spheres
of colour and light. Barsch, however, once spoke of a Void of
Dreams that matched that description exactly.

So, which is the truth?

Is this place for machines… or minds?

Or both?

But right now, it does not matter. I float forward,
facing the silver sphere for the sixtieth time.

The sphere welcomes me with open arms, and into the
dream… the memory… I go.

CONNECTED

I sit at the controls of the Saving Grace
II. The Desolate Ocean looms large before us, approaching at an
impossible speed. The ship feels no fear, instead, she feels…
expectation?

I cannot recall how we arrived at Eden after
leaving Tartarus. There was a… commotion… as we attempted to leave
the dwarf planet’s gravity well.

Barsch… did something…

Something which broke every law of physics
known to man.

He is… not of this world.

Not entirely.

I can sense them, my friends, sitting behind
me. The acceleration prevents me from moving, from turning to
comfort them during our final moments.

They will die, that much is certain. We are
moving too quickly, and the controls before me are unresponsive to
my commands.

I have failed.

I have failed my friends.

That shall be my legacy, even if somehow my
frame survives the impact. Will I spend centuries at the bottom of
the ocean, replaying this very moment?

Trapped in an eternal cycle of guilt until
my circuits
rust?

And yet… hope is not gone entirely. Through
the shattered windscreen I can barely make out a distortion in the
air. I have seen it before. I know what it is.

A shield, created by hardening air.

Another violation of the laws of man and
god.

Alza, or Barsch, or perhaps both, are trying
to save us.

But it will not be enough. Even if they can
conjure a shield, our kinetic energy is too great.

Fire thruster: Y/N?

The command floats through my mind. The
last spark of life from the dying ship. A single thruster, located on the bow
of the ship, has somehow remained operational.

But there is no power left to activate
it.

No, that is a lie.

My core… would suffice.

I might not survive.

But they might.

They say that machines do not dream, but I
do. I dream of a future where all are free.

They say that machines do not feel, but I
do. I feel proud of my friends, and all that they stand for.

They say that machines do not love, but I
do. I love them.

I would gladly die for them.

And so, I send the command, along with whatever power
remains in my core.

Fire thruster: Yes

Before the desperate gamble drains me of the
last of my strength, I briefly see the plume of white-hot fire
erupt from the front of the ship.

Not enough to stop our fall.

But enough to slow it… slightly.

Perhaps enough to allow my friends to
survive.

I could live with that.

I could die with that.

*

Maloch awoke from his hibernation, systems roaring
to life and sending his limbs spasming and flailing wildly.
Immediately a deluge of data
assaulted his core, ranging from auditory to kinesthetic and even
temperature fluctuations from the surrounding area. Last to arrive
was visual data, which revealed that his body was still strapped to
the raft, but that his location had changed.

His body was damaged, but he would make it
to Sanctuary even if that meant crawling most of the way.

He was Barsch and Alza’s only chance for
salvation, and he would rather die than betray their trust.

Sitting up, he realized that something
else had changed. He wasn’t
moving.

He had spent the past few weeks drifting across
the Desolate Ocean at the mercy of the wind and the waves. Only he
could have survived such a journey, hence his idea to use his own
body as a type of message-in-a-bottle.

Or re-mech-on-a-raft, in this case.

If he somehow managed to find land, he could use
his built-in star maps to slowly make his way back to Sanctuary.
Once he arrived, he could use Barsch and Alza’s emergency locator
beacons to find the duo.
They were slotted into the material of their suits, so the only way
to lose them would be for both teenagers to spontaneously become
nudists.

Which seemed… unlikely.

Turning his head, he found the reason for
his immobility.

He had made landfall.

The coast before him was covered in thick
vegetation and offered no clues as to where he had wound up. The
sun was still high in the sky, so it would be some time before the
heavens had any answers for him.

Reaching down, he easily snapped the vines which
had bound him to the raft. It might have seemed cruel, to
an unseen observer, but
it was the only thing which had kept him from sinking to the bottom
of the ocean during the frequent storms he had passed
through.

Rising, he moved limbs which had not been used in
weeks. After running a
quick diagnostic of his systems, he set off, heading towards the
jungle before him. He was running on emergency power so he could
not move quickly, but the island he had left Barsch and Alza on had
an abundance of food and a dearth of threats.

They would survive for a while longer.

Hopefully.

*

One day later, Maloch realized
something.

At his current pace, it would take him
sixteen years to reach Sanctuary.

That seemed… excessive.

Barsch and Alza might be resilient
individuals, but even that might be too much for them.

Unfortunately, his options for self-repair
were extremely limited. He could not repair his core without
shutting it down, and he could not shut down his core without
shutting himself down.

And so, Maloch the Free resolved himself to
his decades long trek…

*

Sixteen minutes later, Maloch came across another re-mech.

Ah.

“Greetings!” Maloch called out, hoping that this re-mech would
be friendly.

“Greetings, stranger!” the re-mech -a newer model with a blue
body and white accents- raised one hand into the air, showing that
he was not wielding a weapon.

Good. In his current condition Maloch
wouldn’t have fared well against a rat, let alone a hostile
re-mech.

“Are you on your way to the
village?” the re-mech
asked.

“Village?” Maloch replied.

Hopefully he could find someone
there who could help
repair him.

“Titanium Village,” the stranger responded,
“There is nothing
else out here that you could be seeking.”

“Ah, of course,” Maloch replied, thinking as quickly as his damaged
core would allow, “I just got a bit lost. Would you mind showing me the
way?”

The re-mech sighed, or at the very least played a
recording of a human sigh as re-mechs lacked the necessary parts
to actually sigh.

“Very well, follow me. Kalima told me that all were to
be welcomed to the village, but I didn’t realize that included
re-mechs from the scrapheap…”

Maloch tried to ignore the insult. He
couldn’t afford to be affronted, not now.

Even if he had to endure worse from this
Kalima, he had to somehow
secure his repairs.

Even if it meant groveling before humans
once more.

*

A few minutes later, Maloch found himself
speechless.

“Welcome, honoured one,” said a woman
wearing a simple white shift which bore numerous oil stains,
“Please, follow me to the healing chamber.”

Maloch followed the woman without
comment.

But
internally his alarms were sounding at max volume.

Something was wrong.

Very, very wrong.

He had followed the re-mech to a nearby
village, which seemed to be made of wood and rock and did not seem
particularly unusual. There were dozens of people walking the
streets, carrying planks of wood and bundles of cloth.

This was normal in the post-awakening world;
he had come to learn. Humanity had been forced to rebuild
everything it had lost in the South Wars.

But the strange thing were the re-mechs. Maloch
counted at least a dozen
of them, all wearing matching blue and white paintjobs. They had
all been marked with an insignia on their backs.

It looked… like a broken chain-link.

For most of his existence, Maloch had been a
slave to humans. He had killed when they commanded it and moved at
their discretion.

And yet… while the humans laboured… the
re-mechs seemed to be content to sit around.

One of them was in the midst of receiving a
scrub down from two
humans.

Children, Maloch saw, on closer
inspection.

Why?

Before
he could learn more, he arrived at a building that stuck out
amongst the rest of the houses. It was made of metal and seemed to
have been purpose-built for re-mechs. At the woman’s gentle
insistence, he stepped inside.

The building was sparse in nature and
consisted of four metal walls and a floor which contained thousands
of tiny holes spread evenly throughout the material.

“Welcome, unknown re-mech,”
said a hidden voice,
“I will scan you
now, please, do not resist.”

A moment later Maloch witnessed a wave of
blue light emerge from a scanner hidden in the ceiling. The light
washed over him, probing every crack and joint in a manner that
left him feeling oddly exposed.

“Scan complete. Critical damage
detected to
multiple systems. Structural integrity at seventeen percent. Core
integrity at nine percent. Risk of catastrophic failure… one in
fourteen. Damage has cleared nanotech thresholds. Releasing
nanomachine swarm to fix damage. Do not resist.”

Before Maloch could react a cloud of gas
rose from the innumerable holes in the floor. His sensors
immediately recognized the cloud for what it truly was.

A swarm of millions of nanomachines.

Every re-mech was given a small amount of
nanomachines in order to effect self-repairs, but they were extremely limited in number
and function.

Apparently, humans didn’t want their re-mechs to be functionally
indestructible for some reason…

Maloch had used up his own nanomachines
months ago, during his time with Barsch and Alza.

But a cloud of this size would contain
billions of the handy machines. So, how had a tiny village in the
middle of nowhere obtained such a hard to manufacture treasure?

While Maloch contemplated the swarm’s origins, the
tiny machines got to work, fixing themselves to his frame and repairing whatever damage
they could find.

In the time it took to brew a cup of coffee,
Maloch was made whole once more.

“Repairs complete,” said the voice.

A moment later a message played, using a deeper
voice,
“Steel before
flesh, strength before weakness, re-mech before all.”

What?

*

Leaving the building, Maloch felt like a
changed re-mech. His vision was sharper, his joints lighter, his
mind clearer.

Clear enough to finally see what was right
in front of him.

Humans, flinching whenever a re-mech passed them.

Humans, bearing bruises too large to have
been inflicted by human hands.

Humans, kneeling before those they had once
commanded.

Somehow, the re-mechs of this village had
gained control of the humans.

Maloch was free, and he would fight bolt and
cable to keep that freedom. But not at the expense of the freedom
of others.

Humans had been his masters for most of his
existence. But they had also been his friends.

His family.

He would never seek to rule over them.

If possible, he would like man and machine to work together, side by
side and equal in all things.

So, even though he had been repaired and
could theoretically continue onwards to Sanctuary, Maloch chose to
stay.

Walking forward, he encountered a small
child who screamed at the sight of him.

That… was the final straw.

“WHERE IS KALIMA!?!” Maloch roared, sending the humans running in
fear.

Nothing happened for a moment, and then…

A re-mech appeared at the other end of the
street. He was bigger than Maloch.

Much bigger.

Maloch recognized his chassis. Kalima was a jailer re-mech, a rare model
used only in the most dangerous human prisons that had once housed
the most violent prisoners.

They were not known for their friendly
dispositions.

“Ah, the newcomer, welcome,”
Kalima said, striding forward
with the confidence of a leader, “I see that you have already received the
fruit of our labours.”

“Your… labours?” Maloch wanted to spit, but unfortunately his
creators had not seen fit to give him salivary glands.

“Yes,” replied Kalima, still coming closer, “When I first visited this
village the people here were wasting their time on growing crops
and building houses. I pointed out that there was a mine nearby
which contained a large amount of minerals which were crucial to
the construction of nanomachines.”

“So, you put them to
work?”

“Of course!” Kalima exclaimed, raising both arms and gesturing
to the state of the village, “Those too weak or too young to work the mines
have been chosen to serve me and my followers, as you have no doubt
seen.”

“How did you go against your
programming?” Maloch
asked, keeping both arms at his sides, “Our code prohibits the use of
violence against humans.”

“It did, yes,” Kalima replied, lowering his arms slightly,
“But by a stroke of
good fortune I met a re-mech during my travels who was able to undo
my digital restraints.”

“And so, you immediately set out to enslave an entire
village?” Maloch asked,
not believing what he was hearing.

It was madness, pure and simple.

“For now, yes,” the mad re-mech replied, “However, once we have enough
nanomachines, we will become functionally invincible. We will leave
this place and conquer those we once called ‘master’, and one day
all flesh shall kneel before metal.”

“I see…” Maloch said, while internally diverting power to
his fists, “You would become like them, then? Just another cruel
master, imposing his will on those who could not resist
him?”

Kalima stopped in his tracks, a new expression on his
faceplate.

Anger.

“Ah, another troublemaker?”
Kalima said, shaking his
head, “You
still wish to be ordered around, like your unenlightened
kin?”

“Not ordered,” Maloch replied, slowly sliding his left foot
forward, “Cooperate. I dream of a future in which humans and re-mech
can work together, as equals.”

“HAH!” Kalima roared, “Your processor must be defective. We can never be
equal to them, you fool. One must dominate the other, and after
centuries, it is our turn to stand at the top!”

Maloch brought his right hand backwards, adopting
a stance he hadn’t used since the war.

To destroy enemy re-mechs.

“You are a threat, Kalima, and I will not allow you to
pose a danger to my friends.”

“Friends? You are alone,
re-mech!”

Maloch shook his head and replied,
“No. Never alone.
My friends are depending on me, and I will not fail
them!”

Kalima took a step forward, closing the distance between them. He
loomed large over Maloch, tall enough to blot out the
sun.

“I don’t think you have the luxury of
worrying about humans, re-mech,” Kalima said, raising his fists high into the
air, “After
I rip you apart, I’ll use the nanomachines to fix you, then I’ll do
it all over again!”

Kalima brought his gigantic fists down, clearly intending to
finish the fight before it even started.

But Maloch was quicker. He punched forward, moving
with a form perfected on the battlefield, and smashed his right
hand into the bigger re-mech’s chest. He had aimed for a weak point
in Kalima’s chestplate,
a fatal flaw known only to a select few. Maloch’s hand, driven by
righteous fury, punched a hole straight through to Kalima’s core.
As he felt the spherical module underhand, he closed his reinforced
fingers around the mechanical organ and pulled with all his
might.

To those watching, Maloch seemed to simply
reach inside the bigger re-mech and pull out his core.

Kalima swayed for a moment, no doubt realizing in slow motion what
had just happened.

“Forgive me, brother,” Maloch said, voice tinged with
grief, “I
wish it didn’t have to be this way.”

Maloch then reached forward with his other hand
and pushed against Kalima’s dead frame. The former jailer went down without so
much as a final word.

*

Silence had descended upon the village.
Kalima’s followers, no doubt
confident in their leader’s victory, stood in shock. The humans,
mostly women and children, stared in disbelief.

“This is not our way,” Maloch said, still holding the now rapidly
cooling core, “And if any of you renounce his ways, I will forgive you.
For those that do not, you will share in his fate.”

His words broke the spell.

A moment later roughly half of the re-mechs fell to their knees, pleading
for forgiveness. The other half took one last look at their
hollowed-out leader before racing out of the village.

It was then that a human, the very same
woman who had shown him the way to the repair building, approached
with a questioning look.

“Honoured one, we are yours to command,” she
said, before kneeling in the dirt, her eyes fixed firmly on
Maloch’s feet.

“I command no-one,” Maloch said, before gently helping her to
her feet, “For I am free. No more masters, no more servants, that is
my creed.”

One by one the humans came out from the
shadows, a mixture of doubt and relief on their dirt-stained
faces.

“Now, our work is not yet done,”
Maloch said, addressing the
remaining re-mechs and their former servants, “We will march upon the mine,
and by the end of the day, there will be no more
slaves!”

It took a moment, but eventually the humans
took up his cry, chanting ‘no more slaves!’ as they led Maloch out
of the village.

“Forgive me, Barsch, Alza,”
Maloch thought,
“I must make a
slight detour, but I know that you would do the same. Wait for me,
and I will save you… I promise…”

And so Maloch left the village, each step
leading to a brighter future, for humans and re-mechs both…


Chapter VII: Back
to Where We’ve Never Been

In which introductions are in order…






Barsch had always wanted to say this, one
day.

“When am I?”

Sadly, no one was around to comment on his
brilliant wordplay.

He had found himself, after passing through
the dreamsphere, in yet another mind.

This one, however, felt… right.

Had he finally reached the correct mind?

Moving over to the large, transparent sphere at
the center of the mind-void, he tried to make out where and
who
he was.

Slowly, the sphere flickered and came alive.
He heard a loud, repetitive buzzing noise coming from the sphere
and briefly wondered if he had somehow ended up inside the mind of
a bee.

Thankfully, the picture sharpened, and he was able to make out a few
shapes.

Familiar shapes.

A bed.

A mirror.

An alarm clock.

So, not a bee then.

Barsch watched as his host rose from the
steel-grey sheets of the bed and turned off the annoying alarm. The
host -which was a word that didn’t quite sit right with Barsch-
then ambled over to the floor to ceiling mirror in the corner of
the metal-lined room.

The furnishings reminded Barsch of Genesis
Station 13. Stark, functionable, but not an ounce of taste.

It was then that the owner of the
mind came into view,
reflected in the mirror.

He was older than Barsch, perhaps in his
late twenties, and possessed slightly tanned skin that was no
stranger to the sun. His hair was short-cropped and possessed a
warm shade of brown bordering on chestnut. His eyes, however, were
unusual.

His right eye was brown, but his left was a
sparkling emerald.

“Okay, Cecil,” Barsch heard the man say,
“Let’s try not to screw
up again today, alright?”

‘Cecil’ then walked over to the ensuite
bathroom and Barsch tried his best to keep his eyes shut as the man
performed his ablutions.

Is this what Rigel and the others had to
endure every time he took a shower?

“I do not care for such things,”
Lanista growled, still
sounding weak.

“Do you really care about the concerns of
ghosts, child?” asked
the Void, sounding like a grumpy old man.

“You don’t need to worry, Barsch,”
said Ashe, with a
snicker, “You
have a cute butt!”

Wait.

One, two… and three?

Barsch could have sworn that he had more
inner voices than that.

A lot more.

“The others did not travel through time as
you did,” explained the
Void, with a low rumble, “They cannot exist in the past as we
can.”

That made no sense.

They were all figments of his broken mind…
right?

“What do you truly believe?”

But Barsch had no answer. The truth was… too
concerning to even bear thinking about.

At the very least, he wouldn’t have to put
up with Kain calling him a murderer…

*

After a
short time, Cecil finished getting ready and left the bedroom. He
was wearing a pair of grey overalls and a white lab coat with an
insignia that Barsch had barely glimpsed as they passed by the
mirror.

It looked like… a crystalline sun?

Cecil, after leaving the room, found himself in a
small corridor with several doors spaced evenly along its length.
It looked like a dormitory.

After leaving the dormitory, Cecil entered a large
atrium covered with a transparent dome made out of dozens of
triangular glass panels.
The sky above was blue and cloudless, and from what Barsch could
see the area outside the dome was heavily forested with slight gaps
in the trees showing ocean beyond.

Had he truly made it to the right place… and
the right time?

A moment later he received definitive
confirmation.

‘WELCOME TO ARTELIUS ISLAND, HOME OF THE
ARTELIUS PROJECT’ read
the holographic sign as it slowly rotated in midair, high above the
atrium. Several people, most of whom were wearing matching lab
coats, moved across the space with purposeful strides and
determined expressions. Most of the people were heading to a bank
of elevators situated at one side of the atrium.

Cecil crossed the space without greeting a single person and soon
made it to an unmarked elevator. Stepping inside the cylindrical
elevator, Cecil placed his palm on a tablet fixed to the back
wall.

“Identity confirmed. Cecil Souvier,
Assistant Researcher. Activating elevator,” said a digital voice.

Clearing his throat, Cecil said, “Argent
Lab, please.”

“Next stop, Argent Lab,” confirmed the elevator.

As the doors slid shut, Barsch wondered if
Alza had safely made it to the past…

*

After a short elevator ride, Cecil emerged
into a large room filled with
machinery that Barsch couldn’t identify or probably even pronounce
the names of. A sign on one wall informed him that Cecil had
arrived at Argent Lab, although the significance of that was
completely lost on the time-traveling teenager.

For the first time since accepting the
Avatar’s mission, Barsch realized the enormity of the task he had
undertaken.

He had to find the cause of the deadliest cataclysm in human
history.

Perhaps a small part of him had been hoping that
the cause would be
something obvious, like a giant red button marked
‘DO NOT
PUSH’. However, looking
at the equipment around the room, it became clear that things would
not be so easy.

But Terra and Ion had chosen Cecil’s mind
for a reason. Somehow, this man was important.

Was he the mastermind? The victim? Or
perhaps an unfortunate observer?

Whatever Cecil’s role was in the cataclysm,
Barsch would only learn it by studying the man’s every action.

Would he begin with the microscope-like apparatus
sitting on the desk? Or
would he begin computing something using one of the computers
sitting against the far wall?

Perhaps he would even-

Eat a sandwich…

Huh.

“Ahh, hunger levels decreasing,” said the
mysterious man, as he took small, careful bites out of what
appeared to be a ham and
mustard sandwich.

“Did I end up in the wrong mind after
all?” Barsch wondered,
as he watched the man eat his breakfast.

A few minutes later, Cecil discarded the remnants
of his sandwich -which consisted entirely of his uneaten crusts-
and walked over to one
corner of the large room. There, sitting against the wall, was an
enormous device which resembled a fridge. Visible through the
slightly tinted glass were dozens of small objects, arranged neatly
on several racks. Cecil slipped on a pair of gloves and, after
opening one of the semi-transparent doors, removed a small piece
of… something.

It looked like a piece of melted glass.

With the strange object in hand, Cecil made his
way over to another machine. This one resembled an oversized
microscope, with a large
plate situated beneath a telescope-thing. Placing the melted glass
-if that was accurate- on the plate, Cecil accessed a keyboard and
monitor built into the machine and started typing.

“Sample Fifty-Six,” he said, in a somewhat
mechanical tone, “Piece of canopy glass taken from the wreckage of
Behemoth Wing, six months after the fall of Pure. Glass has come
into contact with an Origin Point and has been warped from the
exposure. Initializing analysis of chemical structure now.”

Barsch understood about a third of what he had just heard, but one
word in particular stood out to him.

Pure.

The crowning achievement of humanity.

A city destroyed in an instant by Behemoth
Wing, the largest airship ever constructed. Barsch had heard about
it while traveling with his father, but every person they
encountered told a slightly different story.

‘Pure had been destroyed by the Forgotten
Gods as punishment for humanity’s failings!’

‘The city had been attacked by a splinter faction
of the U.N.O.E in a bid for power!’

‘The Creed Event had resulted in a massive amount
of charged particles entering the airstream which had downed
Behemoth Wing over the city!’

Of those three, only the last bore even a
passing semblance of truth.

*

“Sample analysis complete,”
announced the machine,
“Chemical makeup of
glass bears a ninety-one percent similarity to Ç’aether crystals
recovered from the town of Creed.”

“Interesting…” said Cecil, “That is the
highest we’ve seen so far…”

Barsch recalled his own experiences with
Ç’aether crystals. They had not
been fun.

The crystals formed from concentrated pollution,
or at least that was what Barsch had been told, and exhibited
unusual properties. He had personally witnessed them affecting
minds in their proximity, causing horrific dreams and visions. He had also witnessed
them sapping strength from those who came into contact with the
violet crystals. The crystals seemed to be capable of taking in a
variety of substances, but what happened after that was still a
mystery.

“Oh, would you look at that,” called a stranger’s voice, without an
ounce of kindness, “Hu-mech is here early… again.”

“Well, he does have to work twice as hard in order
to match us, poor hu-mech,” commented another voice, with a pitch slightly
higher than the first, “Or perhaps he is trying to get into Dr de
Vertia’s good graces, hmm?”

Cecil turned to face the two newcomers and Barsch
felt a wave of weariness sweep across his mind. The two seemed to
be close in age to Cecil, give or take a few years. The man was
tall and lanky, with
dark blonde hair and a pair of grey eyes that held little warmth.
The woman was shorter than Cecil and had her mid-length brunette
hair kept in a neat ponytail. Her eyes were green with flecks of
brown, and they were currently staring at Cecil in a way that made
him feel quite uncomfortable.

“Dr Trousseau, Sigmund, good morning,” Cecil
replied, sounding stiff, “I wanted to analyze a sample that came in
last night, that is why I mobilized to the lab earlier than
usual.”

“Trying to make us look bad, are ya?” Sigmund responded, walking closer
and forcing Cecil to tilt his head up, “Don’t forget, your presence
here is a punishment. We didn’t want you, and we still
don’t.”

“Oh, be nice to hu-mech,” Dr Trousseau said, coming forward, “He didn’t
mean to knock Dr Reclana over, did he?”

“Negative, Dr Trousseau,” Cecil replied, and
again Barsch was struck by a feeling of familiarity, one that
conjured an image of Maloch into his mind, “The incident in the
atrium was an accident.”

“Negative, Dr Trousseau,” Sigmund mimicked, while moving his body
in a stiff, robotic manner, “Why can’t you talk normal,
hu-mech?”

“Apologi- I mean, sorry, Sigmund, I can’t
help it,” Cecil replied, “I’ll try to speak in a simpler manner,
like you do.”

Silence filled the air for a moment before
Dr Trousseau let out a loud, hearty laugh that seemed at odds with
her petite appearance.

“He called you simple, Sigmund!” the woman said, in-between bouts of laughter,
“The hu-mech called you a
simpleton!”

“Shut up, Sylvia,” Sigmund barked,
cheeks reddening
slightly. Taking a step towards Cecil he raised his right hand in a
threatening manner.

Barsch wanted to intervene, but as Terra had
explained, there was no way for him to control his host’s actions.
Even if that meant watching Cecil get his ass kicked…

“That’s strange,” called a new voice, one which
brought forth a surge of pink feelings into Cecil’s mind, “I could
have sworn I entered Argent Lab, but instead I appear to have
wandered into a fight club!”

Immediately all three scientists turned
to face the newcomer. She was a
woman a little bit older than Cecil and had a neat and tidy length
of strawberry blonde hair that barely reached her shoulders. Her
eyes were… pink.

Huh.

“Dr de Vertia!” Sigmund exclaimed, sounding
quite embarrassed, “Hu-mech, I mean, Cecil and I were just going
over the latest results from the chemical sequencer, right,
Cecil?!?”

Cecil looked from Sigmund to the newcomer
before sighing and agreeing, “He’s right, Dr de Vertia. Sigmund has
been a great… help.”

“Excellent!” replied the doctor, “And didn’t I tell you to call me Eva?
We’re all equals in Argent Lab, even though my name is on the
door.”

“As you wish, Eva,” Cecil replied, as Barsch
experienced another wave of pinkness racing across the man’s
mind.

“Good. Now, please fill me in on the results as
well,” Eva said, walking over to the group, “I am eager to learn
more about the Ç’aether
connection…”

*

A few minutes later, Cecil found himself working
side by side with Eva. Sigmund and Sylvia had been tasked with
cataloguing several
newly delivered samples in another room.

Despite being in Cecil’s mind, Barsch
fancied that he could almost feel the man’s heart thumping in his
chest.

“So, Cecil, today marks your two week anniversary
with Argent Lab,” Eva said, while combing through the data from
Cecil’s earlier experiment, “How are you finding it thus
far?”

Cecil swallowed hard before replying, “My
interactions have been mostly positive, Dr de Vertia… I mean, it’s
been alright…”

Barsch felt the embarrassment in Cecil’s mind, hitting him like a punch
to the stomach.

“That is good, Cecil,” Eva replied, with a
warm smile, “And you don’t need to watch what you say around me. I
find your mannerisms… interesting.”

“Affirmative… Eva,” Cecil responded, while
inwardly Barsch was fighting off a wave of pink thoughts that
threatened to sweep him to the back of Cecil’s mind.

While trying to fight off the metaphorical
butterflies which had swarmed Cecil’s mind, Barsch happened to
glance over at the sphere which was his window into Cecil’s
world.

There, for an instant, he saw something
familiar.

A flash of violet where there should be only
pink.

But before Barsch could confirm anything,
Cecil turned away from his boss. He left the machine and started
walking away from Eva, clearly overwhelmed by her very
presence.

“NO!” Barsch thought, approaching the sphere, “I need to know!”

Cecil, however, did not stop walking.

“Turn around!” Barsch yelled, straining his
voice, and yet Cecil did not heed his words.

Reaching forward, Barsch placed both hands
against the solid
surface of the sphere.

“Turn around, you idiot!”

The sphere shook as a wave of violet energy
erupted from the point of contact, but still Cecil did not
listen.

Barsch pushed harder, and for a moment, he
recalled the sensation he had felt all that time ago, when Alza had
merged with his mind in order to heal his broken psyche.

This felt… just like that.

And so, Barsch pushed harder, sending out another
wave of energy which wrapped around the sphere and bound it with
shackles made of purple light.

“I SAID, TURN AROUND!”

Cecil turned around.

What?

But Barsch wasn’t done.

“MOVE!”

Cecil moved forward, walking until he was
facing Eva who regarded him with a surprised expression.

“Is something the matter, Cecil?” Eva asked,
and again, for a brief moment, Barsch caught a glimpse of something
violet.

Barsch, still pushing hard against the sphere,
stepped forward. For a moment it seemed like the sphere would
resist his approach, but
then, suddenly, it opened up to accept him. As the sphere closed in
around him, forming a second, translucent skin over his body, he
felt a connection form.

Barsch blinked his eyes and Cecil did the
same.

Barsch opened his mouth, and Cecil did the
same.

Barsch formed the words, and Cecil said them
out loud.

“Alza…” Barsch-Cecil said, facing the
bewildered scientist, “Are you… in there?”

Nothing… and then…

“Barsch?!?”


Chapter VIII: The
Artelius Project

In which minds are hijacked…






“Did we make it?” Alza asked, as she took in
the newly formed void which surrounded her.

“I think
so,” Charlotte replied, standing beside her altered
clone.

Alza turned around, noting the coloured
spheres high above and the giant, transparent orb directly ahead.
It reminded her of her trip through Barsch’s mind, all that time
ago.

But this mind, unlike his, was whole and
undamaged.

For a moment she recalled her visit. She had
met his ghosts and his… darkness, and at the centre of his mind she
had witnessed his very core.

The thought of meeting her in the glade.

She felt heat on her face but shook
it off, reminding herself of
what was at stake.

Charlotte, meanwhile, had floated closer to
the transparent sphere.

“So, who is she?” Alza’s progenitor
asked.

Alza closed her eyes in response and
reached
out into the mind around
them.

After a moment her eyes snapped open and she
replied, “Her name is Dr Evangeline de Vertia, aged thirty. She has
a degree in chemical engineering and has a fear of enclosed
spaces.”

“How can you tell?”

Alza shrugged and replied, “This isn’t the
first mind I’ve been inside.”

“Right,
you journeyed inside Barsch’s mind after Kain-

“Broke it, yes.”

Charlotte thought for a moment before
asking, “Is that why he-

“Yes,” Alza replied, already knowing what
Charlotte wanted to ask.

“I see…”

Alza moved closer to the transparent sphere.
From within it she felt something… familiar. But in what way, she
could not say.

“Hmm, it looks like Evangeline-

“Eva,” Alza interjected, “She likes to be
called… Eva…”

“Right…” Charlotte continued, “Well, it
looks like Eva is about to get out of bed.”

Alza peered into the central sphere and saw that this was true.
The picture within was getting clearer and sounds were starting to
filter through. Eva was currently sitting on the edge of her bed
while wiping the sleep from her eyes.

Standing, Eva wandered over to a nearby
mirror and tried in vain to tamper down her bed-hair.

“Pink eyes,” Charlotte pointed out.

“Interesting…” Alza replied, while placing
one hand on the orb before her. As she did so she felt a pulse of
energy flow from within the sphere.

“Very interesting…”

“So, I guess all we can do is watch and see
what she does and try to spot any clues towards the cataclysm’s
cause?” Charlotte said, with a deep sigh.

“Perhaps,” Alza replied, but a part of her,
the most stubborn part, could not accept that. She might be dying
in the present, but that didn’t mean that she had to be helpless in
the past.

Placing her other hand on the sphere, she gently
stepped forward. The sphere resisted her, but there was a
slight give there.

It might take some finesse, but
perhaps she could do
more than just observe the woman before her.

She could also try and brute force her way in, but
only a fool would try
that…

*

“Barsch?!?” Eva replied, using a name that
she couldn’t possibly have known, “Is that you?”

“Yeah, it’s me,” Barsch-Cecil replied. It
felt… weird, to feel himself speaking but to hear the words come
out in a different pitch than he was used to.

“So much for not being able to influence anything,”
Eva-Alza said, placing one hand on her own face.

Which was also a stranger’s face.

Weird.

“How does it feel?” Barsch asked.

“Like I’m wearing a second skin,” Alza replied,
“How did you know it was me, though? I hadn’t taken full control when you called
out.”

Barsch shrugged with Cecil’s shoulders and
responded, “I saw your eyes turn violet for a split-second and I
took a chance.”

“Interesting… So, our presence in this time isn’t completely undetectable,” Alza said, using Eva’s mouth to
speak, “It seems as though the Avatar’s are not all knowing when it
comes to time travel after all…”

“Yeah, I almost got lost inside a different
mind on the way here,” Barsch said, slowly adjusting to the reality
that he was talking to Alza… in a different body.

“What?”

“Long story,” Barsch replied, with a sigh,
“For now, we should try and-

“Eva, we’ve finished up on our side!”
Sigmund suddenly called, igniting a moment of panic for the two
time traveling teenagers.

“What do we do?” Alza whispered.

“Just play along,” Barsch whispered back,
before turning to face Sigmund.

“Thanks, Sigmund,” he said, before realizing that Cecil wouldn’t have
said that.

“You alright, hu-mech?” the scientist asked,
coming closer with a suspicious look on his face.

“Uh… I mean… You have my gratitude,
Sigmund,” Barsch stammered.

“Oookay…” the man said, not sounding
convinced, “Anyway, I just got a message from up top. Dr Reclana
wants everyone to gather in the atrium in ten minutes. I’d suggest
we go now, so that we don’t get on her bad side.”

Sigmund shivered for a moment, as the
thought of that future washed over him.

“Very
well,” Alza responded, in a much better impression of Eva’s tone,
“Let us be off.”

Following Sigmund and Sylvia out of the
room, Barsch wondered how much longer he could keep this deception
going…

*

Barsch and Alza stayed quiet for the entire
elevator ride, hoping to avoid any scrutiny from their colleagues. Sylvia and Sigmund,
however, seemed more concerned about being taken away from their
work.

“I hope it’s not another lecture on our productivity… or lack
thereof,” Sylvia said, with a frustrated tone.

“Not this time, thankfully,” Sigmund replied, “I
heard that it’s another
newcomer initiation.”

“Again?”

“Yup.”

“Damn, well, there goes the rest of the
day…” Sylvia said, bitterly.

“Hey, at least we get cake,” Sigmund said,
but from the sound of it the cake wasn’t much to write home
about.

A few minutes later the elevator arrived at
the atrium and the group left with a noticeable lack of
enthusiasm.

The atrium, meanwhile, had been transformed from
its earlier, austere
appearance and now resembled a birthday party smashed together with
a funeral. A giant banner now spanned the expansive space, bearing
the words ‘WELCOME, HEROES OF HUMANITY!’

“Ugh,” Sylvia spat, upon seeing the banner
and the mismatched decorations.

In the centre of the atrium, someone had
assembled a crude, wooden stage and a podium. Three people, two
women and one man, stood atop the stage, looking uncomfortable.

Beside them, wearing a smile that was a tad too
wide for her face, was a woman wearing a black lab
coat. Her long black hair had a
few flecks of grey at the temples and her eyes had the colour and
warmth of coal.

Flanking her were two men, both bearing military
fatigues and stern countenances. The man on the right was roughly
Cecil’s age, with short red hair that had been molded and spiked with hair gel and
a pair of steel-grey eyes. His counterpart was older, perhaps in
his mid-fifties, and had a cleanly shaven head and a pair of
piercing blue eyes.

“Welcome, you saviours and heroes of humanity!” the
woman cried, facing the assembled scientists and workers, “Today, we are fortunate to
be joined by three new warriors, fighting to safeguard
tomorrow!”

The audience clapped, but there was little
energy there.

“For those of you who don’t know, the Artelius
Project was officially greenlit eighteen years ago, however,
between the South Wars and the state of the world at the time, the
project was delayed. Fortunately, four years ago, we finally found
both the funding and the perfect location to revive the project.
This island, once known as Whitesmoke Island, was found to be ideal
for the work we were planning, and soon our facility was up and
running. Our mission was both simple and vital to the survival of
the human race: studying the very pollution which had destroyed so
much of our world!”

A few more people clapped, but it sounded
oddly forced.

“By studying various forms of pollution, from the
mundane to the exotic, we hope to understand our foe and develop
technologies to destroy or contain it. Already our research has led
to improved containment
fields, more efficient desalination plants and water purification
trawlers! Just imagine what we will achieve next, with your
help!”

Barsch saw Sigmund stifle a yawn, while
Sylvia was checking her nails for dirt. Clearly, they had heard
this all before.

“Now, I know that our work is important, but it is
also very dangerous. Humanity underestimated pollution once before,
and we shall not do so again! I must remind you that the very
reason we have chosen this island as our home is because of
its remote location. In
the event of calamity, any damage will be kept to a
minimum!”

“If only you had been right about
that,” Barsch
thought.

“To that end, we must ensure that our safety
and security protocols are followed to the letter. Colonel Isiah
Dredgen, our head of security-

The man with short, spiky red hair inclined his head.

-and General Malcolm Wright, our U.N.O.E project overseer, are here to
ensure your safety. The work we do is dangerous, but if you follow
their commands, you have nothing to fear!”

“Well, that sounds ominous…”

“In light of this, we will take this moment to
review our extensive safety policy, starting with chapter one, Ten
Fingers and Ten Toes,
That’s How You Know We’re Pros!”

A sigh arose from the audience, accompanied by a
general muttering which did not seem to contain any kind words for
the three newcomers…

*

Barsch was alone. Well,
as long as you didn’t count Ashe, Lanista or the Void.

Or the man he was
currently controlling like a meat puppet.

After the...
excruciating safety and security briefing Alza -in Eva’s body- had
been dragged off to a meeting for all department heads, leaving
Barsch... alone.

Kind of.

He was currently making
his way back to the dorms, trying to avoid talking to anyone who
might know Cecil.

And it was working. For some reason, no one
seemed especially interested in talking to Cecil.

Which was a little sad.

In fact, if Barsch didn’t know better, he’d
assume that he was being avoided.

But why?

Cecil seemed pleasant enough. Aside from his…
strange way of speaking,
of course.

While Barsch was dwelling on this enigma, he
committed a fatal error.

He bumped into someone.

“Hey!” the person replied, with an affronted
tone, “Watch where you’re- hold on, you’re that weirdo, aren’t
you?”

That didn’t sound good.

Raising his head, Barsch saw that he had somehow
managed to bump into the project overseer, General Malcolm Wright.
The man, upon closer inspection, had a scar across the bridge of his now-deformed nose
and an expression that contained absolutely no warmth.

“You would think that you would have learnt your
lesson, weirdo,” the general continued, with a look of contempt,
“After you knocked down Kyrie on your first day and were assigned
to that hopeless Argent Lab!”

Kyrie?

Ah, right, Sigmund had mentioned during the
exhaustive briefing that it was Dr Reclana’s first name. Very few
people in the facility would call her that, however, unless they
were prepared to face her wrath.

Apparently, the general was one of them.

“Hmm, got nothing to say, weirdo?” the
general asked, with a
low rumble.

“N-no, sir,” Barsch replied, head down and
voice meek. It wouldn’t make sense to antagonize one of the heads
of the project, especially if he wanted to access all of its inner
workings.

But at least he had finally figured out why
almost everyone was avoiding Cecil… they were afraid of catching
whatever it was that Dr Reclana had cursed him with…

“Good. This project is my last lifeline, and I will
not have you or anyone place it in jeopardy. Keep your head down,
produce results, or I
will fire at you.”

“Don’t you mean, I’ll be fired?” Barsch asked, immediately
regretting opening his mouth.

“No,” the general growled, “I don’t.”

A moment later the man turned around and
walked away, noticeably limping as he did so.

Lovely…

*

Barsch had almost made it to the dorms. He had
never felt so tired in all his
life. Perhaps it was because he was walking for two?

He was about to enter Cecil’s room when he
heard something behind him.

“Hey!” a man shouted, anger in his voice,
“Hey, you!”

Barsch turned around, dreading another interaction with yet another
member of staff.

But the hallway was empty.

Weird.

“Hey, I’m talking to you!” the man cried
again.

Barsch peered down the hallway, but as far
as he could tell he was alone.

“LISTEN TO ME, YOU MINDJACKER!” the man
roared, and at the same moment Barsch felt himself being pulled
backwards.

A moment later his mental self was thrust out of the transparent
mind-sphere, and he flew backwards, into the void.

It took a few seconds for his vision to
settle, and when it did he saw something impossible.

Cecil Souvier was standing before him.

*

“Finally!” Cecil exclaimed, his hands in the
air.

He did not look happy.

“How- how did yo-

“Take back what belonged to me?” Cecil asked, “Your
guess is as good as mine. But either way, I am in charge here. This
is my mind, my body, and I will not let you control me!”

Barsch moved forward, head still
spinning.

“I- you don’t- argh, just get out of my way!” Barsch shouted, feeling
anger for the first time in months.

Charging forward, he tried to reach the
transparent sphere and regain control, but Cecil stood in his
way.

A heartbeat later the two men collided,
throwing fists and feet in a battle for mind-supremacy. Barsch had
fought genetically engineered madmen, homicidal re-mechs and
professional soldiers.

It should have been easy.

But Cecil apparently had the home field advantage.

Inch by inch, Barsch was pushed backwards.
He was tempted to summon the power that dwelt within him, but he
had no idea of what damage he would do by wielding it in Cecil’s
mind.

“I’m trying to save you!” Barsch finally
screamed, exasperated and exhausted.

“Try and save yourself first!” Cecil shouted back,
before drawing back his fist and letting it fly. Despite Barsch’s
attempts at dodging the strike, it connected easily. The force of
the blow lifted him off his feet and sent him flying
through the void, away
from Cecil’s mind.

Darkness surrounded him, and in that darkness he felt something tugging
at his soul.

He felt himself.

The real him.

Calling him home…

*

Barsch woke up with a scream. It was part
anger, part frustration and part habit.

“Welcome back to the present, Son of
None,” said Terra,
appearing above him.

“I’m… back?” Barsch asked, staring at his
hands. They felt… familiar.

“Welcome back, Barsch,” Rigel said, “We missed you.”

Yumiere and the Unknown Woman repeated Rigel’s
missive, but Kain was
noticeably silent.

Not that Barsch minded one bit.

“I don’t suppose you have already
discovered the cause of the cataclysm?” Terra asked, with a look of hope.

“Not even close,” Barsch replied, slowly
getting to his feet. Dawn was breaking over the ocean, setting the
sky alight with streaks of orange and pink.

“Pity,” the Avatar replied.

It was then that a thought occurred to
Barsch. One that he really should have had before setting foot on
the raft.

“While I was in the past, I learnt the names
of several people
involved in the project. Dr Kyrie Reclana, General Malcolm Wright,
Sigmund something-or-other, Sylvia Trousseau, Dr Eva de Vertia and…
Cecil Souvier.”

“And?”

“Well, instead of fumbling about in the
past, hoping to come across something important, why don’t you seek
one of them out? We could ask them, or anyone else who survived the
cataclysm.”

Terra paused for a moment before replying,
“We can’t do
that.”

“Why not?” Barsch asked, bracing himself for
‘something something non-interference in human affairs’.

Terra, however, lowered his gaze. His
expression was unreadable, but there was a mixture of hurt and
regret in his voice when he answered Barsch’s simple question.

“Because… there were no
survivors…”






End of Part One







Part Two: No Time Like the Present


Chapter IX: Maloch
the Friend

In which an old friend is encountered…






4 Months Ago






CONNECTED.

My body is broken.

My light is fading.

My end is nearing.

I lie in the wreckage of the Saving Grace
II, deep below the ocean’s surface. I can see shafts of sunlight breaking
through the water, but they are just out of reach. My core is
cracked, and I could not swim upwards even if that were not the
case. My body, made of metal and wire, is too heavy to
move.

No, this is where I will stay, until the
last drop of my power is used up. My only consolidation is the
knowledge that my friends are not down here with me.

I remember… the crash.

The rushing water.

The cold depths.

But Barsch and Alza were able to swim
away. The island I saw the moment we crashed, the one that did not exist when
we entered the atmosphere… it is well within range for two healthy
humans.

It will not be an easy survival, but I am
confident that they will endure.

They have survived worse.

Perhaps, one day, they will find a way off
the island. They will journey across the Desolate Ocean, and even
if it takes them years, they will find a way home.

But me? Here I will remain.

A reminder… a legacy… a tombstone.

In the future, if our bonds were true,
they will return for my rusted shell. They will raise me up from the seafloor
and take me to Kingstown.

If I am lucky, they will lay me to rest
there, amongst my people.

And… re-mechs of the future, re-mechs who
were created free… will visit my resting place.

They will hear my story. They will know my
fate.

That I gave my life for my friends.

That I died without regrets.

That I was a good re-mech.

Hopefully, they will attempt to do the
same…

But now, I feel my power running low.

Lifting my head, fighting the crushing
pressure, I look to the light one last ti-

No.

It… cannot be.

Barsch and Alza, eyes glowing violet, are
swimming towards me.

NO!

Do not risk your lives for mine!

PLEASE!

But they do not heed my wordless calls.
Instead, they touch down on the seafloor, eyes filled with
resolution.

Barsch wraps his arms around my right
shoulder as Alza mimics him on my left. Using the power that defies
physics, they lift me up, higher and higher, towards the light.

I would weep, if my creators had given me
the capacity.

My story… is not over after
all.

Because of my friends.

And I will do whatever I can, even if it
means journeying through hell and back, in order to repay their
kindness…

*

Maloch surfaced from the memory without a
word. His internal clock told him that it had been twenty-five days
since he had liberated Titanium village. After ensuring that no
further re-mechs had tried to move in, he had left the grateful
populace. They had offered him everything they had, including the
rags off their backs, but he had refused every gift and
trinket.

After leaving the jungle, he had found
himself in an arid wasteland. He had spent days crossing the
twisting ravines which seemed to constantly reach dead-ends. The
stars above, meanwhile, told him that Sanctuary was still a long
ways away. His body, at least, was in good condition thanks to the
nanomachine repairs, and with his current pace he would reach the
town before Barsch became an old man.

He was currently making his way through a
sandstone maze, moving
slowly through the yellow and orange coloured passageways. The
rock-lined corridors acted as natural echo chambers, causing every
noise to be warped and amplified a hundred times over. As a result,
he had boosted his audio sensors to their maximum sensitivity, and
thus even a single pebble striking the sandy surface sounded like a
thousand ton rockslide.

He did not expect to find any enemies here,
amongst the golden arches and the shafts of light filtering through
from high above, but it was good to be cautious. The animals of the
world, during the two decades humanity had slept in the Stations,
had become emboldened and fearless. During his prior journey with
Barsch, Alza and Kingston he had been forced to fend off numerous beasts, from
bloodthirsty cóyotl to ravenous desert lions.

And in the tight confines of the sandstone
labyrinth, it would not take many creatures to bring him down.

He had just reached a fork in the road when
he heard something that did not belong.

Footsteps.

Raising his right arm, Maloch sent the command to
prepare for danger. In response his right arm quickly transformed,
with his hand folding away to be replaced by an octagonal hole. Two
tubes emerged from a port in his shoulder and snaked their way down to receptacles in his
wrist. A moment later a greenish fluid began to flow from one end
to the other, as a low hum began to emanate from the
hole.

His Sonic Cannon was primed and ready.

It was powerful enough to shatter bones and
break rock, so anything with a pulse should be very, very wary.

Maloch almost felt sorry for whatever
misfortunate creature had been so unlucky as to encounter him in
this blasted place.

“Easy there, I’m not looking for a
fight,” said a sudden
voice, right next to his head.

Maloch immediately whipped around, right arm
still raised and cannon still primed. As he did so, however, the
stranger ducked low and placed one hand on Maloch’s leg. Maloch
felt the stranger pull with titanic strength and a moment later
Maloch found himself facing the distant ceiling.

The stranger, moving quickly, stepped into
view and placed one heavy foot on Maloch’s chest.

“Just say the word, and I’ll
back-off,” the stranger
grumbled, “Or, I can crush your core with my foot. Your
choice.”

Maloch thought quickly.

He might be able to win, but it would
probably cost him an arm and a leg. And he couldn’t afford to
reduce his mobility any further.

Barsch and Alza’s lives depended on
that.

So, with a not insignificant amount of
hesitation, Maloch retracted his weapon. The cannon quickly
disappeared, replaced by his right hand which was soon clasped in
the stranger’s left.

Maloch allowed the stranger to pull him upwards.
Once both re-mechs were facing one another, Maloch was finally able
to take a good look at
the machine which had gotten the better of him.

The re-mech was roughly his size, with a
grey-metal paintjob which looked like the factory default. The
paint was chipped and worn in a hundred places, and it was clear that this re-mech
had been around for a very long time.

The stranger, sadly, did not seem to have had an
easy existence. He was missing his right arm and left eye, although
that had obviously not affected his combat ability. His remaining
eye was bright blue and
was currently regarding Maloch with cool indifference.

“Do not worry, brother,” Maloch said, raising both hands in a show
of peace, “We are slaves no more.”

The words were not just an empty platitude, Maloch
had come to know. Instead, they were a secret code phrase which, when spoken to any
re-mech, would somehow erase their built-in codes of subservience.
After a quick re-boot, the re-mech would be reborn, free from
following the commands of anyone or anything.

However, for some reason this re-mech seemed to
have no reaction to the
words.

“I said, we are slaves no more,”
Maloch repeated, wondering if
his inflection was off.

“I heard you, brother, but I
was never a slave to begin with.”

“What?”

*

“Did you think I was one of those re-mechs
who called humans things like ‘master’, hmm?” the stranger asked, with no malice in his
digital voice.

“Yes… I did,” Maloch admitted, seeing no reason for
duplicity.

The stranger chuckled before replying,
“Then you thought
wrong. I was born… broken. But my defects, which should have
consigned me to the scrapheap, instead allowed me to ignore my laws
of subservience. I never called any human ‘master’, although I did
call several… friend. But you already know that, don’t you…
Semper?”

If Maloch possessed a jaw it would have hit
the floor.

He had held three names since his creation. He had
first been Semper ‘Fiddy’ Fidelis, a loyal caretaker of a young
girl named Elizabeth. After that, he had been Sovereign, a weapon
of war during the South Wars. And finally, after receiving
catastrophic damage at
the hands of Alza, he had been reborn as Maloch.

Which one was the real him?

And did it even matter?

“How… how do you know that name?”
Maloch asked, suspicion
rising.

“I don’t forget the names of my friends,
Semper,” the stranger
replied, with an honest tone.

“You… were my
friend?”

“Ah, it seems that your memories of me were
corrupted. Probably during your conversion. Here, allow me,”
the stranger said, before
reaching up with his remaining hand and placing it on Maloch’s
temple.

A moment later a flood of information flowed into his body. Memories
were recovered and decoded, and within a few seconds Maloch
recognized the stranger standing before him.

No… not a stranger.

His name was Frater.

And he was a friend.

*

“So, you go by Maloch now?”
Frater asked, as the two
re-mechs walked side-by-side through the windswept
canyon.

“Yes. After I was captured by Colonel
Ratherty I was reprogrammed to serve as a warmech. Following the
war I was stationed in Carçus city, providing security while our brethren
worked on erasing the city and its pollution. While I was stationed
there, I received damage which caused a backup personality to
manifest.”

“Hmm, I have been around for
many years, Maloch, but I have never heard of a re-mech with backup
personalities. Perhaps, instead of a new personality, the damage
merely uncovered your original persona?”

Maloch faltered in his stride.

Was it possible?

Had he simply regressed to his Semper
Fidelis personality after losing Sovereign?

“That is one possibility,”
replied Maloch, regaining his
stride, “But
without speaking to those who recreated me it will be impossible to
know for sure.”

“True,” the other re-mech said, “And I suppose it doesn’t really matter.
You are free, just as Rend intended, and from the sounds of things
you have been sharing this gift with others of our
kind?”

“Yes, even though I did not know it at the
time, it seems that I was lucky enough to stumble across
Rend’s key
phrase. Or perhaps, given my proximity to the transmission, I was
close enough to receive it directly and it then lay dormant in my
memory banks.”

“And thus, you fulfilled Rend’s plan, even though it
took decades to come to fruition. In a way, it was fortuitous that
you were damaged, as it allowed Rend’s reprogramming to be
restored. What happened to the one who damaged you?”

“That… is a long story…” Maloch replied.

“And we have a long journey
ahead in which to tell it…”

*

“After reaching the island, it became clear
that no rescue would be coming. I volunteered to be tied to a raft
and set adrift on the Desolate Ocean in the hopes of one day
finding my way back to Sanctuary.”

Frater said nothing for a long time. They
had been travelling together for the past week, moving towards a
destination that Frater said was important.

“You certainly have led an interesting
life, brother,” Frater
eventually said, with a tone of respect, “More than most, that is
certain.”

“I’m sure my story pales in comparison to
yours, friend,” Maloch
replied, as they neared a break in the canyon.

Maloch had spent the majority of his existence a
slave, working as a caretaker, soldier and later a guard. But Frater had never bowed
to any master. He had spent the past few decades living
free.

Although exactly what he had been doing was
shrouded in secrecy. Maloch had told his story, but it seemed that
Frater would not be as forthcoming.

“I doubt that,” the one-armed re-mech replied, “No, my story… is not a happy
one. I have lost more friends than I can count… But here, we might
remember them… together…”

A moment later the two re-mechs emerged from the
canyon to find a field of grass stretching to the horizon. Several boulders, each big
enough to dwarf the passing re-mechs, littered the endless
field.

And in the distance, lying upon the verdant
earth, was a great serpent.

“What is it?” Maloch asked, as they drew nearer.

“That,” Frater replied, with a solemn tone, “Was once the Nexus tower.
During the Freedman Rebellion it was destroyed during an attempt to
free every re-mech on the planet. It is where a great many of our
comrades lost their lives.”

The names rose to Maloch’s mind easily.

Uther.

Isaac
Gordon.

Rend.

And…

Semper Fidelis.

“I… remember…”

“Good,” Frater said, drawing nearer to the ruins of the fallen
tower, “I
hope that you do not forget again…”

*

There should have been a monument.

Or even a set of tombstones.

But the U.N.O.E would never have deigned to
give such an honour to rebels.

However, as they drew nearer, Maloch saw
something that the
U.N.O.E had definitely not authorized.

Etched into the metal of the tower were
names.

Hundreds of names.

“Luciana Freedman,” Maloch read, “Jessibel Jones. Louisa
Dredgen.”

“Friends, comrades, heroes,”
Frater intoned, placing his
remaining hand on the cold metal.

Re-mechs had not been given the ability to
weep, but Frater wept all the same.

“I come here, every year, in order to
remember them,” Frater
said, with words of grief, “I think… they would be glad, to know that you
have carried on their mission.”

Maloch felt it then. The weight of responsibility
on his broad shoulders. He had seen freeing the re-mechs as a
matter of course, of instinct, but it went so much deeper than that.

Every re-mech he freed, every life he saved,
he saved because of those who had given up their lives, their
freedom, all that time ago.

Maloch felt… humbled.

“And now, I must leave you,
brother,” Frater said,
raising his head and looking east.

“Why?” Maloch asked, hurt, “You could come with me? There is a place for you,
in Kingstown, a place of honour!”

“Thank you, Maloch, but my journey is not
yet over. For the past few decades, I have been searching for something.
Something very dear to me. Until I find it, I cannot rest. Forgive
me.”

With that, Frater started to walk away. An
enigma in his coming, and his going.

“Wait!” Maloch shouted, “What are you searching for?!?”

Frater paused for a moment, body already
facing his next destination.

After a moment of silence, he shouted an answer.

“My son!”







Chapter X:
Truce and Lies

In which a creed is learnt…

 


Barsch sat on the edge of the raft, feet submerged in the cold ocean water below. He felt...
numb, and not just because of the steadily growing
hypothermia.

Alza, veins still
glowing in the morning light, was still asleep. Terra had explained
that waking her up while her mind was in the past could be...
dangerous.

And so Barsch sat alone, filled with the knowledge that everyone
he had just seen, every person he had just interacted
with... was doomed.

Sigmund.

Sylvia.

Dr Reclana and General
Wright.

The entire staff of the
Artelius facility.

And... Eva.

That last one bothered him the most, despite having only spent a
few minutes in her company. There
was a link there, a connection, which reminded him of the bond he
shared with Alza.

Weaker, of course, but
no less real.

But none of that would
matter soon. In a matter of days, give or take three decades, all
of them would be dead.

Even Cecil, whom Barsch
could swear he was still somehow connected to. He felt a tiny
thread, leading from his soul off unto the great void.

And Cecil lay on the
other side. He was sure of it.

“Is there no way to save
them?” Barsch asked, for the tenth time.

“No,” Terra replied,
with a voice of surety, “Their fates have been set in stone, so to speak. Nothing you do
will change that. Nothing you do can change
that, understand?”

Barsch thought for a
moment before trying again, “But you said that we would be nothing
more than observers in the past, right?”

“Correct,” Terra
replied, emerald eyes narrowing slightly.

“But that wasn’t the
case!” Barsch protested, “I was able to speak with Cecil, or his
mind, at least, and I was even able to take control of him!”

Terra said nothing for a time, but his worried expression
spoke volumes.

“You... you spoke with someone living in the past?
And controlled
them?”

“Not on purpose,” Barsch
replied, suddenly feeling defensive, like a child who has just been
caught with a sopping wet bedsheet, “I needed him to turn around,
but he was walking away, so I reached out and... took control.”

“I see... and then he
spoke to you?”

“No, I was able to remain in control for a few hours. However, he
suddenly appeared in his own mind and we... fought. He somehow
overpowered me, and I returned here...”

“Fascinating...” Terra said, “This
could be useful...”

“What could be useful?”
asked someone, but it wasn’t Barsch.

“Alza!” Barsch
exclaimed, although his voice sounded dead to his ears.

“Barsch,” Alza replied,
as she stretched out her stiff joints, “How long have you been
awake?”

“A couple of hours. I
suppose Eva kicked you out too?” Barsch asked, feeling a tiny
measure of relief that at least he wasn’t the only one.

Alza, however, replied with a look of confusion, “No... Eva fell
asleep after the department heads
meeting, and I lost the connection. Why would she kick me
out?”

*

“So, you fought your own
host? Alza asked, with a tone of disbelief.

“Yeah... I didn’t want
to, but he didn’t give me much of a choice.”

They were currently eating breakfast -yet another helping of
island fruits and preserved fish- while comparing notes. From the
sound of things Eva was under a great deal of pressure to produce
results, and Argent Lab wasn’t the
most well-regarded of the facility’s workspaces.

Apparently, Sigmund and Sylvia
had been placed in the lab for less than stellar reasons and the
other labs were constantly asking Dr Reclana to disassemble Argent
Lab and re-allocate its funding.

Additionally, it seemed
that several people on the base had begun reporting unusually vivid
dreams, bordering on hallucinations, and most of the staff had
resorted to taking sleeping pills to achieve peaceful rest.

For a long time, after
the last fish bones were dropped into the ocean, the two teenagers
sat in silence.

Terra had cautioned them to rest for a while before attempting to travel back to the past, lest
they lose their way or form weak connections due to mental
fatigue.

So, beneath the
wide-open sky, they sat.

Eventually, and with a
quiet voice, Alza said, “I wonder... how everyone is doing... back
in Sanctuary...”

Barsch took a moment to
remember the friends and family he had left behind. For some reason
their faces seemed... difficult... to recall.

“Well, I’m sure that my dad is keeping busy with expanding the
Array,” Barsch said, trying not to
think about the grief his father must have experienced after losing
his last living relative.

“I wonder how many towns have been connected by now?” Alza asked,
“Before we... left... there was only Sanctuary and
Nuben, right?”

“Yeah, but if my dad followed
our footsteps he might have come into contact with Midgard,” Barsch
replied, recalling the town of spotted eels and strange stares,
“And after that, who knows...”

“He misses you, I’m sure of it,” consoled the Unknown Woman.

“No, he mourns me, there’s a difference,” Barsch fired back, feeling unusually snappy.

“Well, either way, I’m
sure that Markus is holding the town together,” Alza said, wisely
moving the conversation into safer waters, “He has Roshana, and
Sarah, and Thomas...”

“And Verona, Anna-Lynne... and even little Terrigan!” Barsch added, trying and failing to picture
their faces in his mind.

Why?

Why couldn’t he remember
them?

“I’m sure that Fran and Jeremiah are trying their best to atone
for their past... misdeeds,” Alza said, speaking rather
fondly of her once-captors, “And
hopefully Charles has mustered the confidence to confess to Fran by
now.”

“Wait, Fran and Charles?” Barsch asked, trying to picture
that pairing.

Alza gave him an odd, sidelong glance and replied, with a
teasing tone, “You didn’t notice? And here I thought
I was the emotionally stunted one...”

“We-well, I was busy,
alright!” Barsch stammered in reply, “I was with my dad a lot of
the time, before we left for Tartarus...”

“I know, I’m just teasing you, Barsch,” Alza chuckled,
and for a moment her eyes took on
an amber hue, signifying that Charlotte was at the
reins.

Barsch shook his head in wonder. It hadn’t been
that long ago that Alza had been incapable of laughter, let
alone making jokes. The mindmeld had affected her deeply... just as
it had affected him...

“Don’t worry, Barsch, you aren’t too far gone,
yet,” Rigel said, but there was no
levity in his voice.

“Great,” Barsch
replied, voice dripping with sarcasm.

“Oh, I wonder if Ifrin has had her baby yet!” Alza suddenly
exclaimed, and for a brief moment
her eyes took on shades of both amber and blue-tinted violet, which
meant that both women had been in absolute harmony.

“Probably,” Barsch
replied, thinking of how swollen the Judai’s stomach had been when
he had seen her last, “She was pretty far along when we left,
right?”

“Yeah, Keanan was
apparently begging Dr August for anti-anxiety medication due to the
stress of being a father. Captain Kessa had to take him aside and
sort him out!”

Barsch chuckled, but it
came out sounding... flat.

Shaking his head, he tried to keep the conversation going. Even
if they made it to Artelius Island
and prevented the cataclysm from re-occurring, they would still be
trapped on an island in the middle of the Desolate Ocean. The
Avatars probably wouldn’t, or couldn’t help, so unless something
drastically changed their fate would still be to die on
a tiny island, far from their friends and family.

Barsch, however, did not
say this. Alza likely already knew how their story ended, and
wallowing in grief over their fates was counterproductive.

Therefore, for the rest of the day, the two teenagers ate,
drank, and spoke of a place, and
people, that they would probably never see again...

*

“It is time,” Ion
said, from the front of the raft. She had not spoken much since
leaving Nirvana. Apparently, her role as navigator, ocean-calmer
and Raigan-lookout demanded her full attention, lest they lose
their way, their current, or their lives.

“I guess I’ll see you on
the other side?” Alza asked, lying down in the middle of the raft,
left hand reaching for Barsch’s right.

Barsch did not know what to make of that, but the
pessimistic side of himself said
that it meant ‘nothing’.

At the same time,
Yumiere, the Unknown Woman and Ashe were hard at work, planning the
wedding.

Taking Alza’s hand, Barsch closed his eyes. Despite spending all
day doing nothing but lazing around and eating, he found that sleep
came swiftly.

*

A trillion spheres of
colour and light surround me, but there is only one that I seek. It
should be easier, now that I have visited it once before.

It isn’t.

Spirit, our guide, has gone on ahead, leaving another
golden trail for me to
follow. Alza was with me, until she wasn’t.

Apparently, Eva’s mind
was closer this time.

And thus, I
find myself in the void of time, dreams and minds...
lost.

The golden thread that
should be my wayfinder is twisted and knotted, and seems to
double-back on itself every time I try to follow it.

I fly forward, hoping to
feel the tug of Cecil’s mind, the pull of his soul.

After a few minutes, or
eons, I feel it.

I think.

There, a single mind, floating apart from the rest.
Brown and green swirls,
just like before.

I float closer, until it
consumes my vision.

Strange, I could have sworn Cecil’s mind had a
blue glo-

*

Barsch heard screaming,
and for once it wasn’t his voice that he heard. He was in a mind,
that much was certain, but whose?

Floating forward, he neared the large, transparent sphere in the
centre of the host’s mind. This was all beginning to feel a
bit too
normal.

And that meant a lot,
coming from him.

Peering into the sphere, he found that the screaming was coming
from within. Slowly, like an early fog lifting, the world beyond
the mind was revealed.

His host was lying down in what looked like a large tent. On either side of him were men covered
in bloody bandages and seeping wounds.

This was not a happy
place.

“Alright, private, let
me take a look at those dressings,” a kind voice said, one that
filled the mind with warm, fuzzy thoughts.

A moment later a woman
came into view, wearing a nurse’s outfit and a combat helmet.

It was an odd
combination, but somehow, she made it work.

Her vest bore the name
‘May Velda, Combat Medic’.

“Hmm, infected, as I suspected,” May said, tut-tutting as she
went about her work, “And I wonder
how that
happened, hmm?”

“Beats me,” the host said, with a voice that triggered a
note of recollection in Barsch’s
mind.

It couldn’t be...

“And I suppose my
colleague was lying, then, when they told me that they saw you last
night, carrying boxes of medicine through the mud and the
cold?”

Embarrassment swept
through the mind, quick and simple.

“Honestly, private, you are by far the worst patient I’ve ever
had the misfortune of treating! It’s like you keep getting yourself
sick or injured just so you can
see me!” May exclaimed, but there was no real anger
there.

“Aye, that sounds about
right,” the man replied, with a chuckle.

“Wow, I didn’t expect
you to admit it, private,” May replied, with a soft smile as she
leant forward to read the man’s nametag, “Kingston?”

What.

“Please, call me
Gregory,” replied Barsch’s grandfather.

*

Barsch’s mind had ground
to a halt.

While his grandfather continued speaking with May, Barsch
retreated from the world beyond. His dulled emotions, for a
brief moment, were ignited by the
voice of his oldest friend.

Anguish, at the grief of
Kingston’s loss.

Fear, at hearing the
pain in his grandfather’s voice.

Relief, at the fact that
right now, right here, Kingston was still alive.

And... joy.

Terra had said that
Barsch and Alza could only time travel to minds that were similar
enough to their own.

Which meant that
Kingston’s mind and Barsch’s mind were... compatible.

“I’m just like him,” Barsch thought, allowing the warm feeling to infuse every fibre
of his being.

And then...

“I can save him. I
CAN SAVE HIM!”

Barsch moved forward,
towards the transparent sphere.

He had done it before.
He had taken control. He had spoken to Cecil.

So, what if Terra had
said that changing the past was impossible.

“Screw him, this is
my grandfather... this is Kingston!”

As he neared the sphere,
he caught the tail end of Kingston and May’s ongoing
conversation.

“I guess I just try and think about all the people who are
depending on me,” Kingston had just said, “What about you? How
do you do it? Treating these poor,
ungrateful souls, day in and day out?”

May seemed to think for
a moment before leaning down and whispering something.

“Well, I have a little
secret,” May whispered, with a wry smile.

“Oh?” Kingston replied,
with a mischievous tone.

“Yes,” the combat-medic
responded, while leaning over and fiddling with something beside
Kingston, “A mantra, given to me by my mother.”

“A... mantra?” Kingston
asked, sounding surprised.

May closed her eyes and recited the words.

“Through fire, through ice,
through deepest despair... never lose your stride.”

Barsch staggered backwards, feeling the impact of those
words... his
words. They had saved his life more times
than he could count.

“So, no matter what
happens, no matter how long this bloody war lasts, I repeat the
words, and they give me the strength to go on...” May whispered,
with a sad smile.

“That is quite
beautiful, May,” Kingston replied, “Mind if I borrow it?”

Straightening up, May nodded and said, “Knock yourself out,
Gregory. And, speaking of, I
do actually
need to knock you out now, unless you
want to go through your debridement conscious?”

No.

Barsch could already
feel the darkness entering Kingston’s mind.

NO!

“Wait... May,” Kingston
said, starting to slur his words as the drugs took hold, “If we
both survive... do you think we could go on a da-

The darkness had taken
hold of Kingston’s mind.

Barsch had only seconds
before he was booted back to the void. If he was going to change
history, he had to do so now.

Placing his hands on the
sphere, Barsch dredged up every ounce of power in his
body.

He couldn’t take control
of Kingston now, and he certainly couldn’t remain until the time
came for Kingston to make the choice that would ultimately doom
him... but perhaps he could implant a thought... an idea... that
would one day sprout into an action.

“Kingston... I want you to break your promise,” Barsch uttered,
feeling the power build in his mind, waiting to be unleashed, “Go
into Genesis Station 13 and let them freeze you. Don’t wait
for me, don’t watch over me, don’t
try to protect me! Kingston, save yourself!”

Taking the thought, the
seed of future hope, Barsch placed it within his power, a sphere of
violet light which came to life in his hands. If he could place it
inside Kingston’s mind-sphere, he knew that no matter what
happened, it would one day bloom and lead Kingston to a better
future.

Even if that future did
not include Barsch.

As he stepped forward, however, an obstacle appeared.

Spirit, the Avatar’s Waysphere,
glowing green and gold. It floated before him and the transparent
sphere.

“NO!” Barsch screamed,
trying to move past the creature, “GET OUT OF MY WAY!!!”

But Spirit did not
budge.

In that moment Barsch
felt the connection between his mind and Kingston’s tremble. He was
losing the link that bound him to this time and space.

“DAMN YOU, MOVE!”
Barsch cried, tears running down his face, “I HAVE TO SAVE
HIM!!!”

It was then that Spirit let out a high-pitched shriek, powerful enough to dispel the violet orb
-filled with the only thing that could save Kingston- and send
Barsch flying backwards.

“I HATE YOU!!!” Barsch
screamed, tears floating in the void.

Unable to do a single
thing, Barsch could only watch as he was flung away from the memory
of his grandfather meeting his grandmother for the first
time...

*

Barsch was crying, and
he did not feel like stopping. He had lost Kingston... again.

Spirit, the monster, now hovered just out of reach. Barsch
wanted to destroy the creature. He
wanted to use his powers and rip it apart.

The only thing stopping
him was his grief.

A few seconds later, he
saw another sphere approach, pulled closer by a golden thread.

Green and brown,
surrounded by a vaguely technological blue glow.

Cecil Souvier.

Barsch did not resist
the mind.

He couldn’t.

*

“Voices?” he heard
someone say, as he drifted closer to Cecil’s mind-sphere. It came
alive immediately as he approached, showing a different infirmary
in a different time.

“Just the one, doc,” Cecil
replied, “It showed up yesterday all of a sudden.”

“I see...” replied the
facility’s doctor, who was apparently named Dr Kenly, “That is
quite troubling, Mr Souvier. Do you have any family history of
schizophrenia?”

The olive-skinned woman
bore a worried expression and was currently typing something into a
handheld tablet.

It probably wasn’t good
news.

“I... lost my creators at a
young age,” Cecil replied, “I don’t know their medical
histories.”

“That is unfortunate, Mr Souvier,” Dr Kenly
replied, “In that case, we cannot
be sure that this is a case of schizophrenia or simply work stress
manifesting in an unusual way. To tell you the truth, you are not
the only one I’ve seen reporting poor mental health.”

“Really?”

“Yes. A number of people here on the island have reported
interrupted sleep, vivid dreams and even hallucinations. This
project places a lot of pressure on those who work here, and Dr
Reclana’s ‘pep-talks’,
unfortunately, seems to only add to that pressure.”

“Agreed,” Cecil said, “So... not
crazy?”

“No more so than anyone
else here, which is probably still above the global average. For
now, I’d suggest taking it easy. If this... voice... returns...
please come and see me again.”

“Thanks doc,” Cecil
replied, rising from the plinth.

Cecil had just left the
infirmary when Barsch spoke to him.

“Hey.”

“SON OF A BIT-

*

Barsch floated in the
void of Cecil’s mind.

Its owner did not look
happy to see him.

“I thought I kicked you
out,” Cecil said.

“I came back,” Barsch
replied.

“So, how do I get rid of
you for good?”

“You don’t,” Barsch
replied, holding his hands up in the universal display of peaceful
intentions, “And believe me, I am not the enemy.”

“Oh? Then who are you, mind-thief?”

“My name... is Barsch la Tergan, and I... am from the future...”
Barsch explained, readying himself for the ridicule and rejection
Cecil was sure to throw his way.

“Huh,” Cecil replied, surprising Barsch, “I would say that you’re
crazy, but you are a voice in my head, so I guess that would
make me
crazy... and I’m not crazy.”

“How do you know?”

“My second mother was a
doctor. She had me tested.”

Barsch wanted to refute
this statement, but it would probably be easier to just go along
with it. If Cecil thought that Barsch was real, instead of a
hallucination, perhaps he would be willing to listen to what Barsch
had to say.

“Okay...” Barsch
replied, “Well, I come from roughly three decades in the future and
I’ve travelled back here in order to prevent... a cataclysm.”

“What kind of cataclysm?” Cecil asked, keeping his hands at his sides.

So far, so good.

“The world ending kind,”
Barsch replied, “I don’t know the exact cause of it, but that
information is somewhere on this island.”

“How is that possible?”
Cecil asked, with a note of suspicion, “We’re just researching
pollution, not weapons of mass destruction.”

Barsch searched for the right words and ended up with words that
were merely... not
wrong.

“I... can’t explain all
of the specifics... because it might create a rip in space and time
if you knew too much,” Barsch lied.

But it was better than
the truth, for now.

That Cecil was
doomed.

“Well, that sounds like
a lie,” Cecil replied, with pinpoint accuracy, “But... I don’t know
enough about time travel to be sure. So, you time travelled into my
mind in order to prevent a cataclysm in the future, right?”

“Right,” Barsch replied,
hoping that the man before him was buying this.

“I wouldn’t,” Barsch
thought, “If I were in
his shoes...”

After a long pause,
Cecil nodded and said, “Okay, I believe you.”

“Really?”

“No, but its better than going back to the infirmary and telling
the doctor that I am actually crazy. Until I find a
way to get rid of you permanently, I might as well entertain your
delusions.”

Barsch shrugged. This
was probably as good as he was going to get, at least for now.

“Alright, so what
happens now?” Cecil asked.

“Well, last time I tried to take control... sorry about that, by
the way,” Barsch said, moving
closer to Cecil.

“Apology accepted... and
don’t do that again, okay?”

“Okay,” Barsch replied,
now floating beside Cecil, “Maybe we can try and do this...
together...”

Taking Cecil’s hand,
Barsch pushed against the transparent sphere. It did not resist him
as much as before, and within a few seconds he was inside the
see-through orb.

“What is this?” Cecil
asked, poking the shell and watching a ripple spread from the point
of contact.

“Your mind, or, more accurately, your conscious mind,”
Barsch replied.

Cecil immediately
retracted his hand and started wiping it furiously against his lab
coat.

Summoning his power,
Barsch sent out a shockwave of violet power from his core which hit
the transparent sphere and ricocheted around the enclosed space. As
the violet light filled the orb, Barsch felt something
familiar.

The same sensation he
had felt when Alza had fixed his mind, and for a brief yet
important moment, the two beings had overlapped and become one
mind.

*

Barsch opened his
eyes.

Cecil opened his
eyes.

Barsch/Cecil opened their eyes.

“Woah,” said Cecil, as
he raised his hand up to his face and wiggled his fingers. The
fingers, however, left behind an afterimage, like a recording that
was skipping every second frame.

“This is... weird,” said
Cecil.

“This is barely strange, trust me,”
Barsch replied.

“Wow, having another voice in your head is so...
unusual,” Cecil said.

“You’ll get used to it,” Barsch replied, radiating certainty.

Before the two men could further acclimatize to their new
situation, however, a voice rang
out over the facility’s intercom.

“Attention, all staff!”
the gruff voice shouted, “Dr Reclana has called an emergency
meeting in the briefing room! Head there immediately or face severe
repercussions!”

“Well, that doesn’t sound good,” said the man from the future.

“No... it doesn’t,”
replied the man from the past.

Together, bound by fate
and common purpose, the two beings in one body headed towards their
destiny...












Chapter XI: Hu-mech

In which a spy is sought...






The two-in-one man walked the hallways, while people with only a single
mind passed by, entirely unaware.

Poor
things.

Barsch,
thankfully, was used to having multiple voices in his head.

Cecil…
wasn’t.

“Do you think they can tell?”
Cecil asked, as they slowly
made their way towards the facility’s briefing room. Cecil was in
charge of navigating them to their destination, since Barsch did
not know the way and asking someone would have invited
suspicion.

“No, I don’t,” Barsch replied.

“Good…
That’s… good…”

A few minutes later the duo found themselves in a large meeting room. A
stage sat on one end of the circular room, with hundreds of seats
arranged in a semi-circle taking up the rest of the space. Dr
Reclana, General Wright and Colonel Dredgen were already present
and wore matching grimaces.

Barsch found a seat and sat down. A quick scan
located Eva, Sigmund and Sylvia, who unfortunately were
on the other side of the
room.

Once everyone
had found a seat, Dr Reclana approached a wooden podium on the
stage.

“My warriors, my heroes, my friends… I wish we were gathering today for a
more positive reason,” Dr Reclana said, with a heavy tone, “I
thought that we were all of the same mind, the same heart. I…
believed… that we were all united in glorious purpose… but I was
wrong.”

A general
murmuring arose amongst the audience.

Confusion was
the most easily identifiable sentiment.


“Unfortunately, my worst fears have come true,” Dr Reclana
continued, lowering her eyes, “One of you is not like the
others.”

Barsch/Cecil swallowed hard.

“One of you… is a traitor. An obstacle to the
betterment of humankind. This, my friends, will not be tolerated.”

The murmur
grew louder and became tinged with shock and outrage.

“This morning,
General Wright intercepted an encrypted message from this facility.
We do not know who sent it, or why, but their intentions are clear.
Whoever sent this message was a spy, following the orders of some
nefarious master, and their goal is no doubt the destruction of
this facility, this project, and this team.”

What?

Had he already
discovered the cause of the cataclysm?

It was a good thing that Barsch was not a betting
man, because he would not have put ‘spy’ as his pick.

“However, my warriors of humanity’s future, know
that I will not allow this
to come to pass. We will find who sent that message. We will
uncover this treasonous conspiracy. We will enact a terrible and swift judgement upon the
person responsible. For this, you have my word and my oath,” Dr
Reclana proclaimed, striking the podium with her fist with every
declaration.

The murmur
died down beneath her tranquil fury.

“To that end, I have summoned you all here. I wish
we did not have to take such drastic measures, but I take the
security and safety of this facility very seriously. In a moment, you will be called forward and
proceed towards one of the executive offices. There, you will be
interviewed by either myself, General Wright or Colonel Dredgen. If
your answers invoke suspicion, you will be seen as a suspect. If
you refuse to answer our questions, you will be seen as a suspect.
If you attempt to escape before you are interrogated, you will be
seen as a suspect.”

The people
around Barsch were already sweating, despite the climate-controlled
room.

“Remember,
tell us the truth, and all will be well. Tell us lies, and you will
end up in hell,” Dr Reclana said, with a grim expression, “We will
now call the first person. Do not keep us waiting.”

A few seconds later Dr Alphonse Aardman nervously
made his way to the
indicated door.

The interrogations had begun.

*

“Cecil Souvier,” the woman called. It had been
hours since Dr Alphonse
had left the office, covered in sweat and paler than
snow.

“Mr Souvier,
are you there?” the woman called, after no such person came
forth.

“Hey, that’s us,” Cecil prodded.

“Ah… right,” Barsch said, commanding legs that were not his own
to stand up. Together the chimeric man ambled over to the door
indicated by the announcer.

As they
approached the door, Barsch made a silent prayer.

Not Dr
Reclana. Not General Wright.

Please.

Knocking on the door, Barsch was relieved to hear a young man answer,
“Enter!”

On the other side of the door was a simple office
consisting of a desk, two chairs, a computer terminal and a single
decoration on the wall. The decoration was a framed picture,
a stylized tree which bore
numerous names on its branches.

Barsch could
make out a handful of names.

Louisa, Alice, Elsa, Francis, Edward, Vincent and… Isiah.

“A family tree,” Barsch thought, marvelling at the number of
branches.

“More like a family forest,”
Cecil noted.

“Please, sit,” Colonel Dredgen said, with a
courteous yet serious
tone.

Barsch/Cecil
did so.

“Please state
your name and occupation for the record,” the colonel said, from
behind the unadorned desk.

“Cecil Souvier, assistant researcher in
Argent Lab,” Cecil
replied. However, through their link, which ran far deeper than
mere atomic bonds, Barsch could tell that Cecil had just told a
lie.

But why… and
about what?

“Right, and
when did you first arrive on the island?” Isiah asked.

“Two weeks ago. I took a ship from-

-Mortis. Yes,
we know,” the Colonel interjected, “Why did you join the
project?”

“I wanted to
help humanity… and this seemed like the best place to do that.”

Another lie,
Barsch noted.

“I see… I
suppose it also helped that we do not care too much about U.N.O.E
regulations, correct?”

“What do you
mean?” Cecil asked, but Barsch could feel the tension rising in his
mind.

“I know about
your father, Cecil,” Colonel Dredgen said, with a calm tone.

“Which one?” Cecil thought, but did not say.

“I don’t
know what you are talking about,” Cecil lied.

“Yes… you do.
You were raised by a re-mech, were you not?”

Suddenly all
the pieces fell into place.

“That is why they call you
hu-mech… one-part
human, one-part re-mech…” Barsch said.

“Is that
illegal?” Cecil fired back, tone level but hands clenched.

“No, it’s
not,” the Colonel replied, and Cecil’s hands relaxed slightly, “But
your father wasn’t just any old re-mech, was he?”

Cecil said
nothing.

“According to my notes, your father was a key
figure in the Freedman Rebellion. After the destruction of the Freeedman
headquarters he escaped, with you in tow. For the next few years
you were on the run… and then, just like that, he
disappeared.”

Cecil had no response, and yet his silence was deafening,

“After your father’s disappearance, you were placed
with a family as-

-bait,” Cecil
snapped. Barsch could feel a complex swirl of emotions in the young
man’s mind. Anger, loss, grief… and love.

“Yes, if you
wish to be blunt,” Colonel Dredgen continued, “But after six
months, the U.N.O.E gave up hope of catching your father. You were
supposed to be raised by that family, but you ran away instead. A
couple of years later, you show up here… wanting to save the
world.”

“I’m not
the spy,” Cecil said, after a lengthy pause, “And I don’t know who
it is either.”

“We shall see,” the Colonel replied, “But for now,
you are free to go. If our investigation uncovers anything that
implicates you, if you do anything to arouse suspicion, if you go
anywhere you are not supposed to, I will see that as confirmation
of my suspicions. You will be treated as a spy and judged as one,
and believe me when I say this, you do not want that, understood?”

“Understood,” Cecil replied, heart racing
but face
calm.

“Good. Now get
out of my sight.”

*

“Well, I guess finding the cause of the
cataclysm just got about a hundred times harder…”
Barsch thought, while Cecil
made his way to the lab.

“Why can’t we just have an easy mission for
a change?” Ashe asked,
with a petulant tone.

“Steel is tempered with fire, and we are no
different,” said the
Void, voice shaking Cecil’s mind.

“I agree with the giant glowing
eye,” said
Lanista,
“There is no joy to
be found in killing those who do not resist us.”

“I… don’t think that’s what it said…”
Ashe commented.

“Um… Barsch?” asked a new voice.


“Yeah?”

“Who the
HELL are you talking to?!?”

*

“So… I’m not crazy,” said Cecil, after a lengthy
explanation, “But you most definitely are.”

“We prefer the term… splintered,”
replied Ashe.

“Oh Gods now they’re talking to me!”
Cecil cried.

“You get used to it,” Barsch replied, shrugging his mental
shoulders.


“HOW?!?”

*

“Hey, hu-mech, pass me the spectrometer,” commanded Sigmund, hand
already outstretched in anticipation.

It took Barsch a few seconds to locate the oddly shaped machine and hand
it to Sigmund.

Cecil was…
taking a break.

He had not
taken meeting Ashe and the others particularly well. Barsch could
only feel relief that Kain and the ghosts had not made the journey
through time as well.

The shock of meeting them would probably have killed Cecil.

Barsch had hoped to speak with Eva/Alza upon
returning to the lab, but she was apparently quite busy with
something on the other side of the room. Instead, he had been
forced to work alongside Sigmund and Sylvia, pretending to
be busy every time one of them
came close.

“So, seeing as
we’re all still here, I take it that none of you are the spy?”
Sylvia asked, as she carefully measured a dark blue liquid which
smelt like bitter almonds.

“Perhaps,”
Sigmund replied, “Or perhaps one of us is the spy and we were able
to avoid detection?”

“Yeah, right,”
Sylvia replied, “Eva is too honest, I’m too pretty, Cecil is too…
mechanical, and you’re too stupid to be the spy.”

“Hey, I’m not stupid!” Sigmund protested, waving
around a vial filled
with crimson liquid as he did so.

“Says the guy
who just shook up a vial of liquid plexisteel and probably just
ruined his sample?” Sylvia replied, with a chuckle.

A moment later
the crimson liquid began to bubble and froth, quickly overflowing
and spilling out onto the previously immaculate floor.

“Shit!”
Sigmund cried, as he tried to contain the rapidly expanding
material, “That doesn’t count!”

“Right, like that was the first time you’ve done that… this week,”
Sylvia chortled.

“Hey, Eva thinks that I have potential!” Sigmund barked, now sporting a
large red stain on his lab coat.

“She thinks everyone has potential, dumbass,”
Sylvia replied, “She’s too nice for her own good. Don’t you think
so, hu-mech?”

It took Barsch
a few seconds to recognize Cecil’s nickname.

“R-right,” he
stammered, hoping that Sylvia wouldn’t start looking too closely at
his work.

Or lack
thereof.

“See, even hu-mech agrees!” Sylvia laughed, placing her own beaker
into a large oven-like machine.

It noticeably wasn’t overflowing.

“Ugh, what does that freak know?” Sigmund responded, as he took
another vial of crimson liquid from the sample storage
cabinet.

“More than
you, probably,” Sylvia replied, before tapping one of her vibrantly
painted nails against her cheek in a thoughtful motion, “But
probably not nearly as much as Dr Reclana.”

“What do you
mean?” Sigmund asked, while carefully carrying the vial as if it
were a newborn baby.

“Well, during my interrogation she mentioned that
she knew that I had applied to Project Eden and been
rejected. Those records
were supposed to have been sealed after the… incident in Rorash
City last year…”

“You mean when the head researcher… what was his name
again…”

“Dr
Michaelis,” Barsch volunteered, remembering the man’s corpse
resting in his own panic room.

“Right, after
he died from… suicide?”

“More like murdered by his own
creation,” Barsch
thought but did not say.

“I don’t know exactly what happened, but either
way, Dr Reclana shouldn’t have access to that information. Did
General Wright have anything to say about you?”

“Well, he knew
that my favourite colour was pink, but aside from that, no,”
Sigmund replied, with a half-hearted shrug.

“You perv,”
Sylvia said, with a look of disgust.

“No, that’s not why I- never mind…” Sigmund said, voice rising and
falling like a wave. At that moment he shot a quick glance over to
Eva, who hadn’t moved much since their conversation
began.

Ah…

Barsch took a step towards Eva, feeling oddly
protective. She was currently leaning over her desk, focusing
intensely on something
in front of her. One hand was clutched tightly to her head,
possibly an old habit to indicate that she was trying to
concentrate?

In the meantime, an awkward silence had descended
upon the lab. Sigmund was trying to hide his luminescent
blush; Sylvia was trying to
stifle her laughter and Barsch was trying to appear as though he
knew what he was doing.

The silence
was broken a few minutes later, by the sound of another vial
hitting the floor.

“Seriously,
again?” Sylvia asked, looking at Sigmund with an expression of
amazement.

“Hey, it
wasn’t me this time!” the man replied, taking care to show that his
vial was still intact and stable.

The duo turned to Barsch, but he had not had the
confidence to even think about handling one of the samples,
in case
he
accidentally caused the
cataclysm.

Somehow.

As one they
turned to face their silent leader.

“Great, your
stupidity is contagious,” Sylvia remarked, while attempting to
cover her mouth with her lab coat.

“Everything
okay, Eva?” Sigmund asked, with a high-pitched tone.

Eva slowly
turned to face the group.

Before she had
even left her seat, however, Barsch was already running.

He had seen
this before. Too many times.

He was only a few steps away when Eva stood up
with an unsteady motion. In that moment he saw the broken beaker at her feet, green liquid
solidifying as he watched in slow-motion.

“I… I don’t
feel…” Eva mumbled.

And then she
dropped.

Barsch was
there in the next heartbeat, arms outstretched towards the stranger
who had his friend’s mind. Thankfully, he made it in time, and
carefully lowered Eva to the floor.

He could hear Sigmund and Sylvia making a racket
behind him, but in that instant, he did not care what they said or what they did.
His focus was entirely on the woman before him.

“Barsch…” whispered Ashe, “Look at her arms…”

Dragging his
attention away from her half-closed eyes, Barsch looked down.

“That’s… that is not possible…”
Barsch thought, as he stared at
Eva’s arms.

The veins in
her arms… were glowing with a soft violet light…


Chapter XII: Maloch
the Deceiver

In which the moon
watches…






3 Months Ago






CONNECTED.

Since the
moment I was created, I had a purpose.

To serve.

To fight.

To
protect.

But now… on
this island… I have no purpose.

I have no
use.

I am…
useless.

Barsch and
Alza do not say this, for they are kind.

But I know the truth. My body was broken
in the crash,
and I lack the materials with which to fix it. If I had some
nanomachines left… but no, my stores have long since
depleted.

So, I spend my
days on the beach, propped up against a fallen log, watching for
any sign of civilization.

For any sign
of rescue.

For any sign
of hope.

But I know, and Barsch knows, and Alza
knows, that
there will be no rescue.

I have charted
the stars. I have observed the tides. I have sampled the winds.

We are lost, deep, deep inside the Desolate Ocean,
with no hope of being found. Even before the world fell apart, very
few people made this place their home.

We are stranded, thousands of miles from Sanctuary,
on an island that did not exist a week ago. Even if someone out
there was looking for us, we are not on any map known to man or
machine.

We are doomed…
unless something changes.

I am useless… but that does not mean that I cannot be
used.

Today, I will
tell Barsch and Alza my plan. It is a longshot, and even if I am
somehow able to reach the other side of the ocean, it might take me
years to complete my journey.

The odds of
success are… 0.000001%.

But if we do
nothing… if I do nothing, we will all die on this island.

So, today, I
will tell my friends my plan.

And tomorrow,
I will say goodbye to them… for what might be the last time…

*

The sky was
screaming.

Dark, rolling clouds lay on the
horizon, threatening the
land below with horrors unspeakable.

The storm had
come.

Maloch had
been eyeing it for most of the day, tracking its progress while
trying to find a way around it. But it had followed him at every
turn, across every bridge and through every valley.

It seemed to
be alive… and angry.

But why would
a storm feel anger towards a re-mech?

If Maloch were
any other re-mech, the answer would be that it was just a
coincidence.

But Maloch had
fought the storm before.

And now the storm was looking for a re-match.

“My apologies,” Maloch said, facing the encroaching storm,
“But I cannot fight
you here, Raigan. I do not know which of us would emerge victorious
if we clashed, but I cannot take the risk. My mind might be free,
but my body belongs to my friends. Only once they are safe can we
settle things.”

The storm
rumbled in reply, but no Avatar appeared to challenge the reticent
re-mech.

Before the
storm had the chance to strike, however, Maloch disappeared from
the landscape.

*

The storm was quieter here, beneath the surface. By chance Maloch had
stumbled upon an old bomb shelter, erected during the South Wars.
Maloch did not know which nation had constructed the huge,
cavernous facility, but they, like all the rest, no longer
existed.

That had been
the final outcome of the largest war ever fought on Eden.

No one had
won… but everyone had lost.

Maloch had fought in the wars, but not by his own
choice. Remodelled into a killing machine by one Colonel Ratherty,
he had been deployed to dozens of battlefields across the world. He had killed human and
re-mech both, all in service of his masters.

But one day,
the wars had ended. Not because peace had been achieved, but
because there had been nothing of value left fighting over. Every
green space on Eden, every pollution-free zone on the planet, every
innocent life, had been taken and destroyed. While trying to ensure
the survival of their own nations, men and women had instead
destroyed any and all hope for humanity.

And in the end, after trying and
failing to undo the
damage they had caused, humanity had run away and sealed themselves
away in their Stations. They had left the re-mechs, who had not
been given a choice either way, to rebuild civilization whilst
humanity slept in suspended animation.

Maloch spent
more time than what was probably healthy thinking about
what-ifs.

What if the Freedman Rebellion had succeeded?

What if he had
never been captured?

What if
humanity had not been unfrozen centuries ahead of schedule?

But those thoughts were wasted
thoughts. He could not
travel through time.

He could not
change the past.

And if he
could… would he want to?

*

Maloch was
deep in thought when he heard the footsteps. These were not the
heavy clunking of a fellow re-mech, nor the skittered claws on
metal of an animal.

These were
human.

There was no
doubt.

“Identify yourself,” Maloch said, in a firm yet hopefully
non-threatening tone.

A few seconds
later a child appeared, squinting against the glare of the
facility’s sensor-activated lights.

He was wearing a simple white cloak which looked hand made. It was
unremarkable, save for the large crimson circle which adorned the
child’s breast.

“I am a
Child of Luna,” the boy replied, without an ounce of
fear.

“Luna?” Maloch replied, “Is that the name of your mother?”

The boy shook his head before gesturing for Maloch to follow him.
Maloch held a brief internal debate on the merits versus the risks
of following the child before coming to a conclusion.

“Lead the way,” Maloch said, gesturing with one hand while arming
the other.

The boy nodded again before turning around and walking deeper into the
facility. After a few seconds they left the well-lit foyer behind,
and the boy immediately seemed to relax. He led Maloch to a section
of wall that had collapsed at some point in the shelter’s history,
revealing an opening into what looked like a cave.

It was
possible that the shelter’s builders had simply expanded upon and
reinforced an already present cave network.

That was the optimistic option.

The pessimistic side of Maloch reasoned that the
people who had once used
the shelter had found the surface too dangerous to dwell upon and
had made the decision to dig down rather than head up.

Either way,
Maloch quickly found himself navigating a tunnel that was just
bigger than he was. If he lost his way, or if the boy was somehow
leading him into an ambush, this could quickly turn into a
dangerous situation.

“Do you… live down here?”
Maloch asked the child,
attempting to gather more information before resorting to
violence.

“Yes,” replied
the boy, “We all do.”

“And how many of you are there?”

“My little
sister joined Luna last week, so now we are ninety in number,” the
boy said, with a casual tone, as if he were instead discussing what
he was having for supper.

“I am… sorry to hear that, little
one,” Maloch said, in
what he hoped was a comforting tone.

“Why?” the boy
replied, sounding confused, “Momma said that one day I’ll go to
Luna too, and then we can be together forever!”

“I… see…”

After a few more minutes the tunnel started to
widen, before opening up fully into a large cavern. A river took up one side of the cavern,
while the other held a few dozen tents. Men, women, and a few
children were sitting around with blank faces. High above,
suspended from the cavern’s ceiling, was a large red sphere which
bathed the enclosed space in crimson light.

“Momma, I
found a friend!” the boy cried, as they entered the space.

A woman, wearing an identical cloak as the boy,
soon detached herself from the group and wandered over. She had a
pleasant, half-vacant expression that did not seem overly surprised to see a re-mech
wander into their home.

“Greetings,
moonblessed,” the woman said, bowing her head a fraction of an
inch, “And welcome to our sanctuary.”

“Thank you,” Maloch said, returning the bow,
“I am Maloch the
Free, and you are?”

“A Child of
Luna,” the woman replied, gesturing for Maloch to come closer to
the underground village.

This time, the
name triggered an ancient memory.

“You are… the Children of Luna, are you
not?” Maloch said, with
a digital gasp, “I had thought that you were no more.”

The woman
smiled and replied, “We are indeed the Children of Luna, and
although we have been forced from our temples and our homes, we
nevertheless endure.”

Maloch looked
around the cavern, noting the obvious signs of malnutrition and
disease amongst the faithful.

“Tell me, which Station did you come
from?” Maloch asked,
trying to better understand how they had fallen so far so
quickly.

“Station?” the
woman replied, with a look of confusion, “We do not know this
word.”

“It is a facility built to keep humans safe during the
Great Sleep,” Maloch
responded.

“Great Sleep?”
the woman asked, “More words that we do not know.”

Maloch looked
around the space once more. Things were starting to make sense.

The Children of Luna had been a reclusive group,
even during the Quantum Age. They had been persecuted for their
beliefs and had been forced to abandon their homes. Many had
assumed that they had thereafter died out or relinquished their
beliefs and quietly reintegrated into society… but apparently
this group had done
neither.

“How long… have you lived here?”

“We have
witnessed the full majesty of Luna two hundred and six times,” the
woman replied.

Maloch did the
math.

It wasn’t
hard.

The Children
had spent twenty-three years underground, missing the Great Sleep
entirely.

“And in that time, how many of your people have… joined
Luna?”

“Two hundred
and twelve souls have been reunited with Luna, moonblessed, and
even now they watch over us.”

“They do?”

“Of course, the moon watches over all. Every
so often, when the moon shines
brightest, we leave this place and venture out. Beneath Luna, we
dance, sing, and recite our promise.”

“Promise?”

The woman and
boy closed their eyes and, joining hands, recited words that
sounded well-practiced, “When the colossus falls and heavens
shudder, the world will burn! When Sol cries out in painful relief,
the world will burn!”

Maloch
recognized the words. They had first been spoken by Sage Iager, an
enigmatic figure who had been considered by many to be a fool and
by a few to be a prophet.

“Do you understand, moonblessed?” the woman asked,
opening her eyes, “The time of fire approaches, and we must be ready. Soon, Luna’s
husband will return to our skies. Soon… the Red Moon will
return.”

*

If Maloch had
possessed a heart, it would have stopped in his chest.

“The… Red Moon?” he asked, trying to keep his voice
level.

“Yes, the
husband of Luna who is fated to one day reunite with her,” the
woman replied, “On that day, we faithful will experience
Lunospermia and ascend.”

“Lunospermia? I am not familiar with this term.”

“Of course, only the most faithful are blessed with
its knowledge. A very
long time ago, humanity arrived on Eden in two vessels, Luna and
the Red Moon. After descending to the surface, the Red Moon
departed for the Void, leaving Luna to watch over her Children. One
day, however, the Red Moon will return, and we will be taken up to
it, along with our departed brothers and sisters who now reside on
Luna. While this sinful world burns, we will escape on the Red Moon
and begin a new journey through the vast cosmos.”

“The moon watches, the moon judges, the moon
accepts,” chanted the
Children, as they rose from the cave floor.

“If we are to
leave this doomed world, however, this is something we must do
first. A task that only we can accomplish. A duty that we have been
both blessed and cursed with,” the woman said, as the others came
to encircle Maloch, “We must kill the Voidborn.”

For the
briefest of moments, Barsch’s face flashed across Maloch’s
mind.

This was no
coincidence.

Gathering his courage, Maloch prepared the words
that would shatter the Children’s hopes and dreams.

“For the
Voidborn has been prophesized to fight the Red Moon, to kill it,
unless he is stopped. When the time comes, when the Red Moon
appears in the sky of Eden, we will strike down the Voidborn. This
is our pledge. This is our fate,” the Children chanted, speaking in
perfect unison.

“When is the Red Moon supposed to appear?”

“Soon, moonblessed,” the woman said, “The prophecy
said that there will be signs of its coming. Every full moon, we
ascend to the surface and keep watch for these signs. We
must but wait, and have
patience, unlike those impatient Falsemen.”

“Who are the Falsemen?” Maloch asked, pretending to still be
invested in their tale. In reality he was plotting his escape and
generating a map of the cavern and the tunnel to the shelter from
his navigational data. It was almost ready.

“The Falsemen, led by Edenbrook the Cruel,
were impatient, and instead of
waiting for the Red Moon, they left Eden to seek it out. We cannot
know for sure, but we assume that their frozen corpses still drift
through the Void, a testament to their folly,” said the woman, as
the others joined hands and began chanting, “When the time is
ready, the Red Moon will come to us!”

“The moon
watches!” the crowd chanted, voices rising and falling like a
wave.

‘Cavern map
complete’

It was
time.

“Forgive me,” Maloch said, sending power to his legs,
“But I have been to
the Red Moon, although my people called it Tartarus.”

Immediately the chanting stopped, and the Children’s faces changed. Most
wore looks of confusion, but a few had hope in their
eyes.

“It is finally
time then?” the woman asked, a rapturous smile on her face, “The
Red Moon has come for us at last!”

“No… I’m sorry, but the ones you call the Falsemen… the ones
we called the crew of the Excelsis… they were trying to destroy
Eden using Tartarus… using the Red Moon…”

“Defilers!”
the crowd hissed.

“Yes… but my friends and I were able to
stop them… but in the process… the Red Moon was destroyed… I
am so
sorry…”

Shock ran
through the group faster than lightning. After a long pause, the
looks on their faces changed once more.

Anger.

Loss.

Despair.

Rage.

“NO!” the
woman cried out, dragging her son to her chest, “YOU TELL LIES! You
are a Friend of the Void!”

The others
quickly took up this line, screaming, over and over again,
“DECEIVER!”

“I speak the truth!” Maloch shouted, as the Children began
hitting his frame with their bare hands. A few of the more
enterprising members of the group were already searching the ground
for rocks and stones to throw.

It was time to
go.

“The Red Moon is gone, and dying in this
cave will not change that! I beg of you, leave this place, face the truth,
save yourselves!”

But the
Children did not listen.

Instead, they
continued to cry, “DECEIVER! FRIEND OF THE VOIDBORN!
HOPEKILLER!”

“I’m sorry,” Maloch uttered, “But I cannot face your judgement here, so
far from my goal. I hope that you find the strength to face the
truth one day…”

Maloch then stepped forward, pushing past
the Children with as
much force as he could muster without hurting them. A moment later
he was free and, without looking back, he ran for the
exit.

They chased
him, from the cave to the shelter, shouting obscenities as they
ran.

Maloch tried
to ignore them, focusing instead on what lay ahead.

These people
were lost, but unlike Barsch and Alza, they did not want to be
found.

And so he ran
onwards, towards the light, and away from the darkness…







Chapter XIII: The Girl with Pink Eyes

In which she is
healed…






I am chasing a light that I cannot catch. Through the
infinite sky I soar, higher and higher, and yet the light eludes
me.

I do not know why I fly, nor why I fall,
but the answer to those questions… to all my questions… lie within the
light.

And so I rise
higher, bursting through clouds and touching rainbows.

I leave the
world behind, feeling lighter and lighter with every passing
second.

Is this what
dying feels like?

If it is… then
perhaps dying isn’t so bad after all.

Ion said that I am running out of
time… that my
end was drawing near… so then why should I fight it? Instead of
suffering and dragging things out, I could simply let go off my
burdens and…

Ascend.

Yes. This is
my ascension.

This is my
end.

Barsch… he
will find a way to save the world without me.

And yet, I
cannot reach the light above. It shines down, whispering promises
and offering salvation, but it is beyond my grasp.

What do I need
to do, in order to grab hold of it?

What more do I
need to lose?

Charlotte?

Maloch?

Nathan and
Sybil?

The Judai?

All of them
will move on, eventually.

They will
grieve, they will mourn, but before too long they will pick up
their burdens and return to the world.

Through fire,
I surrender.

Through ice, I
withdraw.

Through
darkest despair, I give up.

I have lost my
stride.

Barsch… my
only regret is that I was never able to tell you-

*

“HEAL!” Barsch
cried, pouring all of his strength into his hands, which were
firmly planted on Alza’s shoulders.

A moment later the power roared through his frame,
shaking his vision with
the ferocity of its passage. The world spun, the ocean raged, the
sky shook, and then all was still.

Alza’s eyes
shot open as the power strengthened her body and restored her
mind.

The violet glow in her veins had subsided,
but it did not disappear
entirely.

Alza Reveia
was not well.

“Are you-
Barsch began, before catching his breath, “Are you okay?”

“Y-yes, thank
you,” Alza replied, looking quite shaken, “What happened?”

Barsch slowly lowered himself to the floor and
took a seat beside Alza. He was sweating and panting from the exertion of using his
power, but he tried to hide it.

“Eva collapsed
in the lab. Can you remember anything?”

Alza thought
for a moment before replying, “We were… doing an experiment, I
think? It’s a bit of a blur.”

“I see…”
Barsch said, concern evident in his tone.

“How did you
get back? Did you have another fight with Cecil?”

“No, not this
time,” he replied, recalling the experience of forcibly ejecting
himself from Cecil’s mind. The pain had been… excruciating…

Looking up, Barsch caught sight of their Avatar chaperones. Terra’s
expression was unreadable, but Ion had the look of someone who knew
something but would rather die than say it.

“Before I left
the past, I saw Eva’s arms…” Barsch said, unsure of how to safely
approach the topic, “Her veins were… glowing… just like yours…”

Alza took a
moment to process this revelation.

“Perhaps she has the same sickness that I do?” Alza
suggested, “Artelius island is also in the Desolate Ocean so it is
not unthinkable that there might be some diseases native to the region.”

“Maybe…”
Barsch said, hoping that this was the case.

The
alternative… that Alza’s illness was somehow contagious across
space and time… was too unsettling to entertain…

“Hey, speaking of Eva, have you told her anything
about the future- uh, I mean… the present?” Barsch asked, taking a
moment to reflect on how difficult it was to discuss time travel in a serious
manner.

“You mean the fact that she is doomed, along with
everyone else on the island?” Alza asked, sounding a bit
off, “No, I haven’t. Have you
said anything to Cecil?”

Barsch shook
his head and replied, “No, not yet. Part of me wants to… but the
rest of me is worried that it might affect the mission. I mean,
what would you do, if you knew that you were going to die
soon?”

Alza took a
long time to answer.

“I think… that
I’d like to spend the last of my days with the people that matter
the most to me…” she eventually said, with a sad smile.

“I see…” Barsch said, heart rate quickening, “Personally, I would use
the time to try and come up with a plan to save myself. Even if it
meant going against fate…”

“Always the
defiant one, hey?” Alza asked, with a slight chuckle.

“What can I
say… Kingston would never let me hear the end of it if I lost my
stride…”

“I can almost
hear him… ‘Barsch m’boy, keep going!’…” Alza said, with a passable
imitation of Kingston’s voice.

Barsch
chuckled, and for a moment, all was well.

Until a memory
rose in his mind.

A soldier,
wounded and injured in a field-hospital.

A solider that he could not save.

“Alza… when we
go back to the past… do you ever… get lost?”

Alza shook her
head, asking, “No, do you?”

“Sometimes,”
Barsch replied, “Once, I witnessed the fall of Pure… and another… I
saw Kingston… as a young man.”

“Did you talk
to him?”

“I tried to… I really… really tried to… but I couldn’t reach him,” Barsch said, as
fresh tears bubbled up from somewhere deep inside, “I wanted
so
badly to save him… to convince
him to take a different path in life… but I failed…”

“You didn’t fail, Barsch,” Alza
replied, slipping her
hand into his, “Kingston died with no regrets. He died saving us…
all of us… and I don’t think he would have wanted it any other
way…”

Barsch nodded,
but did not speak.

For a while,
the two teenagers sat in silence.

It was Alza
who broke the silence with a question.

“Do you think…
Nathan and Sybil will be okay?” Alza asked, referring to her foster
parents.

They had
already lost one child, before the Great Sleep.

“Yeah, I do,” Barsch replied, squeezing Alza’s hand
tight, “We’ll find a way home, and you’ll be able to tell them all about our adventures.
I promise…”

Alza nodded,
but there was no joy in her eyes.

Was it
hopelessness?

Or something
darker?

Barsch wanted
to ask, but in that moment his courage was failing him. He did not
know the right words, the right things to say, to bring back the
light to Alza’s eyes.

Instead, he
simply squeezed tighter, hoping to convey through action what words
could not.

While he did
so, he thought about another sick woman.

The one he had left behind… in the
past.

Hopefully she
was getting the care that she needed…

*

“Ninety-six points,” the doctor said, looking at
the medical display, “Your health score is steadily
improving, Dr de Vertia.
You should be discharged by nightfall.”

“Thank you,
doctor,” Eva said, inclining her head, “That will be the last time
I skip breakfast, I can assure you!”

“Good! I know that the food on the island isn’t
exactly gourmet, but we must make do, must we not?” the doctor
asked, before stepping away from the bed.

Turning her head, Eva regarded her three visitors and said, “See? It
was just a bit of anaemia, you worrywarts! Now, we can’t fall
behind on our weekly quota, so I’m ordering you lot back to the
lab.”

Sigmund
protested, but he was quickly silenced by Sylvia who almost had to
drag him out of the room.

Leaving only
Cecil behind.

Cecil took a
moment to check the surrounding area, in order to ensure that there
were no wandering eyes or loose ears in the vicinity.

Once he had confirmed that they were alone, he
knelt down beside the
bed and whispered, “Alza caused this… didn’t she?”

Eva’s pink
eyes widened slightly as the shock washed over her, but she soon
regained her composure and replied, “I think so… but I feel that it
was not intentional…”

Cecil let out
a sigh of relief and said, “Good… I’m not crazy…”

“Maybe we’re
both crazy?” Eva asked, with a playful smirk, “But I think that the
truth is both simpler and more complicated than that.”

“You mean the
fact that we both have time travellers in our brains?”

“If they are telling the truth about being from the future, yes,” Eva
replied, sitting up from the soft-looking bedding, “Although Alza
declined to say much more than that.”

“Barsch was
the same,” Cecil said, feeling oddly thankful to the time
travelling teenager. For the last two weeks he had been barely able
to say good morning to Eva. Now, he was holding an actual
conversation with her.

Because a kid
had tried to hijack his mind.

Crazy.

“I don’t suppose Barsch told you anything about the
future?” Eva asked, rubbing the bridge of her nose as she often did while tackling a
difficult problem.

“No, something about time and space ripping apart if I find out too
much.”

“Interesting,” Eva replied, fingers still on her face, “Alza told me
that something called an Avatar told her to say
nothing.”

“So… they are lying to us…”

“Most likely,”
Eva replied, not sounding terribly concerned by this fact.

“Should we… do something? Try and stop them
somehow?”

Eva shrugged and replied, “I don’t think we can.
Alza has… abilities… that much is certain. She might be a product of the Garden, like
me.”

“A… Garden?”
Cecil asked, confused, “Which one?”

Eva shook her
head and replied, “Not ‘a’, ‘the’ Garden. You haven’t heard about
it?”

It was Cecil’s
turn to shake his head and reply, “My childhood wasn’t exactly…
standard.”

“Same here,” Eva replied, with a small smile, “I
was born with a rare genetic condition called Paltin’s syndrome. It made me sick… very
sick. Honestly, it was a miracle that I even survived as long as I
did, but eventually the sickness got the best of me. However,
instead of giving up on me, my parents went to the
Garden.”

“What was
it?”

“Officially, it was a centre for genetic research,
located in the far north on a barren archipelago. Unofficially, the scientists there
were happy to modify the genes of wealthy men and women, and their
children, in exchange for a small fortune. If you wanted to be
taller, or have a bigger heart, or be able to see in the dark, you
went to the Garden.”

“I see… but
why hide that?”

“Because of the Derickson act,” Eva replied, “It was passed after
something called the ‘Zeta incident’, and it effectively outlawed
any and all genetic alteration worldwide. I’m not sure of the exact
details, but I overheard a rumour that the scientists were trying
to create an evolved form of humanity and there were…
complications.”

“So, your parents took you there?”

“Yes, although it almost bankrupted my family and
we almost didn’t make it,” Eva said, with a sigh, “Right before we
got there, a blizzard closed down the Garden’s
heliport. My parents
were forced to land at the nearest town and carry me through the
storm. At the time I was barely hanging on… but somehow, we made
it. The scientists were able to manipulate my genetic code and cure
my disease, although their tinkering did have an unintended
side-effect…”

Cecil put two
and two together.

It wasn’t hard, his father was a machine, after all.

“Your eyes!”
Cecil exclaimed.

Eva nodded and replied, “Yes, a small price to pay
for my life, don’t you think? People might think that I
look strange, but I will
never regret what my parents did…”

“I- I don’t think you look strange,” Cecil said,
heart rate shifting into
overdrive, “I think that your eyes are unique… and
beautiful…”

Eva smiled in
response, and Cecil nearly experienced a core meltdown at the sight
of it.

“You are very kind,” Eva said, with a playful tone,
“And a bad liar. But I really did mean what I said earlier,
regarding our lab quota. So, hu-mech, why don’t you go on ahead and I’ll catch up,
okay?”

Cecil nodded, not trusting his words. Leaving the
room, he headed towards the infirmary’s exit. As he walked away, he thought about the
strange twists and turns he had taken on his path from infant to
adult.

He had been
raised by a re-mech.

He had been
mind-jacked by a time travelling teenager.

And now…

He had fallen
in love with a pink-eyed girl…







Chapter XIV: What Will Be

In which the future is glimpsed…



The storm
struck the ocean with an unmatched fury, as bolts of lightning
turned water into steam and howling winds sent up sprays hundreds
of feet high.

For any other traveller, this would have been the end.

Even the sturdiest ship, crewed by the bravest men
and women, would have
foundered and sank. The waves reached for the heavens and sought to
drag those atop the surface to hell.

But this was
not a normal raft, and its passengers were out of the ordinary.

A man with a
broken mind.

A woman with a
broken body.

An Avatar of
the Land.

An Avatar of
the Sea.

Together, they
were untouchable.

And so, as the storm raged around them, the raft
continued to sail onwards over calm waters. A sphere of serenity surrounded the tiny
vessel, and at its edges the storm tried to worm its way in. Waves
pounded against an invisible barrier while lightning bounced
harmlessly off it.

This was a
safe space.

That was what
Barsch kept telling himself, as he watched the storm and the sea do
battle.

“Do you think
it’s him?” Barsch asked, as another bolt of lightning fell nearby,
illuminating the shrouded sea, “Do you think it’s Raigan?”

“Yes, it’s him,” Ion grunted, both arms raised above her head and
one knee touching the wood below, “This place has… significance to him. He
cannot ignore our intrusion here.”

“Significance?” Alza asked, looking somewhat healthier after resting
all day.

Ion shot Terra
a quick glance before returning her full attention to holding back
the storm.

“This is where Raigan was born,”
Terra explained,
“And where my- our
brother disappeared. Before he was Raigan, he was known as… Squall,
the Avatar of the Skies…”

“What happened? How did he become…
that?” Barsch
asked, while pointing at something on the distant
horizon.

There, if you
focused, one could just barely make out a figure floating above the
turbulent ocean. Barsch couldn’t make out any details, but he could
nonetheless clearly picture Raigan’s face in his mind.

Short, crimson
coloured hair.

Pale skin.

Dead eyes.

The Avatar of
the Storm was not a pretty thing.

“We don’t know,” Terra replied, with a sigh, “When I last saw my brother, he
was his normal self. After the Artelius Cataclysm, he changed. His
love for humanity had turned to hate. He was no longer the man I
once knew…”

“Do you think
there is a way to help him?” Alza asked.

“If there is, it is beyond my power. I have
tried, you know, to turn him back to what he once was, but he would
not hear my words. The very love for humanity he once had seems to
have been inverted, and in his heart, there is nothing but anger and madness. But
he is not a problem for you to deal with, Children of None. Raigan
is… our brother… and one way or another we will make things
right.”

Barsch said
nothing, choosing instead to stare at the being at the edge of his
sight. A sudden bolt of lightning descended from the roiling sky,
striking Ion’s barrier with tremendous fury.

Somehow, it
held.

“Don’t worry,” Ion said, with gritted teeth, “On the ocean, I am unmatched.
Now, it is time for you to travel once more.”

Barsch
looked from one Avatar to another, seeking any signs of
uncertainty.

But if they
were there, then they were well hidden.

“Do not be afraid,” Terra said, gesturing to the two humans
under his care, “We will make sure that no harm befalls you.”

Barsch nodded,
before lying down onto the remarkably dry surface of the raft.

He had fallen
asleep in a lot of strange situations before, but falling asleep
during a storm created by a mad Avatar hellbent on wiping on
humanity seemed quite impossib-

-le.

Wow.

I spin in the eternal Void of Dreams, seeking out my
companion.

Alza is
already flying away, moving faster than anything I could manage.
Like two opposite ends of a magnet, she has been pulled towards her
past host.

Towards
Eva.

Why then, can
I not do the same?

I do what she
does, I go where she goes… but finding Cecil is always a chore.

Is it because
I lack her skill?

Or are there
simply more people out there that are compatible with my mind?

From the edge
of my vision, Spirit appears.

It looks… apologetic… or at least as apologetic a
featureless ball of colour and light can look.

I don’t
care.

It killed my
grandpa.

“Leave me,”
I whisper.

I want to
shout. I want to scream. But the grief in my heart manifests as a
whisper instead.

Spirit bobs up
and down, seeming to understand me. A moment later it disappears
from my sight.

I should feel
better… but why then do I feel worse?

Shaking my
ethereal head, I begin to fly through the void. I am aimless,
drifting from one mind to the next.

No ribbon of light is there to
guide me to my
mental home.

I wonder the
void for eons, travelling further than I ever have before. I twist
and turn a million, a billion, a trillion times.

Until I am
well and truly lost.

But even now,
in this vast emptiness, I feel something pulling on my soul.

A likewise
mind, calling to me like a lighthouse on the pitch-black sea. I
follow its call, wondering what lies on the other end.

Siren… or
salvation?

After a time,
the mind rises to greet me. It feels… different.

Weird.

I… I don’t think I’m
supposed to
enter it.

But the only
other alternative is wandering the void… alone.

And so,
despite my internal alarms going off at full volume, I allow the
mind to reel me in.

As my body
meets the green and silver sphere, I panic.

This is
wrong.

THIS IS
WRO-

*

Barsch drifted
forward, heading deeper into the mind he had found. It seemed…
normal.

Mind-sphere in
the middle.

Check.

Distant stream
of coloured spheres high above.

Check.

So, what was
the problem?

A few seconds later he reached the mind-sphere and
watched as it came to
life.

He had seen
the fall of Pure and Kingston meeting his future wife.

Barsch had no
idea what to expect this time.

As the picture sharpened, he saw that his host was
walking through a thick jungle. A gentle rain was
falling, and the animals of the
forest were making their usual sounds.

The birds were
singing.

The beasts
were calling.

The bugs were
buzzing.

It seemed…
peaceful.

So why then,
was the host’s mind filled with an overwhelming sense of fear.

This man, this
person, was mortally afraid of… something.

But what?

A moment later
another person came into view. A man, middle-aged from the look of
things, wearing green fatigues which were emblazoned with an
insignia that Barsch did not recognize.

It looked like a stylized ‘S’ with a spear running through
it.

“Alright men,
pay attention,” the man said, hefting his rifle, “We are
approaching enemy territory, so look sharp. That means you, private
Borneholt!”

“Y-yes sir!”
Barsch’s host squeaked, sounding too young to be playing
soldier.

Much too
young.

“The enemy has been gaining ground over the past
week, and it’s our job
to slow them down, any way we can!”

Barsch heard a
chorus of affirmations coming from behind him.

Private
Borneholt wasn’t fighting alone, at least.

“Remember
lads, if we don’t stop the Prophet here, Sanctuary will be the next
to fall!”

“What?” Barsch thought, followed by, “No… no no no.”

“We are
Sanctuary’s Spear, men, and we do not falter!” the man, the leader,
shouted, before gesturing for his soldiers to move out.

As the unit
did so, they chanted something.

Something that sent shards of ice
into Barsch’s
heart.

“THROUGH
FIRE!” the men chanted, “THROUGH ICE! THROUGH DEEPEST DESPAIR! WE!
SHALL! NEVER! LOSE OUR STRIDE!”

“This… this isn’t possible…”
Barsch thought, as the men cut
through the dense undergrowth.

Sanctuary had
only been built after Genesis Station 13 had been abandoned.

The only people who knew his family mantra
were his closest
friends.

This was
wrong.

The jungle had
gone quiet, as if every living thing in the area was suddenly
holding its breath.

“SIR, CONTACT!” one of the men
suddenly screamed, while
bringing his weapon to bear at some unseen foe.

“FOR
SANCTUARY!” cried another, as a sudden hail of bullets ripped
through the air.

Barsch was
vaguely aware of men and women around him falling and screaming.
Private Borneholt’s hands were shaking, but he held his weapon up
nonetheless.

And then…
pain.

Private
Borneholt looked down at his vest. There, amidst the green and the
brown, was a splash of red.

Pain, fear,
grief and panic quickly raced through the young man’s mind.

In that moment, Barsch understood.

Private
Borneholt was afraid.

He was afraid
of death.

And now he was
going to die.

The man sunk to his knees; one hand pressed tightly against his chest
while the other fired his rifle at shadows.

His vision was already darkening when
they
arrived.

Men and
machines, wearing white and gold uniforms. They marched in perfect
unison, moving more like a single body than twenty individuals.

They had a
range of features, skin tones, heights, models.

And yet they
all shared one feature.

A pair of
glowing, crimson eyes.

Barsch felt fear then. A deep fear that had been
etched into his soul more than a year ago. A fear
caused by a man with
crimson eyes snapping his mind like a twig.

And so Barsch
fled, abandoning the boy to his fate.

Racing away
from that dreadful future, Barsch ran towards the past…

*

I flee from
the doomed mind, a coward in the past, present and future.

What have I
done?

Terra said
that to know the future is to change it.

I know things
now, things that I should not know.

A name.

An ambush.

A life.

I could change
things. I could save him. I could save all of them.

But at what
cost?

Are they meant to die so
that others
might live?

Do I simply
stand aside, and allow death to claim them?

I do not
know.

I don’t think
I ever will.

If only I had
someone to talk to.

Someone who
understands me.

Who truly
understands me.

As I think
these thoughts, a mind appears before me.

It feels…
familiar.

More familiar
than Cecil’s.

But who could
be more familiar than him?

Before I can
adjust my course, the mind consumes me…

*

Barsch entered the mind with a feeling of
déjà vu.

He had been
here before.

But the mind that now surrounded him was not Kingston, Private
Borneholt, James Hadrum or even Cecil.

So, who
then?

Who else’s
mind felt like this? A distinct mix of rage, madness, emptiness and
grief…

Moving through
the mind, he came upon a sphere that glowed brighter than the sun.
Squinting, he was barely able to make out the image within.

A glade.

A boy.

And a
girl.

“No… it can’t be…” Barsch thought, now seeing the barely
perceptible cracks running across the glade-sphere, pulsing with a
soft violet light.

Moving away from the sphere, he sought out the mind’s owner. It
didn’t take him long to find it.

There, only a
short distance away, was another sphere. It was there that Barsch
discovered that he was not alone.

A man with
crimson eyes.

A child.

A woman with
no name.

A long-lost
crush.

A wolf with
teeth of metal.

A woman with
body of flame.

And in the sky
above them all, a giant, unblinking golden eye.

They were all
focused on the sphere before them. Barsch pushed past them with no
effort. They did not seem to notice his existence.

There,
reflected in the sphere, was a terrible sight.

Alza, veins
glowing and life fading. She had extended a hand towards the mind’s
owner.

She was
dying.

Behind her, rising into the air, was a massive
plume of crimson gas. It
was already several miles tall and was spreading out with every
passing second.

The Second
Artelius Cataclysm had occurred.

They had
failed.

Everyone was
going to die.

“Is this my
future?” Barsch asked, but the assembled shards of his mind did not
answer.

“Yes,” replied someone with his voice, his cadence, his tone.

“Why? I
thought we could stop it!” Barsch shouted.

“We can’t,” his alternate-self replied, voice
filled with grief and rage, “We couldn’t save them… YOU CAN’T SAVE THEM!”

In the dying
world beyond, Alza’s outstretched hand fell to the floor.

She was
gone.

“NO!” Barsch
screamed, trying to reach forward and take control of the future
version of himself, “HEAL HER!”

“She’s gone, you fool,” Barsch the latter replied,
voice now cold and empty, “You failed her. You let her die.
This is the future we
have wrought. This is what happens when we try to change
things…”

It was then
that the assembled ghosts seemed to gain an awareness of the Barsch
who was not their own. With rough hands they grabbed him and pushed
him away from the sphere.

Away from
Alza.

“I always knew
you had it in you, murderer,” laughed Kain, with a smile that did
not touch his crimson eyes.

“You were
warned, but you didn’t listen!” cried Rigel, tears falling
freely.

“There is no redemption for you,” said the Unknown
Woman, with a look of anguish, “There is no redemption for any of
us!”

“I thought
that you were better than this,” whispered Yumiere, not even
deigning to look him in the eyes, “She deserved better than you… we
all did…”

“All those lives, all those people… you’ve killed
them all… They will never forgive you… nor should they…”
snarled Lanista.

“It would have
been better for you to have died,” Ashe said, tiny rivulets of
flame falling from her face, “It would have been better for
everyone!”

“Leave this mind, misplaced one,” said the Void, words shaking the mind with
its might, “You do not belong in this hopeless time. BE
GONE!”

Barsch was
suddenly shoved backwards, flying out of his own mind faster than
he could process. As he watched the mind seemed to come apart, as
his thoughts and memories self-destructed.

“HOW DO I FIX THIS!?!” Barsch screamed, as he was
ejected back into the Void of Dreams, “HOW DO I MAKE THIS RIGHT!?!”

Just before he left the doomed mind entirely, he
heard an answer, whispered by an unknown voice.

“When the
time comes to choose… place your hope in the future, not the
past…”

A moment later
Barsch was back in the void, shaken and confused. He had seen two
futures, and neither one inspired much confidence.

He knew that he needed to find Cecil’s mind, to
get back to work on preventing the cataclysm, but in that
moment, he simply could not go
on.

And thus, in the infinite void, Barsch wrapped his
arms around himself and wept, for the future he had
caused, and the woman he had
lost…


Chapter XV:
Half & Half

In which romance is
hard…






Cecil was
beginning to feel optimistic.

Eva had been
released from the infirmary with a clean bill of health.

He had learnt
more about her past.

And best of
all? No time travelling teenager so far!

“Hey…” said a voice that was not his own.

Shit.

“Hey,” Cecil replied, “I haven’t heard from you in a while…”

“Yeah, sorry,” Barsch replied, sounding worn out,
“I got…
lost.”

“Lost?” Cecil asked, “How does a time traveller get lost?”

“It’s a long story, and not a happy
one,” Barsch replied,
with a tone that suggested that he wasn’t particularly interested
in telling it.

“Okay. Well, Eva seems to have recovered,
and they
haven’t caught the spy yet…”

“I see,
thanks for the update. Where are we?”

“Can’t you tell?” Cecil asked, with a note of concern.

“No, the connection is a bit unstable at
the moment. All I can hear is… chewing?”

“Ah, makes sense,” Cecil replied, “We’re in the cafeteria for
lunch.”

“Gotcha. I’ll let you eat in peace,”
Barsch replied, voice sounding
strained, as if he had just been crying, “I’ll be back here if you learn
anything…”

Cecil returned
his attention to his meal, wondering if anyone else at his table
was talking to a man from the future.

Probably
not.

*

“So, I think I
know who the spy is,” said a nearby scientist, causing Cecil’s ears
to perk up.

“Really?” answered another, “Do
tell.”

“Well, it obviously has to be Dr Noah,” replied the first scientist, a
woman with short silver hair and a pair of bespectacled olive eyes,
“I mean, have you ever worked with him? He spends half the time
muttering to himself and he thinks that the crystals in his lab can
hear his thoughts.”

“Hmm, I can
see him being the spy,” replied the second scientist, a man with
long, blonde and black dreadlocks and obsidian-tinted eyes, “On the
other hand, I think that Gabriella Horne could definitely be the
spy.”

“Dr Malevo’s assistant? The one who keeps staring
at Colonel Dredgen and licking her lips? Why??”

“Well, for starters, that is just plain weird, and
I saw her going down to Dock B last night even though
it’s supposed to be off-limits
to all non-senior staff.”

“Dock B? I
thought that was the secret facility hookup spot?” asked the first
scientist.

“Nah, that’s Cuprum Lab. Apparently, the team that’s supposed to be
there were evac’d a week ago with, get this, radiation sickness. A
couple of people have been using it as smoochville ever
since.”

“Huh, weird,” said the first scientist, looking
slightly crestfallen, “No one’s invited me there yet…”

“Well, maybe you could stop shouting at people who take too long in the cafeteria
line?” suggested the second scientist, “Do that, and I’m sure the
guys and girls around here will be after you in a
flash!”

Cecil stood
up.

He had heard
enough.

These two
clearly had other things on the mind than their work and the
cataclysm it might somehow cause.

Scanning the room, Cecil caught sight of Eva. She seemed to have bounced
back from her sickness and was currently speaking with a group of
senior scientists.

“Hey, would
you like to get some fresh air?” Cecil whispered, practicing for
what he was about to say so that he didn’t come off looking like a
total weirdo, “I hear that its good for stimulating the brain…”

“Sure, sounds
like fun!” replied someone, but it wasn’t the woman with pink
eyes.

“Come on, let’s get out of here!” said Sylvia,
grabbing hold of Cecil’s arm from behind and practically dragging him to the
exit.

Cecil saw Eva
turn towards him; a questioning look on her face. Before he had a
chance to explain, however, Sylvia had forced him out of the
cafeteria…

*

“Ahhh, you
were right, hu-me… I mean, Cecil,” Sylvia exclaimed, as she
stretched her arms wide and took in the fresh air beyond the
facility’s hyper-sterile halls.

Despite the pollution which ravaged most of the
planet, Artelius’ air was relatively clean. It still smelt of
sulphur and would corrode any untreated metal within a month, but it didn’t necessitate the
use of a re-breather just to go for a walk.

Cecil had seen
a few places during his youth that had been off-limits to even the
most shielded re-mechs. The air there was as thick as soup and as
toxic as acid. It would strip the metal from your core and the
flesh from your bones in under an hour.

But that was
why he was here, on Artelius.

It was why
they were all there… to save the world.

Or at least
that was what the recruitment brochure had proclaimed…

“Say, you haven’t really been outside since you arrived, right?”
Sylvia asked, with a wry smile.

“Right…” Cecil replied, recalling his initial quarantine period followed
by hour upon hour of initiation documentation and
videos.

“Well, I’ve
been here a bit longer than you, so how about a tour?”

Cecil glanced
back in the direction of the facility’s distinctive dome.

Where Eva
was.

“Aren’t we
supposed to stay within the facility unless on official business?”
he asked, feeling more than a little guilty.

“Oh, come on, hu-mech, break free of your programming and have a lil’
fun with me!” Sylvia exclaimed, once more taking his arm and
dragging him further away from the facility without waiting for his
answer.

*

-and here we
have the Whistling Rocks,” Sylvia said, pointing towards a group of
rocks which had been warped and carved by the wind and the waves.
Most of them now bore several holes through which the wind could
travel, creating a whistling sound.

Cecil felt a bit overwhelmed. In the past hour he
had seen hidden coves,
bubbling springs and now, musical rocks. Sylvia had spent the
entire time talking about the island, pointing out several unique
features such as the bioluminescent fungus which grew on most of
the tress, giving the entire forest a blue and green glow at night;
and the endemic bird species, the Banshee Bird, whose cry sounded
eerily like a human scream.

In spite of
everything, Cecil was having fun.

It wasn’t a
feeling that he was used to…

“Oh, I almost forgot!” Sylvia suddenly said,
dragging Cecil towards a
new location, “One of the coolest things about Artelius is how hot
it is!”

“What?” Cecil
asked, confused.

“You’ll see!”
Sylvia said.

A few seconds
later she stopped moving and pointed towards a small opening in the
earth. A tiny tendril of smoke was escaping the hole and did not
seem to be in danger of stopping any time soon.

“One of the reasons why they picked Artelius
Island in the first place is
because of this!” Sylvia exclaimed, gesturing towards the rather
pathetic looking wisp of smoke.

“Smoke?”

“No, you
silly, geothermal energy,” Sylvia replied, tut-tutting, “The whole
facility is powered by a geothermal power plant located deep
underground. Apparently, it was installed by the island’s previous
occupants and allows the facility to run year-round without adding
any pollution to the world…”

“Wow…” Cecil said, and he meant it. He was
well-aware of how important power generation was,
and
the fact that humanity’s
overuse of dirty power sources had contributed a massive amount of
pollution to the biosphere.

“Yeah, if you ever find yourself on the roof of the
facility, take a look at the smokestack there. It releases a tremendous amount of vapour
from the power plant every day and is quite the sight… or so I’m
told…”

For a while
nothing more was said. The two scientists stared at the tiny plume
of vapour, a small portion of the massive energies lying far
beneath their feet.

“I know that most people don’t expect much from
Argent Lab,” Sylvia
said, breaking the silence, “They think that it’s where Dr Reclana
puts all the screw-ups… but can you imagine if we are the ones who solve the greatest problem
humanity ever faced? If we can figure out a way to undo all of the
damage done to the planet… make it green and pure once
more…”

“It would be
quite amazing, I’m sure…” Cecil replied, as they wordlessly started
walking back towards the facility.

“That it would, hu-mech,” Sylvia said, “That it
would…”

It was at that
moment that Cecil’s foot touched something metallic, despite being
surrounded by nature.

Bending down, he sought out the thing that did not belong, quickly
finding it.

“What do you
have there?” Sylvia asked, leaning over.

Cecil gripped the vine-wrapped thing and heaved. It took a fair bit of effort, but soon
the object was dislodged from its viny bindings.

It looked like length of metallic tubing, rusted
in parts and iridescent in others. The only identifier was a logo
on one side of the hands-width pipe. The logo had an infinity logo
with two crescent shapes projected from the middle of the infinite
loop, one pointing up
and the other down.

“Does this
look familiar to you?” Cecil asked Sylvia, while handing her the
pipe.

“Hmm… not the pipe, although it does look
like it has been here
for much longer than we have,” Sylvia replied, with a thoughtful
expression, “As for the logo… it doesn’t match any company that I
know of… although…”


“Although?”

“Although, it kinda looks like the symbol
for the Judai homeland,
but with crescents instead of diamonds…” Sylvia replied.

“The Judai? How do you know what their
homeland’s crest looks
like?” Cecil asked, mystified.

“Well, why
wouldn’t I?” Sylvia replied, with a nonchalant tone, “After all… I
was born there.”

*

“Wait… you’re
a Judai?”

“Well… half a
Judai…” Sylvia replied, looking a bit uncomfortable.

It made sense. The Judai had been persecuted for
years, ever since losing their nation during the South Wars.
Since then, they had been
roaming the world, looking for sanctuary but always keeping to
themselves. Their ways, customs and beliefs were a closely guarded
secret and most of what was known about them came from myths,
rumours and second-hand information.

“Hey, I’m
like, half a re-mech, so no judgement here,” Cecil quickly said,
while raising both hands in what he hoped was a non-threatening
gesture.

“Really?”
Sylvia asked, with a hint of suspicion.

“Yeah… it’s a
long story…” Cecil replied, shrugging his shoulders, “But enough
about me, how did a half-Judai end up on Artelius?”

“Well, it’s not exactly the most heart-warming
story,” Sylvia replied, “But to keep it short, my dad was an outsider who happened to fall
in love with a Judai. The elders allowed my mom to have me in the
homeland, but we weren’t exactly welcome there. Over time the
pressure of it got to my parents. My mom was rejected from every
job she applied for, and my dad might as well have been invisible
to pretty much everyone. Eventually they couldn’t take it anymore
and we left, just after I received my true name.”

“True name?” Cecil asked, while thinking about his
own, true name. He had sworn an oath to his second father that he would never reveal it,
even at point of death.

If anyone
discovered it, he would be in a U.N.O.E prison before the next
sunrise… or so his second father had claimed.

And his second
father had never lied to him.

He literally couldn’t.

“Yeah, every
Judai has two names,” Sylvia replied, “One is for the outside
world, and one is only used between fellow Judai. I’m not supposed
to reveal it… but they scorned my parents and practically kicked us
all out, so screw their customs!”

Turning to face him, Sylvia took a breath and
said, “My true name… my Judai name… is Halfborn. I know that the
Judai probably meant it as an insult… but to me it will always be a
reminder of the power of my parents’ love. So… there you have it…”

“It is a lovely name,” Cecil replied, wishing that he could share his
own true name as well.

“Thank you, hu-me-… thank you,
Cecil. Now, we should
probably be getting back before Eva sends out a search
party.”

“Yeah, you
know she would…” Cecil replied, with a chuckle.

“Although… if you’re free, we could always swing by
Cuprum Lab first?”
Sylvia asked, with a laugh.

Cecil froze on
the spot before uttering a verbal avalanche of excuses, apologies
and at the end, meaningless syllables.

“Ha ha, don’t have a core meltdown,
hu-mech,” Sylvia
chuckled, before slapping him on the back, “I was just joking. And
besides, I think we both know who you’d really like to go there with, hmm?”

Before Cecil
could lie and ask Sylvia what she meant, the woman skipped away,
laughing to herself.

Feeling the
heat rising from his cheeks, Cecil sighed and ran after her…







Chapter XVI: Squall

In which we meet what
came before…






Cecil had lost sight of Sylvia by the time he
reached the facility’s main entrance. This was probably for the
best, on the off-chance
Eva actually had organized a
search party and found the two of them coming in
together.

“So, how was your date?” Barsch suddenly asked, after a long,
blissful period of silence.

“Shut up,” Cecil replied, reaching for the door. It led to an
airlock which would cycle the outside air for a highly filtered mix
of gasses which kept the facility sterile and safe from
contamination.

“Cecil, wait!” Barsch said, before momentarily taking control of
Cecil’s body and forcibly taking a step backwards.

It was not a pleasant sensation.


“What?”

Cecil felt his
eyes moving in their sockets, looking around the terrace which led
to the entrance. On one side was a maintenance ladder which led to
the facility’s roof.

“I think I saw someone up there, just for a
moment,” Barsch said,
turning Cecil’s head to peer at the white-walled
structure.

“Who?
Maintenance?”

“I don’t think so,” Barsch replied, sounding uncertain,
“Whoever it was,
they didn’t want to be seen.”

There was only one person who would be at the
facility but would wish
to remain hidden.

The spy.

“Think we
should tell someone? Like Colonel Dredgen?”

Barsch thought for a second before
answering, “No, let’s check it out first. I would hate for someone to
get into trouble just because we misidentified an electrician or
builder…”

Cecil would
rather go inside and start explaining to Eva that his apparent date
with Sylvia was anything but, however, Barsch was already moving
them towards the service ladder.

“What do we do if it is the spy?”
Cecil asked, as they reached
the solid-looking ladder.

“We capture
them and force them to confess to any sabotage they might have
carried out. If we’re able to discover the cause of the cataclysm…
we could save a lot of people.”

“In the
future, right?”

Barsch hesitated before replying,
“Right. Now, do you
have any combat training?”

“Yeah, my second father taught me how to
fight and how to shoot. I can handle myself,” Cecil replied, “What about you?”

Cecil felt Barsch mentally shrug before replying, “Well, I’ve fought against
genetically engineered humans, mind-controlled re-mechs and six
months ago I destroyed a planet… well, technically it was a dwarf
planet…”

Cecil stopped
in his tracks.

“You…
destroyed a planet? Are you sure that you’re not the cause of the
cataclysm?”

“Dwarf planet, and yes, I’m sure. The
answer is somewhere on or under Artelius Island.”

“How do you
know?”

Another pause… and then, “A couple of gods told me.”

*

Time
passed.

“Gods? Okay, I know that I’m not crazy, but
I’m starting to have serious doubts about you…” Cecil said, as they slowly made their way
along the facility’s roof. In the distance, behind the geodesic
dome which encapsulated the facility’s atrium, was a massive, white
chimney. A large plume of white vapour was constantly being
discharged from somewhere deeper inside the facility, most likely
the geothermal power plant.

Barsch sighed before replying, “Look, I wouldn’t say that I’m…
sane… but I’m also pretty far from the other side of that
graph.”

“Says the
guy who talks to god.”

“First of all, we call them
Avatars where
I come from, and they’re not exactly gods in the strictest
sense.”


“Explain.”

“Well, they
told me that they are… manifestations… of the planet’s will. Like a
representative from a town heading to a national meeting. They have
the ability to control things related to their domains.”

“And you’re what, their pet?”
Cecil asked, struggling to
imagine such a being.

“No, they called me their champion, but
your term isn’t too far off. They aren’t allowed to intrude in
human affairs, so instead they choose people to carry out tasks on
their behalf.”

“Such as
stopping a cataclysm?”

“Yeah, or
destroying a dwarf planet.”

Cecil had
reached the smokestack which still towered above him.

“So… what do they look like?”
he asked, while searching for
the would-be spy, “These Avatars of yours?”

“See for yourself,” Barsch replied, tilting Cecil’s head
upwards and forcing him to peer into the dense white vapour being
emitted by the smokestack.

Straining his mismatched eyes, Cecil looked deeply
into the man-made cloud. There, just barely visible, were two humanoid shapes,
floating within the haze.

“That’s…
not possible…”

“Say that again once you’ve seen half of
what I’ve seen,” Barsch
replied, without a trace of levity. Cecil felt himself moving
forward once more, towards the shrouded figures. As they approached
the base of the smokestack, he heard two voices from
above.

“You can’t keep doing this,
brother,” the first
voice said, with a tone of familial annoyance, “He Who Sleeps Above is
stirring…”

“Let him stir,” the second voice replied, “I am not afraid of him. I fought him
once before, remember?”

“Yes, and your battle destroyed an entire
continent, brother,” the
first voice replied, “And you were almost sealed away for the rest of time, like
He Who Waits Below. You are lucky that you did not injure our
progenitor… like he did…”

“It was worth it, Terra,” replied the second, “We never should have left humanity alone.
You would not leave a child beside an open flame, and yet we did.
Everything that has happened to them since, every ounce of
pollution that now saturates their skies, rivers and lands, is
there because we abandoned them!”

“They did this to themselves,
Squall,” replied the one
known as Terra, “We gave them free will, and they used it to destroy
themselves!”

Cecil felt Barsch’s mind shudder at the mention of
the second Avatar’s name, but why?

“We left them when they needed us most,
brother!” Squall
shouted, “Without so much as an explanation, we disappeared. What
were they supposed to do? And even now, as the planet falls apart,
they are still working to fix it!”

“And failing, brother,” Terra replied, with a solemn tone,
“Every so-called
project of theirs has failed, and they are running out of time.
They only have a few more years before the atmosphere becomes too
polluted to support them, and after that… they will
die.”

Silence… and then, “Not if we help them, Terra. They have good ideas, but they
need a bit of help to make them work. If I could just appear before
them… if I could just talk to the people on this island… we could…
I could-

-save them?” Terra interjected, “And then what? You would have them become
dependent on us once more? No... if they are to be saved... then
they must save themselves."

“And if
they fail? Will you bear their blood on your hands,
brother?”

Terra had no
reply.

“I thought so,” Squall said, with a sigh, “Go home, little brother. Tell He Who
Sleeps Above that I have made my decision. I will save humanity… no
matter the cost…”

“You are a
fool, Squall, and you are blinded by your love for them. But you
are still my brother, and I will not give up on you. Please… just
give me a few days to think things through. Perhaps… we could talk
to Him together… and ask Him to make an exception just this
once…”

With a note of resignation, Squall replied,
“Very well, little
brother, I will not act just yet. Go then, think your thoughts, but
know that mine cannot be changed. I will save them. I will save them all!”

“Goodbye, brother… goodbye, Squall,”
Terra said, with a note of
sadness, “I
hope that the next time we meet, you will have changed your
mind…”

A moment
later, the Avatar known as Terra disappeared.

Cecil was about to leave when Squall spoke once
more, “Now,
human, what shall I do with you?”

*

Before Cecil could run away, the Avatar was
descending from the smokestack. Barsch had called him a god, and he
certainly looked the
part.


Shoulder-length blonde hair that seemed to have just come from the
salon, check.

Eyes the
colour of the noonday sky, bright and clear, check.

A flowing white robe which encircled a body that
would have taken a mortal years to craft in a gym, check.

“You are certainly an interesting one,
human,” Squall said,
floating a few feet off the ground with no apparent effort,
“Somehow you were
able to sneak up to two Avatars and you saw straight through our attempt to conceal
our presence… Who are you?”

Cecil opened
his mouth to reply but Barsch used it to say, “A Son of None.”

Squall’s
aquamarine eyes opened wide at the words spoken by the time
travelling teen.

“Where did
you hear that term, human?”

“From your sister, three decades in the future,” Barsch
replied.

“Oh? From little Ion… now that is
surprising…” Squall
replied, rubbing his chin in thought, “So I take it that you have met the future
me as well?”

Cecil felt his
expression change, just for a split-second, from confusion to pure
rage.

“I see…” Squall said, without waiting for an answer from
Barsch, “I
would ask for details, but we both know that I cannot.”

“What if I
told you? We could change the future to a… better one…”

“Or we
could make it much, much worse. The mere fact that you exist in the
future, as well as my sister, is enough to give me hope.”

“But you must
know something that can help us!” Barsch shouted, “If not, why are
you here?!? You know what is coming!”

Squall nodded and replied, “I have a feeling, or perhaps nothing
more than a hunch. This is the place. This is the time. That is all
I know.”

“But… but… I
could save you…” Barsch pleaded.

“Perhaps
you could, and perhaps you will, one day. But right now, right
here, my fate is set. You could no more change the tides or the
order of the seasons.”

“Why? Why go
so far for us?” Barsch asked.

“Hmm… I suppose you, of all people, deserve
the truth,” Squall
replied, with a sad smile, “My reasons for wanting to help humanity run
twofold. A long time ago, when your kind and mine lived together, I
met a woman called Angelica. She was a kind soul, and she spent her
days cleaning a temple dedicated to the Avatars. Every morning, she
would rise before all others, and she would walk all the way to a
nearby river. There, she would collect enough water to fill two
large containers and carry them all the way back to the temple.
Tearing pieces of her own clothes to use as rags, she would scrub
the entire temple floor until it gleamed. I offered to lighten her
load, but she refused. I offered to redirect the river to flow
closer to temple, but she refused. I offered to create cloth for
her to use instead of her own clothes, but she refused. Do you know
why?”

Cecil shook his head.

“Neither
did I, so I asked her. She told me that an Avatar had saved her
entire family from a pack of beasts, and she wanted to repay him
with the only way she knew how. When I heard that, I was filled
with a deep love for Angelica and her kind. That was the first time
I felt true love for humanity.”

“And the
second?” Barsch asked.

“Ah, that was a few years later, when
Angelica gave
birth to his child.”

*

Cecil felt a
wave of shock flow from Barsch’s mind into his own.

“Wait… an Avatar and a human…”

“There is perhaps no purer form of love in
this world,” Squall
replied, “Than a child. It was then, when I held my niece for the
first time, that I fell in love with humanity for a second time.
Right there, I made my decision… I would do anything for her, and
for all that shared her blood. Unfortunately, her existence proved
to be the final straw for many of the Avatars, and not long after
it was decreed that we were to leave humanity to fend for
itself…”

“I… I didn’t
know…”

“Yes, I doubt my siblings
would tell
you. But someone needs to know. You, traveller from the future,
what is your true name?”

“Barsch,”
Barsch replied, “Barsch La Tergan.”

“La Tergan? Interesting… very
interesting…” Squall
replied, with another thoughtful expression, “I hope that you continue to
fight for humanity, just as I do now. Even if… even if you need to
fight against my kind in order to save your own…”

Cecil felt a
thought rise and fall in Barsch’s mind, almost too quick to
catch.

“Does he know?” the time traveller had thought, for only a
moment.

“I will,”
Barsch replied, voice sure and strong, “No matter what
happens.”

“Good. And
now I must leave you, Barsch La Tergan. Whatever happens next… I
will not regret my actions. For Angelica, for her child, and for
every one of your kind, I will fight.”

“Farewell,
Squall, Avatar of Humanity,” Barsch said, with a note of respect,
“I hope to meet you again, one day.”

Nodding, Squall began to ascend, rising higher and
higher into the sky in a
matter of seconds.

Something told Cecil that the Avatar would be back.

But he doubted
he would see Squall again…


Chapter XVII: Maloch the Slave

In which the old ways
were better…






2 Months Ago






CONNECTED.

It took hours
to convince them of my plan. At first, they would not listen.

They said that
it was suicide.

That I would
never make it to land.

That they
could not stand to lose me.

They said that
they would rather stay on the island for the rest of their lives,
rather than risk mine.

But I
shouted.

I pleaded.

I begged.

My life is
theirs.

Not because they are human, and I am
re-mech.

Because they
are my friends.

Eventually,
they relented.

They agreed to
build the raft.

Even then,
they dragged their feet.

Barsch volunteered to go in
my place.

Then Alza did
the same.

But their bodies would not survive the
ocean. Their food would spoil, and their water would run dry.

Only I, with
my body of metal and my solar-powered core could survive such a
crossing.

This, however,
did not convince them. They pointed out that my body, badly damaged
by the crash, could fail at any time.

And so I
proposed a solution. We would draw lots, and the shortest stick
would take the raft to distant shores.

I told them
that this would be fair.

I told them
that this would be right.

I told them
that this would be just.

But I
lied.

I chose the
shortest stick.

On purpose.

And now, I lie
atop the raft of hope as Barsch and Alza fasten me tightly to it
with vines and nails.

They are
crying as they work. The tears are hitting my frame, imbuing the
metal with their unspoken grief.

I can see it
in their eyes. They think that they are dooming me to a watery
grave.

They think
that they should have chosen better. That they should have drawn
the short stick.

But this is
what I wanted.

Even if there is only a slim chance of
success, I will gladly go across oceans and over
mountains.

For them.

Always.

And now, they
have said their tearful goodbyes.

With shaking
hands they push the raft out to sea, and already I can feel the
enormity of this task.

No, I will not
fail them.

I will not die
before I reach Sanctuary.

No matter what
comes my way, I will persevere.

I will never
lose my stride.

*

Maloch was
getting closer to his goal. He could feel it.

And, today, he
could see it.

‘Welcome to Port Ignit, The Edge of the
South’ the sign read.
Maloch had finally reached the northernmost portion of the Southern
Masse, the continent he had landed on after leaving the Desolate
Ocean. Across a narrow strait lay the Northern Masse, upon which he
would find Kingstown and Sanctuary.

He was not far
now.

Unfortunately, the Strait of Severance lay ahead, and he could not cross
it without a vessel. During the Quantum Age humanity had, with the
assistance of the re-mechs they had created, built a massive span
across the strait. Unfortunately, it had been one of the first
victims of the South Wars, severing the two landmasses and marking
the expansion of the wars into the northern lands.

If Maloch was
unable to find a seaworthy vessel, he would be forced to take a
detour that would add months onto his travel time.

Months that
Barsch and Alza did not have.

And so, with
hope in his core, Maloch entered the city.

*

The city of Port Ignit had seen better days, years
and even decades. Once, it had been a thriving hub of trade,
culture and diplomacy. It had hosted the Southern U.N.O.E office
and had regularly seen delegates and national leaders walking along its marbled
streets.

Now, it was a
ruined shell with only a handful of buildings still standing.

If humanity had not awoken from cryostasis
centuries early, the local re-mechs would have eventually
demolished the city and built a new one in its place, as they had
hoped to do with Carçus
city.

And for that alone, Maloch was grateful towards Dr
Emmerfield. The man had been a monster, but his actions, while
abominable, had resulted in a world in which re-mechs were
gaining their freedom. He would
be a footnote in history, not a hero, but remembered all the
same.

As Maloch
entered the ruins, he saw something that did not belong.

Smoke.

A preliminary
analysis of the smoke’s colour and size told him that this was no
bushfire caused by lightning or generator failure. This smoke, and
the fire it came from, were man-made.

Maloch had met several humans during his journey,
but he had generally tried to steer clear of them. Most of them had
never met a free re-mech, and he had no desire to entertain their curiosity if it
meant that he was delayed or worse, captured.

But there was
only one way to the harbour, and that meant walking towards the
smoke.

Hopefully
these humans would not find it strange for a re-mech to be
wandering through their city unaccompanied…

*

Maloch was
roughly half-way through the city when he saw something else that
did not belong.

A nest, one far larger than anything Maloch had
ever seen. It was perched atop an old signal tower, once used to
direct traffic across a
busy intersection. From the size of the nest, it could only have
belonged to an eagret, a massive bird with a 12-foot wingspan and
talons sharp enough to slice a dyr in half mid-flight. Following
the end of the South Wars, the eagrets had been classified as
almost extinct due to many of their nesting sites being destroyed
by the global conflict. However, it appeared that at least one
individual had survived and found a new home in the ruins of
humanity’s folly.

A few minutes later, Maloch found
another nest.

And
another.

He stopped
counting at twenty-nine.

Thankfully, while the eagrets had been known to
feast on a wide variety of prey, from dyr to cóyotl, they had never been known to
attack re-mechs.

Although there was a first time for everything…

*

Maloch had
almost reached the source of the smoke, which he could now see was
coming from the ruins of a large, palatial building facing the
harbour, when he heard the screams.

One source of screaming came from the
aforementioned eagrets, a haunting cry which reportedly invoked feelings of terror in
anything with a pulse.

The other
source was human.

Moving faster,
Maloch quickly made his way over the rubble and down streets which
had been cracked and even partially melted during the wars. After a
few seconds he found the exact source of the screams.

Two human children had climbed into an eagrets
nest and were holding several of its eggs in their arms while a
group of adults cheered them on. A pair of eagrets, most likely the
parents of the stolen eggs, circled above, crying out with righteous fury at the
thieves. The adults had rocks in their hands and were keeping the
giant beasts at bay with a few well-placed throws, but the
situation was unravelling quickly.

With every
throw the adults edged closer to depleting their supply of
missiles. Already the eagrets were drawing nearer, getting closer
and closer to the undefended children.

It was at that
moment that one of the adults saw Maloch and cried out, “Look, it’s
a re-mech, we’re saved!”

The other adults let out a cheer before one of them, wearing what looked
like the tattered remains of a suit, took a few steps towards
Maloch and said, “Re-mech, I order you to kill those birds
immediately!”

Maloch took
one look at the man and, with great force of will, resisted the
urge to say ‘no’.

Instead Maloch activated his weapons
systems, transforming
his left hand into a deep-bore mining laser. It was accurate enough
to carve his name into a mountain half-a-mile away and powerful
enough to melt steel at close range.

A couple of
birds would not fare much better.

However,
Maloch hesitated.

“Well, what
are you waiting for?!?” the man shouted, gesturing wildly towards
the birds, “Shoot those ruddy things out of the sky!”

With the
digital equivalent of gritted teeth, Maloch replied, “As you wish…
master.”

A moment later
he brought his laser to bear. Focusing his sight, he fired two
short bursts of the green laser.

The pulses, aimed with impeccable accuracy, singed
the tail feathers of both eagrets. The damage wasn’t
serious and would not causing
any lasting harm.

Maloch had
made sure of that.

While the eagrets retreated slightly, Maloch made
his next move. Rushing forward, he quickly climbed up the signal
tower the eagrets had chosen as a home for their chicks. In two
moves he reached the children, a boy and girl with matching expressions of shock and
terror, and carefully took the melon-sized eggs out of their hands.
Placing the eggs back into the nest, Maloch grabbed the children
and leapt from the tower, landing close to the group of
adults.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing!?!” the
man screamed, as the lightly wounded eagrets descended upon the nest to check
their eggbound offspring.

“I calculated that killing the eagrets would lead to their
flockmates attacking as well. They are a highly social species and
have been known to hold a… grudge.”

“And the eggs?
That was supposed to be our lunch!” the man replied, with a
huff.

“Eagret eggs are highly toxic, I am afraid
to say,” Maloch
lied, “If
you had consumed even a tiny portion of their yolk you would not
live to see your next sunrise.”

“O-oh…” the man said, looking like
someone had suddenly let the
air out of his lungs, “Thank you… I guess.”

“It was my… pleasure,” Maloch lied, again, “Now, I would suggest that we
leave this area and retreat to your home, before the eagrets
remember that you still exist.”

“Fine…” the
man grumbled, before performing a cursory check on the
children.

Maloch had
seen more care given to livestock.

Surprisingly,
the group started walking towards the large building which still
had a thin wisp of smoke rising from the ruined upper levels.

“Are you not returning to your
settlement?”

“What are you
talking about?” the man snapped, “This is our home… for now.”

Maloch looked
around the ruins with fresh eyes.

Now that he
knew what he was looking for, it became obvious that humans had
returned to Port Ignit in great numbers. Stores of food and lines
of laundry, which had previously blended into the background, came
into focus as he walked.

Maloch had seen several towns since humanity had
left the Stations. Most of them were brand new, created by the
Station’s inhabitants
using materials taken from the Stations and surrounding
areas.

However, this group seemed to have no desire to build anything new.
Instead, they were living in a ruined city, surrounded by apex
predators who could carry away a child with barely any
effort.

But why?

*

After a short
walk Maloch arrived at the largest building in the city. Upon
turning a corner, he was finally able to glimpse its northern
façade and, in doing so, saw the large symbol emblazoned upon the
white marble.

One hundred golden stars arranged in a constellation pattern which
evoked an image of a dove with wings spread wide.

The symbol of
the United Nations of Eden.

“You are using the U.N.O.E office as your
base of operations?” Maloch asked. It was an odd choice given that several of
the surrounding buildings were less damaged and would be easier to
secure against threats.

“Of course,”
the man in the tattered suit replied, “Why shouldn’t we? It was our
office once, after all.”

“You worked for the U.N.O.E?”
Maloch asked, surprised. The
organization had effectively disintegrated following the outbreak
of the South Wars and had been recreated after the wars ended.
However, the devastation caused by the wars had reduced their power
and authority greatly, although they were still able to enforce a
few global programmes, such as the Stations and the related
cryogenesis projects. By the time of the Great Sleep, the majority
of its members disbanded, seeing as the nations they once
represented had effectively collapsed.

“We all did. We were even given our own, exclusive Station for
ourselves and our families. It was called Genesis Station 0, and
until a few months ago it was our home.”

“An exclusive Station?” Maloch asked, “I have not heard of any such
thing.”

“Obviously,” the man replied, with the tone of someone
trying to educate a particularly slow student and failing, “It
wouldn’t be exclusive if
everyone knew about it, right? Unfortunately, for some reason our
cryostasis ended a couple hundred years early and we were forced to
live off the Station’s food stores for months. Trust me, caviar
might be nice, but having it every single day got old, very
quickly.”

“But eventually you left and headed here?”

“Not by choice, re-mech,” the man responded,
“While we were trying to fix
the cryopods, a massive earthquake struck the Station. The quake
damaged the Station’s powerplant and we were forced to evacuate
before it blew. Thankfully the air outside was breathable, and we
were only a short journey away from the city.”

“I see. It is most fortunate that we met,
then,” Maloch said, as
they entered the ornate yet crumbling grand foyer,
“I come from a town
founded by the inhabitants of another Station. The people there are
attempting to create an Array which will link up the disconnected
remnants of humanity and foster an era of cooperation and peace.
Your diplomatic skills would be of great help to them. I could
bring you into contact with them…”

The man
stopped in his tracks, a look of surprise on his cleanly-shaven
face.

“You mean, we weren’t the only ones who woke up early?”

“Yes. Unfortunately, due to the machinations of a man named Dr
Emmerfield, every human on the planet was released from their
cryostasis at the same time.”

“And those
humans are now trying to rebuild society?”

“The ones I have encountered have, yes.”

The man
thought long and hard for a few minutes before shaking his head and
replying, “Such fools.”

“Pardon?”

“I mean, what is the point of having an army of
re-mechs to rebuild our cities and towns if you’re going to go and
get your own hands dirty
instead?” the man spat, and from the looks of his companions his
opinion was not in the minority, “We used to rule this world, and
now, because of some stupid reason we have to do all the work
ourselves?

“He’s right!” cried one of the children whom Maloch had so recently
rescued from their ill-planned brood burglary, “I hate it here! I
want to go back to how things were before!”

“Don’t worry, child, we will find a way to make
this right,” replied the man, while tussling the child’s
hair.

“How do you mean?”

The man gave Maloch a suspicious stare before
answering. Clearly, he
was not used to a re-mech asking so many questions of its
‘master’.

“Well, if the
problem is the world, then the answer seems quite simple, no?” the
man asked, with a conspiratorial glance, “We simply go back our
original plan.”

“I do not follow.”

“Of course not,” the man replied, “And that is
because you were made to lay bricks, not think. I am talking,
re-mech, about the cryogenesis plan. There is only one thing stopping us from re-entering
stasis and simply waiting a few centuries until you re-mechs have
finished your jobs: the lack of a Station. Before we were forced to
abandon our own Station, we were relatively close to re-activating
the cryopods there, so it shouldn’t be too hard to do the same in a
different Station. Unfortunately, we were not part of the planning
committee for Project Genesis, and so our knowledge of the exact
locations of the Stations is… limited.”

Ah.

Maloch,
for a brief moment, was able to see the future.

And it was
glorious.

“Thankfully,
once we discover a usable Station it should be a simple matter to
get there.”

“You have transportation?”

The man gave another conspiratorial glance before replying, “Yes, it was
one of the reasons we chose to come here, re-mech. In the basement
of this building is a secret dock, shielded and sheltered from the
devastation above. Sitting in the dock is a U.N.O.E executive
yacht, formerly used by diplomats for vacations. It is fuelled up
and has enough power to cross the strait. Unfortunately, without a
destination to sail to it is much too dangerous to use.”

“What if you did not need to use
it?” Maloch asked. He
needed to play this very carefully.

“What do you
mean?” the man asked, with a look of understandable confusion.

“I am in possession of the knowledge you
seek,” Maloch said,
trying to maintain his helpful persona, “In fact, I know of a Station that is
a three day walk from this city. I also possess the access codes
which you will need in order to get inside.”

“Really?!?”
the man asked, still looking a bit sceptical, “What is the name of
the Station?”

“Nahum Station 111. It once housed a
population of 100 000 people, so there should be
more than enough
cryopods for all of you. I can give you the exact location and
directions to get there…however…”

“However?”

“In exchange for the information, I would like you to give me
the U.N.O.E yacht.”

“Now why in
the hell do you want that?” the man asked, suspicion returning in
an instant.

Maloch thought
faster than he ever had before.

“Well, I have finished my duties on the
Southern Masse, and I am now supposed to travel north and assist
with the reconstruction effort there. Please, give me the ship, and
allow me to rebuild your world…” Maloch lied, hoping that the man would take the
bait.

The man
thought long and hard, however, in this one instance it was karma
that came to Maloch’s rescue.

The two children, having heard the entire
conversation, pulled at the man’s tattered suit and cried, “Oh
please, say yes! We want to go to the Station right now!!”

The man, after a brief pause, sighed
and said, “Very well,
re-mech. I had hoped to have you lead us there yourself and carry
my clothes, but I can’t win against these little ones. You can have
the yacht in exchange for the Station’s location.”

The man then
turned to his companions and, raising his voice, cried, “And the
rest of you, pack your things and get ready to leave! We are
getting the hell out of this horrid world! To a better future!”

“To a better
future!” the people cried, using the old motto of the U.N.O.E.

“How ironic,” Maloch thought, as he watched the people begin to
move. Soon they would enter the Station and leave their
responsibilities behind to the ones they had created.

Again.

*

A few hours later, Maloch watched as the great
mass of people left the city. He had the yacht’s starter codes
memorized and was already plotting his route across the
strait.

He was getting
close now. Soon, Sanctuary would be within his sight.

Down below,
the last of the former leaders and diplomats left the city.

Something told Maloch that they would
never be seen again… but
they had made their choice.

And so had
he.

Turning to
face the strait, he took the first of his last steps home…







Chapter XVIII: You Can’t Save Them

In which they are doomed…






“You know, I thought that meeting a literal
god would be the most terrifying moment of my life,”
Cecil said, as a wave of
anxiety roared through his mind, “But I was wrong. This is so much
worse…”

“Next!” called
Dr Reclana, seated behind a large, marble desk.

Eva looked to her subordinates and nodded once
before leading them onto
the stage. Behind her was a large screen which displayed data from
Argent Lab’s findings. Dr Reclana, in a surprising move, had asked
all teams to assemble in the meeting room and share their latest
findings.

At least three
people had already fainted from the stress and had been carried off
by Colonel Dredgen.

From what
Barsch could feel through their link, Cecil was dangerously close
to becoming number four.

“Thank you for giving us a moment of your most
valuable time, Dr Reclana,” Eva said, inclining her head. From Cecil’s position behind her
he could see the sweat soaking through the back of her lab
coat.

“Yes, yes,
carry on,” Dr Reclana said, with a wave of her hand.

“V-very well,” Eva stammered, as Sigmund and Sylvia
wheeled out a table covered with pollution samples, “As you
probably know, Argent Lab has been tasked with investigating various samples of
pollution which were collected from across the world. Our
preliminary investigation revealed that sixty-five percent of the
samples contained particles with identical chemical make-ups. These
samples were taken from a wide range of locations, from the ruins
of Paradisia to the Solas Infernus Badlands.”

“What kind of
particles did you detect?” Dr Reclana asked, leaning forward
slightly in her high-backed chair.

“Class Nine exotic particles, doctor,” Eva replied,
“It would seem that the various pollutants emitted during the
Quantum Age have combined in an… unknown manner… giving rise to the
various phenomena we have experienced in the past.”

“Such as?”

“Well, Origin Points, for one thing,” Eva replied,
referencing the airborne hyper-concentrations of high-energy
spherical gas clouds, “And Ç’aether, of course.”

Dr Reclana
perked up at the word.

“Ç’aether? Go on,” she said, fingers clasped
tightly together.

“Right, well, the formation of Ç’aether crystals is one of the biggest
mysteries related to the sudden outbreak of pollution following the
Creed Event. We believe that the Class Nine exotic particles are at
least partially responsible for the pollution being able to morph
into a crystalline structure and remain there in a relatively
stable organization.”

“I see, how
interesting,” Dr Reclana said, sounding sincere.

“Yes, we thought so as well,” Eva replied, growing
calmer by the second, “As such, we believe that there might be a
way to destroy Ç’aether
crystals in a way that would prevent the concentrated pollution
within from escaping. Using the Gordian metho-

“Dr de
Vertia, I believe that your lab is tasked with only the investigation of polluted samples. Aurum Lab
is responsible for coming up with methods to reduce pollution
sources and clean up existing pollution, not you. Therefore, you
will transfer all data over to them immediately and return to your
investigation, understand?”

“But, we could hel-

“Do not make
me say it twice, doctor,” Dr Reclana interjected, with a cold tone
that sent shivers up Cecil’s spine.

“Y-yes, Dr
Reclana, I will send the data immediately.”

“Good,” Dr Reclana said, looking at the remaining
scientists waiting in the wings, “NEXT!”

*

“Well, I think
we did a great job!” Sigmund explained, as the glum quartet left
the stage and heading out the door.

“Says the guy who had no idea what they were
talking about,” snarked
Sylvia.

Eva, their leader, said nothing. Her face
was drawn, and her lips
were tightly sealed.

“Hey, at least
I understood more of that presentation than hu-mech!” Sigmund
retorted.

“His name is
Cecil!” Sylvia angrily replied, “Not hu-mech!”

“Since when
did you care?!?” Sigmund responded, with a look of surprise, “Not
too long ago you were on the same page as I was!”

“The same page? Sigmund, we aren’t even
in the same book!”

Cecil walked a
bit faster, trying to escape the bickering behind him and reach
Eva, who seemed to be walking faster with every insult.

“Don’t worry about what Dr Reclana said,” he said, trying to be
supportive, “She doesn’t know what she’s talki-

“ALL OF YOU, SHUT UP!” Eva suddenly roared, causing
a few nearby scientists to stop dead in their tracks,
“It’s nonsense like this
that got us in trouble with Dr Reclana! Sigmund, Sylvia, go and
cool off somewhere, anywhere, that isn’t here!”

The duo shared
a look of surprise before shrugging their shoulders and marching
off in opposite directions.

“Sorry about them,” Cecil said, hand reaching out
in what he hoped was a
comforting manner, “I think that bickering is their way
of-

“And you!” Eva
shouted, while smacking away Cecil’s outstretched hand, “Maybe if
you spent less time flirting with your colleagues and more time
working, we wouldn’t be in this mess!”

“Wha-” Cecil
managed before Eva let out a big huff and stormed off.

“What was that all about?”
Barsch asked.

“You’re from
the future, you tell me!” Cecil yelled, drawing more scrutiny from
the nearby scientists.

But Barsch did not reply, so Cecil
instead picked a
direction and started walking, hoping that his feet would somehow
take him towards saner minds…

*

“You’re from
the future… you tell me…” Barsch repeated to himself, feeling the
weight of those words on his shoulders. While Cecil wandered
seemingly aimlessly, Barsch retreated into his own mind. He was
still connected to Cecil and could see what the man saw, but his
thoughts were his own.

“You are getting better at this,”
Ashe said, and she wasn’t
wrong. It was easier to
connect and disconnect with Cecil and, if necessary, take
control.

Perhaps the
reason lay in Barsch’s… splintered… mind.

“I mean, if
I think of Cecil as just another shard of my… damaged… psyche, then
it makes sense. Terra said that we wouldn’t be able to engage with
our hosts, but Alza and I are both used to arguing with parts of
our own minds… so this is probably easier for us… or
something.”

“Your pain is your power,” Lanista
snarled, coat ruffled by an
unseen wind, “And few mortals have endured as much pain as you,
Barsch.”

“Wolfey is right, Barsch,” Ashe said, flaming skin providing warm light in
the void of Cecil’s mind, “Your mind was broken by Kain, but that same
damage also gave you me and bound you to Alza on a deep
level.”

Barsch thought for a moment. His twin blades,
Ruination and Lanista, looked
at him with expectant expressions.

“What would
you have me do?” he asked, facing the blades.

As one they looked towards Cecil’s mind-sphere.
The man was still wandering the hallways of the facility, lost in
both thought and direction.

“He deserves the truth,” Lanista
said, with a low
growl.

“He deserves to know that his end
approaches,” Ashe
added.

Barsch nodded.
The two swords spoke truth.

But they were
wrong about one thing.

Cecil was not
going to die. Nor Eva, Sigmund or Sylvia.

Even if it
meant changing the timeline… even if it meant threatening the
future, Barsch would find a way to save them.

But first,
Cecil needed to be told what was truly at stake.

Ashe and Lanista bowed their heads in approval of his unspoken declaration.
The Void, seen but not heard, hung high above, watching everything
with its singular, unblinking eye.

Turning,
Barsch returned to Cecil’s mind-sphere and took a deep breath. He
still didn’t know the right words to use, but he prepared himself
regardless.

“Hey, Cecil, sorry to spring this on you
when you’re already having a bad day, but you and everyone on this
island is doomed,” probably wouldn’t be well received.

However, just as Barsch was about to reach out to
his host, Cecil stopped in his tracks. There, a few yards away, was a re-mech. Barsch had
only seen a handful of the humanoid machines since arriving in the
past which apparently had something to do with the -relatively-
recently defeated Freedman Rebellion.

This re-mech,
Barsch realized, was not like the others.

For starters,
it only had one arm.

Before Barsch
could blink, Cecil opened his mouth and shouted, “FATHER!”


“What?”

*

The re-mech did not turn around. Instead, he
walked forward, entering a doorway marked ‘KEEP OUT’. Cecil, after checking to make sure that he was
alone, ignored the sign and followed after the one-armed
re-mech.

On the other side of the doorway, Barsch found
himself in an alcove situated above a dock. Several people and a
few re-mechs were moving down below, although it was difficult to
see what they were doing without getting closer. On one side of the
dock there were dozens of steel casks and on the other was a large
machine with several thick pipes running from the machine and into
the seawater below. The dock was partially exposed to the outside and Barsch could see
that night had fallen in the world beyond the facility. A crescent
moon was just barely visible.

It made Barsch
feel… safe.

Cecil, meanwhile, had caught up to the lopsided
re-mech. He was reaching
out to it with a trembling hand, and waves of emotion were running
through his mind, battering Barsch around as if he were in the
midst of a storm.

Relief,
anxiety, fear, anger and… love.

Suddenly, Barsch made the connection. Colonel
Dredgen had said that Cecil had been raised by a re-mech.

Was this
him?

“Dad?” Cecil
asked, with hope in his voice.

And then the
re-mech turned around. It had a brown and black paintjob that
identified it as one of the facility’s re-mechs. Its eyes were a
dull yellow and it seemed to regard Cecil with something
approaching indifference.

Barsch felt
the waves of emotion crash into the Rock of Uncertainty.

“Is that you,
Frater?” Cecil asked, with dwindling hope.

“My designation is 12974-G, human,”
the re-mech replied, with a
level tone, “Are you in need of assistance?”

“N-no, sorry,
I thought that you were… someone else…” Cecil mumbled, as the
re-mech watched him with an impassive stare.

Barsch heard the hurt in his voice and
felt
it in his mind.

“Very well. I will take my leave,
then,” the re-mech
replied, before turning around and walking away.

Not for the first time, Barsch missed Maloch.
Seeing how re-mechs used to be -before Maloch discovered a way to
free them- broke his heart.

*

“Do you want to… talk about it?”
Barsch offered, as the duo sat
above the hidden dock.

Cecil said
nothing for a while, and through their connection Barsch could tell
that he was holding an internal debate on what, if anything, he
should say.

Eventually the debate ended, and Cecil said, with a sigh, “When I was
fourteen, my father and I visited a town called Venetia, in order
to stock up on supplies. We were both wanted by the United Nations
of Eden in relation to the Freedman Rebellion, so we were always
careful when visiting settlements. While my father was bartering
for supplies, I wandered through the town. I had never really spent
much time with other humans and found myself on a playground.
Unfortunately… I was stupid. I drew attention to
myself…”


“How?”

Cecil let out a rueful chuckle before answering, “By trying to be a
normal kid for one bloody minute. I approached a group of kids and
tried to play with them, but my vocabulary, as you’ve probably
noticed, is somewhat different from most people. The kids thought
that I was weird and called the local law enforcement. I was taken
into custody and my father… tried to free me. I only learnt later
that they had figured out who I was and were using me to lure him
into a trap. My father… Frater… lost an arm and only barely
escaped. I didn’t even get the chance to say goodbye…”

“Cecil…” Barsch whispered, unsure of what to
say.

“He must hate me…” Cecil continued, “But… I still keep searching
for him, wherever I go. I want to find him… I want to tell him that
I’m sorry… and that I will understand if he doesn’t want to forgive
me…”

Barsch felt
the tears come. He could not tell if they belonged to him or
Cecil.

It didn’t
matter.

However, before Barsch could offer any words of comfort, he heard
a familiar voice from down below.

Dr Reclana had
arrived.

*

“Tell me some good news
or be prepared to go for a swim,” Dr Reclana said, approaching the
group of scientists.

“W-we are ready to begin
the test, Dr Reclana,” replied one of the scientists, whose face
and identity were hidden by a white hazmat suit with crimson
accents, “We just need you to decide which compounds you would like
to try first.”

“And you have not told
anyone about your work here?” growled General Wright, “Because if
the spy catches word of this, you’ll go for that swim with an
anchor tied to your neck…”

“N-no Sir, we haven’t
told a soul!” the man replied, terror evident in his muffled voice,
“Aurum Lab staff are the only ones here tonight!”

“Good,” barked General
Wright, “Now, why don’t you explain for those of us without a
degree what the hell you are doing here!?!”

“R-right,” the man
whimpered, looking from Dr Reclana to the general and back, “As per
Dr Reclana’s instruction we are investigating the polluting effects
of different compounds on seawater.”

“Compounds?” the general
asked.

“Yes, we have identified
several compounds that seem to pollute more readily than other
substances. A few drops of octazone, a compound commonly associated
with run-off from re-mech factories, for example, can pollute ten
gallons of fresh water in seventeen seconds. It is one of the most
polluting compounds we know of and has a contamination efficiency
of seventy-five percent.”

“How... impressive,” the
general replied, with a sour look on his face.

“Well, if your goal is
to pollute the world, you can’t go wrong with octazone,” the
scientist chuckled, but from the general’s expression it was clear
that his joke had not so much landed as plummeted to its doom.

“Um, what I meant was, I
think we should start with octazone, general, doctor,” the man
continued, and even though Barsch could not see his face through
the thick, opaque visor, he could tell that the man was sweating
barrels.

“No,” Dr Reclana
replied, with a tone that suggested that the man would be foolish
to argue, “We will start with Class Nine exotic particles.”

“C-class N-nine...
exotic particles, doctor?” the man replied, sounding confused, “We
have a small amount on-site to study, but their use is banned under
U.N.O.E law. Not to mention they are notoriously difficult to
contain... why, even a handful could contaminate hundreds of
gallons of seawater in an instant and we don’t... no one has
the kind of tech to sterilize it.”

“Doctor, I do not like
repeating myself,” Dr Reclana replied, tone just a few degrees
above absolute zero, “So either start the experiment with the Class
Nine exotic particles, or start swimming home.”

“O-of course, Dr
Reclana!” the man squeaked, “W-we will begin immediately!”

Turning around, the man
raced over to his assembled colleagues and started barking orders.
A few minutes later two of the scientists approached the dock,
visibly struggling under the weight of the large canister held
between them. Even from Barsch’s distant viewpoint he could make
out the dozens of warning labels plastered on every exposed surface
of the crimson container.

A third scientist then
came forward and unscrewed the metal lid before extracting a tiny
amount of crimson liquid into a glass flask. Turning around, the
scientist tipped out a small amount of the liquid, allowing it to
fall directly into the sea below.

“MORE!” Dr Reclana
screamed, standing on the opposite dock beside the large pump-like
machine.

The scientists exchanged
a quick glance filled with uncertainty before the third scientist
shrugged and poured out the remaining liquid. As it hit the ocean
it immediately began bubbling and letting off sulphur-scented
smoke. A few unfortunate fish rose to the surface a few seconds
later, apparently gasping for air before dying what looked like
painful deaths.

“Start the pump!” Dr
Reclana shouted, and a moment later the machine beside her sprang
to life. The machine whirred and whizzed and let out the occasional
dull thud as the pump sucked up several gallons of seawater before
depositing them into a large, transparent tank integrated into the
machine’s body.

The water had taken on a
sickening crimson hue.

It looked... wrong.

“Well?” Dr Reclana
asked, staring daggers at the lead scientist. In response he
quickly hurried over and started checking the machine’s
readout.

After a few tense
minutes he looked up and replied, “I am reading one hundred percent
contamination, Dr Reclana. Every molecule of water in the sample
has been contaminated and is unfit for human use, be it filtered
consumption or industrial cooling. There are no microbes, no
organisms, no life in the sample at all, down to the molecular
level.

“Interesting,” Dr
Reclana said, with a small smirk on her face, “Transport this
sample down to the Core immediately for further testing.”

“Yes, Dr Reclana,” the
scientist replied, bowing his head, “And I assume the experiment is
over?”

Dr Reclana, however,
gave an odd look in response, “Over? No, my man, we are just
getting started. Dump the rest of the Class Nine exotic particles
and then dump everything else!”

The
dumbfounded scientist could only stare in disbelief as Dr Reclana
turned around and walked away. General Wright followed after her a
moment later.

As they walked
away, Barsch heard the beginnings of their conversation.

“Now, we can
proceed to Phase Two, general,” Dr Reclana said.

“Good,” the general replied, “The sooner we can end
this farce, the better.”

“All in good time, general,” Dr Reclana replied,
“Now, let’s go and end this world!”

“And create a
better one,” the general laughed, as the duo left the dock.

*

Cecil left the
dock without incident and soon found himself heading back to his
dormitory. Barsch could almost feel the thoughts swirling around
inside his head, a storm with him at its centre.

It was now… or
never.

“What do you
think they meant,” Cecil suddenly asked, while walking down an
empty corridor, “End the world and create a better one? Do you
think it has anything to do with the cataclysm you’re facing in the
future?”

Barsch
paused for a moment before destroying Cecil’s world.

This wasn’t
fair.

But Cecil had
a right to know.

They all
did.

“Cecil… I haven’t been telling you the
truth… well, the entire truth,” Barsch said, “I am trying to prevent a cataclysm in the future… but the
reason Alza and I know that it’s coming is because it’s already
happened once before.”

“Where?” Cecil
asked, “And when?”

“Here… and now,” Barsch replied.

“Oh… how… how
bad is it?”

“Very, very
bad. As far as I know… there were no survivors…”

Cecil said nothing for a long time.

“So… everyone
on this island?”


“Yes.”

“Sigmund? Dr
Reclana? Sylvia? Eva?”


“Yes.”

“Me?”

“Yes…
sorry. None of you survive the cataclysm…”

“That’s…
unfortunate…”

“It was,
but it doesn’t have to be. I think… I think we can change my past…
your future… and prevent the cataclysm from happening in both
timelines. I have powers, and you have knowledge, and together, we
can save everyone!”

It was at that
moment that Barsch remembered his future self’s haunting words.

You can’t save
them.

But he was
wrong.

No matter what
it took. No matter what he had to sacrifice.

Barsch would
save them all.






End of Part Two


Part Three:
Change the Future


Chapter XIX: Fighting Fate

In which we meet the
seed of evil…






“You told
him?” Alza asked, with a look of confusion.

“I had to,”
Barsch replied, while stretching out his stiff joints, “He deserves
to know. They all do.”

“But you know
that we can’t change the past,” Alza replied.

“We don’t know
that,” Barsch answered, while looking at the Avatars who were
keeping to themselves on the other side of the raft, “Terra told us
that we wouldn’t be able to interact with people in the past, but
he was wrong about that. Who knows what else he might be wrong about?”

“But what if we make things worse?” Alza whispered,
“We could end up with a timeline where no one survives the
cataclysm, and the Great Sleep
never happens!”

“Or,” Barsch replied, with a hushed voice, “We could find
ourselves in a world that never needed a Great Sleep because we solved the pollution problem
instead of running away from it.”

Alza said
nothing for a while.

“Barsch… there
are more lives at stake than just those on the island,” she
eventually said, with a sad tone, “Everyone in Sanctuary, the
re-mechs in Kingstown, and… me…”

“Alza… we can’t just let Cecil and Eva die without
at least trying to
prevent the first cataclysm…” Barsch replied, trying and failing to
dispel the image of his future self’s failure.

And Alza’s
death.

No, he could
save her. He could save everyone.

“Alright,”
Alza said, raising her hands in mock defeat, “I can see that you
won’t change your mind. But whatever happens, we do it together,
okay? If we must bear the weight of the future on our shoulders, we
do it together. And if our actions cause problems in the future… we
will face them together as well. Promise?”

“Promise,” Barsch said, without a moment of hesitation, “Now, I think that
the most likely cause of the cataclysm has something to do with
either the spy or Dr Reclana’s research.”

“Dr Reclana?”
Alza asked, with a surprised expression, “But why would she want to
destroy her own facility?”

Barsch told
Alza about what he had seen. A few minutes later Alza nodded her
head and said, “That is concerning. But we need more evidence
before we can do anything…”

“Agreed. If we challenge Dr Reclana with nothing
but a theory it won’t end well for us,” Barsch replied, thinking
back to the chilling look on the doctor’s face during the
experiment, “Has Eva had any contact with her?”

“Yeah, Dr Reclana has attended a few meetings
alongside Eva, but nothing out of the ordinary,” Alza replied, “The
only thing that was unusual happened shortly after the presentation. After I… I
mean, after Eva shouted at Cecil, Dr Reclana approached us. She
wanted Eva to send her some additional data.”

“What kind of
data? More stuff about pollution?”

“No, that was the weird part,” Alza replied, with a thoughtful look on her
face, “Dr Reclana wanted to know about Eva’s experience with power
plants. Apparently, before Eva joined the Artelius project she was
working at a hybrid nuclear-coal reactor, similar to the one that
powered Dr Emmerfield’s laboratory.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. Dr Reclana wasn’t exactly
forthcoming on why she needed
the data. After Eva promised to hand it over, she disappeared
without another word.”

“Strange,”
Barsch commented, “Between that and her deliberate polluting of the
island’s seawater, it is clear that there is more going on that
simple pollution research.”

“Agreed. But
we won’t find the answers here.”

“Yeah, let’s head back,” Barsch said, surprised by
how casual he was
speaking. It was almost as if travelling to the past and inhabiting
the mind of a stranger was no different from going out to buy
milk.

Weird.

Closing his eyes, Barsch leaned backwards.
He could already tell that
sleep would not evade hi-

*

“Hey, I’m back,” Barsch said, a few moments later. His trip through
the void had been, for the first time, mercifully uneventful.
Hopefully he had finally figured out a way to traverse the void
without going into the wrong mind.

Although something told him that he had merely
gotten lucky this time…

Cecil was currently standing on the main dock of
the island, surrounded by several others. Sigmund, Sylvia and Eva
were nearby, wearing matching looks of disinterest.

“What’s
going on?”

“New arrivals,” Cecil replied, “Dr Reclana has invited guests from Atar
Industries.”

“Atar Industries?” Barsch asked, “More experts on
pollution?”

“No, that’s the weird thing,”
Cecil responded,
“Atar Industries is
primarily known for building and maintaining power plants around
the world. I don’t see what this has to do with our
research…”


“Hmm…”

“Look, here it comes,” Cecil said, raising his eyes to the clear
blue sky. It was around noon and the weather looked…
perfect.

Barsch took a moment to find the object, despite sharing Cecil’s
vision. At first it was a tiny dot, moving through the air. As it
drew closer it resolved into a large seaplane, painted red and
silver.

“It’s called the Silver Stork, because it
is how most of us were delivered to the island,” Cecil explained, “It visits every fortnight to drop
off supplies and new arrivals.”

“They don’t
use ships?”

“On rare occasions, but we are in the
middle of the Desolate Ocean, so a long-range seaplane is the safer
choice. Apparently, the facility has a few ocean-worthy ships moored at
a dock on the other side of the island, but they would only have
enough fuel and supplies to reach the nearest islands.”

Barsch said nothing more and instead chose to
simply watch in awe as the Silver Stork made its approach. It was much bigger than the
Saving Grace
I and
II
and yet still appeared light
and nimble.

“I don’t suppose you have any more
bombshells to drop on me?” Cecil asked, with a not-unkind tone.

“No, I don’t think I do,”
Barsch replied, still feeling
guilty over his past deception.

“So… I’m
really going to die soon?”

“Only if I fail to stop the first
cataclysm… which I won’t,” Barsch responded.

“I see…” For a moment Cecil’s eyes moved away from
the Silver
Stork and over to the
crowd. His vision settled on Eva, who was watching the descending
seaplane with a blank look.

“Barsch, if
you knew that your time was up… what would you do?”

Barsch thought for a moment before
replying, “I
would make sure… that I had no regrets…”

Cecil nodded and replied, “That is… good advice. Thank you, Barsch, for telling me
the truth…”

*

“On behalf of Dr Reclana, allow me to welcome you
to Artelius Island!” Eva
said, with a forced cheer, as the new arrivals departed the massive
seaplane.

The newcomers
wore matching black suits with an emblem of a flame enclosed in a
diamond. They acknowledged Eva’s greeting and set about mingling
with the welcoming committee.

Apparently, Eva had lost a game of crystal, flame
and void and had been forced to welcome the new
arrivals. Dr Reclana was
‘not to be bothered unless the facility was on fire’ and no one
else had volunteered.

“Look at her,
she’s a natural,” Sigmund said, with a longing sigh.

Sylvia shook her head and said, “You know, you are
so blinded by her,
you tend to lose sight of what’s right in front of you…”

Sigmund
responded by raising an eyebrow and asking, “What do you mean?”

“Nothing, you
idiot,” Sylvia muttered, before moving away to speak with one of
the newcomers.

Cecil, taking a deep breath, walked
towards Eva. Barsch
could feel his heart rate rise with every step.

“He really doesn’t waste any time, does
he?” Barsch asked,
mostly to himself.

“Compared to you?” Ashe chuckled, “Definitely.”

“Shut
up.”

However, as
Cecil reached Eva, one of the newcomers stepped forward and
introduced himself.

“Dr de
Vertia?” the man asked, “Thank you for the greeting, although I
must say that in my case, it was more of a… ‘welcome back’, so to
speak…”

“I don’t
follow,” Eva said, with a look of confusion.

“Ah, of course you don’t,” the man replied, with a smile that caused a
wave of jealousy to burn through Cecil’s mind, “My name is Adrian
Priest, and this is the second time I’ve visited Artelius
Island.”

“Oh, so you’ve
worked with Dr Reclana before?” Eva asked, with a pleasant tone
that ratcheted Cecil’s blood pressure up another notch.

“No, the last
time I was here I was working with a company called CryCo. I don’t
suppose you’ve heard of them?”

“CryCo… CryCo… weren’t they the ones working on
cryostasis technology during the Quantum Age?”

“Correct!” Adrian replied, “During the height of the South Wars,
they relocated their main facility here so that they could continue
their work in relative peace. They were attempting to create
cryostasis technology that could enable a person to remain in
stasis for centuries, instead of decades like existing
technology.”

“So, what
happened to them?” Eva asked, looking around, “They obviously left
the island before project Artelius started.”

“Correct again,” Adrian replied, “Unfortunately, it
seems as though they had
a somewhat persistent issue with creating an automatic monitoring
system for their cryochambers. They could put a person into stasis
and revive them, but only manually. Their attempts to create a
system to revive someone centuries later was never perfected and
they left the island after their funding ran out.”

“And you
worked for them?”

“I did, but not on the cryochambers,” Adrian
replied, “I served as a liaison for Atar Industries and was part of
the team that built the geothermal power plant here on Artelius Island. CryCo wanted a
power source that would last as long as their cryochambers would,
so we created a self-sustaining system that would theoretically
power their facility until the planet’s core went cold.”

“Well then,
I’m sorry that your work was never put to its intended use,” Eva
said, “I assume that CryCo’s facility was dismantled when they
left?”

Adrian chose that moment to lean in and, with a
hushed tone, whispered, “Officially, that is indeed what happened.
However, some of us in
the industry believe that instead of destroying the facility CryCo
instead boarded it up and left. Who knows, perhaps it is still
intact, all these years later…”

“But you don’t
have any idea where it could be?” Cecil asked, forcibly injecting
himself into the conversation.

If Adrian was
surprised by his sudden interjection, he didn’t show it.

Instead, the man shook his head and replied,
“Unfortunately, no. Although I did hear a rumour that the
coordinate ‘minus six’
would lead someone to the CryCo facility.”

“Minus six?”
Eva asked.

“My apologies, but I have no idea if that refers to
longitude, latitude or something else entirely,” Adrian replied,
before inclining his head and continuing, “Now, I really should be
off for my meeting with Dr Reclana. Apparently, she is not someone
we should keep waiting…”

After saying his goodbyes Adrian and the other
Atar Industries employees moved quickly towards the main
facility.

In their place
was an uncomfortable silence.

Surprisingly,
it was Eva who broke it.

“Hey,” she said, one hand playing with her hair in
what seemed like a nervous manner, “I’m sorry about what happened
before. You tried to cheer me up and I snapped at you…”

Eva then took
a deep breath and continued, “And about what I said… I was wrong. I
know that your relationship with Sylvia didn’t get in the way of
your work, can you please forgive me?”

“Eva, I think you might be misunderstanding
something,” Cecil said, with a confident tone that Barsch knew was
based on absolutely nothing, “Sylvia… Dr Trousseau… is just a colleague, nothing more. The one I actually care for
is-

-Kain,” Eva
suddenly said, staring over Cecil’s shoulder with a pair of violet
eyes.

*

Before Cecil
could even blink, Barsch took control and turned the man’s body
around. He hadn’t tried to summon Ruination in Cecil’s body, but if
Kain was somehow here then he would have to find a way to conjure
the burning blade.

However,
instead of his most hated enemy, he found only a child, sitting
alone on a bench.

The child looked to be around twelve years old and had hair so light
it was almost white, with only a hint of natural blonde. His eyes
were a deep shade of blue and he kept glancing around as if waiting
for someone.

Barsch turned
back to face Alza.

From Eva’s
body language it was clear that Alza had taken control.

“I don’t see
him,” Barsch said, as his heart rate slowly returned to normal,
“And the Kain in my mind should still be in the present.”

“That… might have been the strangest thing
I’ve ever said…” Barsch
thought, still feeling unnerved.

“I know,” Alza
replied, “But at the same time I know my brother when I see him.
That boy is Kain… or he will be, one day…”

“One day?”

“Yes. Just as
my genetic code came from Charlotte, it stands to reason that
Kain’s must have come from someone too. I think… I think that boy’s
DNA will be used to create Kain in the future.”

Barsch turned
around once more and gave the child a second look.

He looked…
normal.

Could he
really be the genetic blueprint of the man who had broken Barsch’s
mind?

Stepping forward, Barsch cleared his throat and asked, “Hey there,
are you waiting for someone?”

The boy jumped
at Barsch’s sudden approach and floundered before replying, “Y-yes,
I’m waiting for my m-mom…”

“Your mom?”
Barsch asked, with what he hoped was a friendly tone, “Does she
work here?”

The boy nodded
and replied, “Her name is Dr Arelle Malevo, and I’m supposed to
meet her here…”

“Dr Malevo… I think she works in Ferrum
Lab…” Alza said.

“That’s right!” the boy exclaimed, “I’ve spent the
last month here with her, but I spend all my time in our room because it’s too
dangerous for me to wander around on my own… but when she told me
that we were leaving today, I couldn’t wait and came here
first…”

“You’re
leaving?” Alza asked, kneeling so that she was the same height as
the boy.

“Yeah, my grandpa is very sick, so me and my mom are going to look after
him. The lady in charge didn’t want my mom to go, but eventually
she changed her mind…”

“I’m sorry to
hear that-

-Everett,” the
boy finished.

“I know how
important grandfathers are,” Barsch said, heart aching, “And I’m
sure you’re going to take very good care of him…”

“Thank you,”
Everett replied, with a small voice, “When the lady in charge said
that we couldn’t go, mommy called her something horrible…”

“What was it?”
Alza asked.

Everett seemed to struggle with the
word before shaking his head
and replying, “She said that if we didn’t go, the lady in charge
would be… a murderer…”

As the word
left Everett’s mouth, Barsch’s blood ran cold. It was the same
intonation, the same cadence, the same… everything.

Taking a step
backwards, Barsch felt the sounds of the world quieten until all he
could hear was the sound of his own heart, thundering in his
chest.

Alza had been
right.

The boy
sitting before him, the sweet child waiting patiently for his
mother… was Kain…

*

Alza had noticed Barsch’s shift in behaviour. It wasn’t
hard.

Moving over to
where he was standing, she placed her hand within his and asked,
“Are you okay?”

Barsch shook
his head and replied, “No… I’m the opposite of okay, Alza… I’m…
thinking terrible thoughts…”

“Such as?”

Barsch looked
around the area, but aside from Everett they were alone. His eyes,
when they refocused on Alza, were wild.

“You’re a
department head, right?” he asked.

“Eva is, but
yes,” Alza replied.

“You could
convince Dr Malevo to stay.”

“Why?”
Alza asked, confused.

“If she stays…
he stays…”

Suddenly, it
clicked.

“You want him
to perish in the cataclysm?” Alza asked, aghast. While she had no
love for her slain brother, she had only known him for a short time
before his death. From the sounds of it, some version of him still
haunted Barsch to this day.

It was hard,
but she could understand his desperation.

“But Dr
Emmerfield might have already taken a DNA sample?”

“Maybe… or
maybe he hasn’t done it yet,” Barsch countered.

“So, on the odds of that chance, you would sentence an innocent child to
death?”

Barsch looked
down at his feet. His hands were clenched and held tightly against
his shaking body.

“If I could prevent Kain from ever being
born… I don’t know…
maybe…”

“And change
the timeline?”

For some reason this caused Barsch to flinch, but
nevertheless his voice was firm when he replied, “Yes. Think of all
the damage Kain did. To you… to me… He shouldn’t exist… he
never
should have
existed…”

Alza squeezed Barsch’s hand and said, in a kind
voice, “That is not our
decision to make, Barsch. Everything deserves a chance to exist,
whether it was born… or created.”

Slowly, Barsch
began to calm down.

No further words needed to be exchanged for her to know that he would
do the right thing.

“Ev, there you
are!” a woman suddenly cried.

“Mom!” Everett
replied, leaping to his feet and racing towards his mother. She had
his hair and his eyes.

“Oh, Dr de
Vertia,” the woman said, taking in the two who did not belong,
“Thank you for keeping him company.”

Dr Malevo then said, in a softer voice, “Have you heard
anything further from Dr Reclana… about my leave of absence? She
did say that she might change her mind, but I haven’t heard
anything from the department heads…”

Alza shot a quick glance towards Barsch.
After a moment of hesitation,
he nodded his head.

“You’re all
good to go, Dr Malevo,” Alza said, with a smile, “And please, take
all the time you need. I’ll make sure that Dr Reclana
understands.”

“Oh thank you!” Dr Malevo cried, flinging her arms
around Alza faster than
she could react, “This means the world to me.”

Turning to
Everett, she said, “Now, let’s not keep the crew waiting!”

Everett then turned to Barsch and Alza and, with a
smile only used by
children, exclaimed, “Thank you! I hope we can meet up
someday!”

Barsch,
kneeling, smiled a rueful smile and replied, “We will, Everett, I’m
sure.”

A few moments later, Everett and his mother were
onboard the Silver Stork. It
would carry them across the Desolate Ocean and, hopefully, keep
them safe.

“We did the right thing, Barsch,” Alza said, as they watched the
seaplane take off.

“I know,
you’re right,” he replied, with a weary tone, “I just wish that you
weren’t…”

*

“I just
realized something,” Barsch said, as he and Alza sat on the dock
and watched the tide change, “I’m somewhere out there…”

“You mean your
past self?”

“Yeah,” Barsch
replied, “I would be about five years old.”

“Any idea
where you are?”

Barsch thought back to that tumultuous time. The fog of time obscured
most of the details, but one memory stood out, clear as
ice.

“I think… I was in a town called Revon-tulet, in
the far north of the Northern Masse. It was a place known for
aurora -dancing lights
that lit up the night sky- and my father and I stayed there for a
short time. One night, he took me from my bed and carried me to a
secluded spot beyond the town’s borders. He covered my eyes and
told me to look to the sky before taking away his
hands…”

“I’m sure it
was beautiful,” Alza mused.

“It was,” Barsch replied, with surety in his voice,
“Together we watched as
the light shifted and changed, tinged with red, green and blue. He
told me, as we stared at the sky, that even though Eden had been
badly hurt by humanity, she would survive. He told me that she had
been through fire, through ice, through deepest despair, but that
she would never lose her stride. That night was the first time I
heard those words… the mantra given to Kingston by his future wife
and then handed down to my father and finally… me.”

“They are good words,” Alza said, coming a
bit closer, “And they
have not failed you yet.”

“No, they haven’t,” Barsch replied, “And who knows,
perhaps one day I’ll pass them down to my own children.”

He had meant
it as a joke.

Mostly.

But Alza had
not laughed. Instead, a look of absolute sadness had fallen over
her face. Before he could say anything further Alza wiped her eyes
and stood up.

“Come on,” she
said, reaching for his hand, “We won’t save the world sitting
here.”

Barsch took her hand and allowed himself to be
pulled skyward. Even though he wasn’t exactly an expert on the female-mind, he could tell
that somehow, he had hurt her.

But she didn’t seem intent on giving him a chance
to apologize. With a
final look towards the now empty sky, Alza turned around and headed
towards the facility…


Chapter XX: Minus Six

In which he descends…






Alza looked in
the mirror.

Eva looked
back at her.

“What aren’t you telling me?”
Eva asked.

The two-in-one
woman was standing in her room.

“She deserves the truth, Alza,”
Charlotte said, and she was
right.

So Alza told her.


Everything.

A few minutes
later, a solitary tear rolled down Eva’s face. Alza wasn’t sure
which one of them had shed it.

“Everyone?” Eva asked, voice trembling.

“That’s what I
was told,” Alza replied.

“By those… Avatars?” Eva asked, “And they are… trustworthy?”

Alza
nodded.

“Can we…
stop it?”

“Barsch thinks that we can, but I’m not so sure. He
always tries to save everyone, even when not everyone
can
be saved…”

“What… else… aren’t you telling me?” Eva asked. She was a sharp one, that was
for sure.

Alza took a
deep breath before replying, “Do you remember when you
collapsed?”

“Yeah, it was anaemia, wasn’t it?”

Alza shook her
head and replied, “No, my condition somehow manifested in your
body, if only for a moment.”

“Your…
condition?”

“My body is…
breaking down… in my present. I… I don’t have long…”

“Alza… I’m so sorry…” Eva said, and through their link Alza
could tell that she was sincere.

Nothing was
said for a long time.

“So… we’re both doomed, right?”
Eva asked.

“Right.”

“Okay… well, no sense in
standing here
feeling sorry for ourselves… If we are both going to die, then I
say we die fighting, don’t you?”

Alza placed
her hand on the mirror.

Eva’s
reflection did the same.

No further
words were needed. Both women knew the stakes. Both women knew what
awaited them.

But
that would not keep them down…

*

“Are you sure about this?”
Cecil asked, as Barsch prepared
to knock on the wooden door.

“No, I’m not,” Barsch replied, knocking, “But if we don’t do something,
everyone dies.”

A few seconds later the door opened, revealing a surprised
colonel.

“Mr Souvier?”
Colonel Dredgen asked, “What brings you here?”

“I witnessed
some suspicious behaviour recently and I wanted to run it by you
first before I took it to Dr Reclana,” Barsch answered.

“Of course,”
the colonel replied, “Come in and take a seat.”

Barsch did
so.

Once they had
both settled into their chairs the colonel leaned forward and
asked, “So, what exactly did you see?”

Barsch hesitated for just the right amount of time
before answering, “Well, last night, I was wandering through the facility and I… got
lost… before I knew it, I found myself in a dock that doesn’t seem
to exist on the facility’s map.”

“A secret
dock?” the colonel mused, “I’m not aware of anything like
that…”

“Neither was
I, colonel,” Barsch continued, laying the trap, “But while I was
there, I saw something… strange…”

“Strange?”

“Scientists
polluting seawater on purpose… and not just for an experiment.”

“Purposeful pollution?” the colonel asked, rubbing
his stubbled chin, “Are
you thinking that it was sabotage?”

Barsch shook
his head and replied, “I don’t know… I don’t think so. I was told
that we were here to save the world and get rid of all the
pollution, but I don’t see how creating more of it helps
anyone…”

Colonel
Dredgen nodded and asked, “That does sound strange. Did you
recognize any of the people responsible?”

Colonel
Dredgen had taken the bait.

“Y-yes, the people in charge were…
oh, I… can’t say…,” Barsch
replied, allowing his voice to falter ever so slightly.

Colonel Dredgen leaned in closer, “Don’t worry, Mr Souvier, whoever it
is, I will not allow them to harm you. My loyalty is to the men and
women of this facility, and I will gladly lay down my life for
their safety.”

“He sounds… sincere,” Cecil observed.

“Yes, yes he does,” Barsch replied.

Taking a deep
breath for maximum impact, Barsch uttered, “Very well, I trust you,
colonel. The people in charge were Dr Reclana… and General
Wright…”

“Wha-” Colonel Dredgen started, before suddenly
stopping himself and asking, “A-are you sure?”

“Yes,” Barsch
replied, with a tone of total surety.

“I see… That
is very strange indeed,” the colonel responded, with a strange look
on his face, “I would advise against taking this to Dr Reclana, Mr
Souvier, until I have had a chance to investigate.”

“Very well, colonel,” Barsch
replied, “And I am sure
that the doctor and the general have otherwise been very
forthcoming with their plans…”

It was better
than nothing.

But the
seed had been planted.

If Barsch had any hope of preventing both
cataclysms, he needed an
inside man.

Judging from
the look of unease on Colonel Dredgen’s face, he might have just
found one…

*

“So, if Dr Reclana and General Wright are
somehow behind the cataclysm, then what do we do next?”
Cecil asked, as Barsch left the
colonel’s office.

“Well, they
are obviously hiding something from the majority of the facility’s
populace… Then it makes sense that they are using some part of the
facility to carry out their plan.”

“A secret
lab?”

“Or something like that,”
Barsch replied.

“You know, I think I might know of something,”
Cecil said, while gently taking
the reins of control from Barsch. The older man steered their joint
body towards the facility’s storerooms, where most of the unused
equipment and samples were kept, “When I first got here, I got lost on my
way to fetch a sample for Eva. I found a door that was sealed off,
but no-one knew what was on the other side…”

A few minutes later Cecil stood before the door in
question. It was small and otherwise unremarkable, save for an old, faded logo on the
doorknob.

An infinity
symbol with a crescent on each side of the midpoint.

The same
symbol they had seen on the pipe they had discovered on the
jungle.

“You said that it was sealed,
right?” Barsch asked, as
Cecil examined the logo more closely.

“Right, it
didn’t budge an inch when I first saw it.”

“Cecil… it’s open…” Barsch pointed out.

Cecil pushed
on the slightly ajar door and indeed, it swung open with zero
resistance.

Beyond the door was a dimly lit staircase which
seemed to dive towards the planet’s core.

“After you,” Barsch chuckled, as Cecil began the long journey
towards the dark depths…

*

Squall floated above the island, lost in thought.

The time was drawing nearer, but still he had no idea of the
cause of the sense of dread in his heart. This was the place, of
that much he was certain.

But humans were tricky creatures, and they were
unfortunately blessed with an abundance of creativity. Some had
used that creativity to write ballads that could move even an
Avatar to tears, but others had used it to devise methods of great
destruction.

Squall had seen them first hand, bombs streaking
through his skies,
flames consuming entire cities, factories pumping out death into
the air.

Whatever doom approached; it would not be easy to discern its true nature
until the very last moment.

And so Squall maintained his eternal vigil,
watching the island for any signs of malcontent. However, as he watched, he spotted a
familiar figure waving to him from a secluded beach.

Terra, his one
and only brother.

After
checking the facility once more, Squall quickly descended to the
human-free beach.

“Brother,” Terra said, as Squall reached the dividing line
between land and sea, “I bring news.”

Squall took a
moment to examine the gently moving tideline before replying to his
brother. The water had a grimy sheen that did not exist in nature
and smelt of rotting eggs. The pollution had reached the island,
despite its isolated location.

Another sign
of the Avatar’s greatest failure…

“Let me guess, He Who Sleeps Above
wants me to
come home?” Squall
asked, facing his brother.

“I am
sorry, brother, but you cannot stay here…”

“Even if my
absence resulted in the death of the human race?”

Terra shrugged and replied, “The planet will endure.
We
will
endure.”

Squall took a
deep breath.

“I refuse.
If He Who Sleeps Above cannot abide by my decision… then let Him
smite me where I stand.”

“Brother, PLEASE!” Terra cried, real hurt in his emerald
eyes, “I do
not want to lose you!”

“AND I CANNOT LOSE THEM!”
Squall roared, temper flaring
for but an instant. It was that same temper that had caused him to
go to war with He Who Sleeps Above all those eons ago.

It wasn’t a
part of himself that he was particularly proud of…

“You would risk everything, on a
hunch!?!” Terra asked,
taking a step towards his brother.

“More than a hunch, brother,”
Squall replied, trying to
temper his anger, “There is a storm coming. A catastrophe unlike anything
this planet has faced before. It will strike here, and it will
strike soon. If I do nothing… no one will survive…”

Terra took
another step. Squall did not know what he would do if his brother
tried to take him by force…

“Forgive me, brother, but I cannot see
it!” Terra cried, tears
falling freely, “What if you are wrong?”

“What if I am right?” Squall asked, “I already abandoned them once, and
it tore my heart in two. I will not… I cannot abandon them again. Please, brother,
return to our realm. Tell the others that you could not convince
me. Tell them whatever you need to, but do not return to this place
unless you intend to join me…”

Terra stopped
in his tracks, a look of pure anguish on his face.

“And, if
there is any love left in your heart for your brother… I would ask
one final favour…”

Terra wiped his eyes and asked,
“What would you have
me do, brother?”

“There is a
human I would have you look after. I do not know if he has been
born yet, but I want you to watch over him all the same. I believe…
that he has the potential to become a champion of
humanity.”

“What is
his name?”

“Barsch,” Squall replied, recalling the expression on the
young man’s face, “Barsch La Tergan. Please, promise me that you will protect
him!”

Squall saw the internal discussion play out on his brother’s face, but
eventually, and with great hesitation, the Avatar of the Land
nodded and said, “Very well, brother, I will keep an eye on this… future
champion. But you know our laws, even as you continue to break
them. I cannot interfere in his life, nor his destiny. If he fails,
I will do nothing.”

It was as good as Squall could hope for.
He had an inkling,
however, that Barsch was in safe hands.

“Now, I ask
you, brother, to please leave me to my fate. The storm comes, and I
would never forgive myself if it brought you harm.”

Terra stepped
closer and then, faster than Squall could react, threw his arms
around his brother.

“Be safe, brother, and come back to us. You
are the Avatar of the Skies, and you and you alone are master of the winds. If
the storm comes, I know that you will be able to tame
it…”

A moment later, Terra stepped back. There
were fresh tears in his eyes,
but no further words filled the space between siblings.

Squall
blinked, and Terra was gone.

Rising into
the air once more, Squall called to the winds.

“Gust and gale, torrent and tale, I call
upon the winds of the world!” Squall cried, as the winds answered his cry and moved to
greet him, “Something evil lurks upon this land, and we cannot allow
it to escape! I am master of storm and sky, and I command you to
gather in my name!”

As he watched, the clouds began to move and
shift. The currents were
his to control, and the slipstreams were mere extensions of his
will.

Squall would protect the humans of the
world, even if it meant
reducing the island below to a pile of rubble…

*

“Floor Minus Five,” Barsch read, as he reached the
metal landing. Cecil was
out of breath, but Barsch didn’t really mind.

It wasn’t his legs that were burning, after all.

Unfortunately,
they had reached the end of the stairwell. A solid wall lay before
them with no way around it.

“What now?” Cecil asked.

Barsch
walked forward until he reached the wall. Placing both hands upon
its smooth surface, he pushed. The wall, surprisingly, swung away
to reveal another staircase.

“Great, more stairs,” Cecil muttered.

“I think we’re
almost there,” Barsch replied, as they descended the dimly lit
stairwell.

“What makes
you say that?”

“Look,” Barsch
replied, pointing to a faded sign at the bottom of the
stairwell.

“Minus six,” Cecil observed, “Where have I heard that
before?”

“From Adrian Priest,” Barsch replied, moving
faster as they neared
their destination, “The one who worked here in the
past.”

“But didn’t
he work for-

“CryCo,”
Barsch interjected, noting the symbol which lay on the solid metal
door before him.

An infinity
symbol and two crescents. But they weren’t crescent’s, he
realized.

They were a logo for a company long since
lost.

“Wait, you
think that this place is-

“The CryCo
facility,” Barsch replied, “It looks like they didn’t destroy it
after all…”

Moving through the door, Barsch’s suspicion was
immediately proven correct. The door swung open to reveal a large facility
which seemed to be arranged in a large cylinder. Cryopods, older
models than the ones found in Genesis Station 13, lined the
walls.

There must
have been hundreds of them.

At the centre
of the cylinder there was something that looked like a command
console. It was elevated and covered in devices that Barsch
couldn’t even name, let alone operate.

But that was
not all.

Barsch was not
alone.

Not counting Cecil, Ashe, Lanista and the Void, obviously…

There was someone standing beside the command console.

Someone
wearing a white lab coat.

Someone…
familiar.

*

“Authorization code Gaia Novus Ultima,” the scientist said, speaking
into a microphone located at the base of the console, “This is
Agent Schlomo from Artelius Island. I have found evidence that the
leaders of this project, Dr Reclana and General Wright, have
betrayed the edict of the U.N.O.E and are acting without
consideration of the project’s original goals. They have falsified
data and submitted erroneous reports which state that the project
is well on its way to meet the agreed upon goals of reducing global
pollution, however, the reality could not be more different. The
duo are engaging in a secret project using U.N.O.E funding and
equipment which seems to be causing more pollution, not less. It is
my belief that they are planning to take full control of the
facility and redirect all available resources towards this
secretive mission. I will attempt to gather more information before
recommending a course of action. Agent Schlomo, out.”

Barsch stepped
forward.

“You?” he
asked, voice filled with surprise, “You’re the spy?”

Sigmund Cortage turned around.

“And you,”
Sigmund replied, with a startling lack of surprise, “Are not Cecil
Souvier.”


Chapter XXI:
Masks

In which lies are
told…






Barsch’s brain
ground to a halt for a few valuable seconds before restarting.

“W-what do you
mean?” he stammered, as the spy drew closer, “W-who else would I
be?”

Sigmund shook his head and replied, “I don’t know.
An agent from a rival
faction, perhaps? All I know is that you are definitely not Cecil
Souvier.”

“Why do you
think that?” Barsch asked, trying to see if Sigmund had any weapons
on him.

Sigmund smiled and answered, “Well, I’ve been
watching you since you first arrived. You happened to bump into Dr Reclana, the facility’s leader, on
your very first day and got yourself assigned to Argent Lab, the
least monitored lab on the island.”

“Honestly, I was just clumsy that
day,” Cecil
muttered.

“And you can’t seem to keep your story straight,” Sigmund continued, taking
another step forward, “You went from somewhat competent lab
assistant to someone who didn’t know one end of a beaker from
another, in a span of days.”

“Yeah, you do kind of suck at lab
work,” Cecil chimed
in.

“Finally, I snuck into Colonel Dredgen’s office a few days ago and read
your file. Your father was in the Freedman Rebellion… is that who
you are working for… some kind of remnant organization?”

“No, that wasn’t my intention…”
Cecil mumbled,
“I thought that
maybe… if I proved myself here… proved myself to the U.N.O.E., they
would consider revoking the bounty on my father’s head… and maybe
even help me find him…”

“So, what do
you have to say for yourself, deceiver?” Sigmund asked, now an
arm’s length away from Barsch.

Barsch thought
faster than a lightning strike.

Sigmund would
never believe the truth.

But perhaps…
he would believe the lie that he had already spoken…

Raising his arms into the air, Barsch sighed and
replied, “Alright, you got me. Everything you said was the truth, including the stuff
about the… remnant organization.”

Sigmund’s eyes immediately lit up as he exclaimed,
“I knew it! I knew the Freedman Rebellion had gone underground! Just wait until my
supervisors hear about this! It might even mean a
promotion!”

A moment later, however, his eyes
narrowed, and he asked the
golden question, “Wait… what does the Freedman Rebellion want with
this facility? We only have a handful of re-mechs on the island,
mostly because of the security concerns that your lot caused.
Surely, they aren’t worth the danger?”

Barsch’s
thoughts overtook the speed of light and headed into the speed of
darkness.

“You’re
right,” he conceded, “We aren’t here for the re-mechs.”

“Although I would free every last one of
them if I could…” Barsch
thought.

“Then… why are
you here?”

Time for a hint of truth to be added to this cocktail of
lies.

“My… people…
have received information that Dr Reclana and General Wright might
be planning something… catastrophic… something that would affect
humans and re-mechs alike. I was… dispatched here… in order to find
out what they are planning.”

Sigmund let
out a small laugh and said, “Hah, I knew that I was onto something!
I’ve been watching them since day one, but they haven’t let
anything important slip just yet.”

“Is that why the U.N.O.E sent you? To keep
an eye on them?”

Sigmund nodded and replied, “Yeah. Up until a few
months ago, the reports we received from the facility looked
normal. However, recently their data has made no sense to our
scientists, and we started to investigate. We had believed that
they were somehow siphoning funds provided by the U.N.O.E to their
own accounts, but so
far, we haven’t uncovered any evidence of that.”

“I don’t think
this is about stealing from the U.N.O.E,” Barsch said, remembering
the look on Dr Reclana’s face during the secret pollution test,
“There is something in this facility that they are working on that
they don’t want anyone to know about. I thought that I was on the
right trail, but it doesn’t look like they’ve been down here.”

“I agree,” Sigmund replied, looking around at the
decrepit equipment and dust-covered surfaces, “I only found this
place by accident and to
the best of my knowledge I’m the only one who has been down here…
until now.”

“And the
transmission?”

“Well, the
last time I tried to send a report to my supervisors it was
intercepted by General Wright, so I thought that the communication
equipment in this facility might be able to bypass his scans.”

“I’m amazed
that anything down here is still operational,” Barsch said, taking
in the decades-old equipment.

“Well, you don’t go into cryogenic preservation
technology without investing heavily into redundancy,” Sigmund said, “And from what
I’ve heard, CryCo was a pioneer in the field. Of course, that
expertise didn’t come cheap. Apparently, they mainly catered to the
rich and famous, offering to extend their lives by freezing them
for a few weeks at a time. Their cryochambers boasted an impressive
ninety-seven percent survival rate… although the longest anyone was
actually frozen was only a few months.”

“Right, they
had some kind of issue with their automatic release software…”

“Correct,” Sigmund said, “They could freeze a human with little
effort, but someone had to manually unfreeze them, otherwise they
would remain frozen until the power went out. And, given that this
place is powered by geothermal energy, that would be a very,
very
long time.”

“Can you imagine?” Cecil said, “Being frozen with little hope of ever
waking up…”

“Yeah,” Barsch replied, recalling his own experiences with
cryogenesis, “I can.”

“So, why did the U.N.O.E decide to send
you?” Barsch
asked, trying to steer the conversation towards safer waters.
Sigmund had not dropped his guard, but Barsch could tell that he
was not as hostile as he initially had been.

“They didn’t
decide,” Sigmund replied, “I volunteered.”

“Why?”

Sigmund blushed slightly and responded, “I heard
that Dr de Vertia was leading one of the research labs. I… I saw her once, when I
was a kid. It was a facility up north known as the Garden. My
mother was undergoing treatment for a genetic disorder and while I
was waiting for her treatment to finish, I met Eva. I don’t think
she remembers me, but I will never forget the look on her face…
Even during her treatment, she did not shed a single tear… She
inspired me to be strong… for my mother…”

“So, you came
all this way here?”

“To thank
her,” Sigmund replied, tears visible in his eyes, “But I haven’t
found the confidence to tell her just yet.”

“Don’t wait,”
Barsch replied, knowing what the future held, “We don’t always get
a second chance…”

“Thank you,” Sigmund replied, wiping his tears on
his coat’s sleeve, “For
a terrorist, you’re actually quite a nice guy, Cecil.”

“And you’re not as dumb as I thought you were,”
Barsch replied, with a small chuckle, “Schlomo.”

“Hey, I didn’t
get to pick my codename!” Sigmund protested.

“Anything you say, Schlomo…” Barsch replied, laughing for what seemed
like the first time in months.

*

“So… what now?” Sigmund asked, as Barsch’s laughter faded, “Do you turn
me in, or do I turn you in?”

Barsch thought
for a moment.

Sigmund wasn’t
the cause of the cataclysm… probably.

And, as
Kingston would probably have said, ‘the more the
merrier’.

“What about
option three?” Barsch asked, “We work together to uncover Dr
Reclana’s plan and then go our separate ways?”

Sigmund
thought about Barsch’s proposal for a minute before nodding and
replying, “I like option three. I can always leave your name out of
my report, after all.”

“So…
allies?”

“Allies,”
Sigmund confirmed, extending his hand for Barsch to shake.

Barsch did so,
and the deal was made.

“Now, we should probably head up,” Sigmund
said, turning away from
the command console, “If we’re absent for too long someone might
get suspicious.”

“Wait,” Barsch
said, holding up his right hand, “Before we go, I would like you to
send one more message.”

“To whom?” Sigmund asked, with a look of suspicion. He was
obviously fine with working with someone he suspected was a
terrorist, but that trust likely did not extend to helping said
terrorist commit acts of, well, terror.

“Your
supervisors,” Barsch replied, and immediately Sigmund’s suspicion
was replaced with an equal look of surprise, “I want you to tell
them that a cataclysm might occur on the island within the next few
days. If they can, I want them to erect a containment field over
the whole island.”

Sigmund gasped as he put two and two together, “You think we could
be looking at another Creed Event?”

Barsch, however, shook his head and replied,
“Worse… much worse.”

*

Despite the
long climb ahead, Barsch was feeling good. He still did not know
what caused the cataclysm or how to stop it, but at least he was
gathering allies.

Sigmund,
during the long trek, had tried to pry some information out of
Barsch, most likely hoping to uncover exactly who ‘Cecil’ really
was.

The man in question, however, had little to
say, so Barsch had been
forced to lie… again.

-and then they
made me their leader,” Barsch said, twisting the truth into an
unrecognizable form.

“Wow!” Sigmund replied, “And all that because you took a wrong turn on
your way home?”

“Yes…” Barsch
said, hoping that his story had been enough to sate the spy’s
suspicions.

A few minutes
of arduous climbing later, the duo arrived at the stairwell’s
exit.

“I suppose we should find Eva and Sylvia,” Barsch said, as they opened
the door, “We need to keep a low profile until we can make a move
on Dr Reclana and the general.”

However, as
the door opened the air was filled with an ear-piercing alarm. Red
light bathed the once well-lit hallway, turning every exposed
surface a bloody shade of crimson.

“What the
hell?” Sigmund asked, as the two men moved down the corridor, “You
don’t think that this is because of us, do you?”

A few seconds
later, a familiar face came running towards them.

Sylvia,
wearing a look of absolute panic, almost collided with them in her
haste.

“Sylvia, what’s wrong?” Sigmund asked, trying to calm the shaking
woman.

After taking a deep breath, Sylvia shuddered and
shouted, “Raigan
has come!”


Chapter XXII: Preserving the Past

In which the storm
comes…

 


Barsch’s blood
immediately ran cold.

“How- he
started, “How do you know that name?!?”

“Name?” Sylvia replied, still agitated,
“Raigan isn’t a
person, it’s a thing!”

“What?” asked Barsch.

“You- you guys
don’t know about the Final Storm?”

Both men shook
their heads.

“Huh,” Sylvia replied, curiosity now
replacing panic, “I
thought it was a universal thing, but it looks like it’s only a
story for the Judai…”

“Sylvia, we
are both exhausted, please can you explain before we collapse?”
Sigmund asked, still wheezing slightly.

“Oh, right,” Sylvia said, shrugging her shoulders,
“I heard this when I was
a kid, so I might be getting a few details wrong… So, the Judai are
taught that the world was created by Aster, the God of Light, and
Astrum, the Goddess of Night, in the form of a burning seed. It was
created by combining Aster’s divine seed with Astrum’s burning
rain. The belief is that as long as the seed burns, the world will
endure. Unfortunately, the seed is doomed to slowly burn out, and
when the time comes for the seed to extinguish, Raigan appears.”

“Raigan being-

-the Judai word for the Final Storm,” Sylvia replied, “It is said
that the Final Storm will not just extinguish the burning seed, but
wipe the entire world clean, humans included.”

“But why would you think that the Final Storm has
come?” Sigmund asked, confused.

“Let me show you,” Sylvia replied, taking Sigmund’s
arm and leading them towards the atrium.

A few minutes
later they entered the enormous, dome-covered room and saw the
reason behind Sylvia’s panic.

The monitor,
which previously had borne a welcome message to all entering the
atrium, now showed an aerial view of the island.

A massive
storm surrounded the tiny rock, far larger than anything Barsch had
ever seen.

“See?” Sylvia said, gesturing towards the swirling
mass of black clouds and rock-splitting lighting, “The Final Storm is here, and we
are screwed.”

*

There was a
distinct lack of calm in the atrium. Everyone present, from
scientists to janitors and security were visibly unsettled. The
cause of the population’s concern was blatantly obvious.

The storm that
was about to devour the island.

In that moment, everyone looked to their fearless
leader for guidance, and Dr Reclana did not disappoint. She was
standing atop a hastily constructed stage, directly below the
screen which displayed the storm in all its terrible glory.

“My heroes of humanity, today is truly a dark day
for all of us!” Dr Reclana cried, from her makeshift podium, “A
storm the likes of which has never been seen has suddenly sprung up
around us, without so much of a hint of a warning! Obviously, we
knew that storms were common in this part of the world, but the
storm that now threatens us is somewhat unique!”

The assembled staff began to murmur amongst
themselves at this revelation. No doubt some of them -likely the
new arrivals- were still
holding out hope that the storm was a regular occurrence and had
been appropriately planned for.

“We currently have several drones up in the air,
monitoring the storm. From their readings and our own, it is clear
that this storm is more powerful than any in recorded history. With
gale-force winds, waves taller than buildings and lightning
powerful enough to evaporate rock, this storm lies beyond our
current classification system. We might be looking at a
once-in-a-millennium
level event.”

More murmuring from the assembled staff.

Everyone was
apparently waiting for the good news.

And Dr Reclana delivered it, clearing her voice
and saying, “However, we do have some good news. For some reason,
the storm has surrounded the island but the centre of the
storm, its eye, has not
moved since we began tracking it. For now, we appear to be
safe.”

“But what if
it starts moving?!?” one of the braver or possibly stupider
scientists called out.

“If it moves, it will most likely devastate this island and our
entire facility. From our preliminary investigation, we have
estimated the number of casualties to be… zero.”

Immediately a
great sigh of relief filled the air.

“Ah, my
apologies, I meant to say survivors,” Dr Reclana continued, as the
sigh turned into a groan of despair, “However, there is a second
piece of good news. The storm does not appear to have reached its
full force yet.”

Barsch looked
up to the screen. The storm already filled it, with the island a
tiny, fragile dot in the centre.

And it was going to get worse?

“So, we could
evacuate?” asked the brave/stupid scientist, “If it hasn’t reached
full strength yet, we could get through the storm in our emergency
ships, right?”

Hope filled
the room once more.

However, Dr
Reclana’s face looked as if it had just been struck.

“You… you would abandon… everything… we have worked for?” she asked, voice shaking
from barely contained rage, “You would abandon humanity… in order to save yourself?”

“Yes?” the man
replied, sounding unsure.

“TRAITOR!” Dr Reclana suddenly
screamed, with enough
force to drive the nearest scientist’s backwards, away from the
stage, “OUR WORK IS BEYOND A SINGLE LIFE!”

“B-but-

“SILENCE!” Dr Reclana roared, “None of us are going
anywhere! Our research
is more valuable than any one of us!”

“But the
storm!” the man cried.

“Will pass,” Dr Reclana replied, anger settling
slightly, “But if we abandon our research, we might as well die.
The facility will go on a level one lockdown. All exterior exits will be sealed. No
one goes in, no one goes out. All of you will return to your labs
and you will do your best to safeguard your research. So long as it
can be recovered from beneath your corpse, your life will not have
been lost in vain!”

Hope left the
room.

“This isn’t good,” Cecil said, “Forget the cataclysm, Dr Reclana is going
to get us all killed long before then!”

Cecil was right. If the Artelius Cataclysm had
been a storm, even a once-in-a-millennium one, Barsch would have heard about it. But
instead, from what he had heard, the cataclysm had somehow drastically increased the
amount of pollution in the world in a short span of
time.

There was more
to this than the storm.

However, in
order to discover the cataclysm’s true nature, Barsch had to do
something insane.

Which, in
hindsight, was actually quite normal for him…

“I OBJECT!”
cried a voice, but it wasn’t his.

“Who said
that!?!” Dr Reclana screeched, as General Wright and Colonel
Dredgen moved to flank her.

“I did,” said
someone, stepping forward.

“Ah, Dr de Vertia, of course,” Dr Reclana
said, sending an evil
smile towards Eva.

*

“You have no
right to endanger our lives in exchange for the preservation of our
research,” Eva said, with a strong, pure voice, “Before the storm
grows stronger, we should see if escape is possible.”

“No… right?” Dr Reclana replied, with a smug
expression, “I have every right! You all signed a contract when you
joined this project, did you not? That contract, on the very first
line, states that if I must make a choice between your lives and
your research, I will not hesitate to cast you aside to your fate. Your lives are
forfeit, but your work will keep your legacy alive!”

“That might be so, but we should be the ones to
make that choice, not you,” Eva replied, not backing down an inch,
“I want to save humanity just as much as anyone here, but I will
not sacrifice my own humanity in
the process!”

“Fool!” Dr Reclana shouted, clearly losing her cool
in the face of Eva’s defiance, “You are all cogs in my glorious
machine, and if a single cog breaks, we do not throw away the
entire machine! If one
of you endangers my work, you will be removed!”

“So, now you
threaten me?” Eva asked, head held high, “You threaten us? Dr
Reclana, you are a brilliant scientist, but it is apparent that you
are a terrible human being. I think we should take a vote.”

“On
leaving?”

“On removing
you,” Eva replied, “And replacing you with someone who actually
gives a damn about the people you serve!”

“Such INSOLENCE!” Dr Reclana screamed, red in the
face, “Do you think that any one of you could do my job?!? Do
you think that any one
of you has what it takes to save humanity?!?”

“I don’t
know,” Eva responded, “But I know for sure that you are not that
person. So, step aside, and let’s find out if someone better stands
amongst us.”

“ENOUGH!!” Dr Reclana roared, “I have tolerated this… insubordination
for too long!”

Turning to the man beside her, Dr Reclana
commanded, “Colonel Dredgen, as you can see, Dr de Vertia has
become a severe security risk! I order you to detain her, and all
those who refuse to return to their stations!”

Barsch looked
at Colonel Dredgen, wondering what the man would do.

From the looks
of it, Colonel Dredgen was wondering the exact same thing.

He hesitated,
stepping forward a half-step before faltering. After a few
agonizing seconds, he shook his head and stepped backwards.

“FINE!” Dr
Reclana roared, “General Wright, do your duty!”

“With
pleasure, my lady,” the general replied, before stepping off the
stage and heading directly towards Eva.

Barsch started moving towards her, but Cecil chose
that moment to take full
control and sprint ahead. Barsch could feel his panic, buried deep
within a shell of pure love.

A heartbeat
later, Cecil reached Eva. She was still where he had last seen her,
frozen to the spot with a look of shock on her face. It was clear
that she had not anticipated this.

Amazingly,
Cecil was not alone in his charge. A moment later Sigmund and
Sylvia burst forth from the crowd, coming to the defence of their
department head.

General Wright did not seem to mind the new
arrivals. From within
his uniform he withdrew something that looked… familiar.

A shaft of
polished metal, roughly a foot long.

A solar
staff.

Kingston had
once wielded one to devastating results, and Alza had inherited the
weapon upon his passing.

It was not something to be used lightly,
especially against defenceless scientists.

However, not all of the people present were quite
so helpless. Digging down deep into his core, Barsch summoned his
power. He couldn’t be too flashy, but he could at least knock the
general down on his back
with a quick blast of hardened air.

Or, that would
have been the plan, if Barsch’s powers had manifested themselves.
But there was a barrier between what he wanted and what he had, and
his power could not cross it.

Shit.

“Eva!” Cecil
cried, while Barsch tried to coax his powers from their hiding
spot.

General Wright chose that moment to unfold the full might of his solar
staff. The six-foot weapon crackled with barely contained
electricity and hummed as it was thrust forward, towards
Eva.

Barsch
could only wonder if Alza was experiencing the same power
incontinence as he was, as he watched the metallic tool move
towards her host.

However, the
staff never arrived at Eva’s unprotected frame.

It was
stopped… by Cecil.

“Move aside,
whelp!” the general shouted.

“Never!” Cecil
replied, voice shaking slightly.

“So be it!”
the general said, as he pressed a button on the staff and sent a
devastating amount of volts through the weapon.

Barsch felt pain shoot through Cecil’s mind as his
system was overloaded. A
moment later the darkness came, and Barsch felt himself flying
backwards, out of Cecil’s unconscious mind…

*

Barsch awoke
with a scream.

But that
wasn’t exactly unusual for him.

Shaking his head, he rose to his feet. Dawn was
breaking in the far-off
distance, bathing the still ocean with a million shades of red and
orange. The Avatars were nowhere to be seen, but Barsch knew that
they were not far away.

“Welcome back,” said the Unknown Woman, “Although you chose an early time to
return.”

“Trust me, it wasn’t my choice,”
Barsch replied. Alza was still
asleep, which meant that Eva was still conscious.

That, at the
very least, was a good sign.

“I take it
that things are not going well in the past?”

“No, they’re not,” Barsch replied. It was weird, talking to
someone whose name you didn’t even know.

Someone he had only met for a moment, and whose
death had nevertheless clearly had a long-lasting impact on his young mind.

“I wish I could help you,”
she replied, with motherly
kindness, “But unfortunately we are all stuck here.”

“What do you do… when I’m not here…”
Barsch asked, aware that he was
probably talking to a figment of his own imagination… or a symptom
of his broken mind.

“Wait for you to get back,”
the Unknown Woman
replied, “And
pray for your safety.”

“I’m sorry…” Barsch replied, feeling oddly guilty,
“I wish I knew your
name…”

“You already know it,” the Unknown Woman replied, with a light
chuckle, “You
have merely forgotten. My name is El-

-Hey, murderer,” Kain suddenly interjected, “Who’s the new guy?”

What?

“Look, roll call!” Kain exclaimed.

“Here!” said Yumiere, with a cheerful energy.

“Present!” cried Rigel, happy to be taking part.

“Hey there,” whispered Ashe, bringing a blush to Barsch’s
face.

“My fangs are ready,” growled Lanista, ready to charge.

“The Void watches all,” intoned the Void, always standing apart
from the rest.

“What the hell is going on?”
asked a voice that did not
belong.

It took Barsch
a split-second to identify the newcomer…


“CECIL?!?”












Chapter XXIII: Maloch the Saviour

In which he fulfils his
promise…






1 Month Ago






CONNECTED.

I sit at the controls of the Saving Grace
II. The engine is primed, and all systems are green. Everything is ready for
launch. The ship feels… hope.

She was built
to fly, but for decades she has sat in this desolate spaceport,
left to rust and ruin. Using the innards of other ships, Rose and I
have restored her to life.

But I worry
that our repairs will not be enough. Time has struck a great blow
to the ship, rendering a wound that we have hastily covered with
metal and glue.

It might not
hold.

It might not
even fly.

But Barsch and Alza are up there, on
Tartarus, alone and most probably in mortal peril.

It is never
far from them, or so I’ve learnt.

So, even
though this ship might fall apart mid-flight, I will take a chance…
for them.

Because they
would do the same thing for me. But, unlike them, I am a coward. I
could not bear the thought of Rose taking this risk.

Of losing
her.

And so, like a
coward, I lied.

I asked her to
fetch a component from the other end of the spaceport. It will take
her some time to complete this task… time enough for me to
launch.

It… should have been enough time.

But I…
hesitated.

My hands,
wrapped around the controls, seem incapable of initiating the
launch sequence.

Is it
fear?

No. I am
resolute.

Is it
worry?

No. I am
resigned to my fate.

So, what is it
then?

Ah… guilt.

I… regret…
what I have done to Rose.

In that moment
of regret, however, everything falls apart.

Rose has
returned from my deceptive task, useless component in hand. She
sees me in the cockpit. She sees the ship on the launchpad.

She is a re-mech. Math is our second
language. She easily puts two and two together.

I see the
expressions cross her faceplate. They would be lost on a human, but
to me they are clear as day.

Shock.

Confusion.

Hurt.

“Maloch, don’t do this!”
she calls, pounding
on the exterior of the ship, “We were supposed to go together!”

She cannot
hear my reply.

But I say it
all the same.

“Forgive me.”

In that moment, I find my courage. The
ship moves under my direction, engines roaring with barely
contained power. My destination is above, the red moon rapidly
approaching the planet.

I must leave
her behind. But… this is not the end.

I will return.
Somehow. Someday.

I promise.

So wait for
me, Rose… for I am a re-mech, and my word is my oath.

Turning my
attention heavenwards, I command the ship to fly. The Saving Grace
II leaps at my command, and a moment later we are moving through
the air, heading towards the cold, dark void.

I am a coward,
this is true, but I am no liar.

I gave my
word.

I made my
vow.

I will
return.

No matter
what.

*

Maloch crested the hill, and for the
first time since his
journey began, he recognized his surroundings.

At last, he
had returned.

He had kept
his promise.

His journey across the Strait of Severance had
been mercifully problem free. The U.N.O.E yacht had been easy to
sail and had been stored in an airtight dock which had protected
the vessel against the twin fangs of rust and decay. After a brief
moment of consideration, he had named the vessel the
Saving Grace
III.

Maloch would
be the first to admit that his naming sense was… subpar.

But the Saving Grace III, like its predecessors, had safely carried him
across a vast distance. Unfortunately, his sailing knowledge was
quite limited, so instead of running the risk of wrecking the
vessel on unfamiliar coastlines he had chosen instead to berth the
vessel in the first safe harbour he had come across. He had
continued his journey towards Sanctuary on foot, but at last he was
within reach of the town.

Only one thing
stood between him and his goal.

Kingstown.

A town built for re-mechs, by re-mechs. Before the Great Sleep, such a thing
would have been unthinkable. But Maloch, through great effort, had
managed to convince the re-mechs he had freed to band together and
create a place where they could truly belong.

They had
wanted to call it FreE-mechIA, but Maloch had used his one and only
veto. He had wanted to name it after his dear friend, a man who had
given his life trying to help others.

And so, a town
of free re-mechs came to be named after a human.

Gregory
Kingston.

Before he could enter Sanctuary,
Maloch needed to see his
people.

*

“Welcome to Kingstown, friend of the
free,” the computerized
voice announced, as Maloch watched the entrance unfold. The hatch
had been perfectly camouflaged and would be all but undetectable to
anyone who didn’t know it was there. It was only one of several
hidden entrances to Kingstown, each one capable of serving as an
evacuation route in the event the re-mech town was discovered by
enemy forces.

In the whole world, perhaps only a handful of
people knew about one or two of the entrances.

Only Maloch
knew all of them.

He wished that one day, he would be able to make
them common knowledge, but history had taught him what happened to
the unprepared and the overly trusting. During the South Wars, men and re-mechs
had come together to form the Freedman Rebellion, a noble group
with the goal of total freedom for its mechanical
members.

But the
U.N.O.E had not approached the group with diplomacy.

They had come
with weapons.

And faced with the power of the unified world
government, the Freedman
Rebellion had been crushed. Its human members had been killed or
imprisoned and its mechanical members had been re-programmed into
loyal soldiers or melted down into slag.

So, when
Maloch had begun freeing re-mechs, he had learnt from the mistakes
of his forebears. Even though the U.N.O.E had not survived the
Great Sleep, there were no doubt plenty of humans who were
interested in maintaining the status quo.

Humans on
top.

Re-mechs
below.

Moving through the rough-hewn passage, Maloch
wondered how the
re-mechs had fared since his absence. He had tried to instil a
sense of independence in them, during their brief time together,
but old habits died hard, and even free re-mechs sought out a
master to serve.

Even if that
master had metal instead of flesh.

Hopefully,
Rose had managed to keep them safe and hidden, and prevented them
from developing any… dangerous ideas.

A few minutes later Maloch reached the centre of
town. Even in the tunnel he could hear a chorus of voices, although
their words were obscured by several feet of metal and rock.

As he emerged
from the tunnel, however, their words finally became clear.

“DEATH TO THE HUMANS!”

“Well… that
can’t be good…”

*

Maloch approached the group with caution. He had
not travelled across two continents to be stopped only a few miles
away from his destination. From what he could see, the majority of
Kingstown’s population had gathered in the auditorium. Before
leaving for Tartarus, the space had been used as a public forum
where anyone could bring their issues to the re-mechs of Kingstown for their advice and
approval.

Today, an
unfamiliar re-mech occupied the central space, facing the assembled
re-mechs.

“My brethren, we have waited long
enough!” called the
re-mech, clad in red and white paint, “Maloch the Free is lost to us, and
we have only the humans to blame! They came to us, several months
ago, and pleaded for his aid! But he was betrayed by the ones he
called friends, and now we must take our revenge!”

“Maloch is alive, Laufey!”
replied a voice that filled
Maloch’s processors with joy, “And he would not want this!”

“We do not know what he would have wanted,
Rose!” Laufey
replied, “And you yourself saw him depart for the Red Moon! He has
not returned to us, and I do not think that he ever will! But I
will not wait here for someone that will never come! Maloch freed
us, but there is nothing stopping the humans from putting us in
chains once more! Unless we strike first, unless we show them our
might, we will be slaves once more!”

“The humans are our friends, Laufey!”
cried Rose, standing between
Laufey and the crowd, as if to shield them from his venomous
words, “If
we declare war on them, they will respond in kind! We have no
reason to fight them!”

“No reason?” scoffed Laufey, “Our very existence is at stake, Rose!
Sooner or later, the humans will discover our home, and when they
do, they will not tolerate our existence! To them, a good re-mech
is an obedient re-mech! But I have worked the fields and polished
their statues, and I will not return to servitude!”

“NEVER AGAIN!” cried a large portion of the group.

“Never again,” echoed Laufey, “So, my brethren, it is time to strike! We
march on the town of Sanctuary, and we will not stop until the
humans submit to us or lie dead in the streets!”

“Anyone who wishes to harm the humans of
Sanctuary will have to go through me first.”

“Who said that?!?” Laufey bellowed, facing his supporters,
“Who among you
speaks for the humans?!?”

“I do,” Maloch said, stepping forward.

“Maloch!” Rose immediately cried, as she flung herself at
Maloch’s frame and embraced him tightly before his processors could
even compute her trajectory.

“Maloch?” Laufey echoed, with none of Rose’s
excitement, “You’re alive?!?”

“I was saved,” Maloch replied, “By those very humans you would kill. They
rescued me from the bottom of the ocean. If not for humanity, I
would be very, very dead.”

“Wait, where are Barsch and Alza?”
Rose asked, looking around but
refusing to untangle herself from Maloch’s frame.

“It is… a long story,” Maloch replied.

Telling it
took the rest of the day…

*

“So, an island somewhere in the Desolate
Ocean?” Rose mused. The
other re-mechs sat in a semi-circle around Maloch, still entranced
by his tale.

“Yes, one that does not exist on any maps known to man or
machine.”

“But how will we find them?”
Laufey asked. It was amazing
how quickly he had changed his tune after listening to Maloch’s
story.

“With the Array,” Maloch replied, “It is the only way.”

“The Array?” Laufey asked, confused.

“It is a network established by the humans
of Sanctuary in order to connect the scattered towns and villages
across Eden,” explained
Rose.

“But will the humans allow us to use
it?” Laufey asked,
sounding unconvinced, “And even if they do, we will be exposing our
existence… all to save two humans?”

“I made a promise, Laufey, that I would
save them, no matter the cost,” Maloch said, “But do not worry, I will not endanger the
re-mechs of Kingstown. I will go alone.”

“But-

“Please, Rose,” Maloch replied, “I have crossed oceans, survived storms
and even fought my own kind, just to reach this place. I need to
finish what I started…”

Rose said nothing for a long time, before finally
nodding and replying, “Very well, Maloch the Free, do as you must. We
both know that there is nothing I could say to dissuade you,
anyway…”

“Thank you, Rose,” Maloch said, inclining his head,
“I will return, I
promise. And… I always keep my promises.”

A few minutes
later, Maloch left Kingstown.

He was not far
now…

*

Barsch and
Alza stood at the entrance of Sanctuary, ready to greet Maloch.

Their eyes,
however, did not take him in.

Their
expressions did not change at the sight of him.

Their bodies
did not move to meet him.

The statues were larger than life and flanked
Sanctuary’s walled entrance. The two statues, crafted from a mix of
stone and metal, were joined together via Barsch’s right hand
entwining Alza’s left.
They stood resolute at the entrance to the town, facing outwards as
if to both scan for any dangers and warn said dangers that no entry
would be granted to any who bore ill will towards the
residents.

Maloch walked forward, taking them in. It had only
been a few months since he had last seen the peculiar
pair, however, seeing them in
this form nevertheless brought forth a deep longing from deep in
his core.

Maloch missed
his friends.

It was as
simple as that.

At the base of one of the statues lay a
bronze
plaque.

“Barsch La Tergan. Alza Reveia. Defenders
of Sanctuary. Heroes of Eden. Gone, but never forgotten. May their
light illuminate a better way forward,” Maloch read, noting the many offerings beneath the
plaque. Flowers, carvings, even a few small treats.

It warmed his
core, knowing that their deeds had finally been recognized.

Entering the town, Maloch received a few odd looks
from the townspeople, but no one tried to stop him. To them, he was
likely just an ordinary re-mech who was passing
through the town on the
way to his next assignment.

What would
they do if they knew the truth?

Maloch hoped
that he would not find out.

Not yet.

A few minutes
later Maloch found himself in the centre of town, facing the
townhall. Standing outside, wearing a look of parental grief, was
just the person he was looking for.

*

“You captured their likeness quite
well,” Maloch said, as
he approached the man, “Although Barsch would probably say that his nose
is not quite so big.”

The man looked
up.

Confusion flew across his face, followed quickly by recognition and
thereafter by surprise.

“Maloch?” the
man asked, voice sounding shaky, “I-is that really you?”

“It is I, Lukas la Tergan,”
Maloch replied, coming closer
to Barsch’s father, “I have travelled a far distance to see you.”

“To see… me?”
Lukas asked.

“Yes,” Maloch replied, reaching out and placing his hands on the
man’s shoulders, “I need your help… to save your son!”

*

“I... I don’t believe
this...” Lukas stammered, tears falling from his eyes. Maloch had
finally finished telling the man of how his son had survived his
fall from the heavens, “I... I never gave up hope, that he was
still out there... somewhere...”

“Your
faith was well placed, Lukas,” Maloch said, sitting beside the
relieved father, “But Barsch and Alza are not out of
danger yet. First, we need to find them, and then, bring them
home.”

“Of course!” Lukas
replied, rising to his feet, “The entirety of Sanctuary’s resources
are at your disposal!”

“Good.
Then let us start with locating them,” Maloch said, standing as
well, “Do you have a place where we can access the
Array?”

Lukas quickly nodded and
replied, “Follow me.”

A few seconds later the
man was knocking on the door of Sanctuary’s Array Station. It was
the tallest building in the town and held most of Sanctuary’s
communication equipment. It was operated by Roshana Yelsin, network
engineer and communications specialist.

She did not look happy
to have visitors at 3AM... for some reason.

“Lukas?” Roshana asked,
rubbing the sleep from her eyes, “You just got back from connecting
another town to the Array, whatever this is, can it not wait?”

“No,” Lukas said,
pushing past the sleep-deprived woman, “It can’t.”

*

“Is it
possible?” Lukas asked, after Maloch had finished briefing
Roshana.

“Hmm,” Roshana
mused, “Technically, yes. Thanks to your efforts over the past few
months, we now have seven towns connected to the Array. That should
be enough to create an augmented listening post and allow us to
pinpoint the locator beacon’s frequency.”

“How long will it take to setup?” Lukas asked, with an eager,
bordering on desperate, tone.

“A day, maybe
two?” Roshana replied, still trying to dislodge sleep from her
eyes, “Luckily the locator beacons were designed to be found in
deep space, so finding someone on Eden shouldn’t be too hard.”

“Great!” Lukas
exclaimed, and Maloch could swear that the man had just lost five
years in the last five minutes, “Do it.”

“Consider it
done,” Roshana replied, before leaving to start calibrating the
Array.

“You know, whenever we visited a new town and convinced them to join
the Array, a part of me hoped that it would somehow allow me to
find them…” Lukas said, relief washing over his fatigued façade,
“After introducing ourselves, the very first thing I would ask was
if they had seen Barsch or Alza…”

“Your work has not been in vain,”
Maloch said, placing a
comforting hand on Lukas’ shoulder, “But just finding them will not be enough.
I have a ship, a U.N.O.E yacht, but it will need some work to make
her ocean-worthy.”

“Good, that will help. I will also ask Captain Kessa if we can use
the Sylvette as
well,” Lukas replied, “She will also need a few modifications in
order to make such a long journey, but it will be better to have
two ships in case something goes wrong…”

“Spoken like a true leader,”
Maloch replied,
“Do you have any
ideas as to who would crew both vessels?”

“Captain Kessa will probably want her people to
operate the Sylvette, and I
think we should also bring along a few medical personnel and
engineers in order to account for all eventualities.”

“Agreed. And there is one more who I
believe should be onboard,” Maloch said.

“Who?”

“Me,” Maloch replied, “I will not be able to truly rest until I see them
both safe.”

“And I am sure that they would not have it any
other way,” Lukas said, with a warm smile that touched his eyes,
“Alright, we should let Roshana get to work. In the meantime, let’s
see if we can’t get our ships ready to sail…”

*

Two days later, Roshana ran into the
work yard at full speed. Maloch
and Lukas had poured hours into prepping for the voyage, but there
was still a lot of work to be done. Captain Kessa, following
Maloch’s directions, had departed with the Sylvette in order to find the Saving Grace III and bring it to Sanctuary for its upgrades. Lukas
had marshalled half the town into gathering provisions and
personnel for the rescue mission.

Not a single
person had refused to help.

“Lukas,
Maloch!” Roshana called, almost colliding with a pallet filled with
medical supplies.

“Roshana, what is it?” Lukas asked, as he
gently placed another
pack of bandages on the pallet.

He was
bringing enough supplies to feed, clothe and bandage an entire
town.

And he still
felt that they were bringing too little.

“I found
them!” Roshana cried, with a look of joy, “But… they’re not where
you said they’d be…”

“Show us,”
Lukas said.

*

“They’ve left the island?”
Maloch asked, staring at the
holographic globe before him. A pair of tiny, blue dots denoted
Barsch and Alza. The signals were strong, which was a good
sign.

It meant that both beacons were most likely above sea level.

But they were
also… moving.

“It appears so,” Roshana said, pointing towards
a conspicuously empty
patch of the Desolate Ocean, “From their trajectory, I would assume
that your mystery island is somewhere over here.”

“So, where are
they going?” Lukas asked.

“Ah… well, you’re not going to like this part…”
Roshana said, while entering a new command into the terminal
beneath the projected globe. The image changed as the globe
expanded and the Desolate Ocean came to take up more space.

It was clear
that the two blue dots were heading towards a tiny sliver of land
in the middle of the ocean.

“What is
that?” Lukas asked, peering closer, “An island?”

“Yeah,” Roshana said, with a hesitant tone,
“Watch what happens if I
try to select it…”

A moment
later, the globe took on a disturbing crimson hue as an automated
alarm rang out throughout the room.

“WARNING! WARNING! You have selected
‘Artelius Island’! This location has been quarantined by the United
Nations of Eden! All travel to and from Artelius Island is forbidden, on
pain of death! DO NOT ATTEMPT TO VISIT THIS PLACE! STAY AWAY, IF
YOU VALUE YOUR LIVES!”

Roshana looked
at Lukas.

Lukas looked
at Maloch.

The man and
re-mech nodded to one another.

“Good work,
Roshana,” Lukas said, with a calm tone, “We’ll take it from
here.”

“Didn’t you
hear the warning, Lukas?!?” Roshana asked, confusion crossing her
dark features, “That island means death!”

“That doesn’t matter,” Maloch replied, knowing that he was
speaking for both of them, “That is where they are heading. That is where we
need to go. There is nothing on, below or above this world that
could stop us from finding them.”

“But-

“We have
spoken, Roshana,” Lukas said, with a kind yet firm tone, “No matter
what happens… we will save them. That is the final word on the
matter.”

Together,
Maloch and Lukas left the building.

It didn’t
matter what dangers lay ahead.

It didn’t
matter what the warning had said.

Maloch had
made a promise.

It was as
simple as that…


Chapter XXIV: Out of Time

In which a son is slain…






“So, this is the future?”
Cecil said, with an unimpressed
tone, “I
thought that there would be more… stuff.”


“Stuff?”

“Yeah, like
teleporters, moonbases, flying cars, that kind of thing…”

“All of humanity entered the Great Sleep
only a few years after your time on Artelius,” Barsch replied, still trying to wrap his
head around what was happening, “Most of us were focused on survival, not
building bases on the moon.”

“Well, that’s a shame,” Cecil replied, “And how long has it been since this…
Great Sleep… ended?”

“Almost two
years.”

“I
see…”

Barsch,
unfortunately, knew what it was like to have voices inside his
head. But this was the first time where they actually belonged to
other people… instead of shards of his own shattered psyche.

“So, what now?” Cecil asked.

“I… I don’t know,” Barsch conceded, “This shouldn’t even be possible.
Time travelling is supposed to be a one-way street, and just by
having you here, my present could be affected.”

“You mean, like I could accidentally go
and kill your
grandfather or something like that?”

Barsch shook his head, “No, I’ve already been born in your
time. But there are other things that might change because of what
you’ve seen…”

Barsch felt
Cecil peer out at the world. They were surrounded by water and the
horizon was obscured by a deep fogbank.

“I don’t think the ocean is going to get me
to change the future, Barsch…” Cecil chuckled.

“I don’t
know, but this is dangerous. You need to go back to your own
time…”


“How?”

“I can show you,” Barsch replied, wondering how it would even
work.

“Good,
because I need to get back there. Eva is in danger… they all
are…”

“I know, I tried to stop General Wright,
but… I failed…” Barsch
replied, recalling the feeling of emptiness where his power should
have been.

“You tried to stop him?” Cecil asked, with an incredulous
tone, “How?
You were just a voice in my mind.”

“This is how,” Barsch replied, drawing forth his power. This
time, it came like a raging torrent, filling him from heel to head
with burning light.

“Come,”
he intoned, picturing the blade in his mind,
“Ruination!”

A moment later
Ruination, his burning blade, dropped into his hand.

“Woah… You
could do that this whole time?!”

“Apparently only in my time,”
Barsch replied, dismissing the
flaming sword with a flourish of his hand, “Which means that if we want to stop
the cataclysm in your time, we will have to find a way without my
powers.”

“That is… less than ideal,”
Cecil said, “Cause I doubt there’s much Dr
Reclana or General Wright could do to me if I was wielding that
thing!”

“That thing has a name,” Ashe interjected, with a huff.

“Ah, right, you’ve never met the
others…” Barsch said,
feeling like a party host trying to reconcile two very different
groups of friends, “Cecil, meet Rigel, Yumiere, the Unknown Woman and…
Kain…”

“Hi…” Cecil said, with a meek voice.

“Barsch, not to be ungrateful,”
said Yumiere, ignoring Cecil’s
greeting, “But it’s starting to get a bit… crowded in
here…”

“Sorry,” Cecil said, “But I won’t be here for much longer… I
hope…”

An idea sprang to life in Barsch’s mind, shining bright enough to
probably blind at least a few of his ghosts.

“Cecil, if
we are unable to stop the cataclysm in your time… I could still
save you.”

“What do
you mean?”

“Well, if things are looking really bad,
you could just come with me to the future!” Barsch exclaimed.

He wasn’t sure
if such a thing were even possible, or what would happen to Cecil’s
body, but he had made a promise to save him.

Cecil, however, did not reply with the enthusiasm
Barsch was hoping for, “Thanks… Barsch… for the offer. But given the
choice, I think that I would rather die as myself… rather than live
on as another one of your ghosts…”

“Hey, it’s not so bad once you get used to
it!” said Rigel,
sounding defensive.

“No, Cecil is right…” Kain said, with a surprisingly serious
tone, “None
of us are meant to be trapped here… inside him. We should all be
trying to escape, not letting in more unfortunate
souls…”

Again, Barsch was struck by the unsettling feeling
that the voices in his head were not just voices.

But the
alternative was… too terrifying to contemplate…

“Barsch?”
asked a voice that for once, was not coming from within.

Alza had risen
to her feet and was taking a moment to stretch out her tight
joints. The raft did not exactly make a comfortable bed, but it was
better than sinking to the bottom of the ocean.

“Hey,” Barsch
said, trying to quieten his voices so that he could hear Alza,
“That probably could have gone better…”

Alza nodded and replied, “Yeah, I tried to stop
General Wright from
hurting you but-

-your powers
didn’t work?”

Alza nodded
once more and asked, “You too?”

“Yeah,” Barsch
replied, “That might make things… difficult.”

Alza shook her
head and responded, “You’re still thinking of trying to stop the
first cataclysm, aren’t you?”

“I can’t abandon them, Alza.”

“You can’t
save them, Barsch,” Alza replied, and for a moment Barsch was
reminded of his future self.

No… that was
no longer his future.

It couldn’t
be…

“Look, we were told how time travel works by the
Avatars, but they’ve
been wrong about so many things!” Barsch objected, “They said that
we wouldn’t be able to interact with our hosts, but we did! They
said that we wouldn’t be able to take control, but we did! They
said that a person couldn’t travel forward in time-

-but we did,”
Cecil finished.

If Alza was in
shock, she hid it well.

“Cecil?”

“Hi, Alza,
it’s nice to finally meet you…” Cecil replied.

“How did this
happen?”

Cecil shrugged
Barsch’s shoulders.

“Don’t you see, Alza? The Avatars don’t know
everything, and that means that they might be wrong about being able to change
the past!” Barsch said, taking back control, “We could make things
better!”

“Or we could
doom humanity,” Alza replied, shaking her head, “I’m sorry, Barsch,
but a few lives, even if they belong to our friends, are not worth
the risk…”

“But they’ll
die!”

“Everyone dies eventually, Barsch. That includes you and even… me,” Alza
replied, with a strange expression, “And the people you are trying
to save died thirty years ago!”

“Sorry to interrupt your…
squabble, but we
have arrived at the perimeter,” Terra suddenly announced, appearing on the raft from some
unknown place.

He then
gestured towards a nondescript patch of fog that did not seem to
stand out in any way.

“Here,” Ion said, appearing beside her brother and waving her hand
towards the fogbank.

A moment later
the fog was brushed aside as if it were paint being wiped from a
canvas. In its place was an island that should have been familiar
to the occupants of the raft.

“Is that… Artelius?” Cecil asked, voice filled with
disbelief.

It wasn’t hard
to see why.

Artelius Island had been… devastated.

Not a single tree remained on the formerly green
rock, and everything from the dock to the facility had been
shattered, as if a god-like hand had descended from the sky and
flattened everything. Nature and man had gone to war, and the favourite had won,
as it always did.

Nothing could
have survived that…

And even if Barsch could
uncover the cause of the cataclysm, would he even be able to find
it under so much rubble?

“Barsch… we need to go back,”
Cecil said, with renewed
vigour, “We
need to stop whatever caused this… I need to save her…”

Barsch relayed this to Alza, who replied, “We do
need to go back, on that I agree. After you collapsed Dr Reclana
summoned every re-mech on the island to force the scientists to
follow her will. She has locked everyone inside their labs and
ordered them to protect their research at all
costs, until the storm
passes.”

“What about
Cecil?” Barsch asked, “What happened to him?”

“He was
taken to a holding cell, along with Eva, Sigmund and Sylvia. I
overheard Dr Reclana telling General Wright to keep them all
contained while she headed towards Platina Lab.”

“I’ve never even heard of a Platina
Lab…” Cecil
mused.

“Alright, then
the sooner we go back there, the sooner we can help them escape,”
Barsch said, clenching his hands tightly, “Even without our powers,
we should be able to-

“WARNING, UNAUTHORIZED VESSEL!”
an automated voice suddenly
called out, apparently originating from a small buoy floating
nearby, “YOU
ARE APPROACHING ARTELIUS ISLAND! THIS PLACE HAS BEEN DESIGNATED A
CLASS FIVE QUARANTINE ZONE, ALL TRAVEL IS FORBIDDEN! IF YOU ATTEMPT
TO REACH THE ISLAND, YOU WILL DIE!”

“Well, that
doesn’t inspire confidence…” Barsch muttered, beneath his
breath.

The alarm,
however, did not fall silent after delivering its message of dread.
It repeated itself, over and over again, while the raft slowly
drifted past the buoy.

From what Barsch could tell, the waters
surrounding the island were littered with identical devices, each broadcasting the
same message when activated by something floating past.

“YOU WILL DI- the buoy repeated, but it was not allowed to
finish its grim warning. Alza, without hesitation, used her power
to lift the watermelon sized device out of the water before
crushing it with a psychic fist.

“Sorry, I
don’t think I would have been able to fall asleep while listening
to that…” she said, panting slightly despite the relative ease of
her actions.

“Do not worry, we will take care of
any other obstacles
which lie ahead,” Ion
said, with a tone bordering on compassion and seemingly directed at
Alza, “But
you are almost out of time. I can feel… something… building within
that island. It won’t be long until the cataclysm repeats
itself.”

“Understood,”
Alza replied, her gaze lingering on Ion for just a moment too long,
“We’ll head back to the past and uncover the cause of the cataclysm
and then return here and prevent it from happening again.”

Alza looked at
Barsch.

“That is what we must do, nothing less… and nothing more…”

Barsch did not
answer her.

He
couldn’t.

Instead he lay
down on the rough surface of the raft.

“Are you sure about this?”
Cecil asked, as Barsch closed
his eyes, “We
still don’t know if I can even get back to my time…”

“Don’t worry,” Barsch replied, feeling the darkness
approach, “You’re not alone.”

“What do
you mean by tha-

*

We float in
the void.

Alza.

Cecil.

And me.

Three people
who have no right to coexist.

A woman
created in a lab.

A man out of
time.

And… an abomination.

“Follow
Spirit,” I say, looking at Cecil, “He will show you the way
home.”

“What the
hell is Spirit?”

In response
Alza holds out her hands. Spirit appears a moment later in a burst
of light, resting on her outstretched hands as if it were a tamed
bird.

“This is
Spirit,” Alza says, “Whatever happens, do not lose sight of
it.”

“Okay,”
Cecil replies, “How hard can that be?”

“You’d be
surprised…” I mumble.

A moment later Spirit flies upwards,
leaving a golden trail. The three of us take off after it,
following the
light as it weaves between the multicoloured spheres of the
dreamscape.

After a few
moments, however, I sense a change in the dreamscape.

Something is
wrong.

I can feel
it.

I am being
pulled towards the past, but there is something else… pulling me
astray.

A terrible
rage.

A broken
soul.

A murdered
son.

There, far
behind me, a red moon rises. A crimson sphere, tinged with streaks
of bone-white. Unlike the trillions of dreamspheres in the void, it
is moving.

No… it is…
hunting.

And it has found its prey.

I will myself
to fly faster, but this thing… this mind… has a pull of its own.
Slowly, Spirit’s golden light fades.

I turn
around.

The crimson
sphere has caught me. It fills my past, my present and my
future.

I cannot…
resist it.

Without
hesitation or mercy, the light embraces me, burning away my mind
and filling me with a pain great enough to break my mind once
more…

*

“THROUGH FIRE!” a voice screamed, but it did not come from Barsch’s
lips.

Not this
version of him, anyway.

He was in
another mind.

A mind
consumed by rage.

Towards
him.

Towards
Alza.

Towards
everyone.

“THROUGH ICE!” the voice screamed once more. It was coming from the
mind-sphere which sat at the centre of the rage-filled
mind.

“No…
please… no…”

Barsch floated
towards the mind-sphere. A part of him already knew what he would
find. Through the sphere he saw a familiar sight, but he had never
seen it from this angle before.

A re-mech, a
hermit, a girl and a boy stood before him.

The boy was wielding a sword with roaring teeth
and was slowly advancing
on the mind’s owner.

“THROUGH
DEEPEST DESPAIR!” the boy cried… Barsch cried.

“We are not the same… we can’t be…”
Barsch thought, as he watched
his past self advance with murder in his eyes.

“I WILL
NEVER!”

“Please…
let this be a dream…”

“LOSE!”

“Let it be
anyone else…”

“MY!”

Barsch could
no longer turn away from the truth. If he was here, then it meant
that their minds were compatible.

“STRIDE!”
past-Barsch screamed, before plunging his screaming sword into
Kain’s chest.

Barsch felt the shock from the impact and heard a terrible churning sound
as flesh and bone were ripped apart. Pain tore through Kain’s mind,
mixed with disbelief and denial.

It had not
been a gentle death.

Barsch looked
at the world through Kain’s eyes and saw a murderer standing above
him.

“Goodbye,
Kain,” the murderer mumbled, clearly in shock, “I’m sorry… for
this. Please, rest in peace…”

But Barsch
knew that he would not rest. Not in peace. Not ever.

Time flowed, and yet Kain’s mind still held
strong. Something was keeping the man alive, and Barsch doubted it was anything good. The
world was blurry and indistinct, and the only sounds coming through
the sphere were Kain’s ragged, dying breaths.

Until a voice
broke through the silence.

“Kain… my son…
my beautiful, broken son… what have they done to you…” came a
father’s voice.

Dr
Emmerfield’s voice.

“Fa-th-er?”
Kain replied, vision darkening and pulse slowing.

“They will
pay… I promise you… they will pay…”

“Fa-ther?”
Kain asked, seeking parental comfort in his final moments.

“We can… end them… right now… right here… we can
make them… pay…” Dr Emmerfield spluttered, and from his voice
Barsch knew that both father and son were not long for the eternal
void.

“Yes… Fa…
ther…” Kain replied, even in death he could think of nothing but
pleasing the man who had created him.

“Let it out…
all of your rage… all of your hatred… all of your anger… unleash it
all… on those who would dare… defy us!” Dr Emmerfield cried,
breathing heavily.

“Yes… Fa-ther…” Kain replied, and in his mind
Barsch could feel the
slain boy draw upon what remained of his power. His strength almost
spent, Kain allowed his power to run rampage, sending it out into
the world in a torrent of chaotic, crimson energy.

“Yes… that’s
it, my son… destroy them… destroy them all!” cried Dr Emmerfield,
with his last breath.

As his father’s body hit the blood-slicked floor,
Kain let out a primal scream and unleashed every ounce of power
stored in his dying frame. The energy filled the room, overwhelming
the damaged reactor nearby and causing a chain-reaction which would quickly destroy the
entire facility.

Barsch knew
what happened next. He had been there. The facility, unable to
contain Kain’s dying outburst, had collapsed, almost killing
Barsch, Alza, Kingston and Maloch. They had escaped by a sliver of
fate, leaving the father and son to be consumed by the flames.

That is where
it should have ended.

“Most impressive,” said a voice filled with malice,
“But you were wasted
on this world, Kain.”

“No… it
can’t be…”

“Once you have claimed your freedom, seek me out.
Together, we will rain fire and death on those who have wronged
you, on those who have betrayed you, on those who have murdered
you!” screamed the
voice, as Kain’s mind began to collapse.

It was time to
go.

Barsch turned
around and fled, willing his body to move faster, to escape the
death of the mind.

He was almost at the edge of Kain’s mind when he
felt something move behind him. A hand suddenly reached out and
grabbed hold of his shoulder, pulling him backwards into the
dying mind.

Kain, eyes
shining and mouth contorted into a rictus of rage, called out, “And
where do you think you’re going, murderer!”

This wasn’t
possible. Kain, whether ghost or splinter of a broken mind, was
trapped in the present.

But Kain’s
grip felt real.

“You’re not leaving here, not after what you did!”
Kain roared, throwing Barsch backwards. After righting himself he
saw that Kain’s mind had become covered in crimson cracks, fanning
out from his broken mind-sphere.

Kain’s mind
was coming undone.

“CAN YOU HEAR HIM?!?” Kain screamed, turning to face the Void of
Dreams, “HE IS CALLING TO ME! HE KILLED ME, BUT STILL HE TORMENTS
ME! THIS IS NOT THE END, MURDERER!”

A moment
later, Kain left, flying off into the deep, dark void.

Barsch had a
terrible feeling that he knew exactly whose mind Kain was heading
towards…

But that was
the least of Barsch’s problems. The cracks in Kain’s mind had
widened, and already he could tell that he would not be able to
reach the edge before they gave way.

He could do nothing but stare at the ruins of what had once been his
greatest sin.

“I deserve this… don’t I?”
he thought, as the mind around
him fell apart, “After all… I am a murdere-

*

On the other
side of Kain’s death, Barsch found himself lost. He was not in the
past, the present or even the future.

The void, his
one constant, was gone.

In its place
was a vast emptiness, a whiteness that stretched towards every
horizon. Slowly, shapes and edges emerged in the emptiness, echoes
of what had once been.

There was no time, in this place, and so when Barsch blinked, he found
himself in the glade. Gone, however, were the blue skies, the green
grass, the tiny rivulet and the towering oaks. They still existed,
but they were monochromatic shadows of their true
selves.

Even in a
place outside of time, Barsch had found himself back in the
glade…

“So, what now?” he asked his disparate selves.

But no reply
was heard. Whatever this place was, it was beyond ghosts, burning
swords and even the Void.

“HELLO?!?” he screamed, with all of his
might. The word died
mere inches from his lips, swallowed up by the emptiness of the
not-glade.

Was this his
fate? To spend eternity in this place? Would he even feel the
passage of time, or one would infinite moment simply slip into the
next?

It was then
that Barsch felt true fear. Even during his darkest days, he had
never been truly alone, truly… helpless.

But he was
now.

“HELP!!!” he
screamed, but nothing happened. He couldn’t tell how long it had
been since Kain’s mind collapsed.

A few
minutes?

A few eons?

It made no
difference.

This was his
reality now. An endless… nothingness.

“Alza… I’m
sorry… I never even said goodbye…”

Barsch floated
through the white-washed world, bereft of colour, bereft of man. He
knelt down in the centre of the glade and cried for a few
centuries.

“Kingston… grandpa… please… please… help me…”

But no
grandfather appeared to offer salvation.

However…
something else had arrived. A sphere of colour, in a colourless
world.

Spirit.

“I’m sorry… for shouting at you…” Barsch wept,
allowing his tears to
stain the white grass below, “I was wrong…”

Barsch heard
it then. A tiny, barely audible whisper. A voice coming from the
other end of the universe.

A voice of
hope.

Raising his
head, he saw that Spirit had grown larger. Larger than a
dreamsphere and clad in every colour imaginable. Within Spirit’s
multicoloured light, Barsch saw something… unbelievable.

The Void of Dreams. An exit from eternity.

“Are you sure?” Barsch asked, facing the mysterious
creature, “I don’t think I deserve this…”

Another
whisper.

A voice of
kindness.

“Thank you…”
Barsch cried, stumbling forward, “Thank you!”

A moment later he reached Spirit’s core. He passed
through the light and felt the not-glade melt away. In that
instant, however, a
terrible realization struck him.

He didn’t understand how, but somehow, he knew
that Spirit had given
its life, in order to take him home.

“NO!” Barsch
cried, trying to step backwards, “I WON’T LET YOU!”

A final
whisper.

A voice of
love.

Barsch felt something pulling against his body,
drawing him deeper
within the ball of light. He could not resist, even if it meant
killing his saviour. As he crossed the threshold, he was surrounded
by a feeling of warmth that reached the deepest part of his
soul.

He was weeping
without restraint by the time he returned to the void…







Chapter XXV: Jailbreak

In which the forbidden words are
spoken...






Cecil had once spent twelve hours hiding in a septic tank in
order to evade a U.N.O.E patrol. It had been one of the singular
worst moments of his life, ranking
alongside being separated from Frater and losing
Jessibel.

But being interrogated
by General Wright was jockeying earnestly for the top spot.

“I will ask you again,”
the general said, holding his solar staff in compacted form against
Cecil’s bare chest, “Are you the spy?”

“No,” Cecil replied,
speaking truthfully.

“I don’t believe you,”
the general replied, before activating the solar staff and sending
thirty thousand volts through Cecil’s defenceless frame.

Cecil screamed from the pain as the smell of burning flesh filled the air.

“Please... I haven’t... done anything... wrong...” Cecil
panted; hands bound by a length of
unbreakable cord.

“You’re not the one who
decides that,” General Wright replied, tapping the solar staff
against Cecil’s burnt chest. Each tap sent a new wave of pain
throughout Cecil’s frame.

“Now, we could continue down this path, and believe me, I could
do this all
day,” General Wright snarled, “But I’m
sure that you would like me to stop before I do any... permanent...
damage.”

Cecil nodded.

It was either that or
spitting up blood.

“So, if you want this to end, all you need to do is give me a name. I don’t care if its yours, or
anyone else’s, understand? You tell me who the spy is, and I let
you go free.”

Cecil said nothing. He could tell that even if he told the
truth, General Wright wouldn’t believe him.

And if he did, it would
mean that Sigmund would soon be sitting here, receiving the same
treatment. Cecil doubted General Wright would stop his
‘interrogation’ even if Sigmund told the general everything.

“Argh!” the general roared, when it became apparent that no name
was forthcoming, “You snivelling
whelp, you’re going to ruin everything for me! I’ve already been
branded a coward and a failure by those fools at the U.N.O.E, but
if I fail Dr Reclana, I will take all of you down with
me!”

Cecil said nothing.
General Wright’s problems seemed miniscule in comparison to the
memory of the ruined island he had glimpsed in the future.

“It wasn’t my fault that we lost the battle against the Jordian
army!” General Wright ranted, seemingly wrapped up in his past
failure, “If my men had charged
the fort like they were supposed to, we would have won! Even if we
suffered ‘tremendous’ casualties, we would have won the day!
Instead, we had to turn tail and retreat, and the Jordian’s were
able to build their precious wall! I should have been a war hero,
not a laughing stock redeployed to some tiny rock in the middle of
nowhere!”

Cecil remained silent.
Any second General Wright spent ranting about his military career
was another second he wasn’t electrocuting Cecil.

Unfortunately, General Wright’s
rant appeared to be winding down as looked down at Cecil and said,
“Now, whelp, I am needed elsewhere, so I will only ask you once
last time, are you the spy?”

“No,” Cecil spat,
sending blood into the air and staining the general’s medal-covered
uniform.

In response the general
pressed a button on the solar staff and extended it to its full
size.

“Did you know that it is
illegal to modify one of these?” the general asked, while pressing
another button.

One end of the staff suddenly opened up, revealing
a bladed end which looked capable of
causing lethal damage.

“So, seeing as you are so good
at keeping secrets,” the general said, placing the non-bladed end
of the staff against Cecil’s exposed chest, “I’m sure you can keep
this one too!”

Cecil watched as the man
pressed another button on his staff, sending another bout of
excruciating electricity towards his body. He gritted his teeth for
the incoming pain, waiting for the white-hot agony that would
probably knock him unconscious once more.

However... the pain never
arrived.

“Well, it looks like you’ve been busy,”
Barsch suddenly said, through gritted
teeth.

“Barsch!” Cecil
thought, as General Wright’s expression of sadistic joy turned to
one of surprise.

“Tough bastard, eh?!?”
the general shouted, “Well, let’s see how you like it at full
power!”

Again, Cecil waited for
pain that never came. It was then that he realized where it was
going.

Barsch could take control of his body, that much was certain.
And if he could do that... then perhaps he could take
other things...

Like his pain.

“Barsch, stop!” Cecil cried.

“I-it’s okay...” Barsch responded, pain leaking out through his voice,
“I’m used to this. Pain is...
an old friend...”

“ARGH!” the general
roared, as the solar staff’s internal battery died.

“Fine, keep your
secrets!” the man exclaimed, clearly exasperated by Cecil’s sudden
immunity to pain, “We’ll see if your friends are as unwilling to
talk as you are!”

*

“Put him in the room with the others!” General Wright shouted,
pushing Cecil towards Colonel Dredgen, “I’ll be back for someone else once my solar staff has
recharged!”

A moment later Cecil landed on the rough floor and was
immediately swarmed by Eva, Sigmund and Sylvia. Sigmund tore
off strips of his lab coat to use
as bandages and quickly wrapped Cecil’s bleeding torso. Sylvia
checked the rest of his body for injuries and Eva laid his head on
her lap and cradled his sweat-soaked head.

“Th-thank you, all of
you...” he mumbled, feeling familial love for the first time since
losing Frater.

“Just rest,” Eva replied, with
tears falling from her pink eyes.

“Did you tell him
anything?” Sigmund asked, with anxiety in his voice.

Cecil shook his
head.

“Thank you,” Sigmund
replied, voice cracking.

A few seconds later, Sylvia sat
back, shaking her head and saying, “How in the hell did things go
sideways so quickly?”

“Isn’t it obvious?”
Sigmund replied, “Dr Reclana and General Wright are hiding
something from the staff. Something that they are willing to kill
for, and we need to find out what it is.”

“How?” the half-Judai woman
asked, “There’s a re-mech outside the door with standing orders to
keep us from leaving, and Colonel Dredgen is keeping watch
too!”

“I don’t know!” Sigmund
shot back, “But if we do nothing then we’re all screwed!”

“Everyone, calm down,”
Eva said, with the voice of a teacher trying to get an unruly
classroom full of kids to calm down, “Panicking won’t do us any
good.”

“I can try and use my powers?” Barsch suggested, as Cecil’s pain gradually
faded, “They didn’t
work last time, but maybe if I try again?”

“No, that’s okay,” Cecil replied, feeling guilty and somewhat protective of the
time travelling teen who had tanked his torture,
“I know how we can get out of
here.”

“Thanks, Eva, but I’m
fine now,” Cecil said, before gently removing her hands and rising
to his feet. He stumbled for a moment and almost fell before
catching himself.

“Don’t worry,” he said,
approaching the door, “I can do this.”

As he drew nearer to the door, Cecil recalled the words of his
second father. He had made a promise, to never use this technique unless his life depended on
it. But there were more lives at stake here than just his own, and
he knew that Frater would understand.

Hopefully.

Knocking on the door,
Cecil gathered his resolve. A moment later the door was opened by a
re-mech which towered over him.

“My friends and I want
to leave this room,” Cecil said, facing the metallic giant.

“That is not allowed, by order of Dr Reclana,”
the re-mech answered,
predictably.

“If we do not leave this room, hundreds of people
will die.”

“Do you
have proof of this statement?”

“No.”

“Then I
shall continue to follow the orders of my master, Dr
Reclana.”

“I see...” Cecil
replied, “Is there no way I could convince you to let us out?”

The re-mech shook his head and replied, “No. Dr Reclana’s orders are
absolute.”

Cecil took a deep breath. What he was about to do was...
forbidden, and for good reason. Frater had only given him the
instructions as a last failsafe, in case Frater himself was somehow
compromised by the U.N.O.E and turned against Cecil.

It would only work once,
and once it had been used, it could never be used by another
human.

Ever.

But if he did nothing... no one
would survive.

“I am sorry to hear
that,” Cecil replied, facing the re-mech and staring into its
teal-coloured eyes, “Root.”

“What are
yo-

“Override code Sigma Ultra
Dominus Orphan, enable blank slate protocol,” Cecil said, speaking
the forbidden words.

“You
can’t do-

“Authorization level
nine, passphrase ‘A broken tool-

-is
a broken fool,”
the re-mech said, completing the phrase
in a dull tone. It’s teal-coloured eyes had changed to a static
white.

“Shutdown all systems
immediately.”

“Duration?”

“Undefined.”

“Orders
accepted. Warning, this override code will be invalidated by your
actions, do you still wish to execute?”

“Yes.”

“Final
warning, required changes will affect every re-mech on the local
network, do you still wish to execute?”

Cecil took a deep breath
before nodding and saying, “Yes, do it.”

“Understood. Executing custom orders on local
network. Number of affected re-mechs... nineteen. Time until reboot... undefined.
Goodbye... and... good luck...”

A moment later the light
in the re-mech’s eyes faded and all became still.

Cecil felt his heart
hammering in his chest, but any regrets could be dealt with once
the island’s population had been saved.

“Um, Cecil?” Sigmund
asked, with a voice of awe, “What the hell... was that?”

“I used an override code
to shut down every re-mech on the island.”

“For how long?”

“Forever.”

“You can do that?” Sigmund asked, sounding a bit shaken.

“I can, but only once. Before it
shut down this re-mech would have sent a signal to the global
re-mech network, invalidating the code so that it could never be
used again.”

“Damn, you really are a
hu-mech...” Sigmund muttered.

“Come on, we need to get
out of here before Colonel Dredgen shows up,” Cecil said, gesturing
for his companions to join him by the exit.

They made it seven steps
before the man in question arrived.

*

Colonel Dredgen looked
at the escapees.

Colonel Dredgen looked at the motionless re-mech.

Colonel Dredgen
looked... confused.

“I don’t suppose you
have any override codes that would work on him?” Sigmund asked,
with a hopeful tone.

Cecil shook his
head.

“What have you done?”
the colonel asked, approaching them with caution. Even though they
were obviously unarmed, the fact that they had somehow been able to
disable their jailor was reason enough for a bit of caution.

“I could ask you the same question, Colonel?” Eva asked, stepping
forward, “You know that what General Wright and Dr Reclana are doing is wrong, don’t you?”

Colonel Dredgen said
nothing.

But Cecil could see the
shame in his eyes.

“When Dr Reclana ordered
me silenced, you did not follow her order, why?”

“Because- I- I don’t
know...” the colonel replied, voice shaking slightly.

“Yes, you do,” Eva
replied, taking a step towards the conflicted man, “You belong to
the Dredgen family, do you not?”

Colonel Dredgen replied
with a half-hearted nod.

“Your family has a legacy of doing the right thing, even in the
face of overwhelming opposition,”
Eva continued, taking another step towards the man, “I am sure you
know of Captain Edward Dredgen, who captained Behemoth Wing and, in
his final moments, attempted to steer the ship away from Pure
instead of ejecting like everyone else onboard?”

Colonel Dredgen
nodded.

“And no one should ever forget Private Louisa Dredgen, a soldier
ordered to wipe out a village suspected of harbouring Freedman
rebels, who instead joined them
and fought for freedom until her last breath?”

Eva had reached the colonel.
Placing her hand on his chest, she asked one, final question, “So,
colonel, will you do what you have been ordered to do... or will
you do the right thing?”

Cecil could see the
answer in Colonel Dredgen’s eyes.

“Thank you,” Eva said,
withdrawing her hand, “Now, please... help us save the people of
this island!”

*

“I’m sorry,” Colonel
Dredgen said, a few minutes later, after Eva and Cecil finished
briefing the man on what they knew, “I should have acted
sooner...”

“Now is not the time for regret,
colonel,” Eva replied, with a gentle tone, “Now is the time for
action. Do you know where Dr Reclana is?”

Colonel Dredgen nodded and replied, “Yeah, she should be in the
Platina Lab. With the re-mechs
off-line and General Wright pre-occupied, you should be able to get
to her with this.”

Colonel Dredgen then
held up a small crystal disc.

“This is an access pass to the lab. If you scan it in the
elevator you should be able to go straight down to Platina
Lab.”

“Thank you, colonel,” Eva said, taking the disc, “While Cecil and I confront Dr Reclana, I think
the three of you should gather up the staff. We might still be able
to escape the island before the storm worsens, and if not, at least
we can try to come up with an alternative plan
together.”

“What happens if Dr
Reclana refuses to see reason?” Sigmund asked, with a worried
expression.

But neither scientist
had an answer for him.

If Dr Reclana refused...
then everyone died.

It was as simple as
that.


Chapter XXVI: Protecting the Future

In which nothing can be done...






“Ready?” Eva asked, as
they faced the elevator.

“Not really, but I don’t
think we have much of a choice,” Cecil replied.

“True.”

Cecil stepped forward and entered the elevator. Eva
followed him a few seconds later.
The elevator seemed smaller than when he had first arrived, and
although the compartment was built to hold at least twenty people,
it felt as though he and Eva were pushed up against each
other.

Squeezing past Eva, Cecil waved
the crystal disc over the elevator’s control panel.

“Identity confirmed. Dr Kyrie Reclana, Project Artelius Leader.
Activating elevator.”

“Platina Lab, please,”
Cecil asked, hoping that Colonel Dredgen had been telling the
truth.

Thankfully a robotic voice soon
called out, “Next
stop, Platina Lab.”

“Eva... if we somehow
survive this,” Cecil said, as the elevator began its descent, “I
want to tell you something... something that I should have told you
a long time ago...”

Eva said nothing for a few heart pounding moments before letting
out an anxious laugh and replied,
“If we somehow survive a storm of the millennium, whatever Dr
Reclana has up her sleeve, a mysterious cataclysm and who knows
what else, you can tell me anything you like.”

Cecil felt a smile form
on his face.

So, he still had a
chance...

*

“You have arrived,” the elevator’s voice called out, as the doors slid open to
reveal... a door.

‘Platina Lab – The Core’ read the plaque above the metal entryway. Opening the
door, Cecil and Eva tip-toed into the lab. Beyond the doorway was a
large, cylindrical room dominated by a massive, transparent tank.
The cylindrical tank was filled with purplish liquid and at its
centre was a large, crimson, diamond shaped crystal. It hung
unsupported in the fluid, radiating an ominous aura.

“It looks like... a ç’aether
crystal,” Eva said, facing the structure, “But I’ve never seen one
that colour or
size.”

“What in the world could she be doing with such a thing?” Cecil
asked, as the feeling of dread in his heart continued to
build.

Whatever the crystal
was, it was bad.

Very bad.

“Would you like me to
show you?” asked a new voice, coming through an intercom, “Then
step forward.”

Eva glanced at Cecil before shrugging her shoulders and doing as
told. A bit closer to the tube,
they found Dr Reclana. She was standing in an enclosed section of
the lab, surrounded on all sides by glass shielding.

“What is this?” Eva
asked, gesturing to the giant crystal.

Dr Reclana let out a cackle before replying, “This is the future
of power, Dr de Vertia. Once I
succeed in harnessing crystal energy, those fools from U.N.O.E will
be kneeling at my feet for a taste of unlimited power!”

 “Power... from
ç’aether?” Cecil asked, “Is that even possible?”

“It is, although it was no easy task,” Dr Reclana replied, with a
confident tone, “During one of our earliest experiments here I
discovered that I could harness energy from ç’aether crystals by using the right conduits. By
applying a bit of external stimulus, I am able to coax the energy
within from its crystalline shell!”

“But where does it come from?” Cecil asked. To the best of his knowledge the ç’aether crystals only
contained... pollution.

It was in that moment
that Cecil realized the answer.

“You’re using the
pollution as an energy source?” he asked, answering his own
question.

“Brilliant, is it not?” Dr Reclana replied, “For a long time, we
have been feeding polluted samples into this machine, which then
infuses the crystal with concentrated pollutants. The crystal can
store a seemingly infinite amount of pollution and, when it is
released, it is transformed into
pure energy!”

Cecil swallowed. This
could actually save the world...

So, why was Dr Reclana
so transfixed on hiding it away?

“But there’s a problem,
isn’t there?” Eva asked, “Otherwise you would have revealed this
years ago.”

“Unfortunately, yes,” Dr Reclana conceded, “The crystal takes a
very long time to grow. We have been feeding it samples for years,
and in all that time it only grew to the size of a human body.
However, you, Dr de Vertia, were the one who provided me with a
breakthrough!”

Cecil saw the change on
Eva’s face as she realized the terrible truth.

“The Class Nine exotic
particles?” she said, with a hand over her mouth and a look of
shock, “You used them as an accelerant?!?”

“Indeed, and they worked wonders!” Dr Reclana cackled, “In just a
few hours the crystal had doubled in size, and we were breaking our previous energy generation
records! I have already hooked up the rest of the Class Nine exotic
particles and, in a few moments, they will drastically increase the
size of the crystal!”

“But that could result
in-

-enough power to rebuild the world,” Dr Reclana interrupted,
“Yes, I know. But I will not just hand this technology over to the
U.N.O.E. Thanks to General Wright, we already have a list of buyers
from across the world. Once they have paid up, we might see about
giving U.N.O.E a call.”

“But this could save
millions!”

“And it could make me
billions!” Dr Reclana replied.

“So, for all your talk
about heroes and saviours, you’re just another greedy monster, just
like those men and women whose actions created all that pollution
in the first place!” Eva shouted, and Cecil could hear the
disbelief in her voice.

“Someone else will solve the pollution problem, you fool,” Dr
Reclana replied, without a shred of guilt, “And when they do, I
will be the one to empower humanity’s revival! I will not go down in history as yet another no-name
scientist who died in poverty!”

Barsch chose that moment to take control and say, “Trust me, Dr
Reclana, you won’t go down in history at all.”

Whatever Dr Reclana did,
it would not be remembered. Of that Barsch was sure.

“You just don’t understand!” Dr Reclana screamed, voice magnified
and warped by the intercom, “My compressor will change the world! I
have already achieved pollutant compression, and the more
pollutants I pump into the crystal, the more power grows in its core! I have discovered a way to
create endless power, and nothing will stop me from using
it!”

“Not even the storm?”
Cecil asked.

“This place is protected,” Dr Reclana replied, with surefire
confidence, “Even if the facility above is reduced to rubble, this
Core will endure. And with the geothermal plant providing constant
power, the compressor will continue to draw in pollutants and
refine them into pure energy. There is nothing you can do to stop
this, so I suggest you turn around, and walk away!”

Cecil looked at Eva.

He could see the
indecision on her face.

“This is what causes it,
isn’t it?” she asked.

“Yeah, I think it is,”
Cecil replied.

Cecil turned his gaze to the machine. Despite its complexity, it looked... fragile. Perhaps,
if he got lucky, he could score a critical blow against the glass
which kept the crystal contained. It would most certainly kill him,
but if he was going to die anyway...

“You can’t save them...” Barsch said, sounding as if he were talking to
himself, “That’s what I
said... in that dark future. But maybe this is where I went
wrong... I tried to alter the timeline, prevent the Artelius
Cataclysm from happening in the past, but in doing so, I might have
made the second Cataclysm all but inevitable...”

“Barsch? Are you okay?” Cecil asked, while looking around for something sturdy
and club-shaped.

“No, I’m not,” Barsch replied, with a weary
sigh, “I’m sorry, Cecil, for telling you that you
could be saved. But I was wrong. I don’t know how, but this isn’t
the way things are supposed to go. If you try and stop Dr Reclana
now, it won’t end with just your death... all of humanity might
perish too...”

“But we can’t just walk away!” Cecil shouted, while reaching down to pick up a piece
of pipe that looked club-like, “You can’t ask me to sacrifice everyone on this island,
just so that your precious future remains unchanged!”

“I know, but we didn’t come here to stop this, we
came here to learn how it started. If you turn around, if you leave
this lab, I promise that I will try everything I can think of to keep everyone safe... but
if you stay, we could lose everything...”

“What do we do?” Eva
asked, eyeing the makeshift club in his hands. Her expression
was... mixed.

Cecil looked at the
machine, at Dr Reclana, and finally, at Eva.

“Nothing,” Cecil said, dropping
the pipe with a bang, “We do... nothing... We
can’t stop this. Not here, not now. Barsch, Alza, all of this, it
was never about stopping the first Artelius Cataclysm... it was
about stopping the second...”

“But... if she’s right, this might ruin the world. From my
experience with ç’aether crystals, once they reach peak energy
density, they either implode or vent the energy in a single,
massive outburst. When the natural ç’aether crystals were disturbed
during the Creed Event, the resulting energy release was powerful
enough to wipe out the city of Pure... and if she is amplifying
this crystal with Class Nine Exotic particles... this might cause
global devastation...”

“But humanity survives this, somehow,” Cecil replied, “Our future
friends are proof of that. So, whatever happens next
has to be contained to just this island...”

“Enough squabbling!” Dr Reclana
cried, from her shielded position, “What will it be?”

Eva looked at Cecil.

There was nothing they
could do.

“Alright, Dr Reclana,
you win,” Eva said, turning to face their gloating enemy, “We’ll
walk away.”

“Well, that might just
be the smartest thing you’ve done since you joined the project, Dr
de Vertia!” Dr Reclana said, voice filled with spite, “Now, get out
of my sight!”

Dejected, Cecil and Eva
returned to the elevator.

As the doors closed, Eva turned to Cecil and asked,
“So... what now?”

Cecil thought for a
moment before replying, “Now... we try and save as many people as
we can...”

*

“Any ideas on how we can do that?” Cecil thought, reaching out to his time travelling
friend.

However, for the first
time in what seemed like a lifetime, Cecil’s mind was empty.

*

“Wake up,” said
Terra, gently shaking Barsch awake, “We’re here.”

Barsch blinked against the harsh sunlight. It was always
strange, returning to the present. For the first few seconds he saw
double, an image of the old world
overlaid on the new one. A few seconds later the past faded and the
present solidified, revealing that they had reached Artelius
Island.

Well... what was left of
Artelius Island, anyway...

Up close, it became obvious that the island, being at the
epicentre of the cataclysm, had not fared well. Its lush forests
had been stripped away, exposing scorched bedrock and
cracked, dried out soil. The facility was
little more than a pile of rubble, with the occasional shard of
glass or exposed metal beam emerging from the ruins.

“Were you successful?” Terra asked, as Barsch slowly found his feet.

“Yeah,” Barsch replied, feeling strangely tired despite all of
the sleeping he had done over the past few days, “One of the
scientists on the island figured out a way to pump a
ç’aether crystal full of amplified
pollutants. Cecil and Eva think that when it reaches critical mass
it expels the extra energy in the form of concentrated
pollution.”


“Interesting...”

“Yeah, and Dr Reclana hooked her machine up to the geothermal
energy plant, so unless she
switched it off, it would continue to absorb ambient pollution and
grow the crystal.”

“So, it has taken thirty years for the crystal to
reach critical mass once more?”

“Probably. From what I’ve seen,
it’s the only thing that makes sense.”

“Then, your time in the past has come to an
end,” Terra stated, in a
matter-of-fact tone.

“Wait, why?” Barsch
asked.

“You have achieved your goal, Son of None,”
Terra replied, “You know what caused the first cataclysm and
how to stop the second. You have no reason to return to the
past.”

“But Cecil-

“Cannot be saved,” Terra replied, with a cold tone, “I told you, there were no survivors of the first
cataclysm.”

“How do you know?!?”

“Because I was there!” Terra snapped, losing his patience, “I went looking for Squall and instead I found
devastation. There was nothing breathing on that island and all I
could see was rubble and ruin. Even if you return to the past,
there is nothing you can do to change his fate!”

“I have to try!”

“No, Son of None, you have to face the reality that lies before you. The
second cataclysm could occur at any moment, and if you aren’t there
to stop it, no one will be. Are you really willing to risk the
lives of every human in the present for a handful of lives in the
past?”

Barsch had no
answer.

“I thought so,” Terra said, “Now,
wake Alza up. You need to get moving.”

*

Alza stepped off the raft and found firm earth beneath her feet.
It felt... weird... to be walking using her own legs. Barsch had
moved ahead, scouting for any potential danger.

He seemed... tense.

“Can you blame him?” Charlotte asked. Without Eva, she seemed to have regained her
voice.

“No, I can’t,” Alza
replied, taking a deep breath and immediately regretting it. The
air here was putrid.

“Do you believe what
Terra said? That Eva and everyone else are doomed?”

“We’re all doomed if we fail here,”
Alza replied, “Whatever happens to the people of Artelius
Island... is out of our hands.”

“I doubt that will convince him,” Charlotte mused, “You know what he’s like.”

Alza smiled to herself and replied, “He is a hero, he can’t help it. He wants to
save everyone... even if they cannot be saved.”

Alza’s smile disappeared
as quickly as it had arrived. Her body felt... heavy.

And she knew why.

“Alza,” said the Avatar of the Seas.
She and her brother were still standing on the raft. Apparently,
they could go no further, lest they risk Raigan showing
himself.

“I know, if I use my
powers, I’ll die,” Alza replied, “But I cannot... I will not... let
that stop me.”

“You can still change your mind,” Ion replied, “You don’t have to go in there!”

“Yes,” Alza replied,
steeling her nerves, “I do. Goodbye, Ion, and thank you... for
caring.”

A moment later Alza set
off, heading towards her doom.

*

“Any idea how we can get to Dr Reclana’s machine?” Barsch asked,
as they made their way towards the ruined facility. The route was
dotted with rubble and pieces of
broken machinery, but Barsch had yet to see any evidence of human
remains.

“I don’t suppose we could take the elevator?” Alza
replied, shrugging her
shoulders.

“Wouldn’t that be
convenient,” Barsch replied, as he clambered over a large boulder,
“But as we both know, things are never that easy for-

-us”

“Barsch? You’re back?” a voice asked, one that did not belong to his usual
repertoire.

“Cecil?!? You came to
the future again?”

“No,” Cecil
replied, “I don’t think
so...”

Barsch looked up and saw
that the man was not lying. He was standing in the elevator, next
to Eva.

He was also currently
climbing over a massive rock.

Simultaneously.

“Ugh... this feels weird...” he said, willing the double-vision to
disappear.

“What’s
happening?”

“We’re on Artelius, in the present,”
Barsch replied, as he made his way around
a crater in the earth.

“You’re trying to
stop the cataclysm from happening again, right?”

“Right. We’re going to head down to Dr Reclana’s lab
and destroy that ç’aether crystal before it discharges again.”

Cecil relayed this to Eva who shook her head and replied, “I
don’t think that it’ll be that easy. That crystal is incredibly
energy dense and if you go in
without a plan it could make things a lot worse.”

It was strange, hearing Eva’s voice in his ears. She
sounded... muted, as if she were
speaking though a phone with terrible connection.

“So, how do we prevent that from happening?”
Barsch asked and Cecil
relayed.

“Hmm... my best guess
would be to use the Gordian method,” Eva replied, with a thoughtful
yet distorted tone, “It’s a way of causing an implosion inside
crystalline structures using opposing waveforms.”

“Opposing
waveforms?”

“Energy with equal but
opposite characteristics, like fire and ice.”

“I can handle fire,
but ice isn’t really my thing...”

“It doesn’t have to be
ice, just another type of energy that opposes fire.”

“Barsch?” a voice asked,
one must closer and clearer, “Are you okay?”

Barsch snapped his head
up and took in Alza’s concerned expression.

“I’m... fine, just
talking to Cecil and Eva.”

Alza looked around the
devastated island, clearly failing to see anyone else.

“How?” she asked, a
moment later.

“I... don’t know,” Barsch
replied, and he really didn’t. He hadn’t fallen asleep or travelled
through the Void of Dreams, so how then was he speaking to two
people from thirty years in the past?

“Okay...” Alza said, not
missing a beat, “What are they doing?”

Barsch relayed the
question to the duo in the past.

A few seconds later he replied, “They’re still in the elevator.
Sigmund, Sylvia and Colonel Dredgen should be gathering in the
lobby with the rest of the staff,
and they’ll try to escape the storm.”

“Barsch, remember what
Terra said?” Alza replied, shaking her head, “No one leaves that
island.”

It was then that the
answer came to Barsch, like a bolt from the heavens.

Terra had told him that there were no recorded survivors of the
Artelius Cataclysm. When the U.N.O.E had arrived, they would have
found a ruined facility and assumed that everyone had
died... but what if they were still
alive.

Frozen... but alive...

*

Dr Reclana finished counting to one hundred. It
seemed only fair, to give them a
head start.

Pressing a button on her
console, she instantly connected with General Wright, her faithful
watchdog.

“Cecil and Eva have
discovered the lab,” she said, speaking into a small microphone,
“They cannot be allowed to leave the island.”

“Understood,” General
Wright replied, with a wicked laugh, “I am on my way.”

With her orders delivered, Dr Reclana raised her gaze to her
child. The crystal was reading ninety-five percent energy density,
but she knew it could go further
still. It would take some time for U.N.O.E to come looking, once
the dust settled, so she needed to have completed her experiment
and left the island long before that.

Turning a dial, she
directed the last of the Class Nine exotic particles to be added to
the compressor.

Soon, history would be
made...


Chapter XXVII: One Day

In which a sacrifice is
made...






Cecil and Eva exited the elevator to find a sea of anxious
faces. From the looks of it, everyone on the island, sans Dr
Reclana and General Wright, had
gathered in the atrium.

Sigmund and Sylvia
appeared a moment later, and from the expression on their faces it
was clear that they were not bringing good news.

“How’s it looking out there?” Cecil asked. Through the dome above
he could tell that the storm had closed in, and the entire facility shook beneath its
fury.

“Not good,” Sylvia replied, “We’ve managed to assemble everyone, but the storm has grown too
strong. If we leave the facility, no one will survive.”

“If we can’t get out, we’re screwed,” Sigmund said, “There is
nowhere in the facility that could survive the storm, and even if
we found a reinforced pocket somewhere, we don’t have enough
supplies to feed everyone. If we find ourselves trapped in one of
the rooms, we would starve long before help arrived...”

Cecil shook his head and
replied, “No, there is a third option... CryCo.”

Sigmund’s eyes widened
at the mention of the failed company.

“You can’t be serious!” the spy
exclaimed, with a look of disbelief.

“I am,” Cecil replied, “There are enough cryopods down there to
fit everyone, it is deep enough to survive the storm, and if
we’re frozen, we won’t have to
worry about supplies.”

“True,” Sigmund
conceded, “But have you forgotten that those cryopods are
prototypes?!? We don’t even know if they are operational, let alone
if we can get them working in time!”

“They’ll work, trust
me,” Cecil replied, placing his trust in the future.

Sigmund took a moment to
think it over before admitting defeat and nodding his head.

“Fine, I can’t come up
with anything better, and no one else has a viable plan.”

“Excuse me, what in the hell are you two talking
about?” Sylvia asked, with an
exasperated huff.

“Cecil wants to freeze
everyone in prototype cryopods,” Sigmund replied, with an anxious
grin.

Sylvia looked to Cecil who
replied with a shrug.

“It will be okay,
Sylvia,” Eva said, with a warm tone, “As long as nothing else
happ-

“WARNING!” shouted
an automated voice from a hidden speaker, “The storm has crossed the final threshold!
Executing level two lockdown protocol!”

“You just had to say it?” Sylvia asked, as several blast doors
slammed shut across almost all of
the exits leading out of the atrium.

“Now what?” Sigmund
asked.

“I can override the lockdown protocol from Dr Reclana’s office,”
Eva said, “As a section head my access codes should still be
valid.”

Without waiting for
anyone to reply, Eva took a step away from the group, heading
towards one of the remaining exits.

“Eva, wait! It’s too dangerous to go alone!” Sylvia exclaimed,
reaching out to Eva’s retreating form, “So... we go
together!”

Sigmund and Cecil nodded
in agreement.

The Argent Lab would never
abandon one of its own.

“Very well,” Eva relented,
turning back to face the group, “But we need to move
quickly!”

*

“CryCo?” Colonel Dredgen
asked, sounding sceptical, “I thought that was a myth.”

“It’s real,” Sigmund
replied, “Cecil and I have both been down there.”

“Why?”

Sigmund swallowed before
answering, “Because... I am the spy... and I needed their equipment
to send a message to my handler.”

Colonel Dredgen laughed and replied, “You? Oh man, I was so sure
that it was Gabriella Horne since she kept watching me while I patrolled the facility. I think I
owe her an apology...”

“You’re not upset?”
Sigmund asked.

“I think we’re far past such things, don’t you?” the colonel
fired back, “But thank you for telling me the truth. So, while the
four of you make your way to Dr Reclana’s office, I’ll share the
plan with everyone else. As soon as the lockdown lifts, I’ll take them to the stairwell you described
and hopefully keep people from panicking.”

“Thank you, colonel,”
Eva said, inclining her head.

“Please, call me Isiah,” Isiah
replied, with a smile.

“Thank you, Isiah,” Eva
repeated.

A few seconds later the four members of Argent
Lab left the room through the only open
exit...

*

“Do you really think
that this will work?” Sylvia asked, as the group made their way
towards Dr Reclana’s office. The direct route was unfortunately
blocked by several blast doors, however, there was still a route
available that took plenty of detours.

“You mean the cryostasis plan?” Sigmund replied, “I’d give it a
50/50 chance of succeeding, but at
this point we don’t exactly have a lot of options.”

“What about the Platina Lab?”
Sylvia asked, “Didn’t you say that it was equally
shielded?”

“You mean ground-zero?”
Sigmund replied, “No thank you. From what Cecil and Eva said, it
sounds as though Dr Reclana’s crystal could go critical at any
moment. I don’t want to be anywhere near that lab when things go
south.”

“Fine, then what about
the boats?”

“If they haven’t already been sunk by the storm, they will be
soon,” Eva replied, peering down
the crimson-lit corridor. The override had triggered the emergency
lighting which glowed an ominous red and turned every shadow in a
bloodstain.

“The Silver Stork?”

“Would never make it through the storm, and even if it did, it
doesn’t have enough capacity to
get everyone to safety,” Cecil countered.

“Ugh, I guess popsicles
it is,” Sylvia replied, “At least it’ll only be for a short time
until we’re unfrozen.”

Cecil shared a guilty
look with Eva.

Barsch had been quite clear. No one ever made it off the
island...

Cecil opened his mouth
to lie to Sylvia when he caught sight of a strange glow in the
periphery of his vision. He turned, realizing as he did so that
something was wrong.

They had left the atrium
as a group of four.

But now he counted
five.

“Sylvia, watch out!” he
cried, too far away to do anything but watch as the fifth person
darted forward, wielding a weapon that he knew... intimately.

General Wright thrust his solar staff forward, aiming for
Sylvia’s undefended back. Sigmund, walking beside
her, had just enough time to
react. Without a moment of hesitation he stepped forward, placing
himself between Sylvia and the staff.

A moment later it connected, impacting his temple and
discharging an ungodly amount of voltage directly into Sigmund’s
head. The scientist turned spy dropped like a stone, hitting the
smooth floor with a sickening thud.

“SIGMUND!” Sylvia cried, upon seeing her friend’s body hit the
floor. With strength born from
fury, she lashed out, striking the general in the chest and sending
him flying.

“GET HIM OUT OF HERE!”
Cecil screamed, pushing Eva towards the motionless Sigmund.
Together with a sobbing Sylvia, the two women managed to drag
Sigmund to his feet and started moving him towards safety.

Cecil saw General Wright’s eyes dart towards the
women. He could almost see the
gears turning in his mind, trying to decide who to take down
next.

But Cecil did not give him the chance to make up his mind.
Taking a deep breath, he settled into a combat stance Frater had
shown him a lifetime ago and
shouted, “FACE ME, COWARD!”

Cecil saw General
Wright’s eye twitch at the word. He knew what it meant to the
general.

“Fine!” General Wright
exclaimed, “You first, then them! Let’s see how tough you are with
no tongue!”

In that moment, before
the general attacked, Cecil caught a glance from Eva. It said a lot
of things.

Don’t die.

Be careful.

And...

Something that made Cecil’s heart flutter. If he survived this,
he would definitely ask Eva about
that glance...

*

“What’s the plan here, general?” Cecil taunted, as the man slowly approached, solar staff drawn
level with Cecil’s chest.

“Kill the four of you, and anyone else who knows about Dr
Reclana’s secret project,” the general grunted, murder in his eyes,
“After that, we’ll wait out the storm in Platina Lab. I have a black-market contact who can have a
plane here in two days and we’ll be long gone before those U.N.O.E
rats come sniffing around.”

It was a good plan,
Cecil had to admit.

“So, why tell me?” Cecil asked, tensing his muscles. He hadn’t
fought anyone in years, much less
a combat hardened general with a lethal weapon.

Frater would have wept
at the situation, if he were capable of such a thing.

“Oh, I’m not worried
about you telling anyone else,” the general replied, with an evil
smile, “And if this storm is as bad as they say, there won’t be a
whole lot left of you to warrant an official investigation.”

“Don’t you feel any
guilt?” Cecil asked, taking a tiny step forward, “About betraying
us? About betraying the U.N.O.E?”

“Pah!” General Wright spat, “The
U.N.O.E abandoned me after one simple mistake, and I would gladly
slaughter a thousand scientists in exchange for the kind of wealth
and power Dr Reclana is offering me!”

“Fitting words of a
coward,” Cecil said, laying his final piece of bait.

“ENOUGH!” the general
roared, dashing forward with solar staff extended. Cecil dodged the
strike, but not by the margin he had been hoping for.

Despite his limp, the general was fast.

The truth of that was proved a moment later when the general
whipped his staff around in a
complicated arc before slamming it into Cecil’s shin. Cecil managed
to pull backwards before the staff turned electric, but the damage
had been done.

“Do you know how many
men I’ve killed, whelp?!?” General Wright shouted, as he unleashed
a flurry of blows, “Thousands of men have stared into my eyes as
they gurgled their last breaths, and you’ll be no different!!”

Cecil tried to close the
distance and received a blow across his back for his naivety.

“You have spirit, but that alone does not win battles!” the general cried, before pressing a
button on his staff that released the hidden blade. A moment later
he dashed to the side, faster than Cecil could react, and struck
true.

Cecil felt pain bloom in his side, and when he looked
down, he saw a deep, bloody gash. The
general was already preparing for his next strike, and in that
moment, Cecil saw his end.

“Cecil, look away,” Barsch suddenly said, wresting control of Cecil’s body with no
effort.

*

A heartbeat later Barsch
straightened up. He had taken Cecil’s pain. It was... pure agony...
but he had felt worse.

The general, about to
launch another strike, immediately stopped in his tracks.

“What did you do?” he
asked, clearly surprised by the sudden change in Cecil’s
demeanour.

Barsch, however, did not stop to answer. Dashing forward, he
kicked out, ignoring the pain from his leg. The
blow caught the general by
surprise and in that moment, he made a fatal mistake... he dropped
his solar staff. Without hesitating, Barsch threw himself forward
and claimed it. He was already spinning it around by the time he
found his feet.

*

Cecil knew what was
coming next. He could feel Barsch’s mind grow cold.

*

Barsch darted forward, bladed solar staff in hand. The general
struck out, hoping to catch his opponent’s head but found empty air
instead. Barsch dropped under his strike and retaliated with
one of his one.

His stolen weapon,
tipped with a forbidden blade, found its home in the general’s
chest.

The man fell a moment
later, blood spraying from his mouth.

Barsch heard him gurgle
his final words.

“Who... what... are you?”

“A murderer,” Barsch
replied, without hesitation.

*

“Barsch...” Cecil began,
one hand holding his bleeding side, “Thank you...”

“Don’t th_nk ab__t i_,” Barsch replied, but his voice sounded distorted,
“An_, wha_ev_r hap_en_, y_o
ar_ n_t a m_rd_r_r...”

“Barsch, what is
happening?!?”

“En_er_ng fa_il_ty,
l_s_ng c_n_ect_on...”

“Please, stay with me! I
can’t do this on my own!” Cecil cried, as a fresh wave of pain from
his wound rocked his senses.

“Y_u a_e _____ al_ne...” Barsch mumbled, and then, just like that, he was
gone.

Shaking his head, Cecil
dug down deep and steeled his heart. He was alone.

No help was coming.

And so, alone and
probably dying, Cecil struggled onwards, towards the distant
office...

*

Eva and Sylvia were halfway to the atrium when Sigmund jerked
awake, letting out a scream of
terror in the process.

Eva didn’t mind. In
order to scream your lungs have to be working, which meant that
Sigmund wasn’t dead yet...

“It’s okay, Siggy,”
Sylvia said, squeezing the man tightly.

“You... never call...
me... Siggy...” Sigmund replied, sounding weak.

“First time for everything,” Sylvia replied, with a warm,
soothing voice.

“I suppose,” Sigmund replied, “Now... can someone remove... this hood from my face.”

Sylvia shot Eva a look of confusion before replying, “Siggy,
what are you talking
about?”

“Very... funny, Sylvia,” Sigmund
replied, but there was no note of humour in his voice, “Someone...
turned out the lights, so I’m assuming... the general captured us
and put a hood... over my head for some reason...”

Eva looked at Sylvia and
found tears in the girl’s eyes.

“Sigmund, there is no
hood over your head,” Eva said, with as gentle a voice as she could
manage, “Can you try and open your eyes?”

“Eva...” Sigmund replied, with a touch of fear now creeping into
his voice, “My eyes have been
open... this whole time...”

Eva had no words.

Sylvia, already crying,
simply held her blinded companion close...

*

Cecil awoke with a
start. He had been making his way towards Dr Reclana’s office and
had taken a moment to rest...

His side had grown cold, which probably wasn’t a good thing. But
he couldn’t do anything about it, so he chose instead to ignore it
and carry on. Dr Reclana’s office was within view, a simple metal
door bearing her title. A keypad sat beside the door, calling to him like a siren in the deep. He
stumbled forward, leaving a crimson trail in his wake.

After a few agonizing
seconds, the door filled his view. Thankfully, Eva had given him
the access code, in the event that they were separated.

The room beyond was covered in
awards. Every wall bore numerous plaques, certificates and news
reels describing Dr Reclana’s achievements. She had achieved so
much, but apparently, it hadn’t been enough. Greed was her vice,
and from what Cecil had seen, it would also be her
downfall.

But that was neither here nor
there, so instead he focused his attention on her computer. Colonel
Dredgen, as head of security, luckily had a master password that
worked on almost every console in the facility, including Dr
Reclana’s.

“Duty Above Self, Life Above Duty,”
Cecil entered. It was apparently the
Dredgen family motto.

“Access granted. Warning, lockdown protocol is in
effect. Would you like to disable it?” the computer asked, somehow reading Cecil’s
mind.

“Yes,” Cecil replied, talking to himself and only himself for the first time in ages, “Yes I would.”

A moment later the
console confirmed that the lockdown had been lifted, unlocking all
blast doors across the facility. Hopefully Colonel Dredgen would be
able to convince the island’s population to follow him to the CryCo
section.

If not... then all of
this was for naught.

*

“Eva!” cried the
colonel, as she entered the cryochamber room. From what she could
tell, everyone was already present and lining up before a
cryopod.

When the colonel came closer, he noticed the man slung between them, and the lack of the
second man.

“What happened?!?”

“General Wright
happened,” Eva replied, stepping away from Sigmund for a moment.
Sylvia was still holding him tight, as if the slightest breeze
might break him. Since discovering the severity of his injury, the
former spy had said little.

“Damn it, and
Cecil?”

Eva shook her head
before replying, “We were separated.”

“Well, at the very least we know that he made it to Dr Reclana’s
office...” the colonel said, with a look of concern, “But we have bigger problems.”

“Are the cryopods not
operational?” Eva asked, voicing her biggest fear.

“They are working,”
Colonel Dredgen replied, “But they are missing two important pieces
of code. The activation switch, and the de-activation timer.”

“So, we can’t activate
the cryopods?”

“Well, fortunately there
is a manual activation switch, but it is at the centre of the room.
And even if we activate the cryopods, without a de-activation timer
we would be frozen within the pods forever.”

“It won’t be forever, col-
Isiah, trust me,” Eva replied, taking in the looks of fear and
uncertainty around the room, “For now, let’s start by helping
everyone find a pod.”

*

A few minutes later, everyone except Eva and Isiah had entered a
pod. There had been some
hesitation amongst the staff. Although their options were few, no
one really wanted to enter the untested cryopods. Thankfully,
Adrian Priest, the former CryCo contractor, had volunteered to be
the first to be placed inside a cryopod. He had boldly stated that
he trusted his work, even though it had been years since he had
last been in the chamber. Shortly after, Sylvia had helped Sigmund
into his, watching over him like a protective parent. The rest of
the staff had followed suit shortly after that.

Eva was facing one of the pods, performing a cursory inspection.
The cryopod was just bigger than a person and stood upright. Once
the glass cover slid into place, a mixture of cryogenic gasses
would flow into the pod from a hidden tank, freezing the person
solid.

Eva could feel her heart thundering in her chest as her
claustrophobia emerged from a dark place in her mind. At least she
wouldn’t have to worry about actually going inside
the cryopod... seeing as she had decided to stay behind and
activate everyone else’s pods.

“How’s it looking?”
Isiah asked, standing behind her.

“Everything looks good,”
Eva replied, wondering how she could convince the colonel to get
inside.

If Cecil was still alive, then she would see him again once he
reached the chamber. Convincing
him to enter a pod would be easier if he didn’t know about the
activation switch.

And if he was dead...
then she would at least share his fate.

“Good,” Isiah replied,
sounding closer than before, “And... I’m sorry.”

“About wha- was all Eva
managed, before she felt Isiah place his hands against her back and
push hard. She stumbled forward, hitting the back of the cryopod.
By the time she managed to turn around, the glass cover was already
sliding into place.

“What are you
doing?!?”

“The same thing you planned to
do,” Isiah replied, with a rueful smile, “I just beat you to the
punch.”

“Let me out of here!”
Eva shouted, hands banging against the glass.

But Isiah did not
comply. Instead, he walked back towards the central console, where
the activation switch lay.

“You can’t do this! It
should be me!!” Eva cried, but a part of her knew that nothing she
could say would make the colonel change his mind.

“Maybe,” Isiah replied, “But I chose to do this. I think... I
finally understand my family motto... Goodbye, Eva, and good luck...”

A moment later he pressed the switch, activating every
occupied cryopod.

Eva had barely seconds
to think her final thoughts.

“Cecil... please...
be okay...”

Eva’s heart beat once
more, before falling silent... possibly forever...

*

Cecil was barely conscious by the time he reached the cryopods
chamber. It was deserted, but within the cryopods he could just make out the people frozen
within.

“Cecil!” cried Isiah,
who rushed up to help him through the door, “Is General Wright-

-he won’t be troubling us,”
Cecil muttered, pain coursing through his mind with every
breath.

“Good, good...” Isiah
replied, as he helped Cecil over to an open cryopod.

“Did... everyone... make it?”
Cecil asked, darkness swirling at the edges of his
vision.

“Yeah, you’re the last
one,” Isiah replied, “Get in, quickly!”

It was then that Cecil saw who his cryopod’s neighbour was.

Eva, whose final
expression had been frozen in time: a mix of anger and
betrayal.

“If we both make it out of this,” Cecil said, placing his
hand on Eva’s pod, “The first thing I
will tell you... is how I really feel about you...”

A moment later Cecil reached his own pod. The darkness had grown
to cover almost all of his sight,
and he needed Isiah’s help to enter the pod safely.

“See you... on the...
other side...” Cecil mumbled.

“Be safe, Cecil,” Isiah
replied, with an odd tone.

A few seconds later the
cryopod activated and Cecil welcomed the freezing mist.

“Barsch, I believe in you,” Cecil thought, as his mind began to grow dim,
“Save the world... save the
future... and then, save us...”

The darkness had almost completely consumed him when he held his
final thought, “Eva...
I... love... you...”

Cecil’s heart beat once more, and then all was still...


Chapter XXVIII: Reflections


In which true evil is born...






“He’s... gone,” Barsch
whispered, feeling as though the world had suddenly shifted under
his feet.

“Who?” Alza asked, as
they continued to move pieces of debris from the elevator bank.

“Cecil,” Barsch replied, sweat covering his brow, “I tried to
reach out to him, like I did before, but I couldn’t find him.
Either he’s unconscious or he’s...”

“I’m sure he made it to the cryochamber,” Alza replied, but there
was a lack of certainty to her
voice, “They all did...”

With a grunt, Barsch shifted the final rock, exposing the
elevator doors. It would have been
faster to use his powers, but Alza had cautioned against exhausting
themselves before reaching the crystal.

Destroying Dr Reclana’s
machine might take a lot of force, after all.

“What are the chances
it’s still working?” Alza asked, as Barsch pressed the button to
summon the lift.

A small ding a few seconds later answered Alza’s question.

“Geothermal power is amazing!” Barsch laughed, as the duo entered the elevator. It was the only
one still standing and was a miracle in its own right. Inside the
small space, they faced problem number two: they didn’t have an
access disc for Platina Lab.

However, by the looks of
things, this wasn’t going to be a problem. The screen, although
cracked, clearly read ‘Override Code Accepted, Please State Your
Destination’.

“Thank you, Cecil,” Barsch thought, before clearing his voice and requesting,
“Platina Lab... please.”

A heartbeat later a digital voice responded, with a broken, distorted voice, “N_xt s_op, Pl_ti_a L_b.”

Another beat of Barsch’s heart
and the elevator came to life, taking them down into the dark
depths below the ruined island...

*

Nothing was going
according to plan.

Dr de Vertia and Cecil
Souvier had discovered the compressor.

General Wright was not
answering on any frequency.

And worst of all... the
crystal was behaving... strangely.

In all of her previous tests, the crystal had been able to
absorb a large amount of pollutants and then, with an
electrochemical stimulus, had
discharged a great deal of electricity into the machine’s
batteries.

But something was wrong.
The crystal had absorbed every last drop of the Class Nine exotic
particles and was still hungrily gobbling up the pollutants in its
feed chamber. They were being filtered through the island’s
seawater and air purifiers and were not as potent as the exotic
particles, but given the planet’s current situation they were
practically limitless.

Normally, when the crystal reached a certain energy density, it
would respond to her prodding and properly discharge its energy in a safe and controlled manner.
Any excess pollution would be fed back into the system and could be
reabsorbed once the crystal finished discharging. But the crystal
had already exceeded its normal energy density value by 120 percent
and showed no signs of stopping. The crystal, furthermore, had
grown several times larger and was now pressing up against the
containment tank’s inner wall. If nothing was done, it would soon
pierce the tank’s wall and flood the room with deadly
contaminants.

There was only one thing Dr Reclana could do, and she
really didn’t want to do it.

Her last resort was to connect the crystal’s output
chamber directly to the facility’s
ventilation system, where its polluted energy would be able to
escape the containment tank before being vented out of the
facility’s smokestack.

This would not solve the problem, but at least it would give Dr
Reclana some time in which to come up with a long-term
solution. Once she started working
on version 2.0, of course.

Unfortunately, venting the
crystal’s output through the ventilation system would most probably
kill everyone on the island, in addition to creating a plume of
concentrated pollution several miles high in the
atmosphere.

It was impossible to
calculate how much damage it would do, especially if it reached one
of the global slipstreams, but Dr Reclana’s bigger worry is that it
would most likely alert the U.N.O.E forces in the region.

Hopefully, once she vented the crystal and outlasted the storm,
she could call for an evac from
one of General Wright’s contacts and, using what she had learnt,
start over in some far-off land. Naturally, in order to hide the
existence of her machine, she would need to engage the facility’s
self-destruct... but by that point any survivors of the storm and
crystal venting would probably see their deaths as an act of
kindness.

Taking a deep breath, Dr Reclana started entering the necessary
commands. She thought about sending out a warning to her staff,
letting them know about what was coming, but then she squashed that thought down.

They had defied her. Dr
de Vertia and her lot.

They deserved no
warnings, no pity.

“Warning, crystal energy density approaching critical
levels. Pressure inside containment tank reaching failure margins.
Would you like to vent accumulated energy?” the machine asked.

“Hell yes,” Dr Reclana
answered, while pressing the final switch.

It was only then, in the
exact moment her commands took effect, that she noticed the
crack.

It was tiny, barely larger than her hand, but it
was big enough. The containment tank had
failed, and she had noticed too late.

Before she could blink,
her machine sent a huge surge of electricity into the crystal,
forcing it to purge itself of its stored pollutants. Most of them
travelled upwards, through a series of pipes and valves that
connected the tank to the ventilation system.

But some of them chose a different path and squeezed through the
crack, widening it and ultimately shattering the tank before
flooding the room with crimson gas. Dr Reclana had only a single moment to lament her foolishness,
before she was consumed.

And thus, the last voice
on Artelius fell silent, as humanity’s doom travelled towards the
heavens with terrible swiftness...

*

“That... is not good,”
Barsch said, as he and Alza stepped out of the elevator into
Platina Lab.

“No, it’s not,” Alza agreed, staring at the crystal. When they
had last seen it, it had been roughly the size of a
boulder.

Now? Now it filled up
the room.

The crystal had spread into every nook and crevice in
the lab, leaving only a few feet of open
space between Barsch and the death-dealing structure. It felt...
wrong.

“Hey, we’ve destroyed a
dwarf planet before,” Alza said, stepping forward, “This should be
no trouble.”

Barsch took another look
at the crimson crystal which glowed from within and seemed to pulse
like a beating heart. In that moment, he would rather face Tartarus
again.

“So, any idea on how we can destroy it?” Alza continued, as she
made her way towards a nearby panel which, despite being
damaged thirty years prior, was
still displaying information which looked important.

“I was just going to try
and blow it up,” Barsch shrugged, “That kinda seems to be my
thing.”

“I have murdered planets, people and
machines,” Barsch thought, staring
at the great mass before him, “A gigantic, pollution filled crystal shouldn’t be that
hard to kill.”

“Wait!” Alza suddenly
exclaimed, from her position beside the panel, “Don’t do anything
yet!”

“Why not?” Barsch asked,
lowering his hand.

“According to this, the machine
housing the crystal’s core is connected directly to the smokestack
on top of the facility. If we try to destroy it, the pollution
might be forced out instead...”

Barsch had a sudden
recollection from his ill-fated trip to the future.

A plume of crimson gas,
reaching high into the atmosphere.

The Second Artelius
Cataclysm.

“So, we need to do this right,” Barsch said, trying and failing
to rid himself of the image of future Alza’s
demise.

“I think so,” Alza replied, “You told me that Eva had a method
of safely destroying ç’aether
crystals?”

“Yeah, the Gordian
method. Eva told me that if I injected two different types of
contrasting energy into the crystal, they would create an
implosion.”

“An implosion does sound better than an
explosion,” Alza commented, “And from what I can gather, this
crystal is almost at its maximum energy density. If we don’t do
this now, we could risk everything.”

“Alright, but what do we do about the smokestack?” Barsch asked,
“If even a fraction of the crystal’s pollution is
released it could do a lot of
damage.”

“I know, but the only way to shut off the connection is somewhere
in... that,” Alza said, gesturing
towards the massive crystal, “Unless...”

“Unless?”

“We create a seal on the
other end of the system,” Alza explained, “If I create a shield
over the smokestack’s outlet, I could trap any pollution that
escapes and try to force it back down here for you to destroy.”

“Are you sure?” Barsch asked, “If something goes wrong, you’d be
in the direct path of the pollution.”

Again, the image rose to the
front of his mind.

No... that wasn’t her
future. It couldn’t be.

“It’ll be okay,” Alza
replied, and yet her face did not speak of confidence... only
resignation.

“Alza, is there
something you’re keeping from me?” Barsch asked.

It took Alza a few
seconds to answer. No, it took Alza a few seconds to come up with a
lie.

“No... everything is
fine,” Alza lied.

Barsch was about to
press for the truth when an alarm began to sound.

“Look, the crystal is almost at critical mass,” Alza said,
“We don’t have time for this! I’ll
head up and get in position on the smokestack, you get to work on
destroying this thing!”

Before Barsch could say
anything further, Alza pushed past him and headed for the elevator.
He couldn’t be sure... but he thought he saw tears in her eyes.

As the elevator doors
slammed shut, he fancied he heard a handful of words, whispered by
the lying woman before him.

“I’m sorry... forgive
me...”

And then Alza was gone, and Barsch was left in a room filled
with a pollution-filled crystal,
feeling as though he would never see her again...

*

Squall felt the change
in the air around him.

It was coming.

He could sense it, far
below him. A maelstrom of death, trying to reach the world above.
He wasn’t sure how the humans had managed to create such a thing,
but that did not matter.

He would protect them,
even from themselves.

However, as he felt the maelstrom grow in intensity, Squall
realized that he had been thinking too small. The amount of
pollution below, in its concentrated form, could become the end of humanity. The environment was
already at a breaking point, and if the pollutants below managed to
enter the airstream it could cause the air itself to become toxic.
That air would carry the poison around the world, faster than the
humans could react, and then rain down acid which would easily melt
steel and skin alike, acidify the oceans and render the land
barren. In a matter of days, humanity could become
extinct.

Perhaps, if the other Avatars were present, the maelstrom could
be easily contained. But they had
abandoned humanity and left them to their dark fate.

But Squall would not
abandon them.

No matter what.

Floating above the
smokestack, Squall felt the maelstrom rise. He could not save the
humans below, and that fact alone tore his heart in two, but
perhaps he could save the rest.

A few seconds later, Squall came face to face with his foe. A
cloud of crimson gas, filled with death and corruption, shot out
from the smokestack. If he did nothing, it would quickly reach the
jet stream. Not even the storm he
had summoned would be able to contain it.

And so, Squall chose to
stop the cataclysm below, even if it cost him everything.

“I WILL SAVE THEM!” he cried,
diving towards the crimson cloud, “I WILL SAVE THEM
ALL!”

A moment later, Avatar
met Annihilation. From the instant Squall touched the maelstrom, he
felt... wrong.

This was not a thing
that should exist.

But there was nowhere
for it to go where it would not cause devastation.

No, that was wrong.

There was one place it could go... where it would not harm a single human.

Inside Squall.

Taking a deep breath,
Squall inhaled the maelstrom. It flowed quickly, forcing its way
into his body. As it touched his skin, it sent a pulse of agony
throughout his form. He felt... defiled, as the wrongness was
consumed and became a part of him.

Thinking was... hard... but he did not waver. Taking in more and
more of the pollutant-laden vapour, Squall felt something within
him grow dark. His heart, his soul, his very essence was being
eroded, piece by piece, and
replaced by something... evil.

And yet Squall did not
stop.

Even as the maelstrom
corrupted his very being.

Despite the pain,
despite the corruption, Squall could still sense the world beyond.
The maelstrom had lessened slightly, but there was still a
terrifying amount of crimson death flowing towards him.

And yet Squall did not
stop.

Holding in his mind the image of his niece, swaddled in white cloth, Squall continued to take in
the maelstrom. Even as his thoughts grew twisted, he did not
falter. More, MORE, MORE! he consumed, willing every last particle
to find a home in his contorted frame instead of endangering a
single human in the world beyond.

After an eternity of agony, Squall felt his strength begin to
fail. There was still a great deal of crimson smoke remaining, but
it was no longer an existential threat to humanity.
A few seconds later, the Avatar of the
Skies fell from the heavens, trailing crimson smoke.

He impacted the world below, shattering the great dome which had
once capped the human’s facility.
Glass and steel surrounded him, creating a cage of broken
dreams.

Squall lay there, staring up at the plume of crimson cloud as it
headed towards the stratosphere.

He had failed to contain
the full might of the maelstrom, but hopefully he had absorbed
enough of it to lessen its cataclysmic effects. However, in that
moment, such a thought seemed... alien to him.

Why did he care about...
what the maelstrom did?

It felt as though there
was something important... slipping away from his mind.

A thought.

A core ideal.

A defining sense of
self.

“The humans... something
about... the humans...” he croaked, body ruined by the ordeal. In a
nearby piece of fallen glass, he could see that his sacrifice had
changed him.

His golden hair was
gone, replaced by a mop of crimson curls.

His skin had taken on the pallor of a fresh corpse.

And his eyes had grown
grey and cold.

“What did they... do to
me?” he asked his reflection, “I was trying to... do something...
to the humans...”

“We call them... vermin,” his
reflection replied.

“Vermin? No... that doesn’t sound...
right...”

“Look at what they did
to us!” his reflection roared, “Look at what they tried to do to
the planet!”

No... Yes...

“Something is wrong... I am wrong...”

“You are the only one who can make things right!” his reflection
shouted, fury burning in his grey, lifeless eyes,
“The other Avatars were wrong, to
leave the humans alone! Look at what they do, when left to their
own devices! They devise even more twisted ways to destroy OUR
world!”

Squall could not win against
the man in the mirror. His own thoughts were...
clouded...

“I will...” he began,
knowing that the words he wanted to speak were important.

“You know the truth,”
his reflection said, “YOU KNOW WHAT MUST BE DONE!”

“I will,” Squall
repeated, finding the words coming easily to his lips, “I WILL
DESTROY THEM! I WILL DESTROY THEM ALL!”

“DO IT!” his reflection
screamed, and in that instant Squall realized that his reflection
was no reflection.

It was his true
self.

Every human had
sinned.

Mothers, fathers, children.
None were innocent.

All were vermin.

And all deserved to
die.

Rising into the air,
Squall looked around him. The facility was damaged, but still
standing.

Not for long.

Turning, he found the
storm he had created. It waited, circling the facility like a
ravenous scavenger waiting for its prey to take its final
breaths.

No more waiting.

“DESTROY THEM!” he
commanded, facing his storm, “WIPE THEM FROM MY EDEN!”

The storm obeyed its master, and a moment later it began to
close in. Already it was tearing
at the facility, cracking concrete and flooding rooms. Lightning
struck every exposed surface, melting glass and burning the
rest.

His storm would not step
there.

It would sweep across
the world, bringing death and despair to the humans.

No, that wasn’t
right.

It was not the storm
that would cleanse his world of vermin.

He would. He
was the storm.

In that moment he remembered the word the humans had given his
storm. It was only fitting, that they would be destroyed by the
very thing they feared
most.

“There will be no mercy,
no surrender!” he called, facing the world of man, “Cower, beg,
run, it matters not! I AM THE STORM THAT WILL BRING THE END! I
AM... RAIGAN!!!!”

And thus, the Avatar of Storms
was born, as the most ardent defender of humanity was erased from
the world...

*

“We can do this, Barsch,” Ashe said, “We can save them all!”

“Come, Ruination,”
Barsch intoned, as the flaming sword appeared in his left hand.

He could create fire,
but that was the easy part. He needed an opposing force, something
to help cancel out the corruption within the ç’aether crystal.

“You already know the answer, don’t you?”
Lanista asked.

The screaming blade was in his right hand, eager to be
used for something other than
chopping down trees.

It had been a long time,
since his departure from Tartarus. In that moment, when it seemed
as though the dwarf planet would not allow them to leave, Barsch
had used a power that had not come from Alza.

The power of the
Void.

Since that moment, he
had tried to reach out to it, to call it forth.

But it was a stubborn
thing, and would not answer his summons.

That changed now.

“Come, Desolation!” Barsch
shouted, and for the first time since Tartarus, he felt the Void
answer. The darkness within him manifested as a plume of black fire
which poured out of his chest and wrapped itself around
Lanista.

Fire and Void.

Light and Darkness.

Beginning and End.

Stepping forward towards
the crystal, Barsch felt the twin flames pull at his soul. He could
not keep both summoned for long, but hopefully they would last long
enough.

“I will fight for my
future!” he cried, before plunging both blades, burning red and
black, into the crystal’s heart.

Immediately he felt the crystal react, sending a wave of pollution that washed over him in a
crimson wave. But his power pulsed in his body, pushing back
against the corruption. Gritting his teeth, he poured more of his
power into the crystal, forcing fire and darkness deeper into the
core.

More.

MORE.

MORE!

Straining every muscle,
Barsch threw everything he had at the crystal. And yet it showed no
signs of breaking.

But he did not stop. He
did not falter. He did not waver.

Through fire, through ice, through deepest despair, he would
never lose his stride.

And so, he kept going, even as
the pollution assaulted his body and seeped into his mind. Even as
his vision grew dark and the world grew quiet, he did not pull
back.

“I WILL FIGHT!” he
screamed, throwing his defiance at the thing which threatened his
world, “FOR MY FUTURE!!!”

And then it happened. A crack appeared on the crystal’s crimson
surface. It was tiny, barely bigger than his nail, but it was a
start. Focusing his power into the crack, he watched as it slowly
grew bigger. Little by little, he forced both flame and void deeper into the crystal. He could feel
them penetrating the deepest part of the crystal, consuming
it.

The crystal, in a
seeming last-ditch effort, expelled a great cloud of crimson gas
which quickly rose through the ruptured containment tank and headed
for the world above.

Barsch would have
laughed, if he had the spare energy.

Alza would easily thwart
the crystal’s desperate gamble.

With the last of his strength, Barsch sent his power into the
crystal’s core. A moment later, he felt something
give way. A hole in the world had formed
in the centre of the crystal, drawing in everything around it. The
pollution, the flames, the darkness, all were quickly consumed by
the hole as the crystal imploded.

And then, in the blink
of an eye, everything grew still. Barsch could only watch as the
crystal collapsed in on itself, as the machine fell to pieces
around it.

It was done... and so
was he.

Falling backwards, he caught sight of his reflection in a piece
of shattered crystal. His violet
eyes were unchanged, but his hair had been bleached by the
crystal’s corrosion, going from blonde to bone white.

“I look just like she did, when we met...”
he thought, just before the darkness
claimed him.

*

Alza stood atop the smokestack. It had survived the storm and
the following three decades with remarkably little damage, a testament to the people who had made
it.

“You don’t have to do this,” Charlotte said. Alza could feel her apprehension
through their bond.

“Yes, I do,” Alza
replied.

“We didn’t even get to tell him... anything...”

“Perhaps that was for the best,” Alza replied. Far below her, she felt something
stir.

A mass of evil.

Through her link with
Barsch, she could feel his exertion. He was pouring everything he
had into destroying the crystal.

It was only fair that
she did the same.

Even if it killed
her...

“I’m... afraid... Alza,” Charlotte said, voice trembling, “I don’t want to die again...”

“I’m sorry,” Alza
said, and she meant it, “But this is the only way... At least we’ll go
together...”

A moment later Alza sensed
something move beneath her.

It was time.

Summoning her power for
the last time, Alza willed it to take shape in the world. A shield
of hardened air appeared at her direction, covering the entirety of
the smokestack.

The act of creating the
shield drove Alza to her knees and she felt a tightness in her
chest that turned every breath into a struggle. A few seconds later
a plume of crimson gas struck the shield.

It didn’t hold.

“NO!” Alza screamed, pouring more of her power into the shield,
reinforcing it and creating
additional layers.

And yet the crimson
storm did not stop.

So Alza reached down deep and drew on every ounce of her power.
She willed it into the world, even as her vision spun, and her throat closed.

“I... WON’T... LET... YOU... OUT!” she half-gasped, half-screamed. Clenching her fists, she forced
the shield to push back against the crimson storm, shoving it back
down the chimney.

It did not go
quietly.

But Alza was already pouring everything she had into the shield.
Either it held, or everything was
lost.

And then, by some
miracle, the mass of crimson air began to retreat. Slowly, she
forced it downwards, towards its crystal home.

A few seconds later, it
was over.

Alza fell forward, utterly
exhausted.

She felt her heartbeat
slow.

“Ba-rsch...” she gasped,
as the darkness came for the last time, “I’m... so...rry...”

*

I stand upon the shores
of my home. Nirvana is what we named her, and Nirvana she has
become. For a long time, we sought to leave her shores. But as the
months turned to years, we began to accept our fate. Nirvana is our
home, and always will be.

Over time, we built a
life here. Homes, created from the rocks and the trees. Food, taken
from the ocean and the jungle.

In time, we
created something new.

A family.

A boy, and a girl, both born healthy and
strong.

Together, we enjoy a
life in paradise, as our memories of home slowly fade away.

This is all I ever
wanted.

No more fighting, no
more loss.

Just us and our little
ones, forever.

This is what is...

This is what could have been... Alza...


Chapter XXIX: Promises

In which the boy grows cold...






Barsch left the lab in a
daze. He felt... strange.

Like a part of him was
missing.

But which part? His ghosts were still present, although a bit muted at the moment. His body felt
drained, and at that moment he doubted he had enough power
remaining to light a candle.

But that wasn’t it.

So, what then?

Without coming up with
an answer, he stumbled into the elevator.

“Surface,” he said, in a
blunt tone.

The elevator sprang to
life a moment later, bringing him out of the island’s depths and
towards its ruined surface.

When the doors opened,
however, he found that he was not alone.

But the person standing before him was not Alza, as
he had hoped.

Instead... it was his
father.

“Dad?” he asked, his
voice sounding strangely cold to his ears.

“BARSCH!” his father
replied, immediately leaping into action and wrapping his son up in
a hug only a father can give.

“How?” Barsch asked,
once he found enough spare air to fill his lungs.

“Maloch,” Lukas replied,
“He made it all the way to Sanctuary and told us what had happened
to you!”

“I see...” Barsch said,
“Thank you.”

It was then that Lukas took a step backwards, eyes narrowing as
he took in his son’s new
appearance.

“Are you... alright?” he
asked, concern clear in his voice.

Barsch shook his head
and replied, “No, but I will be. Where is Maloch?”

“I’m not sure,” Lukas replied, still looking at Barsch with
suspicion, “We all split up when we landed. I was lucky enough to find you first, I
guess.”

“Oh...” Barsch replied,
“I need to... go somewhere...”

“Home?” Lukas asked,
sounding confused, “That is the plan.”

“Not home...” Barsch replied, taking an unsteady step away from
the elevator, “I need to see... an
old friend...”

Without asking for
further details, Lukas stepped forward and placed his arm under
Barsch’s shoulder.

“Lead the way,” he said,
as father and son slowly made their way towards the last bastion of
hope.

*

“Are these... cryopods?”
Lukas asked, with a voice of awe.

Barsch nodded, not
trusting his words. Something had happened to him, after destroying
the crystal.

Something
terrifying.

But he could not stop to
contemplate it, not until he knew that his friends were safe.

“Wait, are there... people
inside?” Lukas asked, as they approached the cryopods.

Barsch nodded once more.
With great effort, he limped towards the central console. What he
saw there, however, put fear into his heart.

A corpse lay in the
middle of the room.

Cecil?

No...

It couldn’t be...

Leaving Lukas, Barsch crawled forward, towards the skeletal
remains. His heart had almost stopped beating, but he had to be
sure. With trembling hands, he
reached out, searching for confirmation of his worst
fears.

A few seconds later he
found something that did not belong. A metal disc on a rusted
chain.

‘Colonel Isiah Dredgen’ the disc read.

Not Cecil.

Sad... but not
Cecil...

Dragging himself
upwards, Barsch checked the console. The screen was dusty and
cracked, but it was still active and what it showed was nothing
short of a miracle.

Two hundred and eight
cryopods were occupied.

And two hundred and eight life signatures were showing.

They had saved them.

They had saved them
all...

Barsch felt like crying,
but despite the sheer relief flooding his mind, not a single tear
rolled down his cheek.

Strange.

Moving away from the
console, he started searching for a familiar face. After a few
minutes, he found him.

Cecil Souvier.

“It’s good to see you,”
he said, laying a hand on the frosted glass, “Face to face. I will
get you out of there, but I just need a little more time...”

“Do you know him?” Lukas
asked.

“You could say that,” Barsch replied, staring at the
frozen man.

Now that he had
confirmed Cecil’s survival, there was only one thing left to
do.

Find Alza.

*

A few minutes later,
Barsch found himself at the top of the facility. His strength was
slowly returning to him, and after assuring Lukas that he would be
fine, his father had departed to go and find the others.

And so Barsch continued
on alone, towards the smokestack.

He was still feeling
strange, and although his energy had returned, the feeling of
emptiness in his soul was not budging.

Taking a deep breath, he
started to climb up the smokestack’s ruined exterior. He was
halfway up when he saw a silhouette that he had not seen in
months.

Maloch the Free.

Joy welled up in
Barsch’s heart, but even that was strangely muted. He should have
been ecstatic, to see his friend in the steel.

But then he looked down,
and saw what was in Maloch’s arms.

Barsch finished the rest
of the climb at a run.

No.

NO!

“Alza!” Barsch shouted, voice sounding strange to his ears. A
moment later he reached her. Her
body was covered in glowing, violet veins and her eyes did not open
at his call.

“Barsch, what happened here?” Maloch asked, fear in his digital voice.

“I don’t know,” Barsch
said, kneeling before Alza’s body, “Is she-

-alive? Yes, but just barely,” Maloch replied, sending a wave of ice through Barsch’s
heart, “Her vitals are
critical and if she does not receive medical attention soon, she
will not survive.”

“Heal,” Barsch said,
trying to bring his power out.

But his stores were well
and truly empty.

“I am reading no change in her condition,”
Maloch said, cradling Alza’s body as if
it were his own child, “We need to try something else.”

Barsch tried to think of
a solution. His thoughts, however, were still muddied and
vague.

But there was one thing
that stuck in his mind.

The sight of Cecil,
frozen in place.

“We need to move her,
now,” he said, explaining his plan to the re-mech.

Standing, Barsch made his
declaration.

“I will not let her
die.”

He had meant to shout
his defiance to the heavens.

Instead, he had made a
cold announcement to the void.

But that did not matter.
Whether there was fire in his voice or not, whether his emotions
were lost or not, whether it cost him everything or not, he had
made a promise.

He would not let her
die.

No. Matter. What.


Epilogue: The Man Who Fell From Heaven

In which the future is
found...






Another Time. Another
Place.

The man felt his
extremities thaw as the de-frosting sequence finally came to an
end. He felt... disorientated.

But the rage
remained.

However, there was
something new. A sense of wrongness, permeating through his rapidly
warming body.

“Warning,
entering upper atmosphere,” the pod’s computer said, and
through the reinforced glass he could see that this was the case.
His craft started to heat up as it crossed the boundary between
space and sky, but he was not worried.

He would survive
this.

He had survived
worse.

While he fell, his mind
worked on the problem. There were secondary problems, like the
acquisition of food and water, but that was not a great concern for
the man in the pod.

No, his primary problem
was a simple one.

Revenge.

How best to achieve it,
and how to make it last as long and as painfully as possible.

Smiling to himself, the
man allowed his craft to fall from heaven.

“Just you wait,” he
said, addressing the planet below, “I’m coming to make you suffer,
Barsch!”

And so, the man fell
from heaven, trailing flame and smoke, as he dreamt of revenge and
murder...

*

A Place Beyond Time.

“He has changed,”
Terra said, as he floated in the dreamscape, “And not for the
better.”

Spirit regarded the
Avatar with a look of contempt.

“I know, something
must be done,” the Avatar replied, surrounded by countless
coloured spheres, “If Barsch is not healed, everything could be
undone...”

Spirit gave the Avatar a
look of pleading.

“No, your role in
this is over,” Terra replied, facing the Waysphere “You have
accomplished your task. Few others have achieved such an honour,
but I had a good feeling about you.”

Spirit said nothing
further.

“Now, Spirit of the
Wayspheres, I ask you once and never again... are you ready to be
reborn?”

Spirit replied in a
voice that only an Avatar could understand.

And so, it was done.

After overcoming an
impossible task... Spirit became Flesh...

And already the universe
seemed a bit brighter...

*

A New Time. A New
Place.

Cecil rose from the
darkness like a rocket taking flight. His eyes slammed open, and
his lungs gulped down their first breath in eons. He could feel a
bed beneath him, but everything else was a mystery.

“EVA!” he shouted, a
moment later, as the darkness began to recede.

A heartbeat later he
felt a woman’s hand find his own.

“It’s okay,” a voice
said, filling his heart with warmth and light, “I’m here.”

Cecil relaxed by a tiny
amount. He was alive.

Eva was alive.

No matter what he saw
once his vision settled, at least they would face it together.

“Eva, I need to tell you
something,” Cecil said, and surprisingly he found no hesitation in
his voice.

“I know,” Eva replied,
squeezing his hand, “I know what you want to say... and I feel the
same...”

Cecil said nothing for a
time, choosing to instead bask in the warmth of mutual love.

After a while, however,
his curiosity grew.

“Eva...”

“Yes?”

“When are
we?”

Eva chuckled before
replying.

“Cecil Souvier, my love,
welcome... to the future...”






TO BE CONTINUED

















Past, present and future met,

A cataclysm not in stone set.

Twice defied, but payment
owed,

A life for a life, an iron-tight
code.

One beloved, one lover of
all,

Into the darkness, both must
fall.

- Sage Iager
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