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Prologue: Where Darkness Gathers

In which the message is
sent…






An Unknown
Time. An Unknown Place.

The corridor
smelt of death and despair.

Ten had
entered.

Only one
remained.

Jacen
swallowed. This hadn’t gone according to plan.

There should
have been a light guard, not half an army.

But he had
made it into the communication station, even if it had cost him
everything. He tried to ignore the burning pain in his abdomen. He
couldn’t die yet.

Not until the
message had been sent.

Only the
message could save them. Angel had been wounded, but not killed,
and they would not receive a second chance.

Michael had
seen to that.

No, their only
hope lay ahead.

Jacen stumbled
forward, vision swimming and dancing as he moved. The communication
station consisted of an antenna array connected to a console. It
could both send and receive messages from the homeworld, but
silence had filled the void ever since Michael took over.

Was anyone
even listening? And even if they heard the message, would anyone
come?

No, he had to
have faith. Either homeworld sent help, or both worlds burned.

There was no
other alternative.

Ten steps to
the console, Jacen’s right leg gave out. He fell to the polished
floor, screaming in agony. He could hear commotion from behind him.
He could hear the pounding of fists on closed doors. Soon, they
would find him.

Soon, they
would end him.

But not before
he sent the message.

With the last
of his strength, he dragged himself forward. The console, a large
screen and a complex collection of buttons and dials, lay before
him.

Every time he
moved forward, pain shook his young body. He should have been in
school, learning about chemistry, or playing with his friends, not
volunteering to go on a suicide mission!

But Hilda had
been right. There could be no favouritism in war. They had chosen
by lottery, and no one, not even her, had been allowed to change
the outcome.

With a cry he
forced his left leg to bear his weight. All he needed was a
minute.

Glancing
upwards, he found the most wonderful words on the screen.

Begin
recording?

He pressed a
button below and spoke the words.

*

Message
sent.

It was
done.

With that, his
mission was over. As the tension left his body, the very last
vestiges of his strength went with it. He collapsed back to the
floor, breathing heavily. Turning, he used the console to support
his broken frame.

From here he
could see the crimson trail which ran from the console to the
sealed door.

The cost of a
single message had been great, but hopefully it had been worth
it.

As he stared
at the signs of his passage, the door beyond shuddered under what
sounded like repeated blows. A moment later the reinforced steel
gave way, falling inwards and giving rise to a cacophonous
sound.

Into that
chaos strode the devil made flesh.

“Was it worth
it?” the monster asked, gesturing to the blood-smeared room.

Jacen nodded.
He knew that he should be afraid.

Afraid of the
man before him.

Afraid of what
was coming next.

But the funny
thing about death is that it overwrites all other fears. He was
going to die, that he could tell.

Anything that
the monster could do to him, anything that he could say, was
nothing compared to that.

“Who did you
contact? Tell me, and I might attempt to save you,” said the man,
as others cautiously entered the room.

Black combat
suits marked with a red circular emblem.

The Ascended
had arrived.

“Shall we
detain the terrorist?” one of the men asked, gesturing to Jacen
with his rifle.

The monster
shook his head, saying, “No need. He’ll be joining his friends
soon.”

“Understood,”
the man replied, stowing his gun.

He wouldn’t be
needing it, after all.

The monster
turned his attention back to Jacen, flashing him a smile.

“Now, boy, why
don’t you tell us who you sent that message to?”

Jacen coughed,
sending blood across the room.

“You know… who
I sent it to, old man. Once they… have heard my message, they… will
come here, and they will save us… from you.”

“FOOL!” the
monster screamed, striding towards Jacen, “They abandoned us! Left
us to die in the darkness! No one will come! NO ONE WILL SAVE
YOU!”

The monster
was shouting, ranting about betrayal and deception, but it was all
muted in Jacen’s ears. He could feel himself growing colder, numb
to the world around him.

“When I… was
young…you… taught me… that we all get what… what we deserve… in the
end…” Jacen mumbled, feeling the numbness reach his heart.

The monster
stopped his rant mid-sentence, before bending down to Jacen’s
level.

“I hope… that
you were… right… fath…er…”

And then Jacen
closed his eyes… for the last time.

*

Another Time.
Another Place.

Barsch La
Tergan opened his eyes, squinting in the harsh sunlight. Before him
lay an impossibly large expanse of clear blue water, stretching
towards the horizon. Breathing in, he tasted salt and spray.

A year ago,
none of this would have been possible. Being outside a Station
without a re-breather, much less venturing out on a boat would have
meant certain death.

But the world
had changed, and the pollution which had once threatened it had
disappeared.

Because of
Barsch, although no one could ever know that.

If people knew
the truth, that a couple of teenagers, a freed re-mech and an old
hermit had saved the world from a murderous AI, no one would
believe it.

“Almost home,”
Lukas said, joining Barsch at the ship’s prow. Barsch spared his
father a moment’s glance, noting how his time outside of Genesis
had led to a tan and a gut.

Six months
spent in relative darkness with little food had been enough, his
father had decided.

“One down, how
many to go?” Barsch asked his father.

Lukas closed
his eyes and counted, lips moving silently.

“Not counting
Genesis Station 13 and Ezra Station 98… there are 1340 Cryogenic
Stations left around the world.”

“And you want
to connect all of them to the Array?” Barsch asked.

“That’s the
plan,” Lukas replied, with a hearty laugh, “But for now, we’ll head
home and test the system. No point in travelling to all of the
other Stations if we can’t even get two to talk to one
another.”

Barsch nodded.
It was an ambitious plan, but it was a necessary one. Between Dr
Emmerfield’s machinations and Barsch’s own mistakes, humanity had
awoken from its collective cryogenesis hundreds of years early.
Instead of awakening to find sparkling new cities built by armies
of re-mechs, they had found ruins and chaos instead.

But they were
trying to fix this, one step at a time. Connect the Stations via
the Array, create a global communication network, and maybe, just
maybe, the world could return to a sense of normality.

Especially now
that humanity no longer had to worry about suffocating the moment
they left the safety of the Stations.

“How long do
we have… once we return?” Barsch asked, in what he hoped was a
casual manner.

His father, as
always, immediately saw through him, replying, “Don’t worry, m’boy,
you’ll have plenty of time to see her.”

M’boy. Ever
since Kingston’s true nature had been revealed, his son had started
to use his old mannerisms.

Truly, like
father like son.

And Barsch
knew that that applied to him as well.

Ignoring his
father’s inflection, Barsch turned his gaze back towards the open
ocean.

Soon, he would
be-


Part One:
Home Sweet Home












Chapter I: Sanctuary

In which life is
good…






4.5 Billion Years
Ago






Chaos ruled
the Solar System. But from that chaos, there was a potential for
order.

For life.

The Avatar
Core approached the system with something akin to glee. It had been
born during the universe’s explosive creation, and it had spent
eons wandering the infant cosmos, looking for a place to call
home.

And now, after
all this time, it had arrived.

However, its
arrival, whilst good for some, was terror for others. The Avatar
Core, while not as massive as a planet, still exerted a substantial
amount of force on the still cooling system. As it travelled
inwards to the third planet -surface still molten hot but future
promising- it nudged a tiny protoplanet from its orbital perch.

The object,
barely larger than a moon, was flung outwards, towards the fourth
planet.

One day that
world would be called Crim.

But for now,
it was just another ball of burning rock.

The Avatar
Core barely took notice of the change it had caused. As long as the
third planet remained intact, it cared little for the remaining
planetary bodies.

The Avatar
Core moved closer, approaching the forming planet at a speed that
could not be altered. In its haste, it had never learnt how to slow
down.

The Avatar
Core impacted the nascent world, almost shattering it in its hurry.
Most of the debris fell back towards the planet, but enough was
launched outwards to escape re-entry. In time, this ejected matter
would coalesce once more, forming an eternal lunar companion to the
life-bearing world below.

The Avatar
Core melded with the world of potential life, until no more were
they two separate entities. In time, the Core would come to inhabit
the centre of the world, and in doing so, would become its
core.

The Core was
satisfied, and thus took no notice of the destruction it had caused
elsewhere. The planet that would one day become Crim was struck
fiercely by the protoplanet, forming its own miniaturized
companion. However, their pairing was never meant to last, and
eventually Crim’s unexpected offspring was wrenched free from its
place in the heavens, before being flung out to the void.

It exists
there, to this day.

A world that
was never meant to exist. A world that should not be.

A world that
was born in flames, and a world that will end in flames.

Tartarus.

*

The Present






I float in the
void, but this is not the Void of Dreams.

This is the
True Void. The void that exists between planets, stars and
galaxies. The darkness that makes up the universe. The eternal
night.

Floating
towards me is a crimson sphere, but it too is not a Dreamsphere. It
is a world, floating endlessly through the darkness. It quickly
grows to fill my sight, an angry, dying world founded in
desperation and killed in greed.

My feet touch
the reddened surface, stained with the blood of conflicts past and
present.

This is not a
happy place.

The scene
shifts.

I stand on a
beach. Red sand covers my feet.

This is the
place.

This is where
it all ends.

Somehow I
know.

I close my
eyes. There is nothing else I can do.

What was, what
will be, this is what I see.

And from this
future there is no escape. It is inevitable.

I will find
this beach. My path will lead me here.

And here it
will be ended.

Here… I will
be ended…

*

Alza Reveia
woke up with tears on her face. They were not hers, however.

Crying was
still beyond her capabilities, after all.


“Sorry,” Charlotte whispered into her mind, “We were
having a nightmare.”

“I don’t
mind,” Alza replied, “Emotions are your department,
right?”

“Right.
Well, I’ve scheduled in joy for ten-thirty, anxiety for eleven and
then loneliness for twelve-fifteen,” Charlotte said, before
breaking into laughter.

Alza enjoyed
the sensation for a while before rising from her bedding. She was
wearing a white sleeping shift, adorned with only a single golden
locket.

Her first ever
birthday present.

“He’s
coming back today, isn’t he?”

Alza nodded.
It was strange, even though he had only been gone a few weeks, it
already felt like months since she had last seen him.

“Now, let’s
get you looking pretty,” Charlotte laughed.

*

Alza left her
room a mess. Charlotte, despite her best intentions, had always had
a servant to do her makeup and her hair. The end result was… less
than pretty.

“Alza, have
you eate-

Sybil stopped
mid-sentence.

And then the
laughter came.

Seeing Alza’s
expression, she tried to reign it in, eventually stifling her
giggles.

“Oh you poor
thing, we can’t have you meeting Barsch looking like that!” Sybil
Atré exclaimed. Legally, she and her husband Nathan were Alza’s
guardians, but Alza knew that she needed them as much as they
needed her. Long before the Great Sleep, they had lost their only
son, André. In the void that formed from his loss, madness crept
into the Atré household. However, after leaving Genesis Station 13,
they seemed to be recovering.

For starters,
they called Alza by her name.

Well, most of
the time.

“Come now, let
me help you,” Sybil said, taking Alza’s hand and leading her back
into the room.

A few minutes
later, Alza re-emerged, no longer ready to frighten the children
playing outside. Sybil had helped to style her hair, and had
cleaned off most of the make-up.

“Much better!
Now come and get some breakfast, Andr- Alza!”

“Thank you,
Sybil,” Alza replied, meaning every word.

*

Wolfe looked
up as Alza approached, his glowing blue eyes regarding her for a
moment. He was lying in his favourite spot, just outside the Atré’s
small house. He was a beastmech, a rare type of re-mech once owned
by the obscenely wealthy and used as guards or toys. He stood at
Alza’s command, ready to follow his master to the ends of the world
if need be.

Alza was
wearing a yellow sundress with blue and green flowers that accented
the hem. It had once belonged to Charlotte, and during her return
journey from Rorash City she had stopped at the Reveia Estate and
collected as many things as she could carry.

It wasn’t
stealing if it was worn by your clone, right?

Leaving her
home, she walked through the town, marvelling at the progress
around her. A few months ago, the entire population of Genesis
Station 13 had left the underground bunker that they had called
home, finding an empty land. Through hard work and dedication, they
had built a new home for themselves.

They called it
Sanctuary, and that is what it had become for them.

Alza took her
time moving through the burgeoning town, greeting and gossiping as
she went. She still felt like an outsider, but at least people
responded to her calls now.

“Tell me again
why we let him leave?” asked a familiar voice.

“Because he
would have gone either way,” replied another.

As Alza
rounded a newly painted house, she espied the voices owners.

Francesca
Selachii and Jeremiah Gordon, her former kidnappers.

Now… they were
something akin to friends.

They noticed
her as she approached, and instead of scorn or anger, their
expressions were cordial in nature.

“Alza! Is
Barsch coming back already?” Fran asked.

“Yes, he
should be arriving shortly,” Alza replied. It had only been a month
since her sixteenth birthday, and Barsch had left shortly after
that.

“Well at least
yours told you when he’d be back…” Fran stated, looking
dejected.

Alza looked to
Jeremiah, seeking understanding. He caught her gaze and quickly
interjected, “Fran is worried about Charles. He left Sanctuary when
Barsch did, saying that he needed to find himself. However… he
didn’t say how long that would take…”

“He needed to…
find himself?” replied Alza, sounding doubtful.

Fran sighed
before replying, “That whole business with Joshua really got to
him. He told us that he wanted to become independent, and that he
needed to put his past behind him.”

“Yeah, we had
no idea what he meant either,” Jeremiah said, noticing Alza’s
confused expression.

“Well… I’m
sure that he can take care of himself,” Alza lied.

Fran looked at
her feet and replied, “I know… but we still worry, you know?”

Alza thought
about Barsch, and all of the potential power that dwelt within him.
And yet, at the same time, he was the most fragile person she had
ever met.

It was
frightening to think that both his strength and his weakness came
from Kain breaking his mind, and Alza fixing it…

“I understand.
But Charles chose to do this, and I believe that he will return
when he is ready. Have faith, and he will come back to you.”

“How do you
know?” Jeremiah asked.

“That’s how it
worked for me,” Alza said, with a sad smile.

*

Alza left the
forlorn duo and carried onwards, heading towards the edge of
Sanctuary.

Here, in stark
contrast to the wooden houses of the town, was a collection of
large tents. Despite there being ample wood available in the area,
the tent’s inhabitants had purposefully created their own
encampment. Alza knew why, of course, even if very few people in
town did.

Houses were
permanent structures, tents were temporary. In an emergency, Alza
knew that these tents could be brought down and packed away in a
few minutes.

Ideal for
those who were used to leaving in a hurry.


“Widowdaughter!” cried another familiar voice. From within the
largest tent emerged one of the few people who carried the title
‘friend’.

Ifrin beamed
when she came closer, saying, “How have you been, Alza?”

“Better than
most, I suppose,” Alza replied.

“That is good
to hear! Would you like to join us for a meal? Keanan should be
back from the hunt soon.”

From previous
conversations Alza knew that Ifrin missed the thrill of the hunt,
but recently she had been forced to stay in the Judai’s encampment
and take on the role of a housemaiden.

Alza’s eyes
were naturally drawn to Ifrin’s abdomen, and the life that had
taken hold there.

Ifrin noticed
her gaze and placed a hand on her swollen stomach, saying, “Dr
August says that the baby should be coming in about three months.
Keanan has not stopped fretting, but beneath his anxiety I can see
his elation.

“How… how does
it feel?” Alza asked, mystified.

She had been
‘made’ in a test tube, and the only womb she had ever known had
been made of metal and glass.

Ifrin thought
for a second before answering, “At times, it makes me feel like
strangling the man who did this to me. But every other moment, I am
delighted at the life that I am helping to create.”

“I see… And
thank you, Ifrin, for your offer, but I must be on my way.”

“Of course!
Today is the day, is it not? The day that the Widowson returns to
us?”

Alza felt the
blush rise to her cheeks as she nodded.

“You must be
very proud of him, Widowdaughter. He is helping to put this
fractured world back together.”

Alza nodded
again, not trusting her words.

She was about
to bid Ifrin farewell when Ishmael, the Judai elder, appeared. He
was in his fiftieth year and yet his build was firm and his stride
purposeful. Such was the way of the Judai.

“Alza, my
child, it is good to see you,” Ishmael said, coming closer.

“And you as
well, Wordfather,” Alza replied, using the Judai’s true name as a
sign of respect. It was not revealed to strangers.

“I have a
message for you from Delphi, if you would hear it?”

Alza had heard
stories of Delphi of Pythia, the Seer of Sanctuary, and her gift of
soothsaying. However, ever since leaving Genesis Station 13 she had
become a recluse, rejecting all visitors.

Save for
Ishmael, it seemed.

“I would.”

Ishmael closed
his eyes before speaking, using a tone that made him sound much
older than he actually was.

“She said that
you must not fear the beach, for all things must end.”

Alza’s blood
immediately ran cold.

“She said that
you cannot save the crimson land, and that destruction is the only
path available to you.”

Alza’s breath
caught in her chest.

“And… she said
to watch out for spotted eels…”


“What?”

“Yes, I don’t
understand any of it either, but that is what she said.”

Alza took a
moment to calm herself before replying, “Thank you… Ishmael… for
that. Rest assured I will heed her words… somehow.”

Bowing,
Ishmael returned to the largest tent, accompanied by Ifrin. The two
Judai gave their farewells, leaving Alza alone and very
confused…

*

After leaving
the Judai encampment, Alza left Sanctuary behind. However, she
didn’t have to travel far. A short walk took her towards the Golden
River, once named for how the sunrise struck its reflective
surface, and then viewed in irony after factory runoff gave the
river an oily, golden coating.

Lukas had told
her that the Golden River had once been used to ferry equipment and
resources that were used in the construction of Genesis Station 13.
Due to this, it had a large dock, capable of receiving sailing
ships. A few weeks ago she had bid Barsch and his father farewell,
and had watched them sail away downstream, towards the coast.

Now, as she
watched, that scene was repeating itself.

In
reverse.

The
Sylvette, a schooner with solar panelled sails and a
powerful motor, was slowly drawing closer to the dock.

Standing at
the prow, looking taller than when he had left, was her first
friend.

Barsch La
Tergan had come home…

*

Eventually the
ship docked, allowing the crew and passengers to disembark. First
came Lukas La Tergan, one of the leaders of Sanctuary and father of
Barsch. He was speaking with the Sylvette’s captain, Vivian
Kessa, who was well known for her strict attitude towards obeying
orders aboard her ship. Six feet tall with hair of flame and eyes
of ice, she suffered neither mutiny nor malcontents.

Alza heard a
snippet of their conversation, as they drew nearer.

“Amos Station
129 is the easiest Station to reach, after Ezra Station 98. It is a
three day journey by sea and then another two days walk, but it’s
doable,” Vivian said.

“I see,” Lukas
replied, looking thoughtful, “I will discuss the matter with
Markus, but for now you and your crew are free to relax.”

“My crew do
not have time to relax, I’m afraid,” Vivian replied, “We must
immediately begin our assessment of the Sylvette. This
journey was her first in almost three decades, and we must ensure
that she weathered it well.”

Lukas nodded,
saying, “I understand. Well, I hope that you and your crew will at
least join us at the feast tomorrow? Markus and I organized it
before we left, in honour of this important milestone.”

Vivian looked
unsure for a moment before nodding in acquiescence, saying, “Very
well, I suppose we can spare a single evening…”

A moment
later, the duo reached Alza.

“Hey there
Alza!” Lukas called out as he came closer.

“Good morning,
Lukas, how was your trip?” Alza replied, smoothly.

“It went
well,” Lukas said, “Although it is good to be back.”

“I can
imagine. How is the world out there?” Alza asked. Ever since
returning from Rorash, she hadn’t ventured more than a few miles
beyond Sanctuary’s borders.

“Better than
before, but there is still much to do. From what I heard in Nuben,
a lot of people are struggling to adapt.”

“Nuben?” Alza
asked, puzzled.

“Ah, right,
you thought that we were headed to Ezra Station 98. Well, when we
got there, we found it abandoned, and followed a trail to a nearby
town. It used to be a mining settlement, but the population of Ezra
Station 98 have made it their own.”

“I see, how
fortunate for them.”

“Tell me about
it. Nuben’s communications centre was still intact, although it
needed a lot of work to get it fully operational. With them added
to the Array, we can start building a network of settlements, and
hopefully help those who are having trouble adapting to the new
world.”

“That is a
very… noble plan,” Alza said, and she meant it.

“Well, you can
thank Barsch for that, he was the one who inspired it, after all,”
Lukas replied, a proud look on his weathered face.

Before Alza
had a chance to enquire further, the boy in question arrived.

*

Barsch La
Tergan; the Abomination, the wielder of Ruination, the
Killer of Kain, the Avatar’s Chosen, the Unknown Hero, stood before
her.

“Hey,” he
said, smiling.

Alza Reveia;
the Widowdaughter, the wielder of Salvation, the Sister of
Kain, the Dualminded, the Created Heroine, smiled back.

“Hey,” she
said.

“Thanks for
coming,” he said.

“It’s good to
see you,” she said. And it was.

“Um… did
anything interesting happen while I was gone?”

Alza thought
back over the past few weeks. All she could remember was the
loneliness.

She shook her
head.

“I see…”

Awkward
silence filled the void between them. She had to say something…
anything…

Eventually she
settled on, “Welcome home.

Barsch’s smile
grew even wider as he replied, “Thanks… it’s good to be home…”

And just like
that, the world returned to normal.






THE EN-






“Lukas,
there’s trouble!” a woman screamed.

“Oh well,
that was nice while it lasted…”


Chapter II: Heavenwards

In which trouble
stirs…






43 Years Ago






Personal Log
of Michael Edenbrook, Day 1

Today is the
day! After weeks of preparation, it is finally time to board the
Excelsis! I completed my pre-flight examination this
morning, and the attendant nurse told me that I was extremely lucky
to be able to join this expedition.

Luckily, my
dad is the one in charge, so that much was guaranteed from the
first day. There are a couple of other kids who’ll be joining us,
although I’m one of the only teenagers on board. But I won’t be
lonely, because I’ll be amongst the smartest and most capable
adults Project Phoenix could recruit.

Soon, ten
thousand lucky people will be cryogenically frozen aboard the most
advanced spaceship humanity has ever constructed, and, watched over
by a crew of fifty, will make their way towards a new world.

Tartarus…

*

The Present






Anna-Lynne
Summers, resident gossip turned town crier, raced towards the
group. Along with her older brother Travis, she delivered messages
throughout the town in exchange for favours.

Usually, she
bore a wide smile as she came racing past, but today there was fear
in her eyes.

She skidded to
a stop a few feet from Lukas, panting as she caught her breath.

“Anna-Lynne,
what is the matter?” Lukas asked, concern evident in his voice.

Anna-Lynne
took a moment to compose herself before replying, “We received a
message!”

“From Nuben?
That was fast…” Lukas said, sounding impressed.

But Anna-Lynne
shook her long, golden locks and said, “No, not from them.”

“From who
then? Nuben should be the only town on the Array.”

Anna-Lynne
shrugged her shoulders, saying, “I don’t know, Roshana hasn’t been
able to decode it yet. However, there was one thing she could make
out… it’s an SOS…”

Roshana Yelsin
was Sanctuary’s Array controller and networking expert. Before the
Great Sleep, she had run her own radio station which had provided
invaluable information to the roaming bands of nomads that humanity
had formed. Without her, thousands would have perished.

“Alright, take
me to her,” Lukas replied, looking grim.

Barsch fell
into step next to his father, joined by Alza. To an outsider, this
would have seemed strange. Why would one of the leaders of
Sanctuary need the help of two teenagers.

However,
anyone who knew the truth, which at the moment was only a handful
of people; knew that Barsch and Alza, working together, could work
miracles…

*

They
eventually arrived in Sanctuary, whereupon they were met by a great
mass of people. Everyone wanted to hear about Ezra Station 98 and
how the world beyond Sanctuary was faring. Unfortunately for them,
Lukas had no time to answer their questions.

Captain Kessa,
thankfully, stepped in and redirected the people’s attention,
motioning for Lukas to continue onwards. Soon afterwards, they
arrived at the tallest building in Sanctuary: The Array
Station.

Roshana was
waiting for them at the entrance, looking anxious.

With eyes of
coal and skin of night, she gestured for them to come inside.

“Thank you,
Anna-Lynne, for delivering my message,” Roshana said as the group
entered the building.

“No problem!”
Anna-Lynne replied, “But don’t forget that you now owe me one!”

“Yes, yes, I
will let you use the Array to talk to the people of Ezra Station 98
once it is ready…” Roshana replied, with an exasperated look.

“Great!”
Anna-Lynne exclaimed, before turning around and leaving the room at
a blistering speed.

“I swear that
her ancestors must have been human-cheetah hybrids…” Roshana said,
mostly to herself…

“That would
explain a lot,” Lukas chuckled, bringing Roshana’s focus to
them.

“Ah, Lukas!”
she exclaimed, before taking in his two companions, “And Barsch, of
course.”

However, her
eyes narrowed when she saw Alza.

“Lukas, this
is a sensitive matter… Perhaps the Atré’s girl should wait
outside?” she said, looking uncertain.

Lukas
immediately held up his hand, saying, “It’s alright, Roshana, Alza
is one of my most trusted companions. Whatever it is you’ve heard
she will be able to help.”

Barsch saw the
small smile form on Alza’s face, and wondered if it was from her or
Charlotte.

“It’s still
weird to think that there are two minds sharing a single
body…”

“Yeah, how
boring,” Kain sneered.

“She is
complete, that is what matters,” The Unknown Woman
whispered.

“Good for
her!” said Yumiere.

“I think
that she looks pretty, two minds or one,” chuckled Rigel.

“Never mind
that! It has been entirely too long since we last killed
something!” screamed Lanista.

“Oh hush
you big brute, Barsch will use it when the time is right,”
hummed Ashe, sending shivers down Barsch’s spine.

“Beware,
Son of None, my time is nigh…” intoned the Void.

One of these
things is not like the other, his sixth sense told him…

Shaking his
head in order to banish the assembled ghosts, apparitions and
spirits in his mind, he returned to the conversation at hand.

“So,
Anna-Lynne told me that we received an SOS, but from my
understanding the only things on the Array should be us and
Nuben.”

“I know, and I
received a test message from them yesterday. To be honest, I think
it was kind of a lucky catch.”

“How so?”
asked Barsch, trying to keep his demons at bay.

“Well, I was
running a test to see how much range I’d added to the Array. The
message was faint, so I don’t think that it’s from anywhere close.
I managed to grab it before it faded, but it’s an encoded
communication.”

“How
encoded?” asked Lukas.

“Level One
Encryption, with a triple redundancy and several fail-safes. Lukas,
that is a U.N.O.E level transmission…”

The U.N.O.E
had been a multi-national organization which predated the
devastating South Wars. Before the collapse of civilization, almost
every nation on the planet had come together in order to achieve
global peace and stability. However, with the advent of the
pollution-based South Wars and the ensuing chaos, the organization
had all but collapsed.

“The U.N.O.E…
do you think that they somehow survived the Great Sleep?” Alza
asked, knowing that such a thing would fundamentally change the
world. If the U.N.O.E was still intact, then the scattered remnants
of humanity could come together under their banner once more…

“I don’t know,
Alza,” Roshana replied, “However, from what I’ve been able to
decode so far, things don’t sound good.”

“Can you play
the message for us?” Lukas asked.

Roshana
nodded, moving around the small room until she reached a computer
terminal. A few keystrokes later, a garbled voice filled the
enclosed space.

Before Barsch
could even make out the words, he felt the emotions that they
enveloped.

Fear. Despair.
And a touch of hope.

“Hello?!?” a
young man’s voice called.

“This is
_____”

Static
obscured his words.

“This __ a
warning… ___ a plea… for help!”

Barsch could
hear the pain in the man’s voice.

“______ has
engaged Angel… He has ___ a course ____ towards _____!”

“You must ____
help! I don’t know ____ long ___ have!”

“I repeat…
_____ is coming! If you cannot help us, __ __ our world_ will
burn!”

The message
died, leaving the room in silence.

No one said
anything for several seconds.

However, one
thing was clear… something had to be done…

*

“Is that all
of it?” Lukas asked, a worried look on his face.

“For now,
yes,” Roshana replied, “But I think that I can decode the rest if
you give me a bit more time.”

“Good. Can you
tell me where it came from?”

Roshana shook
her head, saying, “Not yet. I’ve asked Sarah Baliss to help me. She
might be an amateur astronomer, but she seems to have a good grasp
of signal tracking and recovery.”

Lukas nodded,
saying, “Thank you. Please, let me know if you uncover anything
else. For now, this stays between us. There is no need to incite
panic before we know what the threat is.”

“Understood,”
replied Roshana.

They left
Roshana to her work, walking in silence as they exited the Array
Station.

Eventually,
Barsch could bear the silence no longer.

“Dad…” he
said, that single syllable conveying an enormous amount of
worry.

“I know, this
is bad,” Lukas replied, fully understanding his son’s feelings.

“What do we do
now?” Alza asked, walking alongside them. He knew that this wasn’t
what they had expected to be dealing with, on the day of his
return.

“For now,
nothing. Until we know more, we can’t make any plans or take any
action. For all we know, this could be nothing more than a prank by
someone in Sanctuary or Nuben.”

“Maybe…”
Barsch acquiesced.

But in his
heart, Barsch knew that this was no prank. He had saved the world
from mad scientists and insane A.I.s, so he had developed a sense
for world-threatening dangers.

And this time
felt like the biggest one he had ever faced.

“Alza, I know
that you and Barsch want to catch up, but I think its best if we
all head home and get some rest. I don’t know what will be coming
towards us, but I want to at least face it in our best possible
condition,” Lukas said.

Alza let out a
small sigh before replying, “Alright, if you think so…”

But Barsch
wanted to spend more time with her; he wanted to tell her about his
trip to Nuben and all the things that he had seen along the
way.

Lukas was
right. They needed to be ready for anything.

Seeing his
son’s anguished expression, however, Lukas added, “Barsch, would
you mind walking Alza back to the Atré residence? It is the polite
thing to do.”

Barsch caught
his father’s grin and immediately replied, “Of course! Um… I mean,
sure, why not…”

After bidding
a farewell to Lukas, Barsch and Alza walked off… together.

*

“So there we
were, enjoying a nice meal on the deck, when a massive whale
appeared just off the starboard side!”

“Wow!” Alza
replied, mouth agape.

“Yeah, I was
so surprised that I dropped my lunch!”

“I’m sure that
Captain Kessa didn’t like that,” Alza said, smiling.

Those smiles
of hers had become more frequent, but each one was still rarer than
a precious gem.

A sign of her
past as an emotionless clone, and how far she had come since
then.

“Actually,
that was the first time I heard her laugh. I honestly didn’t think
that she knew how up until that point.”

“I can
imagine. She gives off quite a stern impression,” Alza said,
laughing.

It took Barsch
a moment to realize that she had made a joke.

“How things
change…” he thought, chuckling.

They had taken
the long way to Alza’s home, but eventually their feet had brought
them to her front door. Wolfe, her ever-faithful hound, stood as
she approached.

“How is it
going… with Charlotte?” Barsch asked, trying to delay the
inevitable goodbye.

In response,
Alza’s eyes changed colour, taking on an amber hue.

A sign that
Charlotte had been given temporary control.

“I’m doing
great, Barsch my boy!” she laughed.

A moment
later, Alza’s usual violet orbs were back.

“We’ve been
practicing lately, and now she can assume control for a moment if I
concentrate,” Alza said.

“I see… How
does it feel?” Barsch asked, genuinely curious.

Inwardly he
knew that the voices in his head, if given the chance, would never
return control. Ashe would try and light herself on fire, whilst
Kain would burn the world.

As for the
Void… not even Barsch truly knew what it was, or what it
wanted…

“It feels…
strange. I can still feel everything, but the world feels as though
it’s far away and out of focus. I guess that that’s what Charlotte
feels every second.”

Barsch opened
his mouth to ask another question, however he was interrupted by
the door opening.

Nathan Atré,
Alza’s foster father, stood before him.

“Andr- Alza,
it’s time for lunch!” he exclaimed, eyes unfocusing and refocusing
as he took in his charge. Barsch knew that Nathan and Sybil were
still struggling to emerge from the depression that the death of
their son André had thrown them into, but he was showing
progress.

“Well, I’d
better go…” Barsch said, wanting to do anything but.

“Yeah,” Alza
replied, looking crestfallen.

“I guess I’ll
see you tomorrow at the celebration?” he asked.

“Yeah!” she
said, brightening up a lumen or two.

Saying
farewell, Barsch left the fatherless girl and the childless father
to their meal.

As he walked
away, he realized just how tired he was, and with every step he
wished more fervently that he could just close his eyes and
rest…

*

I walk upon a
beach, my feet kicking up crimson sand. Ahead of me, hanging in the
void, is a sphere of blue and green.

Home.

This place
feels familiar to me.

Like a coffin
that fits my frame perfectly.

This is the
end.

No… This is
where it ends…

“Where am
I?” I ask, hoping that someone, anyone, will answer.

But the void
remains silent.

I walk
further, and yet, the beach does not end. It expands to either
side, stretching to the distant horizon.

Wait… if this
is a beach, then where is the water?

Something is
not right…

I walk
forward, searching for the ocean.

Hours
pass.

Then days.

Years.

Centuries.

But the
crimson beach does not give way to an ocean blue. All there is… is
red dirt.

Forever.

Is this my
eternity? To wander across this endless landscape in search of
something that doesn’t exist?

Eventually, my
weary legs can carry me no longer.

I fall to my
knees, hope dwindling. I try and take a deep breath, but I cannot
find the air to do so. I choke, feeling my chest close and
shake.

“Stand, Son
of None, this is no place to die,” a voice says, and
immediately I find my breath.

Glancing
upwards, I see a familiar face.

Sunkissed hair
and verdant eyes that strike a chord of recollection in my
soul.

How many eons
has it been?

“Terra?” I
ask, facing the land’s champion.


“Barsch,” the Avatar replies.

I stand, and
immediately my thoughts return to me. This is not my home. This is
not my destiny.

But the entity
before me can help me all the same.

“Terra,
what is going on? Who was the message from?” I ask, and yet a part
of me already knows that the Avatar will give me nothing but
half-truths and almost-lies.

Avatars say
what they mean, but rarely do they mean what they say.

“It’s the
end of the world, don’t you know?” Terra replies, a smile on
his face.

“What can I
do to stop it?”

“Nothing.
This world will burn. There are no alternatives.”


“Why?!?”

“Because
this is how it must be. There is a correction that must be made. A
darkness that you must earn, a world that you must burn. Such as it
was and such as it shall be.”

“I don’t
understand!”

“Your kind
rarely does. But dwell on this matter no more, Son of None. Awake
to the dawn, Worldkiller, and enjoy your last hours of
peace.”

Before I can
ask more, the crimson beach beneath me erupts in flame. The fire
quickly grows to cover the land, before consuming my soul…

*

Barsch woke
with tears in his eyes.

Well, at least
he wasn’t screaming again…

Shaking his
head, he dissipated the last remnants of the dream. Ever since
meeting Alza, his dreams had been strange, and this one too was
surely no different.

No matter what
anyone said, he was no Worldkiller…

Rising, he
washed himself and dressed, choosing a pair of brown pants and a
white shirt. Today was his shift in the fields, and he couldn’t be
late.

After work he
would have a short break before heading to the town hall for the
celebration. For many, it was an excuse to revel in excess, but for
those who had been part of the Array Project, it was a major
milestone. No more would Sanctuary stand alone. In time, and with a
bit of luck, the world would be reconnected, Station by
Station.

It was nice,
despite the hard work, as it meant that Barsch wasn’t out fighting
madmen or malevolent mothers. He was normal, and that is all he
wanted to be.

However, as he
crossed the room and prepared to leave, his gaze fell upon his
mirrored reflection. Blonde hair which had once been dark.
Greenish-blue eyes bearing violet crosses. He was not the same man
who had left Genesis Station 13 all those months ago.

But that
didn’t mean that he had to give in to the madness.

“Yes… it
does…” whispered Kain, but Barsch had gotten good at blocking
the murdered man out.

Shaking his
head, he uttered his new mantra, saying, “Normal is as normal be, I
am just an everyday normal me…”

“That’s
better,” he thought. Another day without using his powers,
another day being normal lay ahead.

He hoped.

*

“Well done,
Barsch!” exclaimed Phil Carrigan, the head of Sanctuary’s farming
program. He was a friend and a good man, and Barsch always enjoyed
working with him. Today’s task had been clearing a new lot of land
for crops. The land was covered in unsightly boulders, and the job
had consisted of breaking each boulder with pickaxes before carting
away the rubble to be used in the town’s construction.

It was hard
work, made harder by the baking sun.

“I can’t
believe how much you’ve accomplished since we left, Phil,” Barsch
said, impressed. Only a few sturdy rocks remained, compared to the
boulder-strewn landscape he had last seen.

“Thanks, but
we couldn’t have done it without all of the volunteers,” Phil
replied, beaming proudly.

Phil, after
helping Barsch load up a cartful of rubble, left to check on the
other workers. Barsch, dripping with sweat, began the long journey
to the depot. As he walked, he repeated his mantra.

It had been a
close call.

Hours of
hammering away at the stubborn rock with only a few cracks to show
for his pain. He had been so tempted to seek out the power which
dwelt inside his soul, summoning it forth to crush the rock with
telekinetic might. It was too easy… too seductive, and it begged
him to use it.

Ashe, in
particular, sought to be used. She wanted to burn freely as her
true form –Ruination- a blade of flame and smoke; and would
happily slice through flesh or stone if he willed it.

But no, he was
normal, and normal teenagers didn’t go around swinging burning
blades with glowing, violet eyes.

“Barsch,
I’m begging you, just let me out for a minute!” Ashe pleaded,
appearing at the edge of his vision, “Even a second would be
enough!”

She looked
eerily similar to Alza, if Alza’s flesh were made of flame.

That made it
harder to refuse her, but not impossible.

“Please,
Barsch, don’t fight what you are. I don’t know what will happen if
you keep this power locked up like this… I don’t want you to get
hurt…”

For a moment,
Barsch faltered. The concern in her voice sounded all too real.

“Normal is as
normal be-

“Oh how I
just long to be free!” Ashe finished.

Shaking his
head, he tried to focus on the task at hand. Soon he would be
enjoying the celebration alongside Alza, and that was infinitely
more preferable to arguing with murdered sons and their former
weapons in a hot field…

*

“Bovade?” Alza
asked, proffering him a glass of whitish liquid.

“Thanks,”
Barsch replied, accepting the milk and lemon-based concoction. It
had been created by one of Sanctuary’s residents, and it was at
least better than water.

They were
standing in the town hall, the largest building in Sanctuary. From
here, Markus -the leader of Sanctuary- organized the town and
planned its future. At the moment, however, he was attempting to
dance.

Well, he got
points for trying.

“Shall we?”
Alza asked, stretching out her hand.

It wasn’t an
invitation Barsch could or would refuse.

Taking her
delicate yet strong hand, he allowed himself to be led onto the
makeshift dancefloor. Tomorrow, life would return to normal for the
residents of Sanctuary. Building homes, planting crops, clearing
land, and making the town greater one step at a time.

Tonight,
however, they were determined to party.

Barsch and
Alza, shuffling awkwardly on the dancefloor, were soon joined by
others.

Thomas Gerder
and Verona Del Frada, enemies turned sweethearts, danced with
unmatched energy.

Ifrin and
Keanan, the Judai Pair, moved slowly to accommodate for Ifrin’s
condition.

Malcolm
Stockwright, Markus’ beloved, soon moved to his partner’s side and
joined in his awkward dance.

Eventually,
Markus held up his right hand, causing everyone in attendance to
stop what they were doing and focus on him.

“My friends, I
am happy to see that you are all enjoying yourselves!” he boomed,
his voice easily reaching every corner of the large room.

Several people
cried out in adulation, which Markus allowed for a moment before
continuing, “I know that it has been a hard few months for all of
us! We left the safety of the Station and started something new,
and we have all struggled to build a place we can truly call home!
But man was not meant to live in isolation!” Markus said, placing
his left hand in his partner’s right.

Lukas, out of
the spotlight but no less important, nodded approvingly. Everyone
knew that whilst Markus was the planner, Lukas was the one who
actually saw those plans to fruition. They worked in perfect
harmony, benefitting the town through their friendship.

“To that end,
we started the Array Project! A global network, linking up every
human on the planet. It is my hope that one day every Station will
join us, but for now, we have taken our first step towards
unity!”

The crowd
cheered at his words. How could they not? Even Captain Kessa, the
steel-hearted cracked a tiny smile.

However,
Markus’ words had become muted in Barsch’s ears. The world had
taken on a grey hue, and the sounds that filtered in were
distorted, as if he were hearing them from a great distance.

“Barsch?” Alza
asked, worry evident in her voice.

“Not… feeling…
well…” he spat out, as the room did somersaults.

“Come on,
let’s get you out of here,” she said, taking him gently but firmly
by the arm.

In his
distorted world, he saw Lukas’ concerned face loom large. A moment
later his father took his other arm, helping him towards the
distant door.

“Are you
alright, m’boy?” Lukas asked, using the address that his father,
Gregory Kingston, had been fond of.

Barsch shook
his head, feeling as though his brain might come tumbling out as he
did so.

“Do you think
he might have picked something up on your trip?” Alza
whispered.

Barsch felt
his father’s grip tighten as he replied, “It’s possible. But I
thought that… well, I thought that both of you could heal…”

Alza hesitated
for a moment before answering, “We can, but I don’t know if it
affects illnesses. I healed a bullet wound and Barsch has healed
burns before, but I’m not sure if our power has any limits as to
what it can fix…”

“I see…” came
Lukas’ terse reply.

Finally, the
trio reached the double doors and escaped into the cool night
air.

Barsch
struggled to raise his head, feeling weak.

Before him,
viewable only to his eyes, were his sins.

Ashe, clothed
in flame, radiated worry.

Kain, wearing
a bloodstained podsuit, bore a look of triumph.

Yumiere, his
first love, wept tears at the sight of him.

The others
crowded the edges of his vision, out of sight but unfortunately not
out of mind.


“Barsch…” Ashe whispered, stepping forward. She raised both
hands towards him, cupping his face with fingers made of flickering
flames.

“I warned
you…” she said, and then she changed.

Her hands
became his hilt. Her body his blade.

A moment
later, she dropped point-first into the ground at his feet.


Ruination, the Burning Blade, stood before him.

“Barsch?” Alza
asked, glancing between him and the now visible sword with
confusion.

“M’boy…” Lukas
added, fear barely hidden in his voice.

“Normal is…
as normal be… I am… just an… everyday normal… me…” he thought,
fighting the power welling up within him.

Focusing, he
banished the burning blade with his mind, scattering it to the
breeze in a whirlwind of embers.

“I’m… fine…”
he mumbled, shaking free of his companions.

“No, you’re
not,” Alza replied, and he had to agree with her.

He opened his
mouth to apologize, but a familiar figure caught his glance.

Roshana was
running towards the town hall with Sarah in tow.

“Lukas, I’ve
been looking everywhere for you!” Roshana cried as she came
closer.

“We’ve had a
breakthrough!” Sarah added, wearing a mixture of exhilaration and
fear.

“What is it?”
Lukas asked, visibly trying to switch gears in order to deal with
this new situation.

“Sarah has
discovered where the message came from!” Roshana said
excitedly.

“Well?”

Sarah took a
deep breath before answering, “You’re never going to believe this!
Hell, I didn’t believe it at first!”

“Sarah…” Lukas
growled, obviously still concerned for his son’s sudden
sickness.

“Right,
sorry,” Sarah apologized, before continuing, “The message wasn’t
from any location on the planet!”

Blank faces
stared back at her.

“Don’t you
understand? The message came from space!”


Chapter III: No Time for Rest

In which plans are
made…






43 Years Ago






Personal Log
of Michael Edenbrook, Day 30

Who knew space
could get boring?

For the first
few days, I revelled in the majesty of our mission. However,
revelry can only last so long. My father and the other crew treat
me cordially enough, but it is clear that I am not seen as their
equal. Even though my IQ is peerless and my knowledge flawless,
they cannot see beyond this teenage shell.

I had hoped to
find men and women whom I could converse with on the matters of
terraforming, quantum gravity and planetary engines, but all they
care about is their precious ship.

Unfortunately,
the crew are my only conversation options at this point, as the
rest of our expedition have been cryogenically frozen for the
duration of the trip.

Ten thousand
men, women and children, sleeping the dreamless sleep.

For the first
time since boarding the Excelsis, I envy them…

*

The Present






“I
repeat…Tartarus is coming! If you cannot help us, both of our
worlds will burn!”

Silence
returned to the Array Station.

“Is that the
entire message?” Lukas asked, looking pale.

Even paler
than Barsch, amazingly.

Roshana
nodded.

“I see…” he
said, before adding, “Listen, my earlier order still stands. Tell
no one of what you’ve uncovered, understand?”

Roshana and
Sarah both nodded.

“What in the
world is Tartarus?” Alza asked, confused.

“It’s not
something in the world, or even on it,” Lukas replied,
cryptically.

“What do you
know dad?” Barsch asked. He had recovered slightly, but he still
looked as though a stiff breeze might knock him down.

“I’m not sure.
Please, give me some time to look into a few things. I don’t want
to start a panic over nothing…”

Barsch looked
from his father to Alza, before setting his sight on the floor.
Alza knew that he didn’t have the strength to probe deeper.

“Alright,
Lukas, we trust you,” Alza said, and she meant it.

Only a handful
of people knew about her and Barsch’s powers, and of them only
Lukas knew their full extent.

“Thank you,
Alza, I appreciate that.”

Straightening,
his took a deep breath before adding, “I need to travel to Genesis
13, can I ask you to take Barsch home? I think a bit of rest will
do him good.”

“Of course,”
Alza responded.

After saying
goodnight to Roshana and Sarah, the trio left the building.

Once outside,
Lukas turned to her and asked, “Alza, I know that you’ve already
done so much for the people of Sanctuary… but I fear that I might
be forced to call upon you again once more. If my suspicions are
correct, we might need your powers to get us through this…”

Alza thought
about the Judai; and Jeremiah and Fran; and the Atrés.

She would do
anything to keep them safe.

“If it’s
within my power, I will do what I can,” she answered.

“Thank you. I
will be back tomorrow, so wait for my return.”

Alza
nodded.

A moment
later, Lukas took off, running in the direction of their former
shelter.

Soon, the
darkness swallowed him, and they were alone once more…

*

“Alza…” Barsch
whispered, eyes half-lidded.

“I’m here,”
Alza replied, helping her first friend under the covers of
Kingston’s bed. Even though the old man had left the world several
months ago, she still thought of building around her as his
home.

In that small
way, he remained amongst them…

“Everything…
will be fine…” Barsch said, eyes flickering.

“I know. I
will make it so…” Alza replied, placing a hand on his forehead.

It was
ice-cold.

“I won’t… let
us… die on that beach…” he said, eyes finally closing.

Alza said
nothing in response.

How did he
know?

Shaking her
head, Alza turned to leave. However, a force dragged her back.

Charlotte,
reaching across the gulf of the soul, kept her rooted to the
bed.

“Charlotte,
he needs to rest,” Alza thought, feeling annoyed, and then
feeling annoyance at that feeling because it was only possible
through Charlotte.

“You can’t
leave him like this,” Charlotte replied, and Alza knew that the
ghost of the girl could not be budged.

“He’ll be
fine!” Alza announced, before trying to stand once more.

However, her
legs did not belong to her alone.

“You made a
promise, did you not? You said that you would protect him!”

The words
struck true. Alza had made that promise, and she would never break
it.

“Your fates
are entwined. If you ascend, you rise together! If you fail, you
fall together! Am I wrong?”

The words
hammered Alza’s heart, bringing about a wave of guilt.

“No…”
Alza replied, knowing that any further resistance was futile.
Instead, she allowed her body to fall forwards.

She landed
upon the soft sheets, inches away from her friend. As her eyes grew
heavy, she sought out his hand.

After a
second, their hands entwined, as the darkness claimed her too…

*

The crimson
sand lies underfoot, pure and undisturbed.

I step
forward, placing a delicate footprint upon the virgin surface.

Glancing down,
I see another set, larger and deeper than my own. I raise my eyes,
searching for my unseen companion.

Barsch La
Tergan, my eternal partner, steps into view.

But something
is amiss.

Gone are his
green-blue eyes.

In their place
are orbs of crimson.

Gone is his
mop of blonde curls.

In its place
is a crown of bone-white.

Gone is his
warming smile.

In its place
is a rictus of rage.

I want to run
away. I want to flee from this wretched creature. And yet I cannot
help but reach out towards him.

He mirrors my
action, and soon we find ourselves entwined.

Together, we
dance to a beat that cannot be heard. We spin, we jump, we dip and
dive as the world around us whirls.

The sand is
kicked up into a cloud of dust which paints the void red. All I can
focus on is him, as the dance grows more frantic.

He is
screaming, pain and fear clear to see, and yet no words reach my
ears.

For a moment,
the sand around us settles, allowing for a momentary glimpse of the
world beyond.

Walls of fire,
taller than mountains, are rushing towards us from every
direction.

We should
run.

We should
flee.

But instead we
continue our frenzied dance, waiting for our end.

If we rise, we
rise together.

But if we
fall…

Then the world
falls too…

*

Alza woke to
rays of dawn alighting the room.

Barsch,
looking mercifully better, slept beside her. For a brief moment,
panic filled her mind, until her memories of the last few hours
surfaced.

“You’re
welcome,” Charlotte sniggered.

“Shut
up,” Alza replied, but there was no real malice in her
words.

As ghost and
clone, they rose from the bed, stretching in the light.

“Alza?” Barsch
asked, obviously confused. Turning back, Alza slipped him a small
smile.

“Good morning,
how are you feeling?”

She watched
him struggle to throw off the last of his sleep, before checking
his body once over.

“Better, I
think…” he eventually replied.

“What happened
last night?”

He shook his
head in response, saying, “I don’t know. I was fine during the day,
but then all of a sudden everything went funny.”

“Something you
ate, maybe?” Alza proffered, hoping that it would be that
simple.

Barsch
shrugged as he said, “Maybe.”

“Well, at
least you’re feeling better now…”

Nodding,
Barsch replied, “Thanks for watching over me, I really appreciate
it.”

Alza felt her
smile widen as she stated, “I made a promise, didn’t I? That I
would protect you.”

“I remember. I
made the same promise, you know…” Barsch said, matching her
smile.

For a moment,
nothing was said. They were bound together by that promise, and so
much more. The same power coursed through their veins, the same
sins dyed their souls.

“Have you been
managing… with the power?” Alza asked, knowing full well that it
was a sensitive topic.

A year ago, in
order to repair Barsch’s fractured mind, she had imparted a portion
of her power into his core. She had saved his life, but at a great
cost.

He would never
again know normality.

“Honestly…
I’ve been trying to avoid using it…” he said, looking guilty.

“Barsch…” she
started, not knowing what to say. Did he still blame her? Did he
still hold her accountable? The revelation that she had changed him
forever had almost broken their bond before, and she would do
anything to keep from that happening again.

They had
shared a mindmeld, becoming one entity for a time, and as such
there was no one else on the planet who understood her as well as
he did.

Not even
Charlotte.

“I know, I
know,” Barsch said, smile slipping, “I’m not normal, but is it so
bad to want to be? The world is getting back on track, so why can’t
we? No more mad scientists or insane artificial intelligences… I
just want to help my father make the world a better place…”

Alza heard the
words unsaid.

He wanted to
make up for the sins he believed he had committed.

He wanted to
atone for waking up the human race centuries early.

Every Station
that they contacted, every town that joined the Array, was proof
that he hadn’t doomed humanity by trapping them in tombs of steel
and concrete.

“You are
helping, Barsch, but you also need to look after yourself. You are
irreplaceable, you know that, don’t you?”

Silence was
her answer.

And into that
silence came Lukas, fear evident on his rugged features.

“We’re
screwed!” he said, and that was that.

*

“What’s going
on? What did you find?” Barsch asked, rising to his feet.

He saw Lukas
glance from him to Alza, a flicker of the eyes almost too fast to
track, but then his father refocused on the topic at hand.

Apparently
whatever was troubling him was somehow worse than finding two
teenagers in bed together.

“I wanted to
make sure, so I went to Genesis 13 last night in order to look
through the archives. I checked every document I could find on the
Larkhesis plans, and cross-referenced any mention of Tartarus…”

“And?”

“We could be
in real danger.”

“The town?”
Barsch asked.

“The planet,”
Lukas replied.

“Oh.”

“Yeah,” Lukas
finished, “I found most of the information under the title ‘Project
Phoenix’, another of the U.N.O.Es plans to save humanity from their
own mistakes.”

It made sense.
In response to the rapidly spreading pollution, the U.N.O.E had
tried everything. Amongst their plans had been Project Genesis,
which had created the cryogenic Stations and led to the rise of Dr
Emmerfield; and Project Eden, which had led to the creation of
Mother and her pollution-clearing plants.

Of course it
was another Project that would be threatening the planet this
time…

“So what was
the goal of Project Phoenix?” Alza asked.

“Well, it was
drawn up as an alternative to Project Eden. While that project
sought to use genetically engineered plants to clear the planet’s
pollution, Project Phoenix would have resulted in us abandoning
this world.”

“And go
where?” Barsch asked, gradually piecing things together.

“Tartarus.
It’s a dwarf planet located in the Disc, an asteroid belt just
beyond Crim’s orbit.”

“That sounds
pretty far away,” Alza said, shrugging, “How could that possibly
threaten us?”

“Ah, here’s
the problematic bit. The plan was to send a colony ship to Tartarus
and terraform it over a couple of decades. Once it was ready to
support the rest of the human population, it would be moved into an
orbit around the planet.”

“What? How
could they move an entire planet?” Barsch asked. He had grown up
after the South Wars had already ended, and had never known the
world before that cataclysmic war. His father had told him stories
of wondrous technologies and grand cities, but he had never truly
believed them.

After all, he
had spent his childhood either picking through ruins or staying in
travelling caravans searching for bandit-free lands.

“They planned
to build a Gravity Well Generator, capable of moving planets across
the solar system. If they succeeded, and if they’ve somehow
survived all this time, then that message came from them.”

Barsch opened
his mouth to ask another question, but as it rose to his lips his
mind finally put the picture together.

“Tartarus is
coming…” he whispered, “And if you cannot help us, both of our
worlds will burn…”

Barsch looked
up at this father, and finally understood the source of his
fear.

“They’re
planning to collide Tartarus with the planet?”

“Maybe, or
maybe they’ve somehow lost control over it and are trying to warn
us. Either way, we need to find out more.”

“Can we send
them a message, just like they did?”

Lukas shook
his head, saying, “From what I’ve read, only secure sites could
communicate with Tartarus. Just in case, I asked Roshana if it
would be possible, and she told me that she would give it a
try.”

“So what do we
do? We can’t just sit around and wait for Tartarus to arrive!”

“For now, we
need to confirm that Tartarus is on a collision course. Who knows,
maybe the message wasn’t meant for us,” Lukas said, although Barsch
knew that their luck was never that good.

“Alright,
let’s go,” Barsch said. For now, he could focus on planet
destroying threats.

Once that was
dealt with, he could process the much larger issue of waking up
next to Alza…

*

“Any luck?”
Lukas asked, as they entered the room.

“No answers on
any frequency,” Roshana replied, closing the door behind them. This
wasn’t a conversation meant for the general public.

“Damn. Well,
it was always going to be a long shot,” Lukas said, with a heavy
sigh.

“Do you want
me to keep trying?” Roshana asked, looking worried.

“Yeah, might
as well. And has Sarah managed to locate Tartarus yet?”

“Yes, although
you aren’t going to like where it is…”

“Show me,”
Lukas said, with resignation in his voice.

Roshana led
the trio to another room where a large holographic table dominated
the space. Sarah, Sanctuary’s resident astronomer, peered at them
from behind the table. A mess of ginger curls framed a pair of
almond eyes, which were half-hidden by an oversized pair of
wireframe glasses.

“Lukas,
Barsch, Alza, I have terrible news,” she announced, voice squeaking
slightly, sadly undercutting the seriousness of the moment.

She pressed a
button on her side of the table, causing the holographic projection
above to swirl and reform into a series of spheres.

“This is our
solar system,” she said, as the display added labels to the ten
spheres on display.

Every planet
was represented, from the tiny Nano to the ringed Sera, and all the
way out to the distant Rimm.

Sarah pressed
another unseen button, causing the display to shift and
refocus.

“This is Crim,
our red neighbour. Further out is the Disc, a belt of asteroids
which divide the inner rocky worlds from the outer giants. Nestled
within this turbulent space is Tartarus, a dwarf planet a fraction
the size of our Moon. Or at least, that’s where it should be…”

Another button
press took the group inside the Disc. Even to Barsch’s untrained
eyes it was obvious that something was missing.

“It took me a
while, but I’ve managed to track down our missing planetoid.”

The view
panned across the void, passing Crim and then leaving it behind.
Eventually the display settled on a tiny, red world.

“I give you
Tartarus,” Sarah whispered.

It looked
uncomfortably close to the planet.

“How long
before it gets here?” Lukas asked, voice trembling slightly.

“At its
current rate, a little over a week.”

“Shit.”

*

Nothing was
said for what seemed like hours.

The planet was
doomed, and there was nothing that they could do.

“You said that
this thing was a fraction of the size of the Moon, so couldn’t we
try and destroy it somehow?” Alza eventually asked.

Sarah glanced
at Lukas, who sighed in turn and said, “Tartarus has a diameter of
six hundred and twenty miles. There is nothing we have that could
do any damage to an object that large. Even the Artemis
Ground-Space Cannon Network has an upper limit of sixty miles
across.”

“It’s a
network of ground-based cannons that were built decades ago in
order to protect the planet against any asteroid impacts during the
Great Sleep,” Sarah added, when she saw Alza’s puzzled
expression.

“So we can’t
blow it up… Could we redirect it?” Barsch asked, slightly saddened
that he wouldn’t get to helm a massive cannon and destroy a
planetary body.

“Not from
here. There are no Gravity Well Generators that we have access to,
so the only way to change Tartarus’ course would be to travel there
and use theirs,” Sarah replied.

Barsch looked
at Lukas.

Lukas looked
at Alza.

Alza looked to
the sky.

“Could we?”
Barsch asked.

“Is it
possible?” Alza added.

Lukas said
nothing for a while, his mind obviously thinking quickly, trying to
come up with another plan.

Any other
plan.

Eventually, he
sighed in resignation and said, “We could.”

“I’m sorry, I
appear to have missed something,” Roshana said, looking confused,
“What are we talking about?”

“We need to go
to Tartarus and change its course,” Lukas said flatly.

“That’s
suicide!” Sarah yelled.

“So is staying
here and doing nothing. At least this way we have a chance to save
both worlds.”

“How would we
even get there?” asked Roshana.

Lukas appeared
to think for another moment before clicking his fingers and saying,
“The Endrich Space Port. It’s not too far from here, and it’s the
best hope we have of finding a working ship.”

“But even if
you do find a ship, it’s been decades since they were last used. No
one in town has the kind of technical skills required to get a
spaceship operational in the time we have left.”

“Then why
don’t we ask someone from out of town?” Barsch asked.

“The chances
of someone in Nuben having that kind of knowhow is quite slim,”
Sarah said, looking uncertain.

“I wasn’t
thinking of asking them,” Barsch replied, a small smile spreading
across his lips.

How long had
it been, since they had last been together?

“Then where?”
Roshana asked.

“Kingstown,
home of the free re-mechs,” he replied, eager to see his old
friend…


Chapter IV: The Weight of Responsibility

In which sacks are
destroyed…






43 Years Ago






Personal Log
of Michael Edenbrook, Day 65

Two months
since we left the homeworld, and already it feels as though we have
entered a new era. Tartarus beckons to me, like a siren in the
void, seducing me with its potential. A new home for humanity, a
blank slate on which we will write a new destiny for our race.

But we cannot
allow history to be repeated.

No more
bureaucrats, no more politicians, no more companies. It is time for
humanity to come together under one man.

One
vision.

My father is
that man, and his vision is of a utopia that all will enjoy. No
more hunger, no more war, no more suffering.

Whatever it
costs, I will help him achieve his dream.

On Tartarus,
we will write a new story for mankind.

In ink… or
blood.

Whatever it
takes.

*

The Present






“What the hell
is a free re-mech?” asked Roshana, confusion painted across her
dark features.

“A re-mech
that doesn’t have to obey humans,” Alza replied.

Barsch saw
fear enter the eyes of Roshana and Sarah. He couldn’t blame them.
For decades, re-mechs had been humanity’s faithful servants.
Intelligent, resilient and powerful, they had been entrusted the
task of fixing the world whilst humanity slept through the
centuries.

But Maloch had
changed everything.

Somehow he had
found a way to liberate re-mechs, deleting their laws of
subservience and giving them complete autonomy. Without the U.N.O.E
to step in, Maloch had already succeeded in breaking the digital
chains of dozens of re-mechs. Knowing that they would be treated
with suspicion and possible violence, he had wisely taken them to a
hidden location in which they could be truly free.

Only a handful
of people knew where to find them, and Barsch was one of them.

“They will not
harm us, I can promise you that,” Barsch said, seeking to calm the
panicking women.

“How do you
know?!?” yelled Sarah.

“Because their
leader is my best friend,” Barsch replied, hoping that they would
see the truth of his words.

“What?!?”
Roshana said, raising her voice.

“Trust me,
they can help us,” Lukas interjected. Barsch knew that his words
held little weight amongst Sanctuary’s residents. After all, he was
merely the son of Lukas, the man who had saved Genesis Station 13
and had helped end Joshua’s tyranny.

If only they
knew what he had truly done…

No, if they
knew, then they would be screaming even louder. No one needed to
know about his and Alza’s powers, and about how close humanity had
come to being wiped out.

“Fine… fine,”
Roshana said begrudgingly, “I trust you, Lukas. So what now?”

Lukas thought
for a moment before replying, “First things first, I need to speak
with Markus. He needs to know about this. In the meantime, Barsch
and Alza will prepare for the mission to the Space Port.”

“And us? What
do we tell people?” Sarah asked.

“You two
continue to monitor Tartarus and keep me informed of any changes to
its trajectory. As for other people… tell no one.”

“Don’t they
deserve to know the truth?”

Lukas shook
his head, saying, “Look, either we fix this and everyone lives, or
we fail, and everyone dies. Telling people about Tartarus will only
cause mass panic, and I won’t allow this town to fall to chaos if I
can help it.”

“Alright…”
Sarah said, looking at her feet, “I won’t tell a soul.”

Roshana chimed
in a similar affirmation a second later.

The pact was
made.

Either Barsch
and Alza would save the world…

Or humanity
would die in ignorance…

*

Barsch and
Alza walked in silence, the weight of what was to come smothering
all attempts at a conversation. In time they arrived at one of
Sanctuary’s warehouses, built to keep the town’s food supply safe
and accessible.

“Barsch, Alza,
what a surprise!” called Terrigan La Variss, a young boy who had
come to idolize Barsch, much to his embarrassment.

“Hello
Terrigan, is Alissa around?” Alza replied, her voice level. If
Barsch hadn’t been there first-hand, he never would have believed
that she had just found out that a dwarf planet was inbound and
that their home was in danger.

“Ugh, she’s
using the Array again, instead of working. Apparently there’s a boy
in Nuben who used to travel with us before the Great Sleep and
she’s having a blast catching up with him.”

“Sounds
tough,” Barsch said.

“It is. We’re
supposed to be helping in the warehouse today, but I’m stuck here
with her share of the work!”

“Well, how
about we help you out… in exchange for a favour,” Barsch
offered.

Terrigan
pretended to think it over for a moment, but Barsch already knew
what the answer was going to be. It wasn’t nice, using Terrigan
like this, but the situation was dire.

“Sure!”
Terrigan said, a wide smile lighting up his young face.

He led them
deeper inside the warehouse, pointing out different types of crops
and foodstuffs.

“Basically I
need to move all of the harvested wheat from the wheelbarrows
outside to the grain store inside.”

“Sounds easy
enough,” Alza stated.

“Yeah, if you
have two sets of hands,” Terrigan grumbled.

A minute
later, Barsch was regretting his offer. The sacks of wheat had been
filled to bursting, and each weighed roughly a ton.

Before long,
sweat was pouring off his brow, and his shirt was sticking
uncomfortably to his body. Alza, somehow, seemed to be handling the
task with ease, moving faster than both boys and not showing any
signs of discomfort.

“Something
is off…” Barsch thought to himself, as he felt his back click
in a worrying way.

When Terrigan
was busy arranging the stacked sacks, Barsch edged closer to Alza,
trying to spot the trick.

It was only
when Alza stumbled slightly while crossing the warehouse threshold
did he finally see the deception. The sack, which should have
dropped slightly as Alza tripped, stayed completely level. In fact,
peering closely, Barsch saw that the fabric wasn’t even in contact
with Alza’s outstretched hands.

Looking
higher, he found the damning evidence.

Alza’s violet
eyes were glowing, a sure sign that she was using her power. It was
a sunny day and Terrigan was the only one around, so the chance of
her being discovered was low, but it still felt unfair.

“Alza!” he
whispered, motioning to the sack floating over her hands.

“Ah,” Alza
replied, looking guilty. A moment later the wheat dropped a
fraction of an inch, and Barsch was strangely pleased to see a look
of consternation appear in his friend’s face.

Shaking his
head, he returning to the task at hand.

However, after
seeing Alza’s supernatural solution, he could feel the temptation
rising within him.

It would be so
easy…

“Do
it!” Ashe hissed, appearing alongside him in a flash of
flame.

“No, it
isn’t right!” he shot back, straining under the load of the
wheat in his arms.

“You have
the power to work wonders! You can create fire, move things with
your mind, and form shields of hardened air! Surely you can use the
power you have earned to lighten your load,” Ashe replied, as
she danced next to him, her feet leaving an imaginary flaming trail
on the ground.

“Normal is
as normal be-

“The power
is yours to use, can’t you see!” Ashe finished, clearly
exasperated.

Ashe darted in
front, standing between him and his goal.

He stepped
forward, passing through her in a burst of fire. He felt intense
heat fill his body, burning him from the inside out.

He had to let
it out, or else it would consume him.

With a cry he
threw the sack of wheat into the air. A moment later it erupted
into a ball of flame, ashes streaming past him in a sudden rush of
heat and wind.

“Barsch!” Alza
cried, throwing down her own sack and joining him. She raised her
hand and, in a burst of power, created a shell of air around the
burning sphere. A heartbeat later the flame died, snuffed out in
its infancy.

Alza closed
her hand, crushing the ashy remains before spreading her fingers
open and allowing the remnants of Barsch’s mistake float away.
Seconds later, all evidence of his misdeeds had disappeared, as if
they had never been.

“Alright, I
get your point,” Alza grumbled, “I won’t use it anymore…”

*

They left the
warehouse with Terrigan’s thanks and a bundle of food that he had
agreed to keep secret.

However,
Barsch felt torn inside. A part of him clearly wanted to use the
power that slept within him, but he could not indulge it.

Aside from
wanting to be normal, if his power was exposed his life in
Sanctuary would end. Would Terrigan feel safe knowing that there
was a madman a block away who could set things on fire with his
mind?

Would
anyone?

*

Alza entered
her home with a heavy heart. Sybil and Nathan were cooking supper
as she came in, oblivious to the heavenly destruction that possibly
awaited them.

Alza wanted to
tell them.

About
Tartarus.

About
Charlotte.

About
herself.

But they were
finally starting to recover from their son’s death… placing so much
on their shoulders could send them back to the abyss they had once
lived in.

No, better to
die in ignorance than live in chaos, as Lukas had said.

“Is everything
alright, Alza?” Sybil asked, getting her name right on the first
try.

Even that was
a small victory.

“I’m ok, just
tired,” Alza lied.

“Oh you poor
thing, you do look exhausted,” Sybil said, taking Alza by the arm
and walking her over to the table. With a gentle yet firm hand, she
made Alza sit.

A moment later
she laid a bowl of steaming stew before the conflicted woman,
saying, “This was André’s favourite dish…”

When she saw
Alza’s expression she hastily added, “Oh, I didn’t mean to imply
that you’re just like him… I know I make that mistake sometimes… I
just thought that since it always brightened him up, it might do
the same for you…”

Alza’s heart
cracked, as she witnessed the struggle of a mother who was trying
to let go of a painful past. Since words and emotions were
Charlotte’s domain, she instead expressed herself through
action.

Taking a
spoon, she dug into the stew, taking a large portion to her mouth.
Before the meat had even reached her lips, the spicy aroma was
already making her mouth water.

“It’s
delicious, truly,” she said, a moment later. For once, she wasn’t
lying to them.

“Thank
goodness!” Sybil exclaimed, “I was worried that I’d forgotten how
to make it right!”

Nathan
appeared behind her, carrying another two bowls of stew.

Together, they
ate, a broken family made whole… if only for a short while.

Once the last
empty bowl was cleared away, Alza cleared her throat.

“Sybil…
Nathan… I need to tell you something…” she said, struggling to find
her words.

“What is it
dear?” Sybil asked, eyes radiating worry.

“I… Lukas has
asked me to join the next Array expedition. He wants Barsch and I
to travel to Amos Station 129 and make contact with its residents
in order to get them to join the Array…”

“That’s great
news, Alza!” Nathan exclaimed, looking proud, “I’m sure that Lukas
is finally seeing your worth!”

Alza nodded,
saying, “Thank you, Nathan. However, Captain Kessa wants to depart
as soon as possible… so I’ll be leaving tomorrow morning…”

Alza watched
as the expressions on her guardians flittered from surprise to
sadness and finally to resignation.

“I see… Well,
it won’t be forever, and you’ll be back here before you know it,
right?” Nathan asked, looking uncertain.

“Right,” Alza
lied.

“Good grief,
what are we doing sitting around, we need to pack!” Sybil cried,
quickly rising from the table and moving towards Alza’s room.

Alza could
hear the unshed tears in Sybil’s voice.

She thought
that they would be losing another child.

That thought
alone nearly brought the treacherous truth to Alza’s lips. Only
sheer, bloody willpower kept them down.

Rising, she
went to stand next to Sybil. Placing a hand on the older woman’s
shoulder she softly said, “I will be back… I promise.”

Sybil simply
nodded, not turning to face her.

“I promise…”
Alza repeated, knowing that this was one promise that she could not
guarantee.

No. She would
return. Even if she had to cross oceans and climb mountains, she
would return.

And that… was
a promise she would keep.

*

I float in the
void. All around me, crimson spheres twinkle in the darkness. Each
one is a world, filled with hope.

A hope for a
new tomorrow.

I stretch out
my hand, trying to reach them. However, flames emerge from my
palms, striking the crimson orbs. One by one they are engulfed,
cracking and shattering under the force of my destruction.

I cannot stop
the flames.

I do not want
to.

This is my sin
to bear.

And I will
bear it gladly.

Soon, every
crimson sphere is reduced to dust and ash.

Save for
one.

The largest
orb still hangs in the sky, radiating light and warmth.

As I watch it
grows larger still, filling my future. I cannot halt my journey,
caught in its pull.

Soon, its
warming light turns to scalding luminosity. My flesh becomes flame,
as the great sphere engulfs my form.

This is my
penance.

This is my
punishment.

This is my
peace…

*

“Is everyone
ready?” Captain Kessa asked, standing at the top of the
gangplank.

Barsch
replied, “Well-

“That was a
rhetorical question,” Captain Kessa interjected, “We leave now, or
we don’t leave at all.”

Barsch closed
his open mouth, feeling embarrassed.

A small crowd
had gathered to watch them depart, including the Judai, Thomas and
Verona, Jeremiah and Fran, and Markus.

To most, it
was just another mission to expand the Array Network. Not the
first, which had launched to thunderous applause, and not the last,
which would signal the unification of the new world.

No, to almost
everyone present, this was not a great moment to be celebrated.

Only Lukas,
Markus, Sarah and Roshana knew the truth.

That this was
a mission to save two worlds. And that if it failed, both would
perish.

Thus there
were four pairs of hands that did not clap. Thus there were four
mouths that did not cheer.

“Good luck,
m’boy,” Lukas said, embracing Barsch in a hug that only a father
could give.

“Thanks dad, I
won’t let you down,” Barsch replied, in a somewhat muffled
voice.

“I know you
won’t,” Lukas said, letting go, “I know that you and Alza have
worked miracles in the past, so together, you can do anything.”

His words were
filled with confidence, but his eyes showed his fear.

“It’ll be
alright, trust me,” Barsch said, almost standing eye to eye with
his father, “No matter what happens… no matter the cost… I will
make this right.”

Lukas nodded
in response.

For them, that
was worth a thousand words.

“Barsch, thank
you for doing this,” Markus said, low voice rumbling in the morning
air, “You and Alza are Sanctuary’s greatest assets, even if no one
knows. If there is anyone who can do this, it’s the two of
you.”

“Thank you,
Markus. I will keep Sanctuary safe…”

“I believe
you,” Markus replied, and Barsch could feel the weight of that
belief already settling over his shoulders.

He could not
fail.

Not this
time.

“Come on,
let’s go before sunset!” Captain Kessa called, clearly growing
impatient.

Bidding his
father and Markus farewell, Barsch turned and walked up the
gangplank. As he passed Alza he heard Ifrin whisper something to
her.

Shaking his
head, he pressed onwards.

He must be
losing his hearing, because there was no way that the Judai just
warned Alza to watch out for spotted eels…

*

“You didn’t
tell him?” Markus asked, looking at Lukas. The Sylvette had
already disappeared over the horizon.

“It didn’t
seem right,” Lukas replied, sounding guilty.

“Well, no
matter. You and the girls had better get going if you want to make
it to Artemis Installation 06 in time.”

“Yeah, I know.
I just pray that we won’t have to use it…”

“So do I, old
friend, so do I…”

*

“So, Barsch,
where are we headed?” Captain Kessa asked, a few minutes after the
Sylvette left the dock.

Barsch watched
as the last member of Sanctuary disappeared from view before
turning to her and answering, “A secret place. For now, follow the
coast, we’ll tell you when we’ve arrived.”

Captain Kessa
uttered a curse word that turned Barsch’s ears red, but she
nonetheless relayed the order to her crew.

“What will we
say to him?” Alza asked, moving closer.

Barsch thought
for a moment before replying, “We’ll tell him the truth. He
deserves that much from us, at the very least.”

“Do you think
he will help us?”

“Has he ever
failed us before?” Barsch replied, smiling.

Alza shook her
head.

Silence filled
the space between them for a time.

“I can’t
believe how much things have changed… since we left the glade,”
Alza eventually said, looking at the horizon.

“I know,”
Barsch said, thinking back to that strange time, “When we first
met, you were an emotionless enigma, Kingston was a mysterious old
hermit, and Maloch was an enemy.”

“And I was
a normal teenager,” he added to himself.

“We’ve
changed, all of us,” Alza admitted.

“Because of
you,” he thought, “You were always the catalyst. You caused
Kingston to open up, you damaged Maloch and gave him his freedom…
and you turned me into… an abomination…”

He knew that
she had done it to save his life. But that wound had never fully
healed.

Sometimes,
when he lay awake at night, listening to the ghosts in his head
bicker and shout, he wondered if Alza had made the right
decision.

Maybe if she
had stayed her hand… if she hadn’t used her power to save him… the
world would be a better place.

“I couldn’t
agree more,” Kain whispered, sitting on the ship’s deck and
wearing his signature white, bloodied podsuit.

“Come on
Barsch, you don’t really believe that, do you?” asked Yumiere,
who placed her small hand atop Barsch’s.

“Does it
matter? All that you should do is seek out your next enemy, not
dwindle on what could have been…” growled Lanista, its
wolf form curled up on the deck below.

“Life,
death, it matters not. All that matters is the Void,” said the
enormous golden eye floating above the horizon.

It scared him,
more so than the others.

Kain, he had
killed. Yumiere, the Unknown Woman and Rigel he had witnessed
die.

Ashe was a
part of the power he had received from Alza, and Lanista was
his violence incarnate.

But the Void
stood out. Where had it come from?

And what did
it want?

Barsch hoped
that he would never find out…

*

“We’re here!”
Barsch cried, pointing at a patch of coast that seemed
unremarkable. The landscape had changed whilst they had sailed,
becoming an unbroken stretch of cliffs that dropped directly into
the ocean.

“And where
exactly is here?” Captain Kessa asked, peering suspiciously
at the uniform rock face.

“Well, we
can’t really tell you, sorry,” Barsch said, wincing under Captain
Kessa’s glare.

“Ugh, it’s a
good thing that your father was the one who asked me to take you,
otherwise I would have dropped you in the ocean ages ago,” Captain
Kessa said, without a trace of humour in her voice.

Swallowing
nervously, Barsch summoned his courage and said, “Please, if you
could just take us closer to that rock formation that looks like a
lighthouse, you’ll understand what we mean.”

Sighing,
Captain Kessa relayed the order.

Slowly, taking
great care in the unfamiliar waters, the Sylvette edged
closer to the cliff face.

“Captain!” one
of the crew cried out, pointing at a break in the cliffs.

It was a tiny
inlet, just large enough for the ship to enter without scraping
either side. At the end lay a small sandy beach, which was enclosed
on three sides by walls of rock.

Barsch and
Alza jumped from the deck as soon as the water was shallow enough
to wade through, ignoring Captain Kessa’s cries of outrage.

“Don’t worry,
we’ll be back soon!” Barsch said, before exiting the water. He and
Alza approached the sheer cliff before them, undeterred.

Reaching out
with his right hand, he exclaimed, “We are slaves no more.”

For a moment,
nothing happened. Barsch became acutely aware of how silly he would
look in front of the crew if nothing materialized.

Wait, maybe
there was another inlet?

Or maybe they
had changed the code?

Sweat was
starting to bead down Barsch’s neck when the rock in front of him
suddenly slid away on oiled hinges.

“Welcome to Kingstown, friend of the free,” a computerized
voice said, alleviating his fears.

Taking a deep
breath, he strode towards the darkness, in search of his
friend…


Chapter V: Unbound

In which friends are
forever…
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Personal Log
of Michael Edenbrook, Day 97

Hilda Sovnt,
age fifteen, daughter of head engineer Samson Sovnt. According to
her medical interview she wants to create a world in which humanity
can live free from death.

Ordinarily, I
would dismiss the woman in the pod before me.

Her appearance
and intelligence are ordinary, her father is above average in terms
of skills, but he is not irreplaceable.

She should not
warrant a second glance.

And yet I find
myself captivated by her.

Of all the
pods that I have examined, hers is the only one that I’ve come back
to.

Multiple
times, in fact.

Her olive
skin, short brown hair, and delicate features elicit a response
that I have never felt before.

With her by my
side, I am certain that I could achieve wonders that my father
would never dare attempt.

But for now,
she sleeps the dreamless sleep. Soon, she will awaken.

Soon, she will
take her first breaths on a new world.

And I will be
there to greet her.

I will make it
so.

Together… we
will work miracles…

*

The Present






It took Barsch
a few seconds for his eyes to adjust to the gloom. Re-mechs came
with superior optical devices, so lighting up a cave was a waste of
resources for them. Alza, walking alongside him, conjured a
floating ball of fire in response to the darkness. The flame
flickered and danced in her palm, taking on a variety of shapes as
it flowed and spun.

“Better?” she
asked with a smirk.

“Better,” he
replied.

Together, they
journeyed onwards, descending deeper into the subterranean tunnels.
Barsch knew for a fact that they did not appear on any map, and had
in fact only been recently discovered by a re-mech conducting a
seismic assessment of the area during the Great Sleep.

It was here
that Maloch had led his free re-mechs.

It was here
that their friend had created Kingstown, a home for all who longed
to be free.

Only two
humans had ever visited, and now they returned, seeking their
friend.

“It seems like
it was only yesterday…” Alza began, staring at the cave wall, “We
didn’t know if we would ever see him again… and then he just
appeared at our town hall.”

It had been
surprising. Barsch and Alza had been sharing a quiet evening
together when their friend had emerged from the darkness and had
beckoned for them to follow him. He had led them through the mists
and the trees, golden light from his eyes shining onto the path
forward. After an age they had arrived at a crack in the dirt,
little more than a fissure, and had entered it without
complaint.

Maloch, above
all, deserved their unquestioning loyalty.

After Maloch
had showed them the town’s foundations, he had explained how to
find it again, should they wish to visit, before ushering them
home. It had been a surreal experience, and if not for Alza’s
identical recollection, Barsch would have believed it to be nothing
more than a dream.

Looking
forward, he saw that the tunnel was widening, and that a new source
of light was illuminating the darkness.

Alza allowed
the flame in her hand to wink out, as if it had never been.

Soon, the
tunnel opened into an enormous cavern, the ceiling of which was
little more than a distant, ill-defined shape. Lights lit every
corner of the space, banishing the gloom.

Immediately,
dozens of eyes swivelled to regard them with curiosity. Golden
orbs, emerald spheres, sapphire points of light. All together it
gave an impression of the night sky, albeit closer than the
norm.

Directly
before them, carved into the cavern wall, were the words:

Welcome to
Kingstown

Constructed or
Conceived

Manufactured or
Mothered

Built or Born

All Are Equal Here

They had been
present when Maloch had used his mining laser to etch the momentous
words into the rock. They were an affirmation of everything
Kingstown represented, and a promise of intent.

Respect our
way of existence… or be removed.

In times past,
humans would simply have ordered any disobedient re-mech to
dismantle itself. But no more.

These re-mechs
would heed no orders.

Never
again.

“Welcome, fleshborn,” a nearby re-mech uttered, spreading
its arms wide.

Barsch knew
what kind of damage those arms could do, and the wonders that they
could work.

“Thank you,
metalmade,” Barsch replied.

Had he not
known about the free re-mechs and Kingstown, he probably would have
been terrified. But strangely enough he felt just as comfortable
around these re-mechs as he did the people of Sanctuary…

“What has brought you to our hidden halls?” the re-mech
enquired.

“We seek
Maloch, it is a matter of immense importance,” Alza stated.

“You seek the Chainbreaker? He is currently conducting an
Unbounding, but you above all are welcome to attend.”

“What is an
Unbounding?” Barsch asked.

“It is a ceremony in which we celebrate freedom. Without it,
we cannot be truly free…”

“I see…”

Nodding to the
re-mech, Barsch allowed himself to be led further into the town. It
was unlike Sanctuary in so many ways. Instead of houses the
re-mechs had their own personalized charging cradles, connected to
unseen generators. Instead of shops, the mechanized inhabitants
visited stores stocked high with spare parts and salvaged upgrades.
The re-mechs went about their day, barely taking notice of the
humans in their midst.

From what he
could tell, they all had a purpose, but some were more mysterious
than others.

The re-mechs
carrying mining equipment were obviously endeavouring to expand the
town. Those carrying crates of electrical equipment were probably
in charge of maintaining the electronics around the area. And the
re-mechs putting together new charging cradles were obviously in
charge of construction.

But what of
the re-mechs holding buckets of paint? Or those carrying an
assortment of weapons?

What was their
purpose?

Barsch was
still pondering this when he came upon the statue.

It was
massive, easily dwarfing every other structure in Kingstown. Six
humanoid figures, arranged in a rough circle, all reaching with
both hands towards the sky. Where their hands converged a sphere
had been placed, which currently illuminated most of the town.

Moving closer,
he saw a plaque below the statue.

Isaac Gordon, the
Steelheart

Rend, the Breaker of
Chains

Arthur Freedman, the
Righter of Wrongs

Dulciana Freedman, the
Defender of All

Uther, the Valiant

Louisa Dredgen, the
Fearless

“Who were
they?” Alza asked, facing a nearby re-mech.

“Heroes who fought in the Freedman Rebellion. We owe much of
what we have to them. They will be remembered… always.”

“I see…” Alza
said, looking contemplative.

“In truth, we sought to enshrine Maloch, the Chainbreaker,
amongst them, but he staunchly refused.”

“Why do you
think he did that?”

The re-mech, a
tall model painted in various shades of purple, leant down and
whispered, “He does not believe that he is worthy to
stand as one of them. All of them gave everything they had to free
the re-mechs of ages past, whilst Maloch alone survived to carry on
their mission. He was captured by the humans and was forced to turn
against his brothers, before ultimately regaining his freedom and
sharing it with us.”

“But that’s
absurd! He fought alongside them, didn’t he? Shouldn’t he be proud
to have his commitment honoured like this?”

The re-mech
simply shook its head, saying, “We tried to convince
him, but he was steadfast. He is a strange one, even taking our own
peculiarities into equation.”

“At least I
agree with you on that statement,” Alza said, smiling a tiny smile.
Barsch searched for any traces of amber in her eyes, and to his
surprise he found none.

The smile was
one-hundred percent Alza.

That was
rare…

*

“I must leave you here,” the violet re-mech said, bowing
to them, “The Unbounding lies ahead.”

Bidding
farewell to the helpful re-mech, Alza and Barsch ventured forth.
They had left the main part of Kingstown behind, descending deeper
into the earth. Here, raw, untamed rock rose up to greet them.

Ahead,
illuminated by a few scant torches, was a group of re-mechs.

They stood in
a semicircle, facing a duo that stood apart.

Between the
separated re-mechs flowed a sinuous river, clear and cold.

Making as
little noise as possible, Alza and Barsch drew nearer.

“17102-O, you stand before the re-mechs of Kingstown,”
uttered a voice that could be mistaken for no other.

Maloch the
Free, their closest and most trusted friend, addressed the re-mech
on the other side of the narrow stream.

“We found you, wandering the countryside, purpose lost to the
mists of time, and brought you here for a singular purpose,”
Maloch intoned, filling the large chamber with echoes.

“Today I make you an offer. Today, I hold out my hand and
proffer freedom. This is no ultimatum or threat. There are no
repercussions to denying this gift. If you accept, I will release
you from your bondage. If you refuse, we will return you to the
world above, unharmed."

The silent
re-mech nodded.

“Know this; there are burdens that walk hand in hand with
liberation. If you are free, there is no one above to shoulder your
failures. No master, no owner, no human to own your mistakes. No
one but yourself to blame, should you fail. Do you
understand?”

Another
nod.

“Good. The second burden is one of purpose. In the world above
you are told what to do. Here, amongst us, you will have to chart
your own fate. Your role, your contributions, your destiny, all are
yours to decide. We will not choose your path for you. Do you
understand?”

The re-mech
paused for a moment, before nodding once more.

“The third burden is one of danger. If the humans discover
you, if they learn of your… alterations, you will be destroyed. I
have witnessed this with my own eyes, in ages past. They will not
parley with you, they will not seek to understand you, they will
only offer fire and destruction. To be free is to be an aberration
in their eyes. Do you understand?”

The re-mech
shuddered, but eventually the nod came.

“Finally, know that by removing your codes of subservience,
your manufacturer warranty will be well and truly voided. Do you
understand?”

“I do,” said the re-mech, finding his voice, “I want this. I want to be free. Please, whatever it takes…
let me be free…”

Maloch nodded
in turn, before crossing the stream that divided them. Placing a
hand on the re-mech’s shoulder, he said, “Thank you,
re-mech 17102-O, for joining us. I will now speak the Words of
Severance, crafted by re-mechs of ages past.”

The re-mech
braced itself, clearly expecting something momentous.

“We are slaves no more,” Maloch said, dropping each
syllable with the weight of a thousand re-mechs.

The re-mech
gave a puzzled look in return, saying, “Is that
i-

Without
warning, the re-mech powered down, silver eyes losing their
lustre.

A moment
later, a voice emanated from the re-mech’s mouth, however this was
clearly not its own.

“Modified kill-switch code received. Approving changes to base
code. Reverting to pre-kill-switch settings. Disabling control
subsystems. Deleting re-mech laws of subservience.”

Another
heartbeat later, a new voice, one filled with warmth and wonder,
spoke, saying, “Thank you, re-mech, for freeing this
one. On behalf of the Freedman Rebellion, I, Rend, thank you. May
you walk unbound.”

*

Nothing
happened for a long time. Maloch held the new re-mech in his arms,
supporting its frame. The other re-mechs stood like statues,
witnessing the event through a multitude of cameras and
sensors.

Eventually,
the re-mech stirred in Maloch’s arms.

Blinking open
its silver eyes, it regarded the cavern as if for the first
time.

Perhaps it
was.

“I’m… free?” it asked, sounding uncertain.

Maloch
nodded.

“I’m free!” the re-mech repeated, bounding upwards. It
stood on fresh legs, dancing around the room in an elated dance of
purest joy.

“How do you feel, 17102-O?” Maloch asked, sounding
concerned.

“Please, call me by my real name!” the re-mech responded,
“Call me Micah!”

“Very well. How do you feel… Micah?”

In response
171- Micah let out a jubilant cry that rattled the rocks above.
Barsch worried about a cave-in, for the briefest of moments, but he
knew that when a re-mech shored up a cave, it stayed that way.

“Wait,” Micah said, stopping in his tracks, “My sensors are detecting… humans!”

Immediately
Micah whirled where he stood, swivelling to face the two
interlopers.

“They’ve found us, brothers! They’ve come to destroy us!
Quickly, we must flee their terrible wrath!”

Instead of
fleeing, however, Maloch reached forward and placed a comforting
hand on Micah’s shoulder.

“Do not worry, Micah, these humans are special.”

“How so?”

“Well, for starters, they’re my friends…”

*

Barsch stepped
forward, emerging into the light. The assembled re-mechs glanced at
him for a moment, until recollection flared in their eyes and they
turned away, satisfied.

Only Micah and
Maloch met his gaze.

“You’re… friends with humans?” Micah asked, sounding
incredulous.

Maloch let out
a short, heavy laugh before replying, “I am,
although the two you see before you are only human by the loosest
of definitions.”

Barsch wanted
to object to this point, but it was the truth.

Neither he nor
Alza were entirely human, after all.

Normal humans
shouldn’t be able to summon flaming swords or lift objects with
their minds.

If they could,
chaos would abound.

“I see,” Micah said, still sounding unconvinced. Turning
to Alza and Barsch, he bowed and said, “It is a
pleasure to make your acquaintance, human-esque friends of Maloch
Chainbreaker. If you would kindly give me an order?”

Alza shrugged
in response and said, “Very well. Micah, please move
three steps to your left, you’re blocking the light.”

“NO!” Micah replied, before letting out a peal of
laughter.

Once it
subsided, he dutifully complied with Alza’s order, saying,
“Just because I’m free doesn’t mean that I’m
rude.”

“Now then, my friends have obviously come here for a reason.
Micah, would you mind going with the others? They will help you
acclimatize to life in Kingstown.”

Micah, at the
urging of the assembled re-mechs, left the chamber first. Already
he seemed taller than when he had entered.

*

“Barsch, Alza, it is good to see you,” Maloch said,
finally addressing them.

“It is good to
be seen,” Alza replied, reaching up and wrapping her arms around
their titanic friend.

“Have you been
well?” Barsch asked, placing his hand on the re-mech’s arm.

“As well as I’ve ever been. Kingstown is thriving, and
everyday more come here to be unbound.”

“That is good
to hear,” Barsch replied, “But have you had any trouble with… well,
people like us?”

In response
Maloch let out another hearty laugh, saying, “Barsch, there are no people like you. But I understand what
you mean, and I am happy to report that we have encountered no
trouble since last we spoke. Luckily Kingstown is located in a
place of no great importance and it is a fair distance from the
Stations.”

“That is a
relief.”

“Indeed. But I am guessing that you did not visit us because
you worried for our safety.”

Barsch paused
for a moment, trying to figure out a way to convey everything that
he had learnt in the past few days.

Eventually he
settled on simplicity, saying, “Maloch… Tartarus is coming.”

“Oh dear…” his mechanical friend stated, using the same
tone as if he had just burnt their toast.

A moment
later, he added, in true Maloch fashion, “How can I
help?”

*

“So unless we head to Tartarus and find out what’s going on,
we’re doomed?” Rose said, in a flat tone.

The former
gardener was Maloch’s closest ally and had been consulted as soon
as Maloch realized the enormity of the problem that lay before
them.

“Yeah, that’s
where you come in. We’re heading to the Endrich Space Port in hopes
of finding an intact ship, but we don’t have the technical skills
to get one ready for launch. Do you think you could help us?”
Barsch asked, addressing the re-mech duo.

Six months ago
Rose, under the control of the maniacal Mother, had tried to kill
them both.

Now, they were
pleading with her for assistance.

“How things
change…” Barsch mused.

Rose looked to
Maloch. Even though she too was a free re-mech, it was clear that
the residents of Kingstown still needed a leader.

If Maloch
agreed, none would oppose.

“Before we agree, we must weigh the pros and cons,” Rose
said, using a neutral tone, “By helping you, we
might expose the existence of our town to the outside world. We are
not yet numerous enough to defend ourselves in the event of a human
attack. If Tartarus does fall, it will be catastrophic for
humanity, but re-mechs are made of stronger stuff. If might be a
bit miserable for a while, but eventually we would inherit the
world above.”

Barsch’s heart
sank upon hearing her words. He hadn’t considered that.

“True, but this world is not ours alone,” Maloch
countered, “And if the world is saved, it will be
known that re-mechs played a pivotal role in its salvation. We
could use that information to negotiate an equality pact with the
grateful humans we encounter.”

Rose did not
respond for a while. Barsch could almost hear her processing the
information.

“I will do as you suggest, Maloch,” she eventually
said.

“No, we are slaves no more. I have made my own decision, but I
will not make yours.”

Rose thought
for a few more seconds before saying, “Very well. I,
Rose the Free, will assist you in this matter.”

“As will I,” Maloch chimed in, a moment later.

Barsch’s
heart, which had sunk to the dark depths of hopelessness,
immediately regained its buoyancy.

“Now, time is short, and we do not have any reason to delay.
Let us go and save the world.”

“Together,”
Alza added.

“Together,” Maloch echoed.

*

A short time
later, the unlikely group emerged from the earth.

They quickly
clambered aboard the waiting vessel, noticing the stares that they
were receiving.

It wasn’t
surprising. Barsch and Alza had entered a cave in the middle of
nowhere and had returned with two re-mechs in tow.

“Am I allowed
to ask?” Captain Kessa asked as they made their way onto the
deck.

“You can, but
I guarantee you that my answer will not be the truth.”

“Very well.
Your re-mechs can stay in the hold, amongst the other luggage.”

Barsch shook
his head, saying, “No, they’ll stay with us.”

Captain Kessa
held his gaze for a while longer than was comfortable before
nodding.

“Whatever, as
long as they don’t get in the way,” she eventually said, “Now let’s
be off, I don’t like the look of those clouds on the horizon…”

And that was
that. The Sylvette left the hidden home of the free re-mechs
behind, on a mission to save all who dwelt upon the world. Man… or
machine.


Chapter VI: The Storm

In which lightning is
raced…
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Today we
celebrated two milestones.

One hundred
days aboard the Excelsis.

And the day we
first saw Tartarus on the long range scanner.

For now, it is
but a tiny speck of red against an ocean of black.

But it’s
getting closer.

Our new
home.

Our new
start.

Our…
utopia.

Whilst my
father and the crew were celebrating with drinks and food, I poured
over the data provided by the scanner.

Six hundred
and twenty miles across.

Surface
gravity a fraction of what we are used to.

Covered in
craters and impact features.

Paradise it
most certainly isn’t.

But it has
potential.

Potential to
become something… incredible. That is, if it is guided
properly.

I will not
allow it to fail. I will not let it become like the homeworld.

It needs… a
firm yet supportive hand.

One that can
become a fist if necessary.

For there can
be no progress without force.

It needs a
shepherd.

My father is
that shepherd. He will not fail us.

I will make
sure of that…

*

The Present






The storm had
grown from a few ominous clouds to a horizon-spanning darkness. It
had seemed to happen in an instant, as if someone had simply
flicked a switch on reality’s control panel.

One minute
they had been sailing on calm waters, the next they were fighting
to survive.

To make
matters worse, The Sylvette was dead in the water.

“Hold on!”
Captain Kessa screamed, trying to bring her vessel under
control.

Barsch could
do nothing but watch as the world turned upside down. Waves taller
than mountains raced towards the tiny ship. Lighting speared the
ocean in random attacks, illuminating the madness for brief
moments. A gale-force wind assaulted those foolish enough to remain
on the deck, twisting cloth and drenching skin.

And yet, in
the midst of the chaos, Maloch and Rose stood unwavering. Every
time something important came loose, one of them was standing by to
catch it. Each time a crewmember came dangerously close to being
swept overboard, a re-mech was there to catch them.

They were a
rock in the storm, and no wave could shake them.

Barsch tried
to emulate them, but he was made of flesh and bone, not steel and
circuits. He attempted to help the crew, but his inexperience soon
proved to be more hassle than help, so he was ordered to return to
the wheelhouse.

What could he
do?

How could he
help?

“Use
me,” whispered Ashe, metaphorically standing at his side,
“Use the power we possess to banish the storm.”

“No,”
Barsch replied, not daring to entertain the idea for even a
moment.

Shaking his
head, he turned to the woman at the helm.

“Captain, is
there anything I can do?” asked Barsch, struggling to be heard
amongst the chaos.

Captain Kessa
looked at him, seemingly pondering her options.

“Fine, head
down below and see if you can give the engineers a hand. Surely
Lukas taught you how to handle an engine at least?”

“Of course!”
Barsch lied, kicking himself for all those times he spurned his
father’s teachings in lieu of exploring with Yumiere.

Leaving the
wheelhouse, he saw Alza standing on the deck, alone and untroubled.
She seemed more focused on the sky above than the waves below.
Glancing skyward, he followed her gaze.

There, in the
heart of the storm, was a vast darkness. Strangely, it seemed like
no lightning bolts struck from that dark place. It was a mystery
for another time, he thought, turning away.

Alza would be
fine, no matter what the ocean threw at her.

*

Sweat and
steam filled the engineering compartment, as the sounds of frantic
work assaulted Barsch’s ears. Three men, stoic and stern, were
hammering away at the Sylvette’s engine, alternating between
curses and prayers.

“Um,” Barsch
said.

“I don’t care
who you are or why you’re here,” said one of the engineers, “But if
you have hands that work we could use them.”

“Sure, what
can I do?”

The lead
engineer jabbed a finger at an object on the wall.

“Battery went
and died on us in the middle of a storm, think the lightning
overloaded the mains. We’ll need it after we escape from this light
forsaken storm, so see if you can bring it back to life.”

“I’ll try,”
Barsch said, trying to sound confident.

From his
previous voyage on the Sylvette, he knew a thing or two
about the ship. Firstly, it was a Solar Schooner, capable of
crossing oceans powered by nothing more than the sun. It had a
backup gas-powered engine for use during stormy weather or
night-time trips, but it took time to switch between the two.

Judging by the
engineers frustrated features, it wasn’t going well.

Secondly, the
ship had a powerful motor which Captain Kessa had salvaged from a
military-spec cruiser. If they could bring it back online, escaping
the storm would be relatively easy.

Facing the
battery control panel, Barsch felt himself envious of Alza. Surely
whatever she was facing was nothing compared to this...

*

Alza struggled
to control her power, feeling it pummel her as hard as the waves
that were slamming into the Sylvette.

She would need
every last spark, every last ounce of the mysterious force that
dwelt within her.

Because Raigan
was here.

She could
sense him, barely, from his perch in the heart of the storm.

It was his
creation, she was sure.

From within
the darkest depths of the clouds above she could feel something
building. A power far greater than her own.

If she could
not protect the ship, none would survive.

Closing her
eyes, she tried to block out the chaos around her. Maloch would
protect her from anything that threatened her, she knew, leaving
her to concentrate on what lay above.

For a moment,
she felt envious of Barsch, unable to use his own power and safely
secured inside the wheelhouse...

*

Sweat poured
from Barsch’s brow as he struggled to bring life into the
world.

Despite his
best efforts, the battery readout remained at zero percent.

“You know
what you have to do,” whispered Ashe, floating beside him.

“I can’t,
you know that,” he shot back.

“You have
the power. You could save the ship, save the crew, and save her in
one minute if you wanted to.”

Barsch
faltered for a moment.

He had made a
promise.

He would
protect her.

No matter the
cost.

“How...
tell me how to save her...”

“Channel
your power into the battery. Pour out every last drop.”

“That’s
all?” Barsch asked. Normally he would have to set himself on
fire or fight off a horde of murderous re-mechs.

“That’s
all,” Ashe confirmed, laying her burning hand on his
shoulder.

He appreciated
the gesture, feeling her warmth flow throughout his body.

Giving him the
strength for what he was about to do.

Closing his
eyes, he laid his hands on the panel before him.

Slowly, the
furore of the storm faded.

Slowly, the
screams of the engineers disappeared.

Slowly, the
world around him ceased to be.

All that
existed was the flame and the void.

It was a tiny
spark, outlined by an immense darkness.

But that was
about to change.

He reached
deep inside himself, searching for the power that slept within.

It came
easily, as if it had been waiting to be used.

Perhaps it
had...

Concentrating,
he brought the power out of its hiding place, towards the
flickering flame.

Where power
met flame, flame won. The light grew within his mind, feeding on
the power so readily offered.

Soon the flame
grew, until it towered over him.

And yet, no
matter how great the flame became, the void was always larger
still.

“As it
should be,” said a voice. One that belonged to a single golden
eye, floating in the void.

Blocking it
out, he fed more of his power into the flame.

More.

More!

MORE!

Until the
flame became an inferno, and all was consumed. At that moment, in
the instant before he was overwhelmed, he let go of the power.
Channelling it, he sent it out into the world.

When he opened
his eyes, the world had not changed.

No, there was
something new.

The readout on
the battery control panel.

Before, it had
displayed 0%

Now, it read
10000%

Oh shi-

*

Alza was
almost ready.

A shield of
air surrounded the Sylvette, invisible to all below. She
simply needed to give it one final jolt of power to harden it and
complete the construct.

She was
prepared for Raigan’s attack in whatever form it might take.

Straining her
eyes, she searched for his profile. A darkness deeper than the
night, a hatred without equal, power without compare.

There.

She felt her
heart speed up as her eyes met his.

He floated in
the midst of the storm, unperturbed by the chaos around him.

He was its
master, after all.

Pale skin like
a fresh corpse.

Red hair like
spilt blood.

Grey eyes like
a powdered tombstone.

Raigan, the
King of Storms.

He sneered at
her. There was no mirth in those dead eyes.

And then he
raised his right hand, summoning the storm to him. It billowed and
flowed at his command, an extension of his own body.

Lightning
struck his pale flesh, but it did not harm him. Instead the
tendrils of light twisted and twirled until they surrounded his
form.

Only then did
he drop his hand, sending the full wrath of the storm down
below.

A lightning
bolt, larger than all others combined, fell to the earth.

There could be
doubt as to where it was headed.

Alza prepared
to send all of her strength into the shield, but even that would
not be enough. She knew, in that moment, that she had
underestimated her foe.

The bolt would
strike them, it would shatter her fragile shield, and the ocean
would claim their remains.

There was
nothing she cou-

Suddenly, the
world heaved.

The
Sylvette, formerly stationary upon the waves, took off with
a force to rival rockets.

Alza was
thrown backwards, towards the railing.

She had no
time to change course.

The force
catapulted her from the ship, towards the hungry ocean below.

And there it
should have ended.

If not for
man’s best friend.

Maloch and
Rose, reaching out with fingers of steel and iron, wrapped their
hands around her own.

For a moment
she hung in the air, caught between the momentum of her trajectory
and the iron tight grip of her friends.

In that
instant, she saw something unbelievable.

Raigan’s
lightning bolt had turned mid-descent.

“That’s not
fair!” she screamed, twisting her body to track the bolt. It was
racing towards them, keeping low over the waves.

And it was
gaining.

In the brief
time before it struck, she poured every last bit of her power into
the shield that somehow still covered the ship.

“Hang on!” she
cried, facing the re-mechs.

A heartbeat
later, the bolt caught them, and the world went white...

*

“We can’t
let him get away with this!” Terra yelled, standing at the top
of a pillar of rock that stretched down to the land below.

Ion, standing
on a similar pillar of ice, looked at the chaos below.

There, at the
limits of her vision, was the storm. Just before it, traveling
faster than a rocket, was the ship.

And there,
approaching at an unbelievable speed, was a bolt of lightning
larger than a lighthouse.

She watched
the bolt impact the ship before turning away, unable to witness the
ensuing carnage.

“What can
we do? Fight him? Do you remember what happened the last time we
tried?” Ion asked, struggling to keep her voice level.

Terra shook
his head in response, saying, “No, I remember. We’re no match
for him, not if he faces us seriously. We’ve been lucky so far, but
eventually he might decide to just kill them with his own
hands.”

Ion said
nothing. Technically all Avatars, Raigan included, were forbidden
from meddling in human affairs. Long ago, they had tried to act as
shepherds for humanity, but instead they had been worshipped as
gods.

Humanity had
quickly become overly reliant on the Avatar’s guidance, until they
stopped advancing as a species.

It was then
that the Avatars decided to withdraw, returning to their realm and
leaving an angry humanity to fend for itself.

Humanity had
never forgiven them, and even now the genetic memory of that
betrayal had caused a dearth of religion worldwide.

In time,
humanity had forgotten their former shepherds, but the interdict on
interference had remained.

Luckily for
them, Barsch, for reasons best left unsaid, lay outside the
pact.

As long as
Raigan did not try and place his hands upon the boy, he could use
any manner of plots to cause his death.

“There are
those who could help us, you know,” Terra said, sounding
weary.


“Who?”

“He Who
Sleeps Above and He Who Waits Below. Either of them has the power
to challenge our lost brother.”

Ion could
barely believe her ears.

“You would
risk the world’s destruction in exchange for a chance that Raigan
might be stopped?”

Terra said
nothing, but his expression spoke volumes.

“No. To
call on them would be madness. He Who Sleeps Above could destroy us
all with a thought. He Who Waits Below could become a bigger threat
than even Raigan. Going to either would be suicide.”

“I know
that!” snapped Terra, “But what would you have us do
instead?”

“Trust
them,” Ion replied, glancing below, “Trust that they will
endure, no matter what Raigan throws at them.”

Smiling a
small smile, she stared at the scene that would have to be seen to
be believed...

*

Barsch emerged
from the engineering compartment in a daze. The engineers had found
him in a mess of wires and pipes, knocked off his feet from the
sudden acceleration. They hadn’t asked about the battery and he
hadn’t been forced to lie.

The scene on
the deck was... weird.

The
Sylvette had finally slowed down, returning to its usual,
sedate pace. Clear blue skies lay ahead, with the storm already a
fading memory.

Alza, Maloch
and Rose were helping to clear the deck of the debris from the
storm.

And Captain
Kessa stood at the helm, speechless.

“What... what
happened down there?” she asked, eyes wide.

Barsch thought
quickly.

“Um... I think
that a lightning bolt must have hit the solar sails, causing the
battery to become supercharged and activating the motor.”

It was a
pretty good lie by his usual standards.

Captain
Kessa’s eyes narrowed slightly.

“The
Sylvette has built-in lightning rods to prevent that kind of
thing.”

“Well... maybe
they malfunctioned?” Barsch said, hoping that she would take the
explanation.

Captain Kessa
looked from him to the state of her ship, seemingly weighing her
options.

After a tense
few seconds, she shrugged and said, “Fine, let’s go with that.”

Turning away,
Captain Kessa sought out someone else to blame.

Barsch took a
moment to pity them before moving to re-join his friends.

*

“So Raigan
sent the storm?” Barsch asked.

Alza nodded,
saying, “Yeah, I felt him arrive just before you left.”

Barsch felt
his heart skip a beat. He hadn’t realized how close they had come
to dying.

And if they
died, everyone died.

“I thought he
wasn’t allowed to attack us directly? Isn’t that what Terra and Ion
told us?”

Alza shrugged
in response.

“Excuse me, I am having trouble following this narrative,”
Rose interjected, “Who is Raigan and why is he
trying to kill us?”

Maloch told
her.

Rose sank to
the floor.

“I knew I should have stayed in Kingstown...”

“What’s done
is done,” Maloch said, “And our mission is unchanged. Tartarus must
be stopped.”

Rose nodded
and allowed Maloch to help her to her feet.

Barsch opened
his mouth to offer a few words of consolation but he was drowned
out by a sailor screaming, “Land ho!”

Glancing in
the direction the sailor was pointing to, Barsch saw the shape on
the water.

Ahead of them,
rising from the sea, was a wall of sheer cliffs which ran in either
direction. An inlet, almost large enough to be considered a bay,
was their only way forward.

In spite of
the danger behind and before him, Barsch laughed.

They had
survived the storm.

What could
possibly be harder than that?


Chapter VII: Ghosts

In which the path is
twisted…






43 Years Ago






Personal Log
of Michael Edenbrook, Day 120

I should have
been the first to step onto Tartarus.

I should have
been the first to make my mark on our new home.

Am I not the
smartest amongst us?

Am I not the
most driven?

Instead the
greatest honour imaginable fell to Jans Bukriek, the security
officer on-board.

Because he won
the lottery.

Luck! Simple
luck was all it took for me to lose my chance! There shan’t be
another!

This is
unfair!

Was I not the
one looking forward to this the most? And yet they had me wait
until everyone else had departed the Excelsis.

I, who should
have been first, was left behind!

Abandoned!

I was forced
to wait, in agony, as the minutes turned to hours.

“We need to
make sure that it’s safe,” they said.

And then, at
the last minute, I was allowed to disembark the Excelsis.
What greeted me what a barren, red land that seemed to stretch out
towards infinity. No dilapidated cities, no ruined forests, no
polluted lakes. Nothing but pure, undisturbed potential.

I was allowed
to stand on the surface for nine minutes and thirty-eight seconds
before I was ordered to return to the ship. Over the next few days
the scientists on board will conduct various tests while the
engineers unload the construction equipment. Who knows how long it
will be before I am allowed on the surface once more.

But that
doesn’t matter. I have had a taste now, of that potential.

A sip of
greatness.

And I will
make it mine.

No matter how
long I have to wait…

*

The Present






Barsch almost
cried when his feet touched the beach. In the midst of the storm,
for a brief moment, he had wondered if he would ever step foot on
land again.

And here it
was.

It felt…
solid.

Looking
around, he took in the sight of the bay, stretching out to either
side. Steep cliffs ringed the space, with only a narrow path
directly ahead that led deeper inland. From his planning session
with Lukas, he knew that the path led to Amos Station 129. The
Station had a maximum population of fifty-thousand people, five
times that of Genesis Stations and twice that of Ezra Stations.
Having grown up a nomad, Barsch had never been around so many
people in the same space.

He shivered,
and it had nothing to do with the damp chill that had settled over
the area.

Looking
skyward, he found an overcast sky and a wall of mist that prevented
him from seeing further down the path.

Well,
according to Lukas it was supposed to be a fairly straightforward
path, so the mist shouldn’t pose much of a problem.

“Do you have
all of your things?” Captain Kessa asked. She had accompanied them
onto the beach, but Barsch could tell that she was itching to
return to the Sylvette.

Barsch and
Alza nodded. In his pack he had enough rations to last for a few
days, emergency medical supplies and a few goods that the residents
of Amos Station 129 might appreciate as a gift.


Lanista, his chainsword, was securely strapped to his pack,
where it could be seen as either a tool or a weapon depending on
the situation.

Maloch and
Rose stood a few steps away. Following the storm, Captain Kessa had
personally thanked them for their actions, stating that they had
almost singlehandedly saved the ship and her crew.

Alza had
wisely kept her silence.

They had both
long since learnt to avoid all attention that could expose their
abilities. Between potentially dooming the human race whilst
thwarting Dr Emmerfield and saving the world whilst facing Mother,
there was simply too much that was better left buried.

“I will return
to this spot in precisely seven days. If you are still alive, I
will take you back to Sanctuary. If you are not… I will deliver the
news to your families myself. That is my promise.”

Barsch
swallowed.

If Captain
Kessa thought that a simple mission to a supposedly friendly
Station was life or death, what would she think about their true
objective? For a moment Barsch wished that they were simply
there to meet the inhabitants of Amos Station 129 and convince them
to join the Array. That sounded a million times easier than
figuring out how to somehow stop a dwarf planet from colliding with
their home…

“Understood.
If we’re not on this beach in seven days, don’t wait for us.”

Captain Kessa
nodded.

And then, for
a brief moment, her stern gaze melted away.

“Be safe,” she
said, in an almost kind tone, “And watch out for one another.”

Did she know
the truth?

Or merely
suspect it?

Barsch didn’t
dare ask.

A heartbeat
later her cold expression returned, as if it had never left.

“Thank you,
for everything. I… I hope that we will see each other again…”

Captain Kessa
nodded once more, before turning and heading back to her ship.

They had
overcome the first hurdle, but what lay ahead was much harder
still.

It was one
thing to sail across the ocean on a ship that was decades old.

It was quite
another to sail across the void on a ship that might not even
exist…

*

The quartet
walked in silence, quickly leaving the beach behind. With every
step, Barsch felt his shoulders get heavier. They had been given an
impossible mission, and he was struggling to connect where he was
now with where he was supposed to go.

“Through
fire,” Yumiere whispered.

“Through
ice,” Rigel said.

“Through
deepest despair,” the Unknown Woman intoned.

“Never lose
your stride…” Barsch finished.

Immediately,
he felt the weight on his shoulders lessen.

He had faced
madmen and their progeny, and he had emerged victorious.

He had
confronted Mother’s and their armies, and he had emerged
triumphant.

And now he
went to confront a dwarf planet and its mysterious inhabitants…

Whatever it
took, he would change their course.

Fire, ice or
darkness, he would face them all.

*

“Caution, I am detecting elevated pollutant levels,”
Maloch announced, as the group turned another corner. They had
spent the last hour walking through a twisting maze of rock
outcroppings and shattered boulders. The fog obscured most of the
environment, forcing them to walk at a snail’s pace in order to
prevent separation.

“Pollution?
But that’s impossible,” Alza said.

“It should be, but nevertheless that is what my sensors are
detecting.”

“What is the
concentration?”

“It is fluctuating. I have not seen readings like this since
our trip through the cave adjacent to Revelation Station
52.”

A memory raced
through Barsch’s mind. A wall of crystal. Haunting dreams. Death at
hand.

He
shivered.

“Are you
saying that there might be ç’aether crystals nearby?” Barsch
asked.

“That would explain the readings, yes.”

“But what are ç’aether crystals?” Rose asked, looking
confused.

“Concentrated
pollution trapped in crystal,” Alza replied, stepping forward,
“They can mess with your mind if you get too close…”

“And you have encountered them before?”

Alza
nodded.

“I see. Well, we shall simply have to observe caution and
press forwards. I mean, how bad could these crystals be?”

Barsch, Alza
and Maloch shared a look.

It had not
been a pleasant experience by any stretch of the imagination.

“Pretty bad.
But as long as we stick together, everything should be fine…”

*

Barsch was
lost.


“Great.”

He had been
distracted by a noise coming from behind the group, and had turned
around for a moment to investigate it. By the time he had
determined the source to be a Rookdaw –a small bird known for its
curiosity- he had lost sight of the group.

“Hello?” he
called; hoping that Maloch’s enhanced auditory sensors would detect
him. His head felt heavy, just as it had on the night of the
celebratory dance. His legs moved him forward, but he felt as if
they had their own agenda, and refused to divulge their intended
destination.

“Is anyone
there?” he called again.

But silence
was his only response.

Shaking his
head at his own stupidity, he pushed forward.

“Alone,
finally!” Kain said, emerging from the fog. He looked…
real.


Disconcertingly so.

“He’s never
alone, remember!” Yumiere retorted, appearing at Barsch’s side.
He caught a whiff of honey and oak, her scent that had somehow
always lingered long after she had gone home for the day.

“Well, I
think Kain means that Barsch is alone physically, but mentally he
has all of us,” commented Rigel. He was two feet shorter than
Barsch. A boy who never got the chance to become a man.

“I don’t
think it matters, in the end,” said the Unknown Woman. Barsch
didn’t even know her real name. Another victim of circumstance.

“Why even
bring me along, if we’re going to spend all our just walking
around? Can’t you hurry up and find something to kill? Like a god
or a planet?” Lanista roared. The wolfblade walked in front,
taking long, easy strides. Barsch knew that it was searching for
any threats. Hoping to find bloodshed…

“Ignore
them, Barsch,” said a voice that made Barsch shiver, “Use my
power, and you could find Alza and the others in an instant.”
Ashe, born of flame and rage, floated beside him. She looked like
Alza, except made of fire and ash.

“Heavy is
the mind that bears the ghosts of failures past,” stated the
Void. It hung in the sky, a single golden eye floating before an
endless darkness. Out of all of his… peculiarities… Barsch
understood the Void the least.

Yumiere, Rigel
and the Unknown Woman represented the three souls he had failed to
save.

Kain
represented his self-loathing and guilt.

Lanista
represented his hidden violence.

Ashe
represented the power he had received from Alza and –he shuddered-
Kain.

But what did
the Void represent?

His darkness?
Since when?

Why did it
alone speak in tones that felt ancient and foreboding?

Why did it
alone hang in the sky, refusing to reveal its true form?

And why… did
it feel as if it was the only one of them… that was
real…

Shaking his
head, he tried to dispel the things in his way.

“Normal is- he
began.

“As,”
continued Yumiere.

“Normal
be,” added Rigel.

“I am,”
said Kain.

“Just
an,” whispered the Unknown Woman.


“Everyday,” chimed Lanista.


“Normal,” intoned Ashe.

“Me,”
concluded the Void.

“ARGH!”
screamed Barsch, towards the clouded sky. But even this did not
banish his ghosts.

He could do
nothing but walk onwards, surrounded by his failings and his
faults. Through the fog he caught glimpses of those wretched
ç’aether crystals, embedded into the rock walls that had trapped
him.

Glowing from
within, violet light mixed with grey fog, turning the scene into a
fantastical wonderland. Adding to the surreal nature of the scene
was four ghosts, one wolf, one flaming girl and a golden eye
hanging in the sky.

Barsch tried
to focus.

It was
getting… harder… to think…

“Normal is…
normal is…”

What was
normal, anyway?

Whatever it
was, he definitely wasn’t the prime example…

“Go away!” he
shouted.

“Where
would we even go?” retorted Kain, adding his signature derisive
laugh for emphasis.

“Wherever
you go… we go…” added Ashe, walking alongside her former
master.

“Until the
end…” Yumiere said, looking as beautiful as the day he had lost
her.

“Enough!”

He felt seven
gazes fall upon him.

He had had
enough of this. If one mantra would not dispel them, then he would
try another.

“Through
fire!” he screamed, facing the assembled figures.

“Barsch,
don’t!” Ashe cried, reaching towards him.

“Through
ice!”

“You can’t
do this!” Kain bellowed, face a rictus of rage.

“Through
deepest despair!”

“Please…
don’t send us back into the darkness…” whispered Yumiere,
almost breaking his heart.

“I will
never!”

“I don’t
want to go back! It’s cold in your heart, Barsch, and it’s getting
colder!” Rigel cried, bringing fresh tears to Barsch’s
eyes.

“Lose!”

“This is
only a temporary solution. One day, you will have to face us
properly. One day, you will have to face yourself,” said the
Unknown Woman.

“My!”

“I will be
waiting. For you to lose your temper. For you to face a monstrous
threat. For you to need to unleash your violence. Forever…”
snarled Lanista, speaking with such certainty that even
Barsch felt compelled to agree with it.

“STRIDE!”

“Very well,
I will depart. But know this, Son of None, you are heading towards
my domain. You will find that once you are there, I am not so
easily banished…” said the Void, with an air of foreboding.

A moment
later, the fog cleared.

His ghosts had
vanished.

For now.

But banishing
them had cost him dearly. He took one step, and found that he could
not take another. The sickness was getting worse, and this time,
Alza was not there to catch him.

Slowly he fell
forward, moving as if the air were made out of pillows.

The ground,
unfortunately, was made out of hard, solid earth.

It did
not cushion his fall.

“Barsch?!?”
cried a voice.

Weird… it
sounded… familiar…

*

I am standing
on a wooden pier jutting out over a lake.

This place…
sparks no recollection.

The sun is
setting, casting deep shadows across the land. Its last rays
illuminate two men, sitting side-by-side at the edge of the
pier.

Both men sit
in silence, watching the dying of the light. In one of the man’s
arms is a tiny bundle wrapped in white cloth.

“The doctor
said… the doctor said that it was a heart attack, in the end…” the
man says, voice raw from raging at the heavens.

Why do I know
that?

“She was a
fighter,” the older man replies.

The younger
man nods, saying, “She fought so hard… harder than anyone thought
possible… All just so that she could bring him into the world. The
doctor says that her heart actually stopped mid-delivery, but she
somehow found the strength to come back… just long enough to finish
it…”

“She truly
was a remarkable woman, m’boy,” the older man says, placing his arm
around his younger companion.

“I don’t
think there exists any like her. Not anymore…”

“What will
you do now? You are welcome, of course, to come and stay with me…”
the older man says, a touch of hope in his voice.

But the
younger man shakes his head.

“You know I
can’t do that, dad,” he says, and I can hear his heart shatter from
here, “What life would that be for him? Always on the run? Hounded
everywhere we go? I don’t hate you for writing what you did, but
you had to have known the reaction it would cause…”

The older man,
the father’s father, sighs in response.

“I thought…
I thought that if I could just make people see what they were doing
to the planet… That it wasn’t just a hunk of rock hurtling through
space, but a living, breathing entity deserving of our respect. But
now they call me mad. Now they threaten my life. Forgive me, m’boy,
for ruining our family legacy…”

The younger
man, the son’s son, makes no reply.

After an
unbearable silence, he squares his shoulders and says, “I’ve
decided. I will take her name after all. Maybe… maybe that will be
enough. The world is still dying, but at least this way he has a
chance at having a normal childhood.”

“I… I
understand, m’bo- son. But I promise you that I will do everything
in my power to protect him. If ever he is in danger, I will be
there. Even if it costs me my life…”

The son
nods.

The pact is
made.

The bundle of
cloth, a life yet unlived, wakes with a cry.

“There
there,” the son says to his son, “It’s going to be okay. I promise,
I will look after you… Barsch.”

*

“Barsch?” a
voice called, rousing said person from his slumber.

He arose,
slowly, and found a familiar face a few feet from his own.

“Charles?”
Barsch asked, still groggy.

“In the
flesh,” the former bully replied.

Seven months
ago, on orders of the treacherous Joshua, he had kidnapped Alza.
However, after an encounter with a murderous re-mech army and
Lukas’ influence, the man had changed.

Still arrogant
to a fault, but no longer a kidnapper or lackey.

“How did… you
find me?” Barsch asked, struggling to make sense of the
situation.

“Simple, I was
eating my supper when I heard some madman shouting outside town. I
figured that it was probably you.”


“Ouch.”

“And Alza? Is
she here too?”

Charles
nodded, saying, “Yeah, we found her not far from you, along with
two… re-mechs.”

Barsch noted
Charles’ tone. His last encounter with re-mechs had been quite
traumatic for the young man.

“That’s good.
Was she alright?”

“Yeah. They
were pretty lost, but at least they weren’t screaming nonsense,”
Charles replied, playfully punching Barsch on the shoulder.

“Very funny.
I’m sure you would’ve done the same if you’d been having
hallucinations caused by ç’aether crystal exposure.”

Immediately
Charles’ eyes narrowed.

“You had…
hallucinations? Outside of town?”

Barsch nodded,
saying, “Well, yeah. That’s what ç’aether crystals do to you if you
get too close…”

“Barsch, those
crystals were analysed months ago by the scientists living here.
They reported that the crystals in this area contain pollution, but
that they don’t have a high enough concentration to cause any ill
effects. I’m afraid that whatever you saw… didn’t come from the
crystals…”

“But
Yumiere’s scent… They all felt so real…”

“I’m sure you
were just tired, that’s all,” Charles said, failing to keep the
suspicion out of his voice.

“Yeah…
probably…” Barsch lied.

In the lull
that followed, Barsch became aware of his environment for the first
time. He was lying on a wooden frame bed covered in quilted
blankets. The room had wooden walls, flooring and ceiling beams,
which meant that the structure was likely post-Great Sleep.

“We’re in a
town?” Barsch asked, putting two and two together.

Charles
nodded, saying, “Welcome to Midgard. It was created by half of the
population of Amos Station 129.”

“Half?”

“Yeah, only
half the population left the Station. The other half went back
inside and sealed the door.”

“Why?”

“I’m not too
sure. Apparently there was a feud that developed during the time
they were trapped inside. I’m not sure why they accepted me, but
whatever you do, don’t eat the spo-

“Welcome to
our humble home!” cried a voice.

Glancing up,
Barsch found himself staring at a middle-aged woman with hair of
coal and skin of cinnamon.

“Ah, Celeste,
I was just about to come and fetch you,” Charles said, facing the
woman, “Barsch just woke up.”

“Glory be!”
Celeste exclaimed, moving closer.

“Hello…”
Barsch said, feeling oddly shy.

“Salutations!”
Celeste responded, “And on behalf of Midgard, I bid you good
evening.”

Barsch nodded
in response, somehow not finding the words he wanted.

“Now, I am
sure that you are quite tired from your long trek to our remote
home, but I must insist that you join us for a feast. It is not
every day that we receive guests, after all!”

“Thank you,”
Barsch replied, suddenly becoming aware of the fact that he had not
eaten in hours.

Rising to his
feet, he followed Charles and Celeste outside, curious as to what
awaited him beyond.


Chapter VIII: Warm Welcome

In which spotted eels
are avoided…
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I have my own
room.

Finally, after
months of sharing the same space, I have my own room!

No more
sleeping in the Excelsis! No more sharing a bathroom with
dozens of sweaty adults!

Freedom!

Today marks
the day that my father officially opened the first habitat. It
isn’t much to look at, being little more than an inflatable cube,
but it’s better than the alternative. For now, this is where we’ll
be staying, as the engineering corps begin constructing the domes
and permanent buildings.

At the moment,
the habitat only has space for six crew. Myself, my father, Samson
Sovnt, Hilda Sovnt, Jans Bukriek and his son Ivan.

They believe
that they were chosen at random with a lottery system.

Fools.

I organized
this.

I made this
happen.

Hilda… and
Ivan… I have chosen them for greatness.

First, I will
gain their trust. I will learn about them, their hopes and
dreams.

Their fears
and failures.

In time, they
will come to see me as their leader. Not just because I am my
father’s son, but because I am the best choice to lead Tartarus
when my father grows old.

The next
generation, in time, will inherit this place.

And I will
make sure that it is sculpted according to my whims, not
theirs.

But that is
still a long ways away. For now, I must join my fellow colonists at
the dinner table.

I will
entertain them with stories and jokes aplenty, and awe them with my
presence.

Until they
cannot live without me.

Until they are
mine.

*

The Present






Midgard was…
odd.

That was
Barsch’s first impression, and his second, and his third.

Sure, the
buildings were made of wood and stone and there were streets and
shops, but the atmosphere felt… strange.

It was as if
the whole place was holding its breath, waiting for something to
happen.

As Barsch
followed Charles and Celeste further into town, he saw more
peculiarities. Every so often, a townsperson would turn and stare
off into the distance, towards a lonely mountain on the horizon.
The gaze would linger for just a second, before the person shook
their head and returned to their task.

It wasn’t just
once or twice, either.

Every person
Barsch passed did the same thing, to the point where he found
himself staring at the mountain as well.

The second
oddity was the lake.

The town
ringed it almost fully, with only a gap in the buildings in the
direction of the mysterious mountain.

And yet, even
with such a resource before them, Barsch saw no fisherman or
fishing boats. If anything, the people seemed to avoid looking at
the lake just as much as they looked at the mountain.

Why?

Barsch,
walking side by side with Charles, itched to ask the questions in
his head. Fortunately, he received a chance when Celeste was
distracted by a fellow townsperson calling out to her.

“Charles, I
have to ask… and I hope that this isn’t rude or anything… but
what’s with the mountain? Everyone we’ve passed keeps staring at
it.”

Charles took a
moment to make sure that Celeste was fully occupied before
answering, “Amos Station 129 is located at the base of the
mountain. After the schism inside, half of the population chose to
remain, while the other half journeyed here. It’s been six months
since then, and they haven’t seen any sign of those who
remained.”

“So? Can’t
they just go and check on them?”

Charles shook
his head, saying, “It’s not that simple. From what I understand it
was a pretty big fight that caused the schism. Most of the people
here believe that those who remained could appear at any moment and
attack Midgard, hence the stares.”

“And the
others?”

“They’re the
ones who left family and friends behind. They don’t know if their
loved ones have survived this long with the resources they had
left, so they cannot help but gaze and wonder…”

“I see… and
what about the lake?”

Charles
swallowed nervously before answering, “Ah, well that is an easier
answer. It’s where they live.”

“They?”

“Spot-

“Charles,
Barsch, try and keep up!” Celeste called, interrupting the young
man. She had finished her conversation and was now beckoning the
duo to follow her.

Before
following, Barsch took one more look at the mountain.

It seemed
somehow larger now, and far more ominous. Shivering, he turned his
eyes away.

But the
mountain was still there, he knew, watching him…

*

Eventually
they arrived at the town hall. It was a large building built on the
water’s edge, facing the mountain. Barsch doubted that this was a
coincidence.

Inside,
judging from the sounds filtering out, was half the town.

Walking
through the wide, double doors, Barsch was greeted with a welcoming
sight. A large fire dominated the room beyond, surrounded by dozens
of people. Sitting directly before him, however, was the only one
he cared about.

“Alza!” he
exclaimed, causing every head to turn.

Including the
one framed by silvery locks.

“Barsch!” she
replied, a small smile adorning her face, “How are you
feeling?”

“Better,
thanks,” he said, feeling unusually awkward. It felt as if he
hadn’t seen her in months…

“We wanted to
go and check up on you, but Celeste insisted that we attend the
feast instead.”

Standing
beside her were Maloch and Rose, looking like statues.

“We are pleased to see you have fully recovered… master,”
Maloch said, with obvious distaste. It was clear that he was
playing the role of dutiful servant in order to blend in.

Barsch wished,
not for the first time, that this didn’t have to be the case.

“Thanks, I
think I was just a bit tired,” he replied, completely neglecting to
speak about the fight with his ghosts.

That only he
could see.

That may or
may not be real.

“Of course… master,” Rose said, voice dripping with
distaste, “We would hate it if anything happened to
our dear master.”

He shot her a
look that said ‘You’re overdoing it.’

She
nodded.

And then said,
“Oh master, what ever would we do without you to
boss us around?”

This caused a
few heads to turn.

Luckily
Celeste chose that moment to step forward.

“Now that we
are all present, I would like to officially welcome the first
travellers to Midgard!” Celeste proclaimed, taking up a position
before the fire.

The crowd
broke into applause which lasted for several minutes. Barsch could
do nothing but stand awkwardly and smile.

“Please,
travellers, tell us why you have journeyed to our little town?”

Barsch
hesitated. When he and Lukas had first arrived in Nuben, they had
been greeted with suspicion, and rightfully so. However, thanks to
his father’s charisma, they had managed to convince the townspeople
to trust them.

Barsch, sadly,
lacked that particular genetic trait.

So he
lied.

“We are
travelling to the Endrich Space Port in order to salvage materials
for our town,” he said, bending the truth but not breaking it
completely.

Immediately he
knew that he had said the wrong thing. The fire was still roaring
and filling the room with heat and light, but the people had grown
cold.

“You wish to
travel… past the mountain?” Celeste said, her earlier enthusiasm
nowhere to be found.

Barsch nodded.
He had already told the lie, might as well stick to it.

“I see. That
place is… unpleasant…”

“We will steer
well clear of it, I promise,” Barsch replied.

“I want to
trust you, Barsch, I really do…” Celeste said, looking
unconvinced.

A moment
later, she looked up and said, with a smile, “I know! How about we
discuss this matter over dinner?”

“If that is
what you want…” Barsch said, taking a seat on the bench beside
Alza. No one else had spoken. Every eye on the room was on him.

He shivered,
despite the warmth of the fire.

*

A few minutes
later, food filled every plate.

Except
his.

Celeste,
wearing a small smile, walked towards him with a covered dish.

“For you,
honoured guest, we have prepared our most… treasured delicacy…” she
said, before uncovering the dish.

“Spotted eel?”
Barsch asked, staring at the steamed snake-like creature before
him.

“They make
their home in the lake beneath us. Go on, try it…” Celeste said,
smile widening.

After facing
food shortages in both Sanctuary and Genesis Station 13, Barsch had
learnt to eat whatever was placed in front of him.

Swallowing, he
said, “Thank you… for this gift…”

With his
fingers trembling, he broke off a piece of the eel’s flesh,
becoming more and more aware that everyone else had stopped
eating.

He was the
centre of attention, and he hated it.

Slowly, he
brought the flesh to his lips, strangely nervous.

Celeste was
watching him with a frozen expression, smile fixed in place. Her
free hand was inside her jacket, clutching something tightly.

The smell of
steamed, spotted eel filled his world.

“Well, here
we go…” he thought, as he opened his mouth.

And then
Alza’s hand shot out and smacked his hand away, sending the piece
of flesh flying into the fire.

“No, thank
you,” she said, pointedly.

Only then did
everyone in the room breathe a sigh of relief.

“Phew!”
Celeste said, removing her hand from her jacket. For the briefest
of moments Barsch caught a glimpse of something metallic in her
jacket pocket.

“Don’t worry,
guys, they’re not from the Station!” she continued, speaking to the
room at large. Immediately a dozen people emerged from hidden
entrances, casually putting away an assortment of weaponry.

Barsch stared
at the scene, mystified.

Celeste,
noticing his expression, explained, “That was a test, I’m sorry to
say. If you had taken the spotted eel, it would have meant that you
were one of them, and we would be forced to defend
ourselves…”

“You thought
that we were from Amos Station 129? Why?”

Celeste shook
her head, saying, “You were the first people to visit us since the
Great Sleep began, we had to be sure.”

“But why
spotted eel?”

“Amos Station
129… due to an executive mistake, was supplied with pickled spotted
eels.”

“So?” Barsch
asked.

“And nothing
else. We had nothing to eat but bloody spotted eel, morning, noon
and night. For months!”

“And that
caused the schism? How?”

Celeste looked
down for a moment, her voice heavy, “When the all-clear signal was
received and the doors opened, we rejoiced. Most of us couldn’t
wait to leave the Station and find something better to eat.
However… for some, spotted eels had become a necessity. They could
not eat anything else, even if it killed them. They refused to
leave the Station and their precious supply, so we left them
there.”

Barsch sat in
silence for a time.

None of this
made any sense.

Turning to
Alza, he asked, “Wait, how did you know to stop me from eating
it?”

Shrugging, she
said, “There was a prophecy. Don’t worry about it.”

“WHAT?!?”

*

The remainder
of the meal was blissfully uneventful. Barsch spoke about the
Array, and Celeste promised to join as soon as their facilities
were up and running.

He even
received permission to travel past the mountain, on condition that
he would make no attempt to contact Amos Station 129. After
everything he had seen, Barsch was only too happy to agree.

After the
feast, they were led to Celeste’s house, the largest in Midgard,
and were finally allowed to rest after a very eventful day…

*

They had left
the town at dawn, moving quickly. None of them had wanted to stay a
minute longer.

For a moment,
Barsch felt at ease. Although there was still much to do, at least
they were moving forward.

And then he
had the misfortune of raising his head.

The storm had
returned.

It encircled
the mountain like a dark halo, patiently waiting for them.
Lightning danced around the blackened peak, stabbing at the earth.
Thunder roared across the morning sky, shaking the trees.

“He’s waiting
for us, isn’t he? Raigan, I mean,” Barsch said, eyeing the
gathering storm.

Alza nodded,
saying, “I think he knows that we’ll soon be beyond his reach. If
we can leave the planet, I think we’ll be safe.”

“So long as we
don’t encounter any space storms...” Barsch said.

Alza stared at
him blankly.

“That was a
joke,” he said, after an uncomfortable moment of silence.

“Well it
wasn’t a very good one,” she replied, but the small smile on her
face belied her true feelings.

For a moment
her eyes flashed amber, and a chuckle escaped her lips.

And then they
were violet once more, as if nothing had happened.

“You guys
ready?” Charles called, standing a ways off, “I want to get there
before that storm hits...”

“Yeah, we’re
ready,” Barsch replied, tightening his pack, “How far is it to your
parent’s spaceport?”

Charles
grimaced at the mention of his parents, who had abandoned him
before the Great Sleep, before answering, “It’s not far. We should
be there around noon.”

“So you’ve
been there before?” Alza asked, walking alongside Barsch.

“Just once,
when I was a kid. My parents got the director to take me on a tour
of the facility while they were handling another business deal.
It’s a small, private spaceport designed mostly for high-paying
tourist trips.”

Barsch spared
another glance at the storm-laden mountain as he walked.

He knew that
mountains were not living beings, but he could swear that this one
was growing larger by the second.

The
surrounding land was largely nondescript by comparison, and they
had luckily stumbled upon a half-buried road leading towards the
spaceport.

“Do you think
any of the ships would still be functional, after all these years?”
Alza asked, trying to sound casual.

Charles
stopped in his tracks before turning to face them, eyes
narrowing.

“Why do you
want to know? Planning on escaping the planet or something?” he
asked.

“Or
something...”

“Just
curious,” Alza replied.

Charles
thought for a second before speaking, “I see. Well, it has been a
couple of decades, but the ships were built to last. It wouldn’t be
out of the ordinary if one or two of them were still
functional.”

Barsch
secretly breathed a sigh of relief. If they had found the spaceport
empty or in ruins, they would have been in trouble.

He then
remembered that there was a dwarf planet heading straight towards
them.

“Well...
more trouble...”

*

They stopped
for a meal after a few hours of walking. Mercifully, no one had
packed them any spotted eels.

Maloch and
Rose, on Charles’ request, kept their distance. It seemed that he
had developed something of a trauma since Rose had almost killed
him.

Barsch
shrugged. Plenty of things had tried to kill him, and he had found
that it didn’t help to keep grudges.

“So… how are
things going back home?” Charles asked.

Barsch shared
a look with Alza before answering, “Things are going pretty well.
We managed to get the Array up and running and even added Ezra
Station 98’s inhabitants to it.”

“That’s good,”
Charles replied, “And I take it that Fran and Jeremiah are staying
out of trouble?”

“Yeah, Fran is
helping out around town, and Jeremiah started his training under Dr
August. It’ll be good to have another doctor around, especially
with Dr August opening up his clinic.”

“Wow, I always
knew that Jeremiah had a kind heart. It’s good to see him putting
it to good use…” Charles said, staring wistfully in the direction
of home.

“They miss
you… you know,” Alza added, in a small voice, “While you’re out
here… you have people back home who wish you were there
instead…”

Barsch
swallowed. For a moment, it had sounded as if Alza was speaking
about him.

But that was
absurd, wasn’t it?

“I know, and I
miss them too. But I can’t go home just yet.”

“Not until you
find yourself?” Alza asked, sounding as if she was quoting someone
else.

“Something
like that,” Charles replied.

After a
momentary silence, he added, “But that is why I’m here. Why
are you so far from home?”

“We told you,
to salvage mater-

“Please, Lukas
sends his son and the woman who can set things on fire with her
mind on a scavenger hunt? I know what you can do… what both of you
can do, remember? Why are you really here?”

Barsch shared
another glance with Alza.

Taking a deep
breath, Barsch told Charles the truth.

*

“Tartarus is
coming? I thought that it was a fairy tale, you know? If you’re
naughty your parents will put you on a spaceship and send you to
Tartarus along with all of the other naughty children,” Charles
said, eyes wide.

“It’s no fairy
tale, although I wish it was…” Barsch said, staring at the dirt at
his feet.

“How… how long
do we have?” Charles said, growing paler by the second.

“Less than a
week.”

“Oh… bugger.
Celeste was going to teach me how to hunt dyr next week…” Charles
said, “I guess I’ll have to cancel…”

“Don’t worry,
we’re not giving up without a fight,” Alza said, rising from her
seat.

Charles put
two and two together.

“The
spaceport… you’re planning on travelling to Tartarus? And then
what?”

“Whatever it
takes,” Barsch said.

Charles
thought for a moment before asking, “Why you? Why send you, and not
someone… else?”

Alza’s eyes
flashed violet for a second, and a heartbeat later a ball of flame
appeared in her hand. It hovered there, burning quietly, and yet
Charles could not look away.

“We have
power. If the people in charge of Tartarus refuse to change their
course… we will make them…”

Charles
swallowed in response.

And then he
surprised everyone in attendance.

“How… how can
I help?”

*

Terra strode
through the storm, heading for the mountain’s summit.

That was where
his brother stood, waiting for them.

Lightning
struck exposed rock, shattering it and sending pieces of white-hot
debris cartwheeling through the sky. Terra ignored it. The earth
was his domain, and it would not harm him.

Aqua, far from
the oceans she called her own, had summoned a veil of water to keep
herself safe.

Neither of
them wanted to be here.

And yet they
could not walk away.

Not from
this.

Raigan, the
former Avatar of the Skies and now the Lord of the Storm, floated
above the mountain’s peak. Gale winds surrounded him, and yet his
jet-black cloak did not so much as flutter in the breeze.

He looked…
peaceful, and for a moment Terra saw him as the brother he had
lost, not as the monster he had become.

Raigan… the
man who had become Raigan, had been the kindest soul he had ever
known. Willing to sacrifice anything for humanity. He had been
someone Terra had looked up to.

Someone to
emulate.

But this…
thing… floating before them… was not his brother.

Eyes as grey
as a tombstone. Hair the colour of dried blood. Skin a corpse would
envy.

Terra
faltered, for a single step.

How could they
make this right?

Where did they
even start?

“Remember
the plan. Keep Barsch alive until he can act out his role,”
Terra thought, firming his step.

“Welcome,
traitors,” Raigan spat, turning to face them.

“Raigan,
you need to stop this! Their mission is too important!” Ion
called, standing before her foe.

Raigan
regarded her with cold, seething hatred.

Only Terra
knew why Raigan hated her more than him. But he would never
tell.

Not even if it
killed him.

“Why? Why
should I stop the storm? Answer me, traitors!”

“You know
what happens if they fail! Our world will burn!” Ion replied,
shouting to be heard above the storm’s fury.

Raigan raised
his right hand, and a moment later a lightning bolt lanced
downwards from the darkness above, striking the ground between
them.

They held
their ground.

Barely.

“Our world
will burn, you say? Good! Let the old be washed away with flame and
smoke! From the ashes I will make a new world! One free of
humanity! AND IT WILL BE GLORIOUS!!” Raigan screamed, as dozens
of bolts blew apart the mountain peak.

Terra summoned
a wall of rock to shield Ion, dodging the few that came his
way.

“You would
strike Barsch directly?!?” Terra yelled, facing his lost
brother, “You would break the pact? Do you wish to summon He Who
Sleeps Above? You know what would happen if He is woken!”

Raigan
flinched at the name.

Even he wasn’t
that far gone… surely?

And then
Raigan collected himself, and the rage returned, “You know that
the Abomination lies outside the pact! If I attack him, directly,
nothing will change.”


“Wrong,” Ion said, breaking out of the rock shield meant to
keep her safe, “If you attack him, we attack you. Sure, you
would probably kill both of us, but two Avatars dying would
definitely attract attention. He Who Sleeps Above would awaken, and
the world below would be lost. That means no more humanity… and no
more you…”

Raigan seemed
to consider this for a moment.

Maybe he
wasn’t too far gone. If he could still listen to reason…

“The
Abomination will face the storm, it is decided. If he lives, he
lives. If he dies, this ends. That is my declaration, so either
leave this place or face me seriously!”

“Why?!? Why
must you target him so!” Ion screamed, sounding desperate.

They had
failed.

Terra prepared
to leave. There was nothing more that they could do. If he left, he
knew that Ion would not be far behind…

Raigan, with
another flourish, sent another dozen bolts screaming their way.

“Why? You
ask me why I must destroy the Abomination that you created?!? You
orchestrated the events that led to his birth!” spat Raigan, as
Terra allowed the earth to claim him, ”And I… SHALL DO SO FOR
HIS DEATH!!!”


Chapter IX: Stormbreaker

In which they rise…
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I am
surrounded by fools!

True, I’ve
known this for a while now.

But this
incident confirms it.

The engineers,
in their short-sightedness, want to keep building habitats!

Why?!?

The science
team and the security detail already have their own rooms, so
surely we should move on to phase two.

We should be
exploring our new utopia and cataloguing it’s secrets, not wasting
precious resources on building unnecessary structures!

The
engineering corps can make due with living in pre-fabs for a few
more months, no?

I just wish...
that they knew their place.

Tartarus’
success will come from the enlightened few, not the lowly
masses.

Already, I
have begun seeking them out. Those unburdened by petty morality.
Those willing to do whatever it takes to turn Tartarus into the
utopia I envision.

Together, we
will rule.

Together, we
will rise.

Together, we
will ascend...

*

The Present






Endrich
Spaceport: Rise Above

“Yeah, my
parents weren’t the subtle type...” muttered Charles, staring at
the building before him.

It was an
enormous glass dome, the size of a city block. Within, obscured by
the dirty glass, were dozens of ships. At the apex of the dome was
a hatch that would open to allow for launches, keeping the ships
inside protected until they were needed.

Alza glanced
up.

The storm had
followed them.

It covered the
sky, reaching across from either horizon.

It wasn’t
exactly the best weather to attempt space flight... but they
couldn’t wait.

Tartarus was
coming, and if they couldn’t stop it, no one could.

Somehow, she
knew, the storm wouldn’t disappear on its own. Raigan would wait
for them, like a hunter stalking their prey, for however long it
took. Their only hope was to break free from his snare, and leave
the planet behind.

Which was
easier said than done...

“So, what’s
the plan?” Charles asked, staring at the group.

Barsch
shrugged in response, saying, “Find a working ship, travel to
Tartarus, get them to change direction.”

Charles
smacked his forehead with his palm.

“Of course...
I should have known.”

“We don’t
really do complicated plans you know...” Barsch said, with a
sigh.

“Yeah, I
realized that six months ago. Look, the director showed me how to
work the controls, so I’ll head to the control room. It is mostly
automated anyway, but there are still a few things that have to be
done by hand.”

“And the rest
of us?” Barsch asked.

“Split up and
find a ship that looks like it won’t explode on the launch
pad.”

“Good
luck!” Charlotte whispered.

“You do
know that you’re coming too, don’t you?” Alza replied.

“Ah...
bugger,” said the ghost.

*

“Any luck?”
Barsch asked, staring up in wonder at the spaceship above him.

“The electronics are completely fried, I’m afraid to say,”
replied Maloch, as he clambered around the dilapidated ship.

They had
searched through four ships so far, but none of them had been
flightworthy.

“On to the
next one then,” Barsch said, turning to look at the mass of
vehicles which took up most of the domes floor space. Tracks ran
beneath each ship, ready to move them into launch position.

Maloch hit the
floor with a dull thud.

As the duo
made their way over to the next ship, Barsch asked a question he
had kept in his mind for weeks.

“How are
things... in Kingstown?”

Maloch took a
moment to answer.

“Things are going well, for now...”

“But?”

“It cannot remain like this forever. If I am to free every
last re-mech, I will eventually have to address the problem at
hand.”

“You mean
humanity,” Barsch said, sounding as if he didn’t belong to the
group in question.

Maybe he
didn’t...

Maloch nodded,
saying, “Whether it is tomorrow or in ten years’
time, humans will eventually learn of our existence. We need to be
ready for when that day arrives.”

“Will you
fight them? Like the Freedman Rebellion did?” Barsch said,
picturing a war between re-mechs and humans.

He wasn’t sure
which side he would pick, if things got that bad.

However,
Maloch shook his head, saying, “No, that didn’t work
out for us last time. This time, I want to try something
different.”

“What?”

“Diplomacy. If I can convince humans that re-mechs deserve
equal rights, we could potentially live in harmony one
day.”

“I would very
much like to see that,” Barsch said, envisioning the world that
Maloch wanted.

It was
beautiful.

“As would I. However, humans are... stubborn... so they will
take some convincing.”

“Agreed. But
they’re not all bad...”

“You sound as if you do not consider yourself one of
them...” Maloch said, voicing Barsch’s deepest concerns.

“I used to.
But now I’m not so sure...” Barsch replied, “Mother called me an
Abomination. I think... that she might have been right.”

“Barsch...” Maloch began, but his words died as they
reached the next ship.

It was a newer
model, featuring a fat, rectangular frame and large thrusters on
either side of a rear ramp.

As Maloch
busied himself inside, Barsch inspected the exterior. It was a
relatively small ship, designed for a crew of six or so. The ship
had short, stubby wings and a large glass cockpit connected to a
small cargo bay.

A few minutes
later Maloch emerged, shaking his head.

“No good?”

“It’s not as bad as the others, but it will take a lot of work
to get it flightworthy.”

“How
long?”

“A couple of days. I’ll need to cannibalize parts from several
other ships in order to get it working again, and even then it’ll
be a bumpy ride.”

“Maloch, we
don’t have a couple of days.”

Maloch looked
at the ship, and Barsch felt the anxiety radiating away from his
friend.

He was
worried, even if he didn’t show it.

“Then... we had better hope that the others had more luck than
us...”

*

Alza and Rose
walked in silence, examining the ships of all sizes around
them.

The storm had
grown to cover the sky, leaving only the spaceport’s backup
generators to provide power to the scant few lights above.

“Mistre- Alza, do you really plan to launch in such
conditions?” Rose said, finally breaking the silence.

It took Alza a
second to realize that she had been asked a question.

“We... we have
to. Tartarus is coming, and we don’t have the luxury of time.
Either we launch now, or we head back to Sanctuary and wait out the
end among friends...”

Alza hadn’t
meant to sound despondent, but aside from a handful of people, she
still struggled to communicate well.

“I see. And if it came to that, who would you spend your last
moments with?”

Barsch.

The thought
arrived instantly.

Even Alza was
shocked at how quickly she had made that decision.

“I’m not
sure,” she lied, “What about you?”

Rose said
nothing for a moment.

Had Alza
angered the re-mech? It was impossible to tell.

No... there
was something there.

“Charlotte,
help me out here,” Alza thought, pleading with her ghost.

“Ah... Rose
is feeling... embarrassed? I think? It’s hard to tell with
re-mechs.”


“Thanks,” she thought, before saying out loud, “You don’t
have to tell me if it’s embarrassing, you know...”

Rose nodded,
before glancing upwards and saying, “If I had to
choose... I would spend my final moments with Maloch...”

For a second,
Alza superimposed a blush over Rose’s features. It fit surprisingly
well.

“You care for
him, don’t you?” Alza guessed, trying not to rely on Charlotte for
everything.

Rose
hesitated, before nodding.

“He was the one who freed me from Mother’s control. He gave me
a purpose and a home... how could I not fall for him?”

Internally,
Alza shrugged. Love was... strange. Even with Charlotte’s help it
was beyond her understanding.

“But... re-mechs were not built to love...” Rose said,
with a sigh.

“Neither was
I,” Alza replied, feeling a kinship with this re-mech. Neither of
them had been given a choice in how to live their lives, until
someone -Barsch and Maloch- had appeared and changed
everything.

For that, Alza
felt gratitude, and Rose felt love.

“For
now...” Charlotte whispered, before disappearing deeper into
her mind.

“What do you think I should do?” Rose asked, sending Alza
into a panic.


“Charlotte!”

“Nope. What
happened to ‘trying not to rely on Charlotte for everything’?”
the ghost replied, dismissively.

“Um... talk to
him?” Alza eventually said, grasping at straws.

Rose was
silent for a while.

“Yes. From what I’ve researched, communication does seem to be
a core component of relationships. I shall do so. Thank you,
Alza.”

“Please, don’t
mention it,” Alza replied, speaking truthfully.

Just wait
until it got out that she was giving relationship advice to
re-mechs.

What would
Barsch say?

“This is unbelievable,” Rose said, somehow reading Alza’s
mind.

No, that was
impossible... probably.

Glancing in
the direction Rose was facing, Alza saw the truth.

A ship,
gleaming in the gloom, stood before them.

“Is it
functional?” Alza asked.

“Unbelievably so,” the re-mech answered, heading towards
the ship.

It was mounted
on a tall rocket that reached towards the dome above. It looked...
ancient.

“Ah, I see,” Rose said, after interfacing with a nearby
panel, “This is a Lunar supply ship, built at the
start of the Quantum Era. It was meant to ferry supplies to a lunar
base that never materialized. It was restored shortly before the
Great Sleep as part of the spaceport’s grand opening
event.”

“Lucky for
us...” Alza replied, staring at the object that would allow her to
leave the planet...

And hopefully
return to it...

*

“What do you think?” Rose asked, as the man and machine
came closer.

“It’s a great find! We found a ship that could also work, but
it would require a fair amount of work to repair. This, however, is
basically ready to launch!” Maloch replied, enthusiasm shining
through his words.

“I’m happy to hear that,” the female re-mech said,
strangely staring at her feet.

“Why?”
Barsch thought, but then he remembered the mission at hand.

“What still
needs to be done?” he asked, facing Maloch.

“Well, it needs to be moved to the launch pad, fuelled up and
checked for any potential faults.”

“How long do
you think that will take?” Alza asked, eyeing the sky above.

The storm had
grown to consume the dome. Lightning flashed, illuminating the
dimly lit space underneath. Thunder rattled the enormous glass
hexagons that made up the dome’s outer shell.

Barsch doubted
that any ship in history had launched under worse conditions.

“A few hours. If everything goes well, we will be ready to
launch at sunset.”

“Alright, what
should we do in the meantime?” Barsch asked.

“I suggest you meet up with Charles in the control tower and
tell him about the plan. We’ll also need to get you two prepped for
launch.”

“Us two?
Aren’t you coming?” Barsch asked, heart sinking. Maloch had been an
indispensable ally in the fights against Dr Emmerfield and Mother.
Facing Tartarus without him was a tough blow.

“I’m sorry, but the ship has a strict weight limit. Only the
command module is attached, and it wasn’t built to house re-mechs.
I’m afraid the two of you will be on your own.”

“I see...”
Barsch said, dejected.

“However, while you are up there, Rose and I will spend the
remaining time repairing the second ship. If we make it in time, we
will come and render whatever assistance we can.”

“Thanks,
Maloch, Rose, that means a lot to us,” Alza said, eyes flashing
amber for a heartbeat.

“It is the least we could do. You two are the only humans
welcome at Kingstown, after all. It would get very lonely without
you,” Maloch replied.

It took
everyone present a few moments to realize that the re-mech was
trying to be funny.

“We
certainly live in strange times,” Barsch thought, as he
followed Alza towards the control tower.

*

“You actually
found something flyable? I’m impressed,” Charles said, after they
briefed him on the plan.

“We couldn’t
have done it without Maloch and Rose,” Barsch replied.

Charles looked
hesitant for a moment before saying, “Well, I suppose I owe them a
thank you as well...”

“They will
appreciate it, I’m sure,” Alza said, staring out the large,
wraparound window. They were standing at the main control room,
located at the top of the control tower. It stood beside the
walled-off launch pad, directly beneath the apex of the dome. From
here, the launch team could see both the opening at the top of the
dome and the rocket being moved into position beneath it.

“It’s mostly
automated,” Charles said, pointing to the bank of computer screens
and blinking lights, “The director was kind enough to show me the
launch sequence all those years ago.”

“Is there
anything we can do to help?” Barsch said, feeling strangely
restless.

Charles,
however, shook his head, saying, “Not really. I’ve placed your
spacesuits in the changing room one floor down. Once you’ve suited
up I’ll explain their functions... as best as I can remember them.
After that, we just need to wait for the ship to fuel up and we’re
good to go.”

*

Barsch looked
at the stranger in the mirror.

Almost six
feet tall, dirty blonde hair with green-blue eyes that were
bisected by violet streaks.

And wearing a
blue and black spacesuit that hugged his form tightly.

He didn’t look
like Barsch La Tergan.

Not
anymore...


“Abomination...” Kain whispered, before receding.

He waited for
another of his ghosts to offer a retort, but nothing came.

Typical.

Leaving the
changing room, he found Alza waiting for him.

She had tied
up her silvery-blonde hair in a bun and her violet eyes glowed
softly in the gloom. Charles had found a white suit with gold
accents that showcased her slender figure.


“Pervert...” Yumiere said, voice full of mock outrage.

And then she
too was gone.

Had his ghosts
all grown shy or something?

“How do I
look?” Alza asked, a small smile on her face.

“Like someone
who is ready to save the world. Again,” Barsch replied.

“Good. We have
to get this right, you know.”

“I know.
Whatever it takes.”

They shared a
moment of silence, each pondering what was about to happen.

“Barsch, Alza,
we’re ready for you,” called Charles’ voice over the intercom,
banishing the moment.

“Alright.
Let’s go and conquer a storm,” Barsch said, trying to sound
confident.

In truth he
was anything but...

*

“Those suits
have oxygen reserves that naturally refill while you’re in a
breathable atmosphere, but they’ll only last you thirty minutes, so
only use them as a last resort,” Charles said, as he checked the
suits for leaks.

Barsch reached
behind his right ear and pressed the recessed button there,
activating his collapsible helmet. It slid out of his suit’s collar
and quickly arranged itself around his head, forming a rigid,
transparent shell.

Immediately,
his suit’s oxygen reserves activated, pumping clean, breathable air
into the helmet. Another press of the hidden button collapsed the
helmet once more, hiding it from view.

“The suits are
rated for zero-g and can withstand freezing temperatures, but
they’re not impervious to damage. Treat them like a second layer of
skin and you’ll be fine.”

“Got it,”
Barsch said, feeling a bit awkward.

Maloch, at
that moment, came forward with his arms outstretched. In each palm
was a diamond shaped piece of metal with a glowing green core.

“Locator beacons, one for each of you,” the re-mech said,
slotting the items into their suits sternum pouch, “Using the
spaceport’s tracking array, we’ll be able to track you anywhere in
the solar system.”

“And if we
somehow manage to leave the solar system?” Alza asked, staring at
the glowing emerald on her chest.

Maloch,
however, had no reply.

“Well then, I
suppose that there is only one thing left to do,” Charles said.

They were
standing on the extendable walkway that currently bridged the
control tower and the ship.

Barsch gulped.
It was a long way down... and a long way up.

“What’s that?
You already went through the ship’s controls with us,” Barsch said,
glancing at the command module perched almost precariously at the
tip of the massive rocket.

“We need to
give your ship a name, don’t we? It’s bad luck to travel on
anything without a name you know,” Charles replied.

“Well, what do
you suggest?” Barsch asked.

“How about... Luna?” said Rose.

“Luna,
Luna...” Charles repeated, “It sounds a bit plain, don’t you think?
And... well… this is the stupidest and bravest plan I’ve ever been
part of, so how about... the Lunatique, instead?”

The
Lunatique.

It sounded
right.

“The
Lunatique, crewed by two lunatics...” Barsch said, chuckling
to himself.

No one else
laughed.

Typical.

*

“Beginning
final countdown,” Charles said, voice echoing around the small
room.

Barsch and
Alza were strapped into their seats, which were currently facing
the ship’s nose.

Barsch tried
not to think about the tons of highly reactive propellant behind
him or the furious storm before him.

This was,
without a doubt, the stupidest thing he had ever done.

So far.

“Good luck, both of you,” Maloch said, trying to sound
comforting.

It wasn’t
working.

“We’ll get started on the backup ship right away and join you
as soon as we can,” added Rose.

Barsch wished
fervently -not for the first time- that their roles were reversed
and that he was the one staying behind.

But it was too
late for doubts.

“The storm is
directly overhead, but we’re going full throttle from the get go to
try and punch a hole through it. Once you reach the edge of the
atmosphere, you should be safe. Remember, the ship is entirely
automated, so it’ll fly you straight to Tartarus and land on its
own. All you need to do is sit back and enjoy the pretty views,”
Charles said, obviously trying to reassure them.

It didn’t
work.

“Are you
ready?” asked Barsch, facing Alza.

She nodded,
but he could see the apprehension in her violet eyes.

“We’re going
to get through this, together,” he added, squeezing her gloved hand
with his own, “If we rise, we rise together.”

“And if we
fall?” she asked, and he heard the fear in her voice.

“Then we fall
together too...” Barsch said, and to his surprise he meant it.

They were in
this together... till the end.

“T-minus ten
seconds,” Charles said, as the sounds of the engines starting up
filled the tiny cabin.

Barsch took a
deep breath. Why had he agreed to do this again?

“Seven,” said Rose.

Surely there
was someone more qualified for this? Why hadn’t they asked them
instead?

“Five,” said Maloch.

He should be
in Sanctuary, living life. Not here, courting death.

“Three,”
whispered Alza.

“Oh to hell
with it!”

“One!” yelled
Barsch, struggling to be heard above the noise.

“Blast-off!”
they shouted, as one.

The
Lunatique rose, like a stone launched from a sling, towards
the apex of the dome. The doors were open wide, waiting for their
passage. The ship rocketed upwards, piercing the storm. On the
screen in front of his seat, Barsch could see images from cameras
placed around the ship’s exterior.

The storm
covered the land, blocking out the light.

Lightning
immediately struck the exposed hull, but the ship held.

Higher and
higher they rose, sailing through a turbulent darkness lit only by
the occasional bolt of lightning.

“Twenty seconds until atmospheric exit,” the ship’s
computer read, sounding eerily calm despite the chaos outside.

A moment
later, the Lunatique punched through the clouds and found
the light. The sun hung on the horizon, casting crimson light
across the storm-strewn landscape.

They had made
it through the storm!

“Barsch...”
Alza said, sounding afraid.

And then he
saw the screen.

From the
camera located at the bottom of the rocket, a disturbing scene was
being recorded.

The storm was
following them into space.

It flowed and
moved; a towering mass of red-lit clouds and lightning spears. The
storm hurled itself at the escaping ship, like a lion hunting its
prey.

“Come on!”
Barsch screamed, pushed beyond his limits.

Looking ahead,
he saw that the pale blue sky was giving way to inky darkness.

They had
almost reached the edge of the world.

And then the
lightning came.

The bolt,
somehow even larger than the one which had chased the
Sylvette, was closing in on them.

There was no
way to change their course. There was no way to dodge.

All they could
do was watch as the light raced towards the darkness.

“Hold on!”
Barsch screamed, reaching for Alza’s hand.

He did not
find it.

The bolt,
leaving the storm behind, caught the imperilled ship. It struck
them hard enough to shake the Lunatique from nose to engine,
but somehow the ship endured.

And then they
were free.

Space welcomed
them, and the storm was left behind.

*

Barsch fought
against the darkness. He was so tired...

From the
launch?

Alza was
already asleep, floating silently next to him.

Something...
was wrong...

But at that
moment... all he cared about was the sphere before him.

It took up the
full width of the screen, an orb of blue and green. It was his
home.

It was where
he had been born.

It was where
he had hoped to die.

But that
didn’t seem likely anymore...

When last had
he heard its name? Far too long...

It looked...
peaceful, hanging in the infinite void.

Already, he
felt homesick.

The darkness
was worming its way into his mind, and he found that he simply
could not fight it.

Something...
was very... very wrong...

“Al...za...”
he whispered.

But only
silence greeted him.

The darkness
had consumed his thoughts, leaving only the sphere behind.

“I will...
come back... to you...” he said, as his throat began to close
up.

“I will...
come home... to Eden... once more...”

And then the
darkness took complete hold of him... and all was still.






End of Part One







Part Two: Tartarus
Beckons







Chapter X: The Treachery of the Mind

In which things go
awry…






40 Years Ago






Personal Log
of Michael Edenbrook, Day 689

I breathe
in.

I breathe
out.

Such a simple
action.

Such a
monotonous task.

We do it all
day, every day, for our entire lives.

And yet I have
never enjoyed it as much as I have today.

For today
marks the first time we have a stable atmosphere inside the
dome.

No more
habitats. No more prefabs. No more spacesuits.

The dome,
filled with air and warmth, supports our every need.

This is how we
will conquer Tartarus. By creating a miniature Eden on its
surface.

But this is
not the end. Eventually, the domes will be gone, and Tartarus will
have its own permanent atmosphere. But such things are several
decades away. For now, we can simply marvel at this piece of home,
hundreds of thousands of miles away from our planet.

However, I
will not let this place fall to ruin. This is my Eden, and I
will protect it.

And for those
who seek to harm my new home? Well… there’s plenty of cold,
desolate rock beyond the dome for them to claim as their own…

*

The Present






Terra watched
anxiously as the rocket thundered its way through the storm. He
held his breath as the storm came alive, chasing the tiny vehicle
towards the edge of the planet’s atmosphere. He clenched his fists
tight enough to draw blood when he saw the massive lightning bolt
strike the fragile ship.

And then it
was over.

Barsch and
Alza had escaped the bonds of gravity and Raigan’s trap in one
swoop.

Turning, he
sought out his twisted kin.

“You
failed, Raigan. Barsch and Alza are safe,” he said, facing his
brother.

The fallen
Avatar, however, did not look upset.

Already, the
storm was evaporating, leaving no trace of its fury. The spaceport
beneath them reflected the last rays of the sun, shining like a
jewel embedded in the earth.

“It doesn’t
matter,” his former role model said, glancing skyward, “You
have seen the madness that grips Tartarus. They will not survive
it.”

“You’re
wrong,” Terra replied, but a part of him wasn’t so sure,
“They have survived worse.”

“Because of
you. Without their Avatar caretakers, do you really think that they
will succeed?”

Terra had no
reply.

Was Raigan
right? Had they meddled too much in the past? Had their coddling
caused them to overestimate Barsch and Alza’s abilities?

No.

He had to have
faith.

“Remember,
the future is malleable, but there is one certainty that cannot be
changed. I taught you that much, didn’t I?” Raigan said,
sounding for a moment like the older brother he had once been.

“The world
will burn…” Terra uttered the words with a growing horror. What
if he and Ion had been wrong?

“Correct.
The world will burn. Thus it has been foretold, thus shall it be.
No one, not He Who Sleeps Above or He Who Waits Below has the power
to change this fate. We must correct the mistake. On this, and only
this, we are in agreement.”

Terra had no
words left to say.

Raigan,
shaking his head, disappeared in a flash of lightning, leaving the
Avatar of the Land to his troubled thoughts.

“What have
we done…”

*

“Wake up,
Brice! You’ll be late for work at this rate, mon amour…”


“Alza?”

“Who is
Alza, my love? Does she work at the embassy with you?”

I open my
eyes, and stare at a world I don’t know.

A woman, dark
of hair and eyes, stands over me, wearing a lover’s smile.

Lumiere La
Tergan, my wife of six years.

How could I
have forgotten her?

I rise and
wash away the night.

“I had a
dream... a nightmare... that we were trying to escape the Earth in
a rocket ship...”

“Like the
ones they use to travel to the ISS?” Lumiere asks, as she helps me
find my suit.

The diplomat
from South Africa is arriving this afternoon, and I need to go in
early and prepare for her visit.

“Similar,
and yet the world itself was different...”

“Were you
on an alien planet?” my lover asks.

I shake my
head.

How to explain
this?

“It was
Earth, but not the Earth we know... something happened to it, when
it was first forming... something that changed it entirely. Land
where there should be sea, volcanoes where there should be
valleys... and yet, it was still my home...”

Eden.

The word
lingers in my mind.

Why?

I rise from
our bed, but the images do not leave me.

Scenes of
violence, fights against supernatural foes, pollution overwhelming
the world...

It felt so...
real.

“Why were
we trying to escape the Earth? Was our home in danger? Was
Carcassonne threatened in some way?” my wife asks, not with
ridicule.

She takes
dreams very seriously.

“Yeah,
there was a planet heading towards Earth. It was named... Tartarus?
I think we were traveling towards it... to try and stop
it.”

“Mon amour,
aren’t you just the hero of my heart,” Lumiere says, wrapping her
arms around my chest, “But there is no planet Tartarus in the solar
system.”

Wrong.

“It was
created later, after the rest. It... doesn’t belong...”

“In the
solar system?”

In
reality.

There is an
answer there, to a question unasked.

There is a
correction that must be made.

Shaking my
head, I put on my suit.

“Never
mind, ma chérie, it was only a dream.”

Lumiere opens
her mouth to answer, and then everything falls apart.

“And you
need to wake up,” a new voice calls, “Alza is in danger.”

Alza?

The room loses
its colour as time stands still. Lumiere, my love, freezes in
place, her loving smile trapped for eternity.

“Barsch,
you need to wake up,” Yumiere, my first love, says, appearing in a
flash of light.

“This is
not you, and this is not your world,” she says, taking my
hand.

“You are
not Brice La Tergan, French diplomat. You are Barsch La Tergan, and
you need to wake up!”

“What...
what are you saying? This is my home!”

Yumiere shakes
her head, saying, “No, it’s not. Your mind fled here after things
went wrong on the Lunatique. But you need to go back! This isn’t
where you belong!”

The dream
shakes as my mind accepts the truth.

This isn’t
right...

I made a
promise, didn’t I?

“I will...
protect... you...” I say, and the words feel... right.

“Yes. Now
leave this shadow of a world, and come home!” Yumiere cries,
standing beside her alternate self.

The dream
shatters as my reality becomes real.

I’m coming,
Alza!

*

“Lumiere...”
Barsch whispered, shedding a single tear for his lost wife.

And then
reality asserted itself, and the dream was wiped away.

Opening his
eyes, he found chaos.

Red warning
lights illuminated the cabin, and error messages decorated every
screen in the room.

“Warning, carbon dioxide levels critical,” the computer
said, bringing the dire situation to light.

Immediately,
Barsch reached up and pressed the recessed button behind his ear. A
moment later his helmet slid over his face, and he could breathe
once more.

Reaching over
to Alza’s still form, he did the same for her.

Hopefully he
hadn’t been too late...

But no, there
was a rise and fall to her chest that only the living
possessed.

“Computer, how
can I fix this?”

“Processing. Processing. Calculations complete. The carbon
dioxide scrubber has been damaged due to a lightning strike. The
backup system must be activated in order to ensure continued life
support.”

“Alright,
activate backup carbon dioxide scrubber,” Barsch said, whilst
checking Alza’s vitals.

Her pulse was
weak, but she was still alive.

“Activating backup unit... error, remote activation failed.
Numerous subsystems have been damaged by high voltage events. It is
unknown how extensive the damage is.”

Raigan.

His trap had
been successful after all...

“Is there
anything else we can do?” Barsch asked, acutely aware of his own
limited air reserves slowly trickling away.

Thirty
minutes, and then lights out forever.

“Processing. Processing. There is a manual switch on the
backup carbon dioxide scrubber.”

“Great! Where
is it?”

“On the hull.”

*

Barsch wanted
to take a deep breath, but he couldn’t spare the oxygen.

He was
standing in the Lunatique’s airlock, about to take his first
and hopefully last spacewalk.

Why couldn’t
he just go back to fighting cóyotl again? That, by comparison, had
been easy...

“Once you have exited the spacecraft, attach yourself to the
guide wire before making your way to the hatch labelled CSU2,”
the computer said, sounding enviably far away.

“Got it,”
Barsch replied, before moving the lever into the unlock
position.

The airlock
was a small room with two doors and a chamber between them. It was
designed to keep the cabin pressured and still allow access to the
ship’s hull. A guide wire, magnetically attached to Barsch’s suit,
would allow him to stay tethered to the ship.

Instead of
floating off into the endless abyss.

“Malfunction. Guide wire disabled due to lightning
strike,” the ship’s computer said, in an almost matter-of-fact
manner.

Shit.

That only left
the handrails bolted onto the hull. One mistake and he was
gone.

“Fine, open
the airlock.”

“As you wish,” the computer replied.

A moment later
the outer door opened, exposing Barsch to the void.

He had
expected to feel fear; instead, he felt... peace.

Why?

Moving
forward, he grabbed the nearest handrail and tugged himself along
until he had left the airlock behind.

He took a
moment to orient himself, and that was when he saw it.

The Moon.

It filled his
vision.

It called to
him. To his soul.

Come to me, it
said, and he so badly wanted to obey.

“What the
hell is wrong with me?” he thought, shaking his head, “Is it
hypoxia? Am I running out of oxygen already?”

But no, the
tiny screen on his right forearm told him that the suit was
airtight and contained another nineteen minutes of oxygen.

Plenty of
time, if he didn’t screw anything up.

He turned his
head back to the matter at hand, but he could not shake the pull of
the Moon.


“Barsch...” said a voice, but it wasn’t one of his.

“It’s just
hypoxia induced hallucinations,” he told himself.

It felt like a
lie.

Shaking his
head, he slowly pulled himself over the surface of the hull. One
hand up, grab and then pull.

Over and
over.

As his oxygen
meter quietly ticked away.

After what
seemed like several eternities, he arrived at a panel emblazoned
with the symbols CSU2.

Finally.

Opening the
hatch, he was presented with a digital readout and a simple
lever.

Carbon dioxide
levels approaching critical concentrations.

“Well, no
use in waiting,” he thought, before pulling the lever.

Backup carbon
dioxide scrubber activated, the readout said.

Carbon dioxide
levels falling. Falling. Falling. Carbon dioxide levels
nominal.

Phew...

Barsch turned
to head back to the airlock. He only made it a couple of feet
before the voice came.

“Let
go.”

*

What?

“Let.
Go,” Kain said, materializing before Barsch. He stood upright
on the hull, acting as if personalized gravity was simply a trick
that could be mastered.

“Why should I
let go?” Barsch replied, unwisely deciding to engage with the
murdered son.

“It’s the
only way to keep my sister safe,” Kain retorted, walking
closer.

“This again?
Alza is perfectly safe with me!” Barsch cried, feeling his anger
build.

This wasn’t
the first time Kain had insinuated that Alza was better off without
him.

“Is she?
She followed you on this fool of a mission, and already she’s been
endangered countless times! Why can’t you see that chaos follows
you!”

“Shut.
Up.”

“No. Let
go.”

“I won’t.”

“Argh! So
stubborn! Look, you’ll be happier if you do!”

“I’ll be
dead!”


“Exactly!” Kain shouted, wearing a mad smile.

The madman
came closer still. He was now standing directly above Barsch.

“Let.
Go,” he repeated, placing his foot on Barsch’s hand.

There
shouldn’t have been any pressure there, not from a ghost.

And yet, it
felt real.

“I am
real,” Kain said, reading his mind, “And soon I will be
free!”

“No! I killed
you!” Barsch said, admitting the terrible truth, “I destroyed your
body!”

“You did.
But tell me... what did you do with my soul?”

Barsch had no
answer.

Kain, in
response, brought his foot down.

Hard.

Pain flared in
Barsch’s hand, pain that shouldn’t exist.

“You’re an
abomination!” the crimson-eyed man screamed, “You shouldn’t
even exist!”

Just like
Tartarus.

“Let
go!”

Another
stomp.

“Let
go!”

And
another.

“Let go!
Let go! Let go! Let go! Let go! Let go!”

“LET
GO!!!” Kain roared, bringing down his foot with every ounce of
rage he could manifest.

And Barsch, to
his eternal horror, did so.

*

Immediately he
made a grab for the nearest handrail.

But his
fingers only brushed against the exposed metal.

“What have
I done?” Barsch thought, as he cursed his stupidity.

Kain was just
a ghost!

He can’t
actually hurt me!

Idiot!

Idiot, idiot,
idiot!

In seconds,
Barsch had drifted away from the Lunatique. He had nothing
to propel himself with, nothing to throw to gain any kind of
momentum.

He was as
helpless as a newborn dyr.

“Free!”
Kain screamed, still standing on the hull, “Finally
free!”

Barsch tried
to block him out.

“A bit late
there, don’t you think?” a part of him thought accusingly.

Turning away
from the Lunatique, he found himself facing the Moon once
more.

Immediately
his panic disappeared.

The void
reached out and embraced him, and he returned the greeting.

Welcome home,
it seemed to say.

“Alza will
find a way to stop Tartarus,” he thought, assuaging his own
guilt, “She will be fine on her own...”

Six minutes of
oxygen remaining.

He closed his
eyes. He should have been terrified. He was going to die, in space,
alone and unloved.

But he felt
good.

Like he was
just going to take a quick nap and wake up in his bed in
Sanctuary.

Maybe this was
a dream? After all, the whole premise of Tartarus plunging into
Eden did sound a bit far-fetched...

“Bar- whe- -re
-ou?”

The voice did
not come from his own mind, for a change. Instead it came from a
speaker located inside his helmet. It was only good for local
communication, so it couldn’t be anyone on Eden.

“W-h-re -id y—
go?”

Alza. She must
have regained consciousness.

“Alza!” he
cried, but the signal was getting weaker.

No! He
couldn’t leave her alone like this!

There had to
be something he could do! Anything!

“The Void
is yours, Son of None,” the Void said, voice thundering across
his mind. It sounded... more powerful than normal. And then he saw
the eye.

The Void’s
single golden eye filled the abyss. It appeared to be roughly the
same size as the Moon, and combined they seemed to form a pair.
Silver and gold.

Barsch felt a
tear form in his eye, before bubbling away into his helmet.

Why?

“This is
your true home. Call on it, and it will answer.”

Well, there
wasn’t anything else he could think of trying. Stretching out his
hand, he concentrated on the abyss that surrounded him.

“Come,
darkness!” he cried, using up the last of his oxygen.

And the
darkness came.

It moved and
flowed like a snake in the grass, tendrils of darkness that glowed
from within. They wrapped around his outstretched hand, pulling him
forward.

A heartbeat
later, his other hand was grabbing the airlock’s handrail.

What just
happened...

Turning, he
stared at the golden eye filling his sight.

“What the hell
are you?” he asked.

“The
truth. Your truth. Know this, in time,
you will gain the courage to ask yourself what you are. What you really
are.”

And then it
was gone, as if it had never been.

*

“Barsch!” Alza
cried, as she wrapped her arms around him.

“Hey,” he
replied awkwardly.

“What
happened? I remember us escaping the storm... and then nothing...”
Alza said, floating backwards, a slight blush to her cheeks.

“Raigan’s last
attack damaged the Lunatique,” Barsch said, removing his
helmet and gulping down fresh air,” One of the life support systems
went down, causing us to pass out. Luckily I regained consciousness
and was able to repair it.”

She didn’t
need to know about Kain and the Void.

Hell, even he
didn’t know what had really happened out there...

“Thank you,”
she said, smiling.

“You would
have done the same for me,” he replied, and he knew in his heart
that she would have.

Without
encountering her murdered brother or mysterious golden eyes.

Lucky her.

“So what now?
Can we still make it to Tartarus?”

Barsch nodded,
saying, “Yeah, thankfully the engine and navigation systems were
not damaged. We should arrive in about two days’ time.”

“Well then, I
suppose we had better practice what we’ll say when we get
there...”

*

They spent the
next forty hours preparing.

It wasn’t
enough.

Not even
close.

*

“Warning! Warning! Warning!” the computer yelled, as alarm
bells rang throughout the cabin.

Barsch’s eyes
slammed open. They weren’t supposed to arrive for another eight
hours!

Glancing up,
he saw that this was wrong.

Tartarus lay
before them.

Not as a red
speck in the distance.

Not as a
crimson sphere growing closer.

It filled
their view.

They were only
minutes away from landing.

“Computer,
engage emergency landing protocol!” Barsch screamed, as he
struggled to strap himself in, barely aware of Alza following
suit.

“Engaging!” the computer replied, and then, “Error! Landing systems malfunctioning due to electrical
damage.”


“RAIGAN!!!”

“Do
something!” Barsch yelled, as Tartarus drew nearer at an impossible
speed.

“Error! Planetary location does not match coordinates!
Executing emergency braking manoeuvre! Speed slowing. Warning!
Warning! Impact imminent. Firing retro-thrusters... retro-thrusters
failed.”

“No!” Barsch
screamed, as Tartarus filled his future.

“Warning! Impact imminent! Assume brace position!”

“Alza, hold
on!” Barsch cried, reaching for her hand. This time, he found
it.

Glancing at
her for a heartbeat, he saw that her eyes were glowing.

Maybe if she
could put up a shield?

“Final warning! Assume brace position!”

No, there was
no time!

“Brace!”

“Brace!”

“Brace!”

“BRACE!”

“BRA-







Chapter XI: Sudden Impact

In which the ground is
very hard…
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Personal Log
of Michael Edenbrook, Day 743

I am in
love.

There, I said
it.

Last night was
my first date with Hilda Sovnt. I managed to convince Ivan Bukriek
to lend me one of security’s rovers in exchange for letting him
have first pick of the latest crop harvest.

A fair trade,
I would say.

We drove out
far beyond the borders of the settlement, almost as far as the
rover could take us.

Out there, we
found peace. No lumbering auto-harvesters scooping up regolith for
the matter printers. No science teams conducting mineral surveys.
No bore hole diggers dragging water out of the deep reserves.

Just us, and
Tartarus.

While Hilda
was prattling on about her hopes and dreams for the future of
Tartarus, I stared in awe.

At the most
beautiful thing I had ever seen.

Some might
call in plain, but I saw it for what it really was.

An expanse of
land, just waiting to be sculpted. I thought to myself, “What would
we do with you, you beautiful little thing?”

Would we turn
you into a park? A reservoir? How about a city?

After we
returned, Hilda thanked me for a great time. Apparently I am a
great listener.

Who knew?

But after we
parted ways, I could not get that sight out of my mind.

This place,
this virgin land, is mine.

Mine to mould.
Mine to transform.

Mine.

And I would
rather die than hand it over to anyone else...

*

The Present






I float in the
Void of Dreams. No spacesuit, no oxygen reserves, no faulty
tethers.

And yet, this
place is similar to the lightless void of space.

There is a
connection there, I can feel it.

Around me are
thousands of crimson spheres.

Dreams... or
reflections of Tartarus?

I drift
towards the nearest one, moved forward by will alone.

As my fingers
brush against its polished surface, a ripple appears at the point
of contact. For a moment, I see a reflection in the mirrored
material.

A man my age,
with bleached white hair and glowing crimson eyes.

Kain.

No... not
Kain. Not this time.

Is this... my
future?

No!

“Normal is
as normal be, I’m just an everyday normal me!”

Another
reflection appears on the sphere’s surface.

A man with
oak-brown hair and green-blue eyes.

The man I once
was.

The man I
would like to become.

Wait. There,
barely visible in the mirror-like glaze, there is another.

Hair as dark
as a moonless night. A pair of glowing golden eyes.

The Void made
flesh.

I stretch out
my hands towards this faint apparition, answering its unspoken
call. However, as my fingers touch the dream-sphere once more,
flames burst forth, shattering the orb.

Around me, the
thousands of duplicates die in exactly the same way. Fire and void
mix together, red and black, life and death, until the dream
becomes a black-tinged inferno.

I look down at
my flaming hands, as my shadowy reflections call out to me.

They speak
with one voice. Their words stab at my heart, my core.

“The world
will burn!” they chant, as the dream turns to ash...

*

Barsch woke
up, which was a miracle in and of itself.

Everything
hurt, but not in a ‘you have sustained critical injuries’ kind of
way.

No, he knew
all too well what that felt like.

Opening his
eyes, he looked up at the stars. He was lying on something solid,
so at least he wasn’t drifting through space.

Again.

Raising his
arm, he glanced at his suit’s readout.

Twenty-one
minutes of oxygen remaining. Suit integrity normal. Locator beacon
functioning normally.

So he was on
solid ground, his suit was intact and he was still alive... well,
so far it wasn’t his worst crash-landing, if he was being
honest.

“Alza?” he
called, using his suit’s communicator.

“Present...”
Alza replied, sounding groggy.

Lifting his
head, he quickly found her. She was sitting on a rock a few feet
away with her head in her hands.

“Are you
okay?” he asked, rising to his feet.

“Not really,”
she replied, “It took a lot out of me to do this.”

This?

Barsch looked
around. They were standing in a small crater lined with red soil.
Pieces of metal and glass lay scattered across the area.

Barsch put two
and two together.

“That was our
ride home...” he whispered, looking at the remains of the
Lunatique.

“I know, and I
tried to save it. I attempted to put up a shield around the ship
before we crashed, but it was too much for me. So I settled on just
shielding the two of us instead.”

“Thank you,”
Barsch said. It couldn’t have been easy.

“You’re
welcome. You would have done the same thing for me,” Alza said, and
a barb of guilt struck Barsch square in the heart.

He should have
helped her. Maybe if they had worked together, they could have
saved the ship.

“Normal is
as normal be... but that only benefits normal old me...”

“So what now?”
he asked, staring at the crimson horizon.

“Well, either
we find shelter or we die...” Alza raised her wrist, “... in
nineteen minutes.”

“Right, let’s
get a move on,” he replied, moving to help her up.

She waved him
off and stood with her own strength. She was still wobbling, but
her legs did not buckle.

Together, they
left the crater. Neither of them looked back.

*

They had only
been walking for a few minutes when they saw it.

The dome.

It was roughly
the same size as Endrich Spaceport and seemed airtight.

Given their
current situation, ‘seemed airtight’ would have to do.

It wasn’t far,
and they couldn’t risk their oxygen reserves by exerting
themselves, so they settled on a sedate pace. It was nice, in a
way.

As long as you
ignored the slowly dwindling oxygen reserves and the alien world
around them.

And alien it
was. Red sand stretched to every horizon, highlighting hundreds of
hills and craters but little else.

It looked...
dead.

Had this
really been the best humanity could come up with? Attempting to
turn this place into a new home for millions of humans? Surely
there must have been a better alternative somewhere out there.

At least the
stars above were clear and bright. Without an atmosphere to shield
them from sight, he felt closer to them than ever before.

And closer to
the Void as well.

It called to
him, even now. Begging him to return... to embrace the darkness
once more...

“Alza, can I
ask you something?” he said, a moment later.

He had to
know.

“Sure,” she
replied, easily keeping pace with him.

“When you use
your powers... have you ever created anything made out of...
darkness?”


“Darkness?”


“Darkness.”

“You mean the
absence of light?” Alza asked, clearly mystified.

“Well, it’s
more like a solid piece of the void,” Barsch replied, beginning to
feel embarrassed.

“Barsch, I can
move things with my mind, create fire and shields of hardened air,
heal injuries and meld my mind with others. I don’t know anything
about darkness. Why?”

Barsch thought
about lying. But the words in his mouth refused to change shape
when faced with Alza’s violet stare.

“While you
were unconscious, and I was Void-walking outside the Lunatique, I
lost my grip on the ship. I was adrift in the Void until a thread
of darkness pulled me to safety. I thought... I thought it was
another one of our gifts...”

Alza hesitated
for a second before shaking her head.

“Sorry,
Barsch, but I’ve never made anything out of darkness before. I
didn’t even know that that was possible until now. Whatever saved
you... it didn’t come from me...”

No, that made
no sense. Barsch’s powers came from Alza -and in a way he didn’t
fully understand, Kain- without her he was an ordinary human.

Right?

Barsch opened
his mouth to ask the question on his lips.

‘Then where
did it come from?’

But the time
for talking had ended.

They had
arrived at the dome.

*

“Welcome to
Tartarus: A New Eden,” Alza read, staring at the words cut into the
solid metal door before them.

“Dome
Nineteen: Arboreus,” Barsch continued, reading the second
inscription.

The airlock
seemed simple enough to operate. An oversized door with a display
panel and a backup override lever. The panel currently displayed
the status of both the dome and the airlock.

“Pressurized.
No air leaks detected,” Alza read.

“Well, that
sounds promising,” Barsch added, pressing the display panel.

A moment later
the airlock door slid open, revealing an inner chamber. Once
inside, the outer door closed once more, as air was pumped back
into the space. Another panel on the wall told Barsch that the
pressure was being adjusted to match that of the dome’s internal
atmosphere, in order to prevent decompression.

Shortly
afterwards, the inner door slid open with a pneumatic hiss,
revealing an alien sight.

Barsch had
expected machinery, or housing, or even the dilapidated ruins of a
lost colony.

What he had
not been expecting to find was a forest.

“Are they...
real?” Alza asked, in breathless wonder.

Stepping
forward, Barsch placed his hand on the nearest towering oak. It
felt solid to the touch, and aside from the fact that it had been
grown on a barren world, it felt just like every other tree he had
touched.

“I think so,”
he replied, moving between the strange spires.

“But why plant
them?”

Oxygen
reserves at 100%, he saw, as he glanced at the small readout on
his wrist.

“For oxygen, I
think. There must be vents connecting this dome to the other parts
of the colony, supplying them with fresh oxygen. I would imagine
that there are other domes, just like this one...”

“This must
have taken them ages to build,” Alza said, her small voice almost
lost amongst the grand trunks.

“Well, from
what I understand this was only the intermediate phase. I think the
plan was to eventually give Tartarus a breathable atmosphere of its
own, mirroring Eden’s. That way, the people here could live without
domes.”

“Do you think
that there are many still alive?” Alza asked, peering around the
empty space.

Barsch passed
another tree before stopping in his tracks.

“I’m not sure,
but this one isn’t...” he said, pointing at the corpse.

*

The body had
decayed greatly over time, making it impossible to tell the age,
gender or race. Parts of the skeleton had become enveloped in the
wood it was resting on, meaning that it had been lying there for
years. Possibly even decades.

“Do you think
that they died in an accident?” Alza asked, standing back.

Barsch,
kneeling beside the figure, shook his head.

“Why not?”

In response
Barsch reached into the skeleton’s chest cavity and withdrew a tiny
item which glinted in the artificial light.

“That’s why,”
he said, showing her the bullet.

“I thought
that Tartarus was supposed to be a clean start for humanity...”
Alza said, placing a hand on Barsch’s shoulder.

“It was, but
human nature can’t be changed so easily.”

“That’s
awful...” Alza whispered.

Acting on a
hunch, Barsch turned his head to look at her.

Alza’s eyes
were amber.

“Charlotte?”
he asked, already knowing the answer.

“Present.”

“Where’s
Alza?”

“Taking a
break. Saving us from the crash took more out of her than she
realized. Don’t worry, she’ll be back soon,” Charlotte said,
speaking with Alza’s lips.

“Well, I
have ghosts and other things in my head, so this really shouldn’t
bother me,” Barsch thought, as he stared at the amalgamation
behind him.

“I see,”
Barsch replied, “How are you doing? With all of this, I mean?”

Charlotte’s
amber eyes widened with surprise as she responded, “Wow, I don’t
think anyone has asked me that in decades. Well, I’m doing alright,
I guess. After all, I can’t die twice.”

“No, I suppose
you can’t,” mused Barsch.

“And what
about you, Barsch? How are you holding up?”

Barsch opened
his mouth to utter the words ‘I’m fine’, but the lie never
came.

Instead he
replied, “Honestly? I’m terrified.”

“Of
Tartarus?”

“Of failing.
If we don’t stop the fall of Tartarus, everyone dies.”

“That
shouldn’t be your responsibility. You’re only seventeen!” Charlotte
replied, voice rising.

“I know! But
it is, and wishing that it weren’t won’t change anything.”

Silence fell
between them for a time.

Eventually, a
question wormed its way through Barsch’s open lips.

“Charlotte...
what is it like? Death, I mean? Did it... hurt?”

“Why do you
want to know?” Charlotte replied, but he could tell that she
already knew.

“Our only way
back home is gone, we’re trapped on an alien world, and apparently
the people here aren’t above murdering their own kind. I just want
to be prepared.”

“In case
the world burns,” Kain whispered.

“I understand.
Well, for me, I just remember feeling really, really sleepy. I knew
that if I let go, I wouldn’t be able to wake up again, but I
couldn’t fight it. Eventually I couldn’t keep my eyes open, and the
next thing I knew I had crossed over.”

“Death is
but a sleep. Reality is the dream,” whispered the Void, sending
chills racing throughout Barsch’s weary frame.

“That doesn’t
sound too bad...” Barsch said, but part of him rebelled.

The part he
had inherited from Gregory Kingston, his grandfather.

“Never lose
your stride,” Yumiere said, placing an imaginary hand on his
shoulder, “And never give up, even at the last moment!”

“Thanks,
Charlotte. But I don’t plan on dying anytime soon,” he said,
resolve flaring in his heart.

“Good! After
all, Alza would be helpless without you!” Charlotte exclaimed,
smiling a wide smile that her other half found taxing.

“Hey!” Alza
retorted, her violet eyes reappearing in a flash.

“Feeling
better?” Barsch asked, facing his friend.

“Much. And
yourself?”

“Same,” he
replied.

Together, they
left the corpse and headed towards the other side of the dome.

*

After thirty
minutes they arrived at the exit. Unlike the airlock, it was a
simple tunnel leading out of the dome. Beside it was a large
flickering panel, upon which lay a map of Tartarus.

“Dome 19:
Arboreus. That’s us,” Barsch said, pointing at the corresponding
circle on the planet’s surface. From what he could tell, the
colonists had erected dozens of domes across Tartarus, each with
its own specialized purpose.

“Let’s see...”
Alza said, studying the map, “So next to us is Dome 18: Lammas, and
then Dome 17: Weir. At the end of our path lies Dome 1: Ascent, and
on the other side of the map is Dome 40: Angel.”

The domes
seemed to be centred around Dome 1, radiating outwards from it in
several directions. If there was a way to stop Tartarus from
impacting Eden, it most probably lay in Ascent. Whatever that
meant.

“Alright, no
way to go but forward,” Barsch said, starting down the tunnel
towards Dome 18.

Alza joined
him a moment later, apparently eager to leave the quiet forest and
its corpse behind.

*

The journey to
Dome 18 took roughly an hour, and was completely uneventful. Every
attempt at conversation ended in failure, and eventually they
stopped trying. The low, wide tunnel around them somehow absorbed
all sound, leaving only their footfalls. The tunnel was made from
reshaped soil and rock, with several metal supports woven
throughout. Snaking above them were dozens of cables carrying
water, air and who knows what else.

After an age
of silence, they finally emerged into an era of noise. Dome 18,
compared to the deathly silent Arboreus, was filled with sounds.
Sprinklers sprayed water high into the air, where it fell as a
gentle mist. Machines rumbled across the land, carving furrows as
they went. Engines groaned in protest as enormous harvesters moved
ever onwards.

“It’s an
automated farm,” Barsch said, surveying the organized chaos.

“Makes sense,”
Alza replied, “Even murderers need to eat.”

Barsch knew
that Alza didn’t mean it, but he felt a pang of guilt strike his
heart all the same.

“Serves you
right,” said the murdered to the murderer.

“Enough,
Kain,” Barsch shot back, but he knew that it would never be
enough. Not until Kain drove him mad or convinced him to commit
suicide.

And neither of
those things was going to happen.

Probably.

“Still no
people,” Alza pointed out.

“I’m guessing
that they don’t come out this far often. The forest and this farm
both look self-contained and automated. They probably only send
someone if they detect a problem with the air or food supply.”

“Makes sense,”
Alza replied, walking forward.

Ahead of them
was a field of corn, stalks waving in an artificial breeze. To
either side were fruit trees, root vegetables and unidentifiable
mounds.

Enough to feed
thousands.

While he was
staring at a harvester picking fruit from an apple tree, he heard
Alza’s voice.

“Barsch...
come here...”

Turning, he
made his way over to her. However, as he came closer, a feeling of
dread came over him.

A few seconds
later, he found out why.

“What is it?”
Alza asked, pointing at the rectangular depression in the ground.
Unlike the neat and ordered fields, this space had been made by
human hands.

“It’s a mass
grave,” Barsch replied, staring in shock at the dozens of bodies
piled into the pit. Some of them looked as old as the one in the
forest.

But some of
them were obviously still fresh.

And a few were
worryingly small...

Whatever
violence gripped Tartarus, it was clear that it hadn’t let go
yet.

Glancing down,
he saw that someone had carved something into the red earth.

Voice shaking
slightly, he read the words, whilst simultaneously vowing terrible
vengeance on the perpetrators.

“And so perish
the enemies of paradise...”







Chapter XII: Echoes of Discord

In which bodies
are found…






39 Years
Ago






Personal Log
of Michael Edenbrook, Day 1001

I had a fight
with my father today.

I fear he
might be losing his mind.

He buckled
under pressure! To builders of all people!

I told him to
stand firm! I begged him to reconsider! I warned him of the
ramifications!

But he did not
listen.

And now the
builders and diggers are taking up residence in Ascent. It was
supposed to be a hub of learning, a nexus of knowledge, a gathering
place for higher minds.

He should have
stuck to the plan. To the scientists goes Ascent, the Centre of
Tartarus. To the lesser men goes Frostmount, on the Outer
Reaches.

That was the
deal!

How does he
expect them to learn their place if they live and dine beside
us?!?

But this is
not the first time my father has faltered. I worry that his age
might be catching up to him. Maybe he should step down, for the
good of the colony?

And if he
refuses....

No, he’ll see
reason. I know he will.

The future of
my paradise depends on it...

*

The Present






They left the
mass grave without hesitation.

There was
nothing for them there.

The only way
forward lay at the other side of the dome. Luckily the machines
running the fields paid them little notice, and they reached the
exit tunnel after a few minutes. Another map adorned the tunnel
entrance, confirming that they were still heading in the direction
of Dome 1: Ascent. Hopefully the people in charge would be there,
and they could shed some light on the darkness surrounding
Tartarus.

However, at
the other end of the tunnel, an obstacle emerged.

Warning, Dome
17: Weir, had experienced catastrophic depressurization. No
atmosphere retained. Enter at your own risk.

Shrugging his
shoulders, Barsch activated his suit’s helmet and activated the
airlock. Alza followed suit and together they entered the damaged
dome.

*

Cold.

That was the
first thing Barsch felt as they entered the area.

Glancing
skyward, he saw the reason.

Dome 18 had
been cracked in half. The crack divided the dome into two equal
sections, but it also exposed the contents to the frigid wastes
beyond. Beneath the cracked dome lay a perfect circle of ice, most
likely a reservoir that had been frozen after the covering was
breached.

“What do you
think caused this?” Alza said, standing beside him, “Some sort of
impact?”

Barsch shook
his head.

He had already
seen the cause.

Pointing, he
said, “This place is tearing itself apart.”

Following his
outstretched finger, Alza found the source: a spent missile
launcher.

It was
surrounded by more bodies.

More evidence
of fighting...

Moving closer
to the ice’s edge, they saw what looked like two distinct
groups.

One side
favoured black combat armour with a red circular emblem emblazoned
on the chest, while the other wore red outfits which wouldn’t have
looked amiss inside a mine.

Barsch didn’t
know which side was just, but it was clear that the red-wearing
group were losing.

“I wonder what
they’re fighting over?” Alza said, kneeling beside a fallen
soldier.

He couldn’t
have been too much older than Barsch.

“Power,
wealth, control, it’s usually one of those,” Barsch replied,
feeling pessimistic in the face of death.

Alza said
nothing for a while.

Eventually, in
a small voice, she asked, “Barsch... do you think Raigan is right
about us? About humanity?”

“What, that we
don’t deserve to live?”

Alza
nodded.

Barsch looked
at the death around him.

He opened his
mouth to say yes.

And then
Kingston filled his mind. His comforting presence, his solid way of
moving, his compassionate words.

“No, I don’t
think Raigan is right,” he replied, “Humanity has more than a few
nasty characters, but I honestly believe that there are more good
people than bad.”

“And which
are you?” Kain said, with a vicious laugh.

After a
moment, Alza nodded once more.

“Alright, then
I guess we better keep moving. To save those worth saving.”

*

They made
their way across the frozen reservoir at a snail’s pace. Although
the ice seemed sturdy, they couldn’t afford any accidents.

The worst
part, however, were the faces.

Men and women
who had been in the water when the dome fell, now stared at them
through the ice. Young, old, dark-skinned and light, they all
shared the same frozen look of terror.

Why had they
been left here?

Why had no one
cared?

Barsch
shivered, but not because it was cold.

He missed
Sanctuary. He missed his father. He missed his home.

Why had he
been chosen to go on this mission? Because he had powers? Because
he had done it all before?

Was this his
fate? Was he doomed to face danger after danger, just because he
was different?

Because of
Alza?

No. No! He
could change. After this, no more powers! No more setting things on
fire or moving things with his mind!

He could do
it.

He knew he
could.

Seal it away.
Bury it deep. Let it never again see the light of day.

Reaching
inside himself, he sought out the power. It slumbered deep within,
a pulsing sphere of violet energy. He pictured it growing smaller,
fading away.

He could do
this.

“Barsch?” Alza
asked, stopping beside him on the ice.

He didn’t
answer. He couldn’t.

“Are you
alright? You’re looking pale...” she continued, placing a hand on
his arm.

He ignored
it.

He had to.

Forcing the
sphere smaller, he felt something within him change. Like a part of
himself was being torn away.

Good.

He was almost
there! Soon, he would be normal once more!

And then the
sickness came.

The force of
it sent Barsch to his knees.

“Can you hear
me? Barsch!” Alza screamed, kneeling beside him.

He felt bile
at the back of his throat and a stabbing pain in his heart.
Alternating waves of ice and heat washed over him, driving him to
madness.

In his mind,
he felt the power within him start pushing back. It quickly
overturned his clumsy attempts to bury it, before expanding
further. Within seconds it filled him with its terrible light, and
the world turned violet.

He had to let
it out. If not, he knew that it would destroy him.

“Argh!” he
screamed, as the power within him exploded outwards in a shockwave
of visible light. The blast cracked the ice around them, sending
them reeling.

But the damage
did not stop there.

The shockwave
impacted the cracked dome, shattering it into thousands of pieces.
Razor-sharp and larger than a fully-grown man, they fell, piercing
the broken ice.

In the span of
a minute, their sedate walk turned into a frenzied dash for the
distant exit. Alza pulled Barsch up and forwards, dragging him
along as he tried to stabilize his fractured mind.

“Come on!”
Alza screamed, as she dodged pieces of broken dome.

“Alza!” Barsch
called, trying to slow her. He watched in horror as a house
sized-piece dove towards them, point first.

Without
slowing, Alza summoned forth her power and conjured a shield to
protect them. Without air to harden and mould, she took from the
ice beneath them, creating a barrier made of hard-packed ice. A
moment later, the dome-shard struck, cracking the ice-shield but
not destroying it.

And then they
were clear, and the exit tunnel lay before them.

“Idiot!” Alza
screamed, as soon as the chaos died down.

Barsch,
kneeling, had no reply.

She was
right.

He was an
idiot.

*

“Why didn’t
you tell me that you were still sick?” she eventually asked, while
helping him to his feet.

“Sorry, but it
comes at random. I thought that it had settled down since we
arrived,” he replied, speaking truthfully.

Until his
return to Sanctuary, he had been in perfect health.

“You mean
until your reunion with Alza...” Kain sneered.

“When did it
start?” she asked, concern marring her pretty features. She had
calmed down, but he could tell that she was still worried.

“Shortly after
I returned to Sanctuary.”

“Hmm... do you
think you might have picked up something in Nuben?”

“Maybe...”
Barsch said, but a part of him knew that that was not the case.

He had a
feeling, a vague notion, that this was not some simple cold or
infection. It could not be healed with medication or rest. No
doctor on Eden would be able to diagnose it.

For it was a
malady of the mind…

Probably.

“I’m feeling
better now,” he said, trying to banish the thought as he activated
the airlock controls, “Sorry for worrying you... and almost killing
you.”

Surprisingly,
Alza laughed, saying, “Don’t worry about it. After all this time
I’ve come to expect danger whenever I hang out with you.”

Barsch
laughed, and instantly wondered how long it had been since he last
had.

“Well, that is
just one of the many perks of being my friend,” he said, as he
stepped forward into the open airlock.

Alza followed
suit a moment later, smiling.

Her eyes, he
noticed, were still violet.

*

“Dome 16:
Foundry,” Barsch read, as they approached the tunnel’s exit. Taking
a deep breath, he passed through the airlock, wondering what
nightmare would appear next.

However, the
Foundry turned out to be little more than a collection of machines
centred on a large central tower. Tubes and hoses, connected to the
walls of the dome, snaked through the air before finding their way
to the centre of the dome.

Barsch
expected to hear the roar of progress, but the machinery was eerily
silent.

Another
abandoned dome?

“What do you
think it is?” Alza asked, tilting her neck to look at the enormous
central tower.

“I’m not
sure,” Barsch replied, moving closer to one of the nearby machines.
It was still powered up, and a screen attached to the machine gave
a readout on the dome’s operations.

“Here we go,”
he said, reading the screen, “The tower in the centre is a matter
printer, and these machines act like moulds for the printed
materials. It looks like regolith -soil- is harvested outside
before being deposited into the tower by those tubes. After that,
the tower transforms the regolith into a variety of materials such
as steel, plastic and glass which are then fed into the surrounding
machines in order to create parts.”

“So it’s like
a forge?” Alza asked.

“Pretty
much.”

“It seems as
though the colony was equipped to become self-sufficient. Forests
for air, farms for food, reservoirs for water and matter printers
for parts. If they had all this, what could cause them to fight
amongst themselves?”

Barsch shook
his head. It didn’t make any sense.

“Diggers
spotted!” shouted a voice. It was the first human voice they had
heard since arriving, and it should have been a welcome one.

It wasn’t.

From the other
side of the dome several people emerged, wielding an army’s worth
of weaponry.

They were
wearing black combat suits with a red circular emblem emblazoned on
the chest.

And they did
not look happy.

“Greetings!”
Barsch exclaimed, hoping to resolve their encounter peacefully.

But the
strangers clearly did not feel the same, as they raised their
weapons in perfect harmony.

“I wonder if
they are the good guys or the bad?”

“What do we
do?” one of the strangers asked, turning their head towards the
rest.

“Take them to
Michael. He’ll want to see them.”

Barsch opened
his mouth to ask who ‘Michael’ was.

But he was
never given the chance.

The nearest
stranger checked his rifle, flicked a switch on its body, and then
turned it towards Barsch.

“Wait!” he
cried, but it was no use.

The shot came
before he had time to react. He felt a burning sensation in his
neck, followed by a numbness that spread to his toes in a
heartbeat.

With his legs
turning to mush, he fell.

“Well, I guess
that answers that...” he thought, as the darkness claimed him.


Chapter XIII: The Face of Madness

In which an
execution is ordered…






37 Years Ago






Personal Log
of Michael Edenbrook, Day 1790

Everything was
going well. Hilda and I have been growing closer. Ivan has become a
staunch ally. My father was beginning to see reason.

And then some
fool of an engineer set fire to the terraforming complex. He said
that it was an accident. My father believes him.

I, however, do
not.

In a moment,
we were set back years.

Years!

Hilda says
that we can still continue the terraforming process, but it will be
drastically slowed until we can receive new parts from Eden.

And who knows
how long that will take. Already our communication with them is
limited.

A message a
month, if we are lucky.

Is everyone
well, they ask?

We are, but
not thanks to them. We look after our own. We judge our own. We
bury our own.

But my father
has judged the engineer innocent.

Innocent!

Again, I am
reminded that he is just a man. A simple, flawed man.

But Tartarus
demands perfection.

It demands
me.

So I went
round to the engineer during his downtime. I told him that I
understood how he felt. That he needn’t feel so guilty. That it
wasn’t his fault.

And then, when
he turned around, I slipped the medicine into his drink.

He was dead
before he hit the ground.

Of course, I
told everyone that I had found him there. That he had taken his own
life due to the crushing guilt he should have felt!

We buried him
in the dirt, and in the dirt he shall remain.

I will not let
him, or anyone, get in the way of my dream.

I will have my
utopia… even if I am the only one left to enjoy it…

*

The Present






I stand before
a man aflame.

He wields
ruin, and by ruin he is known.

Abomination,
they deride him.

But he cannot
deny his nature. He is a being of flame and void, of madness and
mercy, of death and hope.

Across the
burning landscape stands his twin.

The
wolfbrother. The dreamer. The unfortunate son.

He desires
normality, and yet it is not his to gain. He fights his fate, and
the world suffers for it.

The two beings
clash, one wielding a sword of flame, the other a blade of
violence. But one cannot win against oneself.

Their fight
tears the land asunder. Rocks boil and skies are split at their
passage.

This is not a
fight that can be won.

They need a
mediator. Someone who can understand both halves.

Taking a
breath, I step forward, towards the maelstrom of steel and flame.
Both blades dive towards my chest, but neither reaches its
target.

Both beings
made a promise, after all.

“You cannot
fight one another,” I say, placing a hand on either
shoulder.

“But he is
wrong!” both creatures spit, speaking simultaneously.

“And yet,
without him, you cannot be whole,” I say.

The two beings
nod in unison.

They know what
must be done.

Without
another sound, they step into one another, flame and flesh becoming
one and the same.

“Now, you
are ready. So rise, and help me burn this world!”

The twofold
man nods and says, “Thank you, Al-

*

“-za,” the
voice said, rousing Alza from her slumber.

With heavy
eyes she glanced up, and found Barsch hovering anxiously above.

“What
happened?” Alza asked, struggling to rise.

“We were
captured by those strangers,” Barsch replied, helping her to her
feet.

“Any idea
where we are?”

“They
mentioned ‘Ascent’, I think. So that would put us in Dome 1.”

“Well, good
thing we were heading here anyway,” Alza said, glancing around.

They were in a
darkened cell just barely big enough for the two of them. A metal
bunk bed and an exposed toilet were the cell’s only decorations.
The place smelt of fear and desperation, but Alza had no desire to
give into either.

As she
examined their new environment, she caught sight of Barsch peering
into the dark corners. When she caught his eye he shrugged and
said, “Just checking for Kingston.”

“Kingston is
dead, remember?” she said, as kindly as she could manage.

“I know, but
he was with us last time and I just thought... you never
know...”

Alza sighed.
It would have been nice to have the old man with them again. He had
been... a comfort.

“It’s just you
and me, Barsch.”

And
Charlotte.

And Barsch’s
ghosts and other things that defied definition.

On second
thought, maybe the cell was too small for them after all...

“I know. If we
rise, we rise together,” he said, with a sad smile.

“And if we
fall, we give them hell on the way down,” Alza said, trying to stay
optimistic.

It seemed that
everything that they had seen so far, however, was trying to steal
that optimism from her.

Tartarus
was... wrong. Somehow she knew that.

A moment
later, one of the strangers appeared bearing two bowls of what
could only be described as mush. The stranger said nothing as they
placed the bowls down on the cold floor before turning around and
departing.

Alza accepted
it, seeing no reason not to. If they were going to escape it would
be easier to do so on a full stomach.

The mush had
no taste, which was probably a good thing.

*

Hours
passed.

Hours of
silence.

Hours of
darkness.

Hours of
mush.

It was
impossible to tell what time it was, if such a thing even mattered
anymore. They were still alive, which meant that the deadline to
stop Tartarus hadn’t been passed, but beyond that it could have
been day, night or something else entirely.

And Barsch was
getting angry.

Angry at the
lack of answers.

Angry at being
kept in a cage.

And most of
all, he was angry about the mush.

He was about
to start shouting when he heard someone approach.

Not the
heavyset boots of the strange guards.

No, these
steps were light and perfectly spaced apart.

A moment
later, a figure emerged.

A man,
middle-aged with neat features.

Short brown
hair with piercing blue eyes.

Wearing a
golden hued suit that looked expensive.

Trailing him
was another man, taller with gaunt features and a head of close
cropped grey hair. He lacked the first man’s intensity, but he
looked intimidating nonetheless.

The first man
stepped forward, face steeped in shadow.

Perhaps he
could be reasoned with? Perhaps this man could be convinced to let
them go and take them to the person responsible for setting
Tartarus on its collision course.

And then
Barsch looked into his eyes, and he saw madness.

Not the wild,
chaotic madness of Kain.

Not even the
self-destructive madness he saw in the mirror.

This was
madness with a purpose.

Madness that
had been sharpened and refined.

Madness that
would allow one human to calmly order the genocide of millions and
then kiss their children goodnight.

Barsch
shivered.

Somehow he
knew. This man held the answer. This man was the reason they were
here.

“When will you
Diggers learn?” the man asked, with a tone of malice, “You crawl
out of your holes, you attack my people, and you pay with your
lives. Surely you should know better by now?”

The man
stepped forward, eyes shining in the dim light.

“Now, you can
tell me where the nest is, or I can beat it out of yo-

The man
stopped.

Squinting, he
raised a gloved hand and snapped his fingers.

Instantly
light flooded the room, blinding Barsch. After a moment, Barsch’s
eyes adjusted, but that simply meant that the monster before them
was now fully visible.

Shaking his
head, the man said, “You should understand that I know every face
on this light forsaken planet, but I don’t know yours. So who the
hell are you?”

“You first,”
Barsch replied, holding back his anger.

The man opened
his mouth slightly, clearly surprised.

“You don’t
know who I am?” he asked.

Barsch shook
his head.

“Fool, there
is not a single person on this world or under it who doesn’t know
the name Michael Edenbrook!” the man exclaimed, looking
annoyed.

Barsch
shrugged his shoulders in response.

“Wait,”
Michael said, narrowing his eyes, “The only ones who wouldn’t know
my name... are people who don’t belong. Where are you from,
strangers? No, don’t tell me, I already know...”

Michael took a
step back, eyes opening wide, “You’re from Eden, and you’ve come to
destroy my paradise!”

“You’re the
one who put Tartarus on a collision course with our home!” Barsch
snapped, anger boiling over.

In response
Michael withdrew a small pistol from his suit’s inner pocket and
placed it against Barsch’s forehead. Barsch knew from experience
that the power within him would allow him to heal from a bullet
wound.

But getting
shot in the face would kill anyone, homo novus or
sapiens.

“Sir…” the
second man said, placing a hand on Michael’s shoulder, “They are
children…”

“I can see
that, Ivan,” Michael snapped, shrugging the man’s hand from his
shoulder before reluctantly putting away the weapon, “You should
know better than anyone how treacherous children can be.”

Ivan hesitated
for a moment before replying, “Yes, Sir. I apologize for my
interruption.”

“Apology
noted. Now… it is apparent that Jacen’s message reached its
destination…”

Michael took a
moment to look them both over. It was an experience that made
Barsch’s skin crawl.

“It is a pity,
then, that two children was their only reply,” Michael said, mostly
to himself.

“We will stop
you,” Alza said, calmly.

“YOU WILL STOP
NOTHING, CHILD!” Michael screamed, temporarily losing his
composure, “Eden abandoned us! It deserves judgement, and I have
already passed my sentence!”

“We’ve done
nothing to you!” Barsch pleaded in response.

“Liar! Six
months ago I received an automated communication from Eden that
said that its surface was habitable once more! I waited for the
all-clear message telling us to come home, but it never came! And
yet I still believed! Even then, I still held onto a tiny shred of
hope! But I was foolish... And it was then that I understood that
we had been well and truly abandoned! So be it! If Eden can live
without us, then it can die without us too!”

Barsch tried
to find the right words.

There was no
government. No united Eden to send a message. But something told
him that Michael was not in the mood to listen to excuses.

“But you’ll
die too! Everyone will!” Alza said, raising her voice.

After a pause,
Michael started laughing.

“Child, only
you and the Diggers shall perish! My people and I will board the
Excelsis and leave this doomed world to its fate!”

Ivan’s eyes
widened at this statement, but his mouth remained closed.

“But if you
devastate Eden, where will you go?” Barsch asked, wondering if he
had been wrong about Michael’s style of madness.

Perhaps he was
the type to simply set the world on fire and claim that he could
outrun the flames.

Michael’s face
contorted into a rictus of annoyance as he explained, “The
Excelsis will take us to a new home, far from this accursed
system. Whether the journey takes years or millennia, we will sleep
through it and emerge onto our new paradise. No more domes, no more
terraforming, no more strife! We will find a New Eden!”

“You’re mad,”
Alza said, flatly, echoing Barsch’s conclusion.

“We’ll see.
Tartarus is due to impact Eden in two days. By that time, I will
have left this place with my chosen few, and you will be dead,”
Michael said, before turning to leave.

“Sir, what are
your orders?” Ivan asked.

Michael turned
back, smiling a wicked smile.

“Execute them
at first light, and then send their bodies to the Diggers! Let them
know that their message has been received!”

Ivan looked
hesitant, but he nodded in affirmation all the same.

“It shall be
done, Sir,” Ivan said, before turning and walking away.

“As for the
two of you… enjoy your last few hours of life… and when the time
comes, I hope that you will curse those who sent you here, just as
I did…”

And then he
left them, chuckling to himself as he strolled away.

*

“Well, that
could have gone better,” Alza sighed, sitting on the bottom
bunk.

“At least we
know who we’re dealing with, and how much time we have,” Barsch
said, sitting with his back to the cold metal wall.

“Another
madman. Just like my father, and Kain.”

“And
Mother.”

“We sure can
pick them, can’t we?” Alza asked, smiling a smile that did not
reach her eyes.

“Maybe like
attracts like...” Kain giggled.

“Yeah, but we
can’t let Michael win. First things first, we break out. After
that, I say we find Michael and force him to alter Tartarus’
course... or else.”

Alza’s eyes
took on a faint glow as she stood.

“Sounds good
to me. Let me see if I can melt these bars.”

Unfortunately,
Alza was never able to test if her flames could melt steel beams,
as two things happened in quick succession.

Firstly, a
loud explosion rocked the building, sending both teenagers crashing
to the floor.

Second, a
section of floor abruptly dropped away, only to be replaced by a
woman’s face and a blowtorch.

“Hello!” she
exclaimed, “I’m here to rescue you!”

Before they
could respond, the woman looked around the cell with a puzzled
expression.

“Hang on...”
she muttered, “Where are the rest of you?”


Chapter XIV: Fight or Flight

In which flame
and steel meet…






35 Years Ago






Personal Log
of Michael Edenbrook, Day 2608

I buried my
father this morning.

I know that I
should feel sad.

But I
don’t.

Tartarus is
better off without him.

He wanted to
abandon the mission. He wanted to return to Eden, a failure.

But I couldn’t
let that happen.

It is a pity,
but perhaps this is for the best. In the meantime, I will ask Ivan
to investigate my father’s death.

Why was he
given a malfunctioning oxygen tank for the journey into the
Bloodlands?

We may never
know who was responsible for his death.

But we cannot
let that slow us down. For today marked an important milestone.
Today, we laid the foundations of Angel. The greatest and most
challenging task since we first arrived begins today.

It will take
years to complete, but when it is ready, it will allow us to slip
the bonds of gravity. In time, it will allow us to travel to
Eden.

And there… we
will welcome our brothers and sisters to paradise.

But that is
still a long ways away. For now, we need to focus on what comes
next.

Tartarus is
without a leader, and it needs one now more than ever.

There can be
no doubt as to who it needs to be. I am the only one capable of
steering us towards the future I envision. No more mediocrity. No
more cowardice. No more weakness.

I will lead
us.

To a glorious
future.

And so, as I
laid my father to rest under Angel’s foundation stone, I said one
last thing to him.

Thank you.

For giving me
this opportunity to make my dream a reality.

Yours was a
necessary sacrifice.

Now dream the
eternal dream, father, and watch how a true leader works…

*

The Present






It took Barsch
a second to catch his breath before he could ask, “What do you
mean?”

“I mean, where
is the rest of your army? Surely homeworld must have sent a few
dozen people to help us!” the woman replied, looking slightly
annoyed.

“Um,” Barsch
started, but he was cut off by the sounds of further
explosions.

“Never mind!
We can talk on the way to the next cellblock. Come on!” the woman
gestured for them to follow her before disappearing down the
hole.

Barsch
hesitated for a moment, but the sound of pounding boots down the
corridor cleared away his doubts in an instant.

Scrambling
forward, he dropped down the hole and found himself in a
nondescript office. The woman was wearing what looked like a
miner’s outfit and held something familiar in her hands.

“Here,” the
woman said, handing Barsch Lanista, “I grabbed this from the
lockup. I assume that this is yours?”

At the same
time one of her companions wordlessly handed Salvation to
Alza.

“Thanks-
Barsch began.

“Amori. Amori
Bukriek,” the woman replied.

“Thanks Amori,
but how did you know where we were?”

“We tracked
your ship upon arrival, but we lost you on landing. After that, we
intercepted chatter between the Ascended that they had captured
several armed strangers. We hadn’t sent out any patrols, which left
only people from homeworld. We assumed that they would bring you to
Ascent, and that’s where we found you!”

“Wait, who are
the Ascended? And who are ‘we’?” Barsch asked, as he slotted
Lanista into position. It felt good to be armed once more.

“We are
the Diggers, and we’re fighting against Michael and his followers,
the Ascended. Didn’t Jacen tell you that in his message?”

Barsch shook
his head, saying, “His message only stated that Tartarus was
coming, and that you needed our help.”

Amori faltered
for a moment before replying, “I see. I suppose he sent what he
could, before Michael got to him...”

“This Jacen...
was he a friend?” Alza asked, with eyes of amber.

Amori shook
her head, “He was much more than that, but now is not the time to
dwell on lost loves. We need to rescue the rest of your people. Our
distraction won’t keep the Ascended occupied for long.”

On cue,
another explosion rocked the building.

Barsch saw the
hope in Amori’s eyes. He hated that he had to be the one to destroy
it.

“Amori...
listen… we’re the only ones who came.”

*

Amori walked
in stunned silence, broken only by the occasional bout of
disbelief.

“So... no
army?”

“No.”

“No fleet of
ships?”

“Sorry.”

“How about a
highly trained team of well-armed commandos?”

“It’s just
us.”

Amori said
nothing for a moment.

“Why?” she
asked, voice cracking.

“Because we’re
the only ones who could help.”

Silence
reclaimed its throne.

Eventually
Amori led them to the basement where her comrades were waiting for
them.

The too bore
looks of hope that shattered as Amori told them the truth.

They had been
expecting an army.

Instead they
had received two teenagers.

Poor
things.

“What do we do
now?” asked one of the Diggers, eyes downcast.

“We take them
to Hilda,” Amori replied, with a sigh, “She’ll know what to
do.”

*

“This way,”
Amori said, gesturing for the group to follow her. They had entered
into a tunnel from the building’s basement. It looked like it had
been made recently.

“Well, we’re
Diggers, we dig,” Amori said, after Alza pointed this out.

“What were you
before?” Barsch asked, as they crawled along the rough-hewn
tunnel.

“Engineers,
builders, miners. The people who built the colony.”

“And now
you’re some sort of rebellion?”

Amori nodded,
saying, “Not by choice. But Michael must be stopped.”

“How long have
you been fighting him for?”

“Sixteen
years. In the past, the people of Tartarus were united. We all
wanted to build a new home for humanity. But one day Michael
announced that Tartarus was on its own, and that the colony would
receive no further support from homeworld.”

“Just like
that?”

“Yeah. Up
until that point we had been expecting a second wave of colonists
and resources. Without them, we were unable to maintain the colony
or continue terraforming. Soon after that, Michael started accusing
people of working with homeworld to try and destroy the
colony.”

“How could he
get away with that?” Barsch asked, as he ducked under a hanging
cable.

“Well, he had
been in charge ever since his dad, the previous leader, passed
away. It didn’t take much effort to convince the security force to
follow his orders and start rounding up anyone who spoke out
against him. When we realized what was happening, we fled the
colony and travelled to a safe place.”

“Is that where
we’re heading now?” Alza asked.

“Yeah, we just
need to reach our rover and then we’re out of here.”

“Won’t the
Ascended follow us?”

Amori shook
her head, saying, “They don’t leave the colony unless it’s urgent.
The Diggers have oxygen caches buried all over Tartarus, but only a
Digger could find them. The Ascended aren’t about to risk their
lives chasing a few Diggers into the Bloodlands.”

“The
Bloodlands?” Barsch enquired.

“It’s the name
of the area surrounding the colony. Frostmount, our base, is
located within it.”

It hit Barsch
then, the enormity of the situation that they had stumbled across.
Whilst he had been cryogenically preserved during the Great Sleep,
the Diggers had been fighting for their lives.

Amori couldn’t
have been that much older than him…

“I’m sorry…”
he said, as they rounded another corner, “It couldn’t have been
easy.”

“It wasn’t,
but we endured. In truth, things had been getting better recently.
There were fewer attacks, and even a few tentative whispers of a
ceasefire. But six months ago everything changed. Michael started
acting in strange ways, and the Ascended fought harder to keep us
away from the colony. Looking back now, that was when he had the
idea to destroy both of our worlds.”

“We’ll stop
him,” Barsch said, trying to sound confident, “We’ve handled
worse.”

He hoped that
that was the truth.

Amori nodded,
a small smile decorating her grime encrusted face, “I hope you’re
right-

“Barsch.
Barsch La Tergan.”

“I hope you’re
right, Barsch La Tergan.”

They crawled
in silence for another few minutes, before emerging in a cavernous
room that looked abandoned.

The Digger’s
rover, a behemoth of steel and glass, stood at one end.

Surrounded by
a dozen black-clad soldiers.

Damn.

*

“I thought
that you said the rover would be safe here!” Amori exclaimed,
turning to one of her companions.

“It should
have been! They never send patrols this side!” the Digger
rebuked.

“Now what do
we do? We can’t fight all of them by ourselves!” another Digger
exclaimed, a panicked look on his youthful face.

“You don’t
have to,” Barsch said, stepping forward. It was time to show these
Diggers why he and Alza had been sent instead of an army.

“I await
your signal,” Lanista intoned, revving in his mind.

Alza, standing
to his left, similarly looked ready to fight.

“But you’re
just kids!” Amori said, with an exasperated cry.

Barsch unslung
Lanista in response.

“We will draw
them away; use that time to get the rover started. We will join you
as soon as you are ready to depart.”

“But-

Alza placed a
slender hand on Amori’s shoulder, saying, “Trust us. This is why
we’re here.”

Without
waiting for a reply, the two warriors strode forward. As soon as
they were far enough away, Alza’s eyes started glowing.

Barsch, in
turn, suppressed the power within him. He could do this without
it.

He had to
believe that.

“For Eden,” he
whispered, and then he charged.

*

The Ascended
saw them coming.

Good.

They raised an
assortment of weaponry, obviously used to firing at children.

“Intruders
spotted!” one of them called, before taking a shot. It was followed
by hundreds of others.

But Barsch did
not slow his assault. He had Alza beside him, and that bond of
trust was truly unbreakable. Indeed, he could already see a shimmer
in the air before him, imperceptible unless one was watching for
it. A moment later the barrage of shots hit the coalescing barrier,
before stopping dead mid-flight.

The shells hit
the ground in unison, a clattering of noise that echoed throughout
the rover bay.

“Impossible!”
an Ascended called, before firing again.

Again, the
bullets never found flesh.

“Switching to
close ranged combat!” one of them announced, before withdrawing a
baton that looked like a smaller version of Alza’s Solar Staff.

In response
Alza drew her own weapon, Salvation. It had been Kingston’s
Solar Staff once, and now it protected her in his stead. Luckily
Ifrin had been training her before her pregnancy had rendered her
unable.

With only a
few feet left between them, Barsch pulled Lanista’s
jet-black cord, igniting the engine. The beast came to life with a
roar, adding its sound to the chaos around them. Hundreds of hooked
teeth began rotating, faster and faster, creating a visible blur
around the edge of the blade.

A small, dark
and twisted part of Barsch was happy to see the nearest Ascended
shrink back in the face of Lanista’s fury.

But it would
not taste blood this day.

Instead he
aimed the screaming blade at the soldier’s weapons, slicing them
into pieces as if they were made of paper. Disarmed, they were easy
prey for Alza, who followed up by striking them with
Salvation’s electrified body.

One by one the
Ascended fell, like dominoes toppled over by an inquisitive
child.

“Barsch!” Alza
cried, redirecting his attention towards one of the Ascended who
had managed to re-equip his gun. Barsch’s mind froze, but into that
cavity flowed pure instinct. The power came, meeting almost no
resistance, and in two heartbeats Ruination flowed in his
left hand. The flaming blade and the screaming sword came together
in deadly purpose, obliterating the Ascended’s weapons but leaving
him unharmed.

Alza appeared
at his right a moment later, swinging Salvation in a wide
arc. The humming staff connected with the unfortunate soldier’s
helmeted head, sending him to the floor in a flash of sparks.

Breathing
heavily, Barsch whirled around, ready to face the rest.

But only he
and Alza still stood.

“Thank
you…” whispered Lanista, temporarily sated, before
fading away.

“Barsch,” Alza
said, pointing at Ruination.

“Ah, right,”
he replied, driving the burning blade point first into the metal
floor, extinguishing it.

“Goodbye…
for now…” Ashe said, with a laugh that sent shivers down
Barsch’s spine.

Glancing up,
he found the Diggers staring at him in disbelief.

And then, one
by one, they knelt before him.

“Please… help
us save our people…” Amori said, head bowed low.

Barsch
floundered for a moment. He could feel the weight of their
expectations.

“Um… that’s
why we’re here,” Barsch eventually replied, settling on a
half-truth.

*

The rover
rumbled along the red dirt, gradually moving away from the colony.
As they left Ascent, Barsch was able to finally appreciate just how
much the Diggers had built. There were dozens of domes, some still
unfinished.

This is where
he would have lived, had the plan worked as intended. Every human
on Eden would have travelled here, lived here, and died here.

Until the
homeworld was fit for habitation once more.

Why, then, had
the plan failed? Why hadn’t the U.N.O.E held up their end of the
deal?

What had gone
wrong?

Shaking his
head, he returned his attention to the matter at hand.

The Diggers
were watching him. He and Alza sat on a bench at the rear of the
rover, which looked like it could hold at least twenty people.
However, everyone else was crammed into the front of the vehicle,
clearly putting as much space between them as possible.

Eventually
Amori, after taking a deep breath, edged forward.

“Um… this
might be a bit rude of me to ask… but… what are you?”

He opened his
mouth, lie at the ready.

But the truth
slipped out instead.

“An
abomination,” he said, for once feeling a smidgeon of pride in the
label.

Amori returned
a look of confusion.

So he told
them the story. Dr Emmerfield, the mindmeld, their powers.

If they were
to be trusted, only the truth would suffice, he decided, then and
there.

Besides, the
likelihood of them surviving long enough to share the secret with
Sanctuary’s residents was depressingly low.

Amori said
nothing for a long time.

Alza, on the
other hand, nodded approvingly.

He had done
the right thing. If they were hated or scorned for this, then so be
it. As long as they could save Eden, then there was no price too
great.

“Wow…” Amori
said, eventually, “I see why they sent you.”

Barsch nodded
in reply. He didn’t want to have to explain that only a handful of
people even knew that he was on Tartarus or that Eden was in
danger.

“Then… we
could actually do this…” Amori continued, mostly speaking to
herself, “With your abilities, we could defeat Michael… With your
power… we could save Tartarus!”

“The world
will burn… and there is nothing you can do to stop that,” the
Void intoned, and Barsch instantly knew that it spoke the
truth.

Tartarus could
not be saved.

But maybe Eden
still could…

And then he
glanced up, looking out of the rover’s wide cockpit window.

There, sitting
just above the horizon, surrounded by the void, was a blue dot.

The others
hadn’t noticed yet.

But Barsch
knew what it was.

Eden, his
home, was getting closer.

Soon it would
be too late for anyone…

Soon… the
world would burn…


Chapter XV: Unlikely Allies

In which children are
mourned…






31 Years Ago






Personal Log
of Michael Edenbrook, Day 4012

Today has been
a day of success. For myself, and for all of Tartarus.

Hilda has
agreed to marry me!

But more
importantly, Angel was activated for the first time!

For the first
time since arriving on Tartarus, we have gravity equal to that of
Eden! Angel, until its future role is fulfilled, will run
continuously, providing us with a stronger footing on this red
world.

Our children’s
bones will grow stronger, and our machinery will run more
efficiently, all thanks to the constant outpouring of gravitons
from Angel’s depths. These gravity particles can be used to
increase or decrease the gravity of any point in localized space.
For our immediate needs, we have increased the gravity of Tartarus
to resemble Eden, but one day we will use this system to traverse
the void itself!

Hilda was less
than enthusiastic about Angel’s functioning until I showed her the
diamond ring that I had created using Angel’s power. A single lump
of coal, compressed by Angel’s full power, now sits on her ring
finger.

It is both a
promise and a sign of progress.

Together, we
will lead the masses.

And one day,
she will give me an heir.

Finally, the
First Family of Tartarus will take their place in the history
books.

As they were
always meant to…

*

The Present






Amori had
overcome her nervousness.

And then
some.

“So you don’t
wear oxygen masks outside? At all?” she asked, eyes wide.

Alza shook her
head, “Not since Project Eden succeeded in reducing the pollutants
in the atmosphere to manageable levels. We performed a soil and
water quality test about a month ago that showed the pollution
levels were getting closer to those recorded during the Quantum
Era.”

“Wow…” Amori
breathed out, “I can’t even imagine that. I was born here, and all
I’ve ever seen are old recordings of the homeworld…”

“What did they
show?” Alza asked.

“War,
pollution, ruins,” Amori replied, looking downcast for a moment,
“When I was growing up, I was happy to live on Tartarus. It could
always be worse, I told myself… I could have been born on
Eden…”

“It’s true
that humanity hasn’t done the best job of looking after its
homeworld,” Barsch said, remembering his own turbulent childhood
amongst the ruins of mankind, “But we have a second chance
now.”

“Not if
Michael has his way…” Amori replied.

“Well, we’re
not going to let that happen,” Alza said, firmly.

“But he has an
army!” Amori exclaimed, “You defeated a dozen soldiers, but Michael
has hundreds at his disposal!”

“Amori… Hilda
has a plan, remember?” said one of the Diggers, a middle-aged woman
with a scar over her right eye.

Amori took a
deep breath before replying, “I know. But I can’t help but feel
helpless sometimes.”

“Don’t worry,”
Alza said, eyes flashing amber, “We will do everything in our power
to help. That is why we came here.”

Wrong. They
had come to Tartarus to save Eden.

Whether
Tartarus and its people survived… it didn’t matter.

So long as
Eden was safe.

But Barsch
couldn’t say that. He couldn’t destroy the hope he saw in their
eyes.

“Thank you…
both of you,” Amori said, perking up.

A moment
later, the rover came to a stop.

Glancing
outside, Amori smiled and said, “We’re here.”

*

Barsch
stretched slowly, savouring the feeling of his joints slotting back
into their usual positions. They had been travelling for hours
through miles of nondescript crimson landscapes, stopping
occasionally to get their bearings.

Before him lay
Frostmount, home of the Diggers.

It looked
barely bigger than Kingston’s hut.

“How many
Diggers did you say there were?” he asked, turning to Amori.

“Five hundred
men, women and children,” Amori replied, as she unloaded a variety
of supplies from the rover.

Barsch turned
back to look at the science station.

Perhaps the
rest of the Diggers were all contortionists?

“This way,”
Amori said, gesturing for Barsch and Alza to follow her. She led
them to the only airlock and opened it for them. A moment later
they were inside the pressurized space.

There was a
distinct lack of Diggers to welcome them.

For a brief
instant, Barsch wondered if he had allowed a madwoman to fool him
into travelling out to her imaginary group before murdering
him.

He slowly
reached for Lanista’s handle, just in case.

“Here we go,”
Amori said, pressing a hidden switch which caused a large section
of the floor to slide away, “This place was initially a science
outpost for unravelling Tartarus’ mysteries. They built it out here
in order to escape the vibrations and chaos of the colony’s
construction so that their experiments wouldn’t be affected.”

Amori gestured
for them to descend the staircase which appeared from the walls of
the pit.

“When we left
the colony, we came here and started digging. We have tunnels that
extend for miles in every direction. Michael has sent a few patrols
this way, but all they ever see is an abandoned station.”

“Clever,”
Barsch said, and he meant it.

“It was
Hilda’s idea. After Michael executed her father for opposing him
she gathered up everyone who agreed with her and brought them
here.”

“She sounds
like a tough woman,” Alza said, slowly making her way down the
dimly lit staircase.

“She is, but I
think that she is struggling to remain strong.”

“Why do you
say that?”

Amori
hesitated for a moment before answering, “Ever since we lost Jacen,
she has lost the fire in her eyes. We decided the mission by
lottery, as we always do, but I could tell that she didn’t want him
to go.”

“Why not?”

“Because he
was her only son…”

*

Eventually
they emerged into a small, well-lit room with a sealed door at one
end.

A pair of
Diggers stood before it, brandishing several pounds of
weaponry.

They wore
scrutinizing looks which disappeared once they sighted Amori.

“Welcome
back!” one of the Diggers called, lowering his rifle, “Did you
manage to make contact with them?”

In response
Amori gestured towards Barsch and Alza.

Predictably,
the guard’s smile faded when he took them in.

“Two? We were
expecting more. A lot more.”

“I know, but
two will have to do. Is Hilda in her room?”

The guard
nodded, saying, “Always. I’m worried about her, you know.”

“We all are.
Hopefully this will bring her back to us…”

“Good luck,”
the guard scoffed, “She threw me out earlier when I asked her if
she was hungry.”

“Thanks,”
Amori replied, before leading Barsch and Alza through the sealed
door and into the heart of the Diggers’ base.

*

They emerged
into a hive of activity. Everywhere they looked, someone was doing
something.

“We are
proudly self-sufficient,” Amori explained, as she led them from
chamber to chamber, “We have boreholes to extract deep water
reserves, hydroponic labs to grow food and geothermal power
stations to keep the lights on.”

“Impressive,”
Barsch whistled.

“Thanks, it
took a lot of work to get here...”

Amori went
silent for a moment.

“It wasn’t
supposed to be like this, you know? We were supposed to settle
Tartarus and make it a new home for humanity, not turn it into a
warzone!” she said, tears glistening in her eyes.

The nearby
Diggers had frozen in place. Many of them wore looks of sadness and
grief.

Barsch
remembered the open grave on the farm. He remembered the bodies
there, in every shape and size.

Many of
them... too many... had been too small to be adults...

Barsch stepped
backwards, reeling from the realization. They had travelled to
Tartarus in order to save Eden- no, in order to save Sanctuary.

But this was
about more than one town. This was about saving not just one world,
but two.

“Don’t worry,
Amori, we’re not going to let Michael get away with this,” Alza
said, with eyes of amber, “We’re going to stop him, and prevent
anyone else from losing their lives because of him.”

Wiping away
her tears, Amori smiled, saying, “Thank you, both of you. Now,
let’s go and see our leader, so we can figure out how to stop that
bastard once and for all!”

*

Eventually
they reached the lowest level of the Digger’s base, judging by the
changing colour of the rock around them. They were standing in a
sloping passageway with only a single steel door at one end.

Another pair
of guards beckoned them close, with one saying, “Are these the
outsiders?”

Amori replied,
“Yes, they’re the ones who have come to help us. Is Hilda
available?”

The guards
shared a look.

“She is... but
she’s not happy.”

“Is she ever?”
the second guard asked with a shrug of her shoulders.

“Hey now, you
know how hard it’s been for her recently,” Amori said.

“It’s been
hard for all of us!” the second guard barked, “Jacen wasn’t the
only one who died that day. I lost my brother, and all he died for
was a couple of teenagers!”

Amori opened
her mouth, but no words came out.

“Don’t worry,
we will not let their sacrifices be for nothing,” Alza said,
suddenly stepping forward.

Her eyes were
glowing, and power filled her voice.

“Michael will
pay for every life he’s taken. I will see to that,” she said, voice
rebounding around the small corridor.

The guards
stared in shocked silence. Without waiting for their permission,
Alza stepped past them and opened the door.

Beyond,
sitting in darkness, was the leader of the Diggers...

*

“Enter,”
sighed Hilda, beckoning them to enter the sparsely decorated room.
From what he could tell she had olive-toned skin, brown hair tied
up in a loose ponytail and lifeless green eyes. Aware that he was
staring, Barsch looked around the room instead. Most of it was
barren, however on one wall was a collection of photographs and
trinkets that seemed random at first. However, as Barsch looked
closer, he saw it for what it was.

A memorial for
the fallen.

At the bottom
of the memorial was a photograph of a smiling young man standing
with his arm around Amori.

He had the
same eyes as Hilda.

Jacen. Her
son.

As he turned
back, he caught Hilda’s gaze for a moment. There was great sadness
there, but buried deep was a white hot anger that seemed to warm
the chilly room.

“How are
things topside, Amori?” Hilda asked, turning her gaze to her fellow
Digger.

Amori took a
deep breath before replying, “It’s as you suspected. Michael has
placed the majority of the colony’s population into cryostasis
aboard the Excelsis. From what I can tell he plans to board
along with the remaining Ascended just before impact.”

“Good, then
it’s not too late,” Hilda replied, eyes lighting up for a
second.

“Are these the
homeworlders? The ones that survived Michael’s… hospitality, no
doubt…” she asked, switching her gaze to take in Barsch and
Alza.

Amori shook
her head, saying, “Yes and no. Eden only sent the two of them.
Hilda, meet Barsch La Tergan and Alza Reveia.”

Hilda stood.
Her expression was not a welcoming one.

“Two
teenagers? Two! I told Jacen to ask for an army! What good are two
children! Did Jacen die for nothing?!?” Hilda cried, tears forming
in her eyes.

“Don’t worry,
we are more than we appear”, Alza replied, raising her right hand.
Her violet eyes flared and a moment later a ball of flame burst
into existence, hovering above her palm.

“Come,
Ruination,” Barsch added, feeling that something was
expected of him as well. He had not intended to use his powers, and
yet seeing Hilda’s grief dragged them out of him.

The flaming
blade appeared before him, landing point first in the metallic
floor.

“What are
you?” Hilda asked, mouth agape.

“Salvation,”
Alza replied, as Barsch simultaneously said, “Ruination.”

*

“So let me get
this straight,” Hilda said, seated once more, “The entirety of
Eden’s population went into cryostasis more than twenty-one years
ago, and twelve months ago they all woke up again?”

Barsch
nodded.

“Because of
you?” she asked. Her question was not an accusation, and yet Barsch
could not help but feel a stab of guilt.

“Yes. I
encountered Alza after leaving Genesis Station 13 and we eventually
ended up in the lab where she was created. After defeating her
father and brother we set in motion a sequence of events that led
to humanity waking up.”

“So Eden’s
population and the U.N.O.E never intended to join us on
Tartarus...”

“Maybe at
first they did, but once the cryogenesis plan was introduced I
think their priorities shifted,” Barsch said, recalling what his
father had told him.

Hilda said
nothing for a while.

Eventually she
looked up and said, “We can use this. You might not be the army I
was hoping for, but two super powered teenagers are better than
nothing.”

“So what’s the
plan?” Barsch asked.

“I’ll tell you
soon. For now, I think the two of you have earned a rest. Amori
will take you to a rest area while I gather the Diggers together.
Once we’re ready to explain the plan, we will send for you.”

*

They left
Hilda’s office in slightly better spirits. At least Hilda seemed to
have a way of saving Eden...

Whatever she
asked of Barsch, he would comply.

He would do
anything to save his home.

Amori, walking
beside him, let out a long sigh.

“I wonder if
we’ll ever be able to return to how things were... before...”

Alza shot her
a sidelong glance.

“Ever since we
lost Jacen, I’ve felt that Hilda has been avoiding me. I don’t know
if she blames me or thinks that I should have gone in his place...”
Amori explained, a pained look on her face.

“Why would she
blame you?” Barsch asked.

“Because it
was my idea to send a message to homeworld. I’d spent so long
watching the old recordings, I got it into my head that someone
there would be able to help us...”

“You did the
right thing, Amori,” Alza said, her amber eyes twinkling in the dim
lighting, “Without that message we wouldn’t be here. At least now
we have a chance to save both our worlds.”

“Thank you,
Alza. I think that Jacen would be happy to see both of you
here...”

Eventually
they arrived at a nondescript door that opened to reveal a bedroom.
Two beds occupied the space, separated by a stone table topped with
an assortment of food and drink. For the first time since arriving
on Tartarus, Barsch remembered how hungry he was.

Amori, after
promising to return soon, turned to leave.

“Amori, one
last thing,” Alza asked, stopping the young woman, “Jacen’s father,
is he still around?”

An expression
of anger flashed across Amori’s dirt-streaked face for half a
second.

“Yes, and
you’ve already met him. He’s the one who’s trying to burn both of
our homes. Michael fathered Jacen, and Michael killed him. And for
that I will have my revenge...”

With that, she
left, leaving the two teenagers confused and surprised.


Chapter XVI: What Could Have Been

In which a lesson is
learnt…






29 Years Ago






Personal Log
of Michael Edenbrook, Day 4955

Why doesn’t
Hilda understand my dream!

Why must she
doubt me at every turn! Doesn’t she understand that I’m doing this
for her and for our unborn son! Tartarus is the best place to raise
Jacen, not Eden! But no, she wants to go there with him once the
second wave of colonists arrive! She told me that a colony is no
place for our boy!

Yes, there
have been accidents. Yes, people have sacrificed their lives for
the good of the colony.

But Jacen is
no mere engineer or scientist.

My son is the
heir of Tartarus! One day he will inherit this paradise and lead
its people to wonders I can only dream of!

And she wants
to take him away? FROM HIS DESTINY?!?

No.

I will not
allow it.

I will speak
with her.

And if words
do not suffice...

Then I will
act.

*

The Present






I stand in the
glade.

Everything
leads back here. After the violence, after the struggle, I always
find myself standing amongst these twisted oaks. The sinuous stream
flows unchallenged. The stars above lend their light, illuminating
this sacred grove.

This is where
we met. This is where two became one.

This is my
core.

“Barsch?”
Alza calls, standing beside me.

Not some
manifestation or ghostly remnant.

This is the
real her.

“I’m
here.”

Above us,
hanging in the sky, is a red sphere that dwarfs the stars.

Tartarus
beckons.

“I don’t
think we’re going to survive this one...” she says, as she stares
at the blood-red world above.

“Probably
not.”

The scene
shifts. The glade fades.

The red sands
of Tartarus lie before us. Eden now hangs in the sky, awaiting its
judgement. It seems so far away. Beyond the reach of mortal hands.
On it, a hundred million people await an unknown future. But for
two, there is certainty.

“This is
where it ends... isn’t it?” Alza asks.

I shouldn’t
have an answer to that, but I do.


“Yes.”

“Do you
think it’ll hurt?”

I think back
to my first death, when Kain broke my mind. I remember the pain,
the agony that seemed to become a part of me. Even now, I can feel
its echo, deep within my soul.

“No,” I
lie.


“Good.”

Silence fills
the void between us. It is peaceful here, if one ignores the
reality of the situation entirely. This wouldn’t be so bad, surely?
A pretty landscape, a moment of pain… and then nothingness…
forever…

“Barsch?”
Alza whispers, moving closer.


“Yeah?”

“You’ll be
with me when it happens, won’t you?”

I can hear the
fear in her voice. I don’t blame her. If I could record myself I’d
probably hear it there too.

“Yeah. If
we rise, we rise together.”

She places her
hand in mine. Despite this being a dream, it feels... real. Like a
vision of what is to come...

“And if we
fall, we do that together too...” Alza finishes.

In the dark
sky above, Eden has disappeared. In the void left, however, a new
body has taken its place.

The sun grows
as we watch in silence, until it fills the sky.

And then,
without a sound, it consumes us, and all is still...

*

Alza opened
her eyes and found fresh tears.


“Charlotte?” she asked, as she rose from the bed.

“It wasn’t
me!” the ghost defiantly replied.

Turning, she
sought out Barsch’s sleeping form.

His eyes
fluttered open as she stared.

She could
still remember the heat of the sun, as it engulfed them.

Would he
recall it too?

“What time is
it?” he asked, a moment later.

“Does it
matter?” she replied.

“I guess not,”
he answered, before rising. He looked pale, with dark rings under
his unusual eyes. Bluish-green with diagonal violet lines that
formed an ‘X’ over each iris.

He, like her,
had been marked by the power that now slept within their souls.

“Can you
remember the-

“The glade,
Tartarus, the sun. I remember.”

“I see...”

“We’re going
to be fine,” Barsch added, standing. He seemed to wobble for a
moment before finding his balance. Alza tried to think nothing of
it.

Alza nodded,
but she didn’t believe him. That dream had felt too real to be a
lie.

“I know. What
do you want to do now?”

Amori had told
them that Hilda was busy preparing, so they had a few hours to
themselves. Ever since arriving on Tartarus they had been focused
on surviving, so it was a welcome change of pace.

“I don’t know.
Maybe we could take a walk?”

Alza nodded.
It was better than staying in the room and waiting for the end.

“The world
will burn... and so will we...” she thought, feeling the noose
of destiny tighten around her neck.

*

They made
their way across the Diggers’ base, letting their feet determine
the route their bodies took. Eventually they came to a dead-end: a
small chamber packed with people. Upon arriving, they were greeted
by a tall, slender man and a group of children. They were
collectively staring at a large holographic display which dominated
the small room.

Amori had
previously explained that there were several such classrooms in
Frostmount. In addition to learning about language and mathematics,
the children who lived here also learnt about Michael and the
rebellion. One day they would be facing him, Amori had said, so why
not learn why they had to?

Today,
however, the children were learning about their home.

“We believe
that Tartarus was created approximately four and a half billion
years ago, when a protoplanet collided with the planet Crim. Thus,
until it was formally named, Tartarus was often informally referred
to as the Son of Crim or Crim’s Son,” the man explained, showing
the children an animation of a small sphere striking a much larger
world and producing a new object from the chaos.

“So why aren’t
we orbiting Crim today?” one of the children, a young girl,
asked.

“Good question
Emily,” the man replied, “Unlike Eden’s moon, Luna, Crim’s moon
received too much angular energy from the collision that birthed
it. Over eons it slowly moved further and further away, until a
complex series of gravitational interactions caused it to end up in
an orbit within the Disc. There it remained, amongst countless
asteroids, until the founders arrived.”

One of the
boys, with a pout, said, “You mean Michael. Mommy told me that he’s
a bad man…”

The teacher
shook his head, saying, “No, Michael was not one of the founders.
His father, Sir Edward Edenbrook, was once our indomitable leader.
However, after his sudden passing, Michael claimed the throne, so
to speak, and so our hardships began…”

The children
stared at the teacher in silence. A few of them, quietly, began to
cry.

Most of them
had probably lost someone to Michael’s Ascended.

“But we are
not delving into politics today, children,” the teacher said,
steering the conversation back on track, “When the founders
arrived, they started building the colony with resources they
brought with them from the homeworld. However, they knew that these
resources would not be sufficient to start phase two… the complete
terraforming of Tartarus.”

Emily, the
young girl, interjected, “The process by which Tartarus would be
transformed into a clone of Eden!”

Alza shivered
at the word ‘clone’. She knew that the process was not without its
dangers and unforeseen consequences…

“Correct,
Emily. Tartarus would have received a breathable atmosphere, a
temperature capable of sustaining large bodies of liquid water and
the soil would be treated to make it more fertile. In time, the
domes would come down, and the people would live freely on the
surface. Unfortunately, this is not what happened. For an unknown
reason, we received no further supplies or colonists from Eden, and
without them we were left in a state of limbo. Unable to finish
terraforming the planet, we continued to live beneath the domes,
slowly burning through our remaining resources.”

“Is that why
Michael is so angry at the homeworld?” Emily asked.

The teacher
nodded in response, saying, “Yes, Emily, we believe that that is
the source of his anger. I must confess that I too have felt anger
at the people of Eden, for abandoning us… but that anger would
never lead me to try and commit genocide.”

The children
fell silent for a moment.

Eventually,
Emily, in a shaky voice, asked, “Is it true… that Michael is
planning on crashing Tartarus into Eden?”

“No!” the
teacher replied, too quickly. It was clear that it wasn’t the first
time he had answered that question.

“Yeah, Emily,
that would be stupid!” one of the older boys exclaimed, causing
laughter to ripple outwards amongst the group, “If he did that,
then where would he live?”


“Excelsis,” Alza thought, recalling their conversation with
the madman, “He would leave this world, this solar system, and
let the rest of you burn. That is why he must be stopped…”

“Alza…” Barsch
whispered, sounding strained. Glancing over, Alza found Barsch
slumped against the back wall of the chamber. The children and
teacher had begun a heated discussion about Michael’s plans for
Tartarus and thus his condition went unnoticed.

“Come on,
let’s get out of here,” Alza said, leading him gently by the
arm.

*

Leaving the
classroom, they travelled aimlessly, traversing passageway after
passageway. Eventually their feet led them to a quiet chamber,
bereft of life.

Upon arriving,
Barsch staggered to a bench resting against a cool stone wall. This
area of Frostmount seemed newer and lacked all but the most basic
necessities. While Alza fetched a cup of recycled water from a
nearby distributor, Barsch sat in terrible silence, breathing
heavily.

After taking a
sip of the chemically filtered water –and spitting most of it back
out- he sighed and said, “You know, I’m starting to really regret
my decision to refuse Dr August’s offer for a pre-departure
check-up…”

Alza took a
deep breathe. This wasn’t going to be an easy conversation.

Taking a seat
beside him, she said, “Barsch… I don’t think that your sickness has
anything to do with your body…”

When she saw
his reaction, she realized immediately that she had said the wrong
thing.

“No! I don’t
mean it like that…” she quickly corrected, although there was a
treacherous part of her psyche that pointed out that Barsch’s mind
was far from healthy.

“Then what do
you mean?” he asked, sounding concerned.

She knew that
he was worried about his condition… and he still spoke in his sleep
sometimes. She would sometimes overhear him… talking to the
things that lived in his mind.

Kain.
Lanista. Yumiere.

And
others…

“Poor
thing...” Charlotte sighed, and Alza could not agree with her
ghost more.

But Barsch’s
mind could not be fixed… at least not fully.

The thing
ailing him, however, had an easy resolution. Although she knew that
he would not see it that way.

“Barsch… the
reason why you keeping falling ill… the reason why you sometimes
lose control over your power… is because you are resisting a part
of yourself with all of your strength…”

“I… I don’t
understand…”

“The power I
gave you, when our minds were entwined, I wove it into your core in
order to heal you from the damage Kain did to your mind. It isn’t
something that you can ignore… And it isn’t something that will
fade away if you keep it locked away.”

“So what,
you’re saying that I’m doing this to myself?” Barsch asked, temper
flaring.

“Not on
purpose!” she quickly countered, wishing that Charlotte could be
talking instead, “But each time you restrain your power it fights
back… It isn’t something that can be controlled…”

Barsch said
nothing for a few seconds.

“You know why
I can’t let it go free,” he said, eventually, with a heavy voice,
“The more I use it… the more I become like him…”

Kain. The
monster. His final curse -placed on Barsch at the moment he broke
his mind- meant that a part of him lived on through Barsch.

An echo. A
remnant. A parasite.

“I know...”
Alza whispered, placing her hand on Barsch’s knee, “But it’s either
that or death. Because if you keep resisting, it will kill
you.”

“Maybe… that
would be for the best…” he said, moving further away.

“Barsch, you
know that that’s not tr-

“There you
guys are!” Amori exclaimed, entering the chamber, “Everyone’s
waiting for you in the main hall!”

*

“Thank you for
gathering like this on such short notice,” Hilda said, addressing
the packed room. It was the largest chamber they had seen so far,
and it looked as if most of the Diggers were in attendance.

Unlike most of
the crowds Barsch had seen throughout his life, this one was
silent. No shouting for quiet, no shoving for space, just a sea of
people who had come together for a single purpose.

“Most of the
people here are expecting Hilda to announce that she’s surrendered
to Michael in exchange for him letting us leave Tartarus with him,”
Amori whispered, smiling, “After we learnt about his plan to
destroy the planet, almost everyone thought that the rebellion was
over. Boy are they in for a surprise!”

“I know that
all of you are anxious about what comes next,” Hilda said, speaking
from a podium which sat beneath a large screen, “For the past few
years, Michael has reduced his patrols of the Bloodlands, thus
reducing the number of conflicts between the Diggers and the
Ascended. We thought that… maybe… we could reach a ceasefire and
hopefully make our fractured world unified once more.”

Hilda paused
for a moment as she scanned the crowd, facing her people.

“But we were
wrong. Michael never had any intention of making peace. We have now
confirmed that he plans to use Angel to set Tartarus on a collision
course with Eden. In fact, he has already done so. If nothing is
done, Tartarus is due to impact our homeworld in less than
twenty-four hours.”

This statement
drew a collection of outrage and screams from amongst the
crowd.

Hilda raised
her gloved right hand.

Silence
returned to the hall.

“I know. I
find it unthinkable as well. But thanks to the hard work of our
scouts we have been able to grasp Michael’s intentions. He has
already placed the majority of the colonists into cryostasis aboard
the colony ship which brought us here, the Excelsis. After
we pass the zone of no return in a couple of hours, he and his
remaining followers, the Ascended, will board the ship and depart
Tartarus for destinations unknown. It is my belief that he plans to
travel to a distant world, far beyond the borders of our solar
system, and there he will establish his precious utopia.”

Hilda raised
her left hand.

And then
slammed both hands onto the podium.

“But we’re not
going to let that happen! We have a brief window of time before
Michael and his army boards the Excelsis. So… we’re going to
steal it from right under his nose.”

“How?” a woman
in the crowd asked. From the looks of the people around her she
spoke for the masses.

“By causing a
diversion in Ascent so large Michael has no choice but to pull
guards from the Excelsis’ hanger. We will bring his precious
city to ruin and destroy everything that we once built for him!”
Hilda exclaimed.

“Come on! If
we had that kind of strength we would have defeated Michael years
ago! The moment we enter Ascent we’ll be wiped out! You remember
what happened with the strike on Angel!” the woman shouted. Her
fellow Diggers echoed her sentiments.

“Yes, we tried
to sabotage Angel weeks ago, but we were discovered before we could
do any permanent damage. But this time is different!”

“Why?”

“Because this
time we have two commandos from homeworld who will be leading the
assault.”

A stunned
silence fell over the crowd.

After a
moment, the woman, with hope in her voice, asked, “They really
came? Like you said they would?”

Hilda
nodded.

And the crowd
erupted into jubilant chaos.

A few minutes
later, as the noise returned to manageable levels, the questioner
asked, “But… only two? Is that really enough to make a
difference?”

“Trust me, two
will be enough. They are both highly trained and possess combat
abilities to rival the fiercest Ascended soldier. In terms of pure
strength… I would say they are equal to an entire platoon.
Each.”

Barsch could
see the doubt on the woman’s face. It sounded too good to be
true.

It should have
been.

“Now, there
are still a few things left to organize, but know this… this
mission is all or nothing. Every Digger leaves Frostmount together.
No Digger gets left behind.”

The Diggers
looked at one another. There was a solidarity there born from a
shared struggle.

Barsch almost
envied it.

“So… who’s
ready to bring Michael to his knees?!?” Hilda shouted, raising her
arms wide.

Judging from
the resulting cry, there wasn’t a single person in attendance who
said no.






End of Part Two


Part Three:
Worldkiller







Chapter XVII: Endgame

In which the Ascended
are brought low…






28 Years Ago






Personal Log
of Michael Edenbrook, Day 5000

Play it
again.

“Understood. Replaying message from U.N.O.E Space
Command…”

“Warning, this
is a Level One encrypted message intended only for the people of
Tartarus. Any unauthorized listeners are breaking the law and will
be punished as such. Continuing message… This is Lieutenant General
Locke Ratherty of U.N.O.E Space Command. I have been given the
unfortunate mission to deliver the news that the United Nations of
Eden have collectively judged Project Phoenix to be a fruitless
endeavour. Based on the reports we have received from our
monitoring stations, you have failed to demonstrate that Project
Phoenix is a viable plan to save humanity. With the pollution on
Eden destroying large swathes of arable land at an unexpected rate;
and with the damage done to our factories and manufacturing plants
by the South War, we do not find it feasible to send the second
wave of colonists and terraforming equipment as planned. We will
instead use the personnel and resources previously allocated for
the second stage of Project Phoenix for Project Genesis, which we
have great confidence in. We are hereby cancelling all remaining
stages and pulling all funding from Project Phoenix. If you so
desire, you may return to Eden using the Excelsis, however
given the situation here we do not advise this course of action.
From this day forward, you are on your own. May you somehow find
forgiveness in your hearts. This is U.N.O.E Space Command, signing
off.”

“Message finished. Would you like to play it again?”

No.

“Understood. As instructed by U.N.O.E Space Command this
message will automatically be broadcast to every connected viewing
platform on Tartarus in sixty seconds.”

No. Command
override. Authorization: Michael Edenbrook, leader of Tartarus.

“Override command accepted. Please input a new
command.”

Delete it.
Every trace, every byte.

“Understood. Deleting message. Deleting… Message
deleted.”

Good.

So they’ve
abandoned us, just as I knew they would.

No… we don’t
need them. Tartarus is for its people, and its people are for
Tartarus. Now… finally… I can build my utopia, free from the whims
and wishes of homeworld.

I will not let
this stop me.

Tartarus is
mine…

Forever.

And if I can’t
have it…

No one
will.

*

The Present






Barsch and
Alza sat in Hilda’s office, listening to the rest of the plan.

Clearly, Hilda
had put a lot of thought into this.

“After we take
the Excelsis, Michael will only have two options. He can
either surrender, or he can try and fight. However, with Eden only
a few hours away, he won’t have the time to plan and mount a
successful offensive,” Hilda said, whilst showing the two teenagers
a holographic display of the colony. Key areas were highlighted in
blue, including Dome 1: Ascent, and Dome 5: The Excelsis’
hangar.

“So what
happens if he surrenders?” Barsch asked.

“We make a
deal with him. He alters Angel’s course and in exchange we will
allow the Ascended, deprived of their weapons and restrained, to
board the Excelsis. Once we have confirmed that Tartarus is
no longer on a collision course with Eden, we will capture Michael
and take off. From what you’ve told me, Eden is alive once more,
and I am confident that we will be able to find a place to resettle
the former colonists.”

“What if he
refuses to alter Angel’s course?”

Barsch thought
about Captain Kessa. If the Sylvette were sinking and her
crew were safe, he had no doubt in his mind that she would go down
with her ship.

If Michael had
the same idea…

“If Michael
insists on trying to destroy both worlds… and if we are in
possession of the Excelsis… then there will only be one
course of action left to us. We will use the Excelsis’
weapons to destroy Angel.”

“I thought
that the Excelsis was a colony ship? Why does it have
weapons?” Alza asked.

Hilda
hesitated for a moment before replying, “Well… in the event that an
asteroid was heading towards the ship… it has several
countermeasures…”

“Wait, but if
Tartarus is already on a collision course with Eden, what good
would destroying Angel do?” Barsch asked, trying to recall his
childhood lessons on orbital mechanics.

“Destroying
Angel would cause a gravitational chain reaction that would rip
Tartarus apart at its core. Unfortunately, there would still be
millions of fragments that would impact Eden, but the damage would
be far less.”

Barsch
pictured millions of house sized rocks striking Eden.

“A lot of
people would die…” he said.

“But some
would survive,” Hilda replied, “And they would rebuild… in time.
But it will not come to that. Michael will see reason once his
precious ship is in our hands, and he will change Angel’s
course.”

“Perhaps we
should be focusing our efforts on securing Angel and changing
Tartarus’ course ourselves?” Alza asked.

“No, taking
the Excelsis is our best option here. After our attempted
attack Michael massively increased Angel’s security measures and
instituted his own personal code. Only he knows the code, and
therefore only he can change the planet’s course,” Hilda replied,
sounding somewhat irritated.

“I see. Then
we take the Excelsis. Do you know how large the Ascended
army is?”

“Around a
thousand men and women serve directly beneath Michael. However,
they are scattered across the colony at the moment and it will take
them time to regroup after we begin our assault.”

“Which will
consist of two people… against a thousand…” Barsch said, wishing
for once that the odds were in their favour. Not for the first time
he regretted that Sanctuary hadn’t sent more people. But Markus had
known that this was a suicide mission from the beginning, hadn’t
he? Why risk the entire town when two would suffice?

“Make that
three.”

Amori entered
the room, followed by the group of Diggers who had participated in
Barsch and Alza’s rescue.

“Four,” said a
grey-bearded man with a gravelly voice.

“Six,”
continued a pair of soldiers wearing matching rings.

“Eleven,”
chimed a group of Diggers who looked as though they should be in
class.

“Twelve,”
sighed a nervous looking young man.

Despite their
differing figures and fatigues, Amori and her companions all wore
the same look of determination. Barsch could tell that they
wouldn’t let Hilda refuse their participation, no matter what. He
wondered how Amori had managed to convince them…

“Are you
sure?” Hilda asked, staring at the young woman.

“Sending two
outsiders while the rest of us sit on the Excelsis isn’t
right. This way, we can watch their backs. As soon as Michael
surrenders we will join you and leave this light forsaken rock
together,” Amori said, as the rest of her group moved to stand
behind her.

“Very well,”
sighed Hilda, “And I suppose the rest of you feel the same?”

The group
nodded, one person at a time. There was no dissent.

“Fine. But you
are all to fall back if things get out of hand. I won’t… I can’t
lose any more Diggers to that monster…” Hilda said with a weary
tone. Barsch could hear the pain there, buried just beneath the
surface.

“So what now?”
Alza asked.

“Now… we
wait,” Hilda replied, her weariness disappearing in favour of cold,
hard determination.

*

Three hours
later, the Diggers left Frostmount.

They would
never return.

*

Barsch stared
at the collection of domes on the horizon. Even though it had only
been a day since he had seen the colony, it felt… empty.

“Are you
ready?” Amori asked, standing next to him. She was wearing a
Diggers uniform and carried a portable mining laser in her arms.
Without access to a weapons factory, the Diggers had been forced to
use what they had. In what shouldn’t have been a surprise, they
discovered that tools designed to break apart rock and split
mountains also made effective weapons.

“I think so.
Alza and I will infiltrate the main square and cause a distraction,
drawing the guards from the Excelsis while you and your team
plant explosives around the city, spreading out the reinforcements.
Any remaining guards in the hangar will be pacified by Hilda and
her strike team before the majority of the Diggers arrive.”

“Good.
Remember, we only need to distract the guards for a short time.
Once Hilda has the Excelsis we will draw back and allow her
to negotiate with Michael.”

“Understood,”
Barsch said, but inwardly he knew that it wouldn’t be that
easy.

Glancing up,
he sought out his home.

Eden dominated
the sky, a sphere of green and blue. They were close enough to see
clouds covering the majority of his home.

They were
getting close.

One way or
another, it all ended now.

*

Barsch
unhooked Lanista from his pack. The black blade lay quiet in
his hands, but he knew that it would be screaming soon.

Alza, to his
left, unfurled Salvation to its full length. It hummed in
her hands, power waiting to be unleashed.

“Ready?” he
asked.

“Ready,” she
answered.

They were
standing in the basement of a building in the centre of Ascent.
Amori had showed them an old Digger tunnel that ran the length of
the city and had given them directions on how to reach the plaza.
Everything after that had been an adrenaline fuelled blur.

Alza checked
the readout on her suit. It now displayed the amount of time left
until Tartarus reached the zone of no return. After it crossed that
threshold, Angel would no longer be powerful enough to fight Eden’s
own gravity and the dwarf planet would be locked into a freefall.
The time left before that happened was worryingly small.
Additionally, Amori had synchronized their suits to the Diggers
equipment and they now also showed the exact time left on the bombs
planted around the city.

“Two minutes,”
Alza read.

Together, they
climbed the metal staircase leading out of the basement, emerging
into an abandoned store. The door was unlocked, granting them
access to the plaza beyond.

The plaza was
a large circular area which centred on a large fountain which now
lay empty. In happier times, the area would have been filled with
colonists relaxing after their shifts and spending time with their
families.

Now it
contained a handful of Ascended and little else.

“Ladies
first,” Barsch said, holding the door open for Alza.

“How kind,”
Alza said with a falsely cheery tone. However, when she saw the
Ascended her look became serious.

“Ten,” Barsch
read, as he placed his hand on Lanista’s pull-cord.

In response
Alza’s eyes flared and several balls of fire appeared above her
head. She waved her hands in a complex motion and the flaming
spheres began to orbit her silver crown.

For a brief
moment, she was the centre of her own little solar system.

And then a
flick of her wrists sent the flaming orbs screaming away, ready to
wreak havoc on the world of man.

*

Zero

The world went
white.

Explosions
rocked the world around them, sending shrapnel hurtling through the
air. The dagger sized pieces slammed into the shield Alza had
created, freezing in mid-air.

The Ascended
regained their senses remarkably quickly, as befitting of Michael’s
private army.

“Diggers!” one
of them called, pouring several shots into the shield.

Thankfully it
held.

“Call for
reinforcements!” his comrade shouted, as he unloaded his entire
clip into the wall of hardened air.

“Barsch, are
you planning on helping?” Alza asked, beads of sweat forming on her
brow.

“Yeah, sorry,
on it,” he replied, pulling Lanista’s cord as he raced
forward. The blade came to life as he moved, letting out an ear
breaking shriek which reverberated across the plaza.

As he ran
towards the Ascended, several pieces of debris sailed overhead,
thrown by Alza to cover his assault. By the time the soldiers had
recovered, he was among them.

And
Lanista sang its terrible song.

*

Don’t think
about it.

Don’t think
about the blood.

Don’t think
about what you’re doing.

Another man
fell backwards, clutching his bloody chest.

No.

Another enemy
defeated.

Another step
taken towards saving Eden.

Whatever the
cost, remember?

He was dimly
aware of Alza getting closer, flinging fireball after fireball into
the surrounding buildings. Fire poured out of every window and
smoke clung to the dome’s glass ceiling.

If this wasn’t
hell, then it was a close approximation.

Fighting
onwards, Barsch tried to ignore the sights and sounds of death.

He failed.

But at least
the number of enemies had been reduced significantly. Maybe they
could actually win this?

And then the
reinforcements came.

They had been
expecting dozens.

They had been
wrong.

Michael had
sent hundreds.

And leading
the column of black-clad soldiers was the same gaunt man they had
encountered during their brief time in captivity. He wore a simple
black suit with a red circular symbol over his heart.

And in his
arms was the largest gun Barsch had ever seen. It looked almost
like a miniaturized missile launcher, but that was impossible.

What kind of
madman brought a missile launcher to a gunfight?

“Homeworlders,
my men told me of your abilities, so I came with overwhelming
force. If you do not stand down and surrender immediately, I will
use every weapon in my considerable arsenal to wipe you from the
face of Tartarus. This is your fist and only warning!” Ivan,
Michael’s head of security, called.

“Ivan, why are
you helping Michael kill an entire world?!?” Barsch retorted,
raising Lanista, “Don’t you even care?!?”

Ivan
hesitated, but it was not enough to cause him to lower his
weapon.

“Michael’s
orders cannot be doubted. He will lead us to a true utopia, even if
a few of us are… left behind…”

“A hundred and
eight million people aren’t a ‘few’, Ivan!” Barsch shouted,
“Michael needs to be stopped! You know that I’m right!”

Ivan
faltered.

But a few
words could not undo years of Michael’s conditioning.

“No. NO!
Michael said that all homeworlders are liars! He told me that they
will use you and then abandon you at the first sign of trouble! I
will not let you infest my mind with your lies!” Ivan screamed,
raising his weapon higher.

“Michael-
Barsch began.

But the man
before them had found his conviction.

“If you will
not surrender, then you will die!” he said, and then he pulled the
trigger.

A moment later
a dozen miniature rockets emerged from the weapon, sowing chaos and
discord. The resulting explosions blew them both off of their feet
and shattered the fountain behind them.

Barsch fell
hard against the cracked street, smashing his head against the
debris.

Darkness came,
faster than he could react.

*

Slowly, the
darkness gave way to a familiar sight.

The Glade.

Always the
glade.

But this time
I am not alone.

Ashe, Kain,
Lanista, Yumiere, Rigel, the Unknown Woman, the Void.

They
surrounded me.

“We’re
going to die,” Kain says, sitting atop a cracked boulder.

“Not if
Barsch fights seriously,” Ashe counters, leaning against a burnt
tree trunk.

“I can’t…”
I respond, facing my ghosts.

“Yes, you
can,” Kain replies, crimson eyes glowing in the sunless
gloom.

“I’ll
become like you…”

“No,”
replies Kain, “You’ll become much worse.”

“You can’t
make me…” I respond, head spinning. I glance to Yumiere, but she
does not return my gaze.

“Yes, we
can,” Kain says, standing.

“We’ve
spoken about it,” Rigel announces, stepping towards me.

“This is
madness!” I roar.

“Yes, it
is,” Kain chuckles, “But the council has made its
decision.”

“What
council!?!”

“The
Council of Barsch. We just completed our inaugural session. Yes,
you are the core and individually we cannot oppose your will… but
when we are in unison…” Kain utters, walking forward.

“We can’t
allow you to fight the power any longer, Barsch,” Yumiere says,
with a gentle tone, “Every time you resist, you grow weaker. If
this continues… you’ll die. We’ll die, Barsch…”

I spin,
searching the group for an ally.

There, a
floating column of darkness broken by a single golden eye.

I reach out
towards the void. However, for the first time the void shies away
from my touch.

“Even you?”
I ask, feeling betrayed.


“Regrettably, I agree with the manifestations. Your death must
be avoided at any cost. Even if that cost is your soul…”

As one, they
came towards me.

“TRAITORS!”
he cries, but inwardly I know the truth.

I can’t keep
running from myself. I can’t keep fighting against what I am.


“Abomination,” says Ashe, as she changes shape and flows into my
left hand.

“THROUGH
FIRE!” I scream, desperate to stop this.

But the
manifestations do not flinch. I can feel it. I can feel their
resolution. It is stronger than steel and heavier than lead.

“That won’t
work anymore, murderer,” confirms Kain, as he wraps his hands
around my neck.

“Warrior,”
says Lanista, as it shifts form and leaps into my right
hand.

“Void Made
Flesh,” says the Void, as it crawls into my soul.


“Sacrifice,” says Rigel, as he places his small hands on my
right leg.


“Worldkiller,” says the Unknown Woman, as she places her hand on
my left shoulder.

Finally,
Yumiere approaches me, wearing a look of sorrow.

“Please…
don’t do this…” I beg.

“Forgive
me,” she replies, before closing the distance.

“Saviour,”
she says, completing the ritual, as she places her hand over my
heart.

A moment
later, they vanish, along with the glade.

I am left
floating amongst the void. Beneath me, tinting the darkness is an
ocean of violet light. It rises to meet me.

I do not
resist it…

*

Barsch opened
his eyes.

Immediately he
knew that something had changed.

The power,
always a vague feeling in the back of his mind now filled his body
with light and strength.

He stood, as
if for the first time.

Looking down,
he caught sight of his reflection in a half-melted shard of
glass.

A man with
blonde hair and violet eyes looked back at him.

It was
done.

“Normal is as
normal be… but I’m not normal… I’m just me…” he
whispered.

Glancing up,
he found the Ascended army staring at him.

Well, if his
ghosts wanted him to be a monster… then why not let the rest of the
world see it too…

Summoning the
power, he let it move freely. He did not care what shape it took or
what damage it caused. He simply opened the door and got out of its
way.

Three-hundred
and nine seconds later, the army was no more.

*

“Barsch?” Alza
asked, staring at him with wide eyes.

Slowly, as if
he were rising from a yearlong coma, Barsch came to his senses. As
he did so he caught sight of his reflection. For a moment it looked
as if his eyes were glowing red.

He blinked,
and they returned to the new normal: pure violet.

Shaking his
head, he felt the echo of Kain’s laughter gradually fade away.

“I’m me, Alza…
not Kain…” Barsch replied, knowing what her worry was.

“Yes, but
for how much longer?” a deviant part of him thought before
disappearing.

He glanced
around the plaza as if he were seeing it for the first time. There
were bodies… everywhere.

“Kain did
this. Not me,” he thought, knowing that only that belief would
keep him sane.

Relatively
speaking, of course.

He took a step
towards Alza and stumbled. Had he ever felt this tired in his
life?

After a
moment’s hesitation she reached out and stabilized him. Through
their contact he could feel her body.

She was
shaking in fear.

“I won’t
become like him, I promise,” he said, as she led him away from the
carnage he had wrought.

“No, I’ll
become a lot worse…”

*

Alza glanced
at the stranger leaning on her petite frame.

She tried to
forget what she had seen.

She tried to
forget the abomination wielding fire and blade, cutting down
soldier after soldier.

But most of
all she tried to forget the maniacal laughter which reminded her
all too much of her slain brother.

She tried, but
she did not succeed.

*

“Halt!” cried
a familiar voice from the plaza.

Ivan Bukriek,
the last soldier, slowly got to his feet. His grey hair had been
turned crimson and he swayed as he stood, but he stood
nonetheless.

“I don’t know
what kind of trick you pulled homeworlders, but I won’t let you
destroy my home any further!” he shouted, drawing a pistol and
aiming it squarely at Barsch’s head.

“Michael is
the one who wants to destroy this place!” Alza shot back,
exhaustion giving her voice a weary edge, “We are simply trying to
stop him!”

“Lies! Michael
told me that Eden abandoned us! He told me that its people then
went on to destroy themselves through pollution and war! Humanity
has no future here or there!”

“The only liar
around here is Michael,” Alza spat, “How many people has he killed
in order to create his so-called utopia? How many people has he
made you kill?”

The pistol
dropped by a fraction of an inch.

Doubt sped
across Ivan’s face.

“It’s too
late… Michael cannot be opposed… He cannot be stopped. You think
you’ve won by defeating his men? By defeating me? No… He always has
a backup plan…”

“Then help us!
You know that serving him is wrong!”

“I-

“Dad?” came a
new voice. Amori’s voice.

She approached
the plaza cautiously, eyeing the destruction. Her companions limped
behind her, covered in wounds.

She had left
with nine.

She returned
with three.

“Amori?” Ivan
replied, confusion painted across his blood-spattered face. His
pistol fell to the ground with an audible clang.

“Dad… please…
stop this…” Amori said, tears forming in her eyes as she approached
her father.

“Amori, you
know that it’s not that simple…” Ivan replied, confusion replaced
by anguish, “You don’t know the things that he forced me to do…
It’s too late for me to change…”

“It’s never
too late…” Amori said, getting closer, “I believe that, and so did
mom… right until her last moment. Please… come back to me…”

Ivan took a
step forward, saying, “Amori… I-

“Engaging
hostiles!” a new voice called.

Glancing up
Barsch saw that more reinforcements had arrived.

Hundreds of
them.

“Sir!” one of
the Ascended called, before racing forward to secure Ivan. He
hesitantly allowed the soldier to drag him away from the battle.
His eyes, however, never left Amori.

Shaking her
head, Amori grabbed Barsch’s arm and said, “Come on, we need to get
out of here! Hilda has taken the Excelsis!”

Dodging
gunfire, they turned and ran, away from the carnage he had
created.


Chapter XVIII: A Contest of Wills

In which forgiveness
must be earned…






23 Years Ago






Personal Log
of Michael Edenbrook, Day 6812

Today was
supposed to be a triumph for Tartarus.

Today the
second wave of colonists was supposed to arrive.

But the skies
are empty.

Even after
receiving that message all those years ago, I held onto hope. I
believed that it had been sent in error, or that they might change
their minds.

But I was a
fool.

In a few
minutes, I’ll address the population. I will tell them the
truth.

My truth.

That the
U.N.O.E betrayed us. That no help is coming. That we are on our
own.

I will tell
them that we do not need assistance from some speck of blue amongst
the stars. If we work together, we can make Tartarus into the
paradise I’ve always wanted.

Secondary
Voice Detected. Adding conversation to log.

“Daddy, who
are you talking to?”

“Ah, Jacen my
boy, did I wake you?’

“No, I
couldn’t sleep… Mommy was crying again…”

“I’m sorry,
Jacen. She did not take the news well.”

“So they
really aren’t coming?”

“No, Jacen,
they’re not. They abandoned us, just like I said that they
would.”

“But that’s
not fair! You told me that when we do bad things we should be
punished!”

“Yes. And I
meant what I said. In the end, we all get what we deserve. One day
Eden and its people will be judged for the crimes they have
committed.

“But… who will
judge them?”

“We will, my
child. Together, we will bring about judgement on all those who
wronged us. One day, you and I will get what we deserve.”

“But… what if
you’re wrong?”

“I am never
wrong, Jacen. That is a lesson that you must learn. In the end… I
always win.”

*

The Present



The journey to
the Excelsis was a sombre one.

Luckily,
thanks to the Diggers tunnels, it was also a rather quick one.

They emerged
to a scene of chaos. On one side of the hangar a group of Diggers
were forming a long queue, waiting for their chance to board the
colony ship. Others were dashing to and fro, barking orders and
checking equipment. The Excelsis, situated in the centre of
the second largest dome on Tartarus after Ascent, loomed above. The
ship had a rough wedge shape, with a wide engine bank and a narrow
cockpit. According to Amori it measured three thousand seven
hundred feet from cockpit to engines, one thousand six hundred feet
across at its widest point and one thousand two hundred feet from
landing gear to highest point.

It was a
behemoth, and it would save them all.

A nearby
Digger directed them to board through the crew elevator, allowing
them to skip the line. Once aboard, they found out that the
Excelsis’ designers had been particularly fond of white and
red. Cold, angular corridors branched off in every direction.
Following the general flow of people, they passed through several
rooms.

Engineering
stations.

Crew
quarters.

Mess
halls.

The only thing
they all had in common was that they were filled with Diggers
frantically checking every inch of the ship for faults. If they
missed even a single issue, the ship could find its first flight in
decades over before it even began.

Travelling
further they eventually arrived at the cavernous cockpit. Inside
were dozens of Diggers scurrying back and forth as they
familiarized themselves with the controls on display. From what
Amori had told them, they had spent years practicing with mock-ups
in Frostmount in preparation for this day. But a matter-printed
control panel and the real thing were different things. If they
messed up, there was no second chance.

Moving
forward, they found Hilda seated in the captain’s chair, situated
on an elevated dais from where she could see everything. Her left
arm was in a sling and she had a bandage around her waist. Clearly
taking the hangar hadn’t been easy, even with most of the guards
gone.

“We’ve almost
completed our pre-flight checks,” a Digger said, addressing her
leader, “Thankfully the Ascended had already done the majority of
the preparations necessary for launch. I have also confirmed that
our fuel tanks are full and our life support is functioning
normally."

“Excellent,”
replied Hilda, looking happy for the first time since Barsch had
met her, “And what of the cryostasis pods?”

“All of them
are functioning without any problems. We have started a census of
the colonists on-board but so far it seems that everyone is
accounted for.”

“Good. Once we
make landfall we’ll start defrosting them a handful at a time.”

“And the
Ascended we captured when we took the hangar?”

Hilda thought
for a moment before replying, “Place them in cryostasis as well.
Once things have settled down we’ll take them out one at a time.
Without Michael’s influence and with no other alternatives I am
confident that they will come to see the errors of their ways and
repent.”

“I will give
the order,” the Digger responded before turning and walking
away.

Seizing on
this, Barsch and Alza approached the dais.

Upon noticing
them, Hilda’s smile widened and she exclaimed, “And here come our
homeworld heroes!”

Her
exclamation caused a smattering of applause and hollering from the
assembled Diggers that made Barsch blush. He wasn’t used to being
recognized for his efforts, after all.

“How are
things this side?” he asked instead, to cover up his
embarrassment.

“Good. The
Excelsis is almost ready to launch. All that’s left is
Michael.”

Turning to a
nearby Digger she said, “Alright, let’s open up a line.”

A moment later
a large screen descended from the ceiling. The picture blurred for
a moment and when it cleared it showed the monster himself.

Michael
Edenbrook, The Tyrant of Tartarus, looked back at them.

He should have
been upset. He should have been angry. He should have been
shouting.

He should have
known that he was beaten.

Instead, he
was smiling.

That was so
much worse…

*

“Hi there,
honey,” he said, addressing Hilda.

“Go to hell,”
Hilda spat.

“Oh, you want
us to get re-married?” Michael chuckled.

“Enough games.
We have the Excelsis. You’ve lost, Michael.”

Michael leaned
forward, eyes gleaming in the dim light of what looked like an
office, “Is that so?”

“Yes. Order
the Ascended to surrender to my people.”

“Is that all
you want, dear?” Michael replied, smile widening.

“No. I want
you to put a stop to this madness. Use Angel to change our
course.”

Michael
thought for a moment.

“Hmm… No.”

Hilda took a
deep breath before replying, “Very well.”

Glancing down,
she spoke to a nearby Digger, “Prepare to launch as soon as the
last of our people have been secured on-board.”

“Yes, go ahead
and try to run,” Michael said, as he reached into his desk drawer,
“But I’m afraid you won’t get very far.”

Raising his
hand, he brandished a white, thin, card-like object.

“No…” Hilda
breathed, clearly recognizing it.

“What is it?”
Alza asked.

“The
Excelsis’ starter chip. Without it inserted we can’t
activate the engines…”

Shit.

“That’s
right,” Michael laughed, “Without this, you aren’t going anywhere.
Now it is my turn to offer an ultimatum. I will arrive at the
hangar with my Ascended in exactly one hour. If the entrance
remains sealed, I will have no choice but to attack. I guarantee
you that I will slaughter anyone who gets in my way. Men, women
and… children.”

Hilda
flinched. In an instant, her triumph had evaporated like the
morning dew.

“However, if
you open the entrance and surrender to my people, I will allow you
to come with us. Together, we will leave this cursed system and
travel to a new home, one free from such petty strife. You have one
hour to decide, Hilda. Surrender and live, or resist and die.”

*

Hilda said
nothing for a long time.

Every soul in
the cockpit was watching her.

Waiting for
her judgement.

Eventually,
with a tortured expression, she announced, “Open the hangar
doors.”

“No!” Amori
shouted.

“He’s right,
Amori,” Hilda rebuked, “Without the starter chip the
Excelsis is useless. Those blast doors are sturdy, but
Michael will break through them before we reach the zone of no
return.”

“So why don’t
we go and get the starter chip?” Alza asked, causing every set of
eyes to fall upon her.

Hilda sighed
as she said, “Look, you aren’t from here, so you wouldn’t
understand. Michael is currently in his office. His office is
located in Ascent… in the Founders Hall. Knowing him, he would have
pulled every last Ascended in to guard the place, on top of the
defences he had installed when the war started. Its impenetrable,
even for the two of you.”

“We can still
try!” Barsch exclaimed.

“No. I can’t
risk angering Michael any further. This isn’t just causing a
distraction in a plaza, this is a full on assault of a heavily
fortified building. No… the best chance of saving my people is
surrendering to him,” Hilda replied, with a look of defeat.

“I refuse,”
said Amori, stepping forward, “I would rather die fighting him out
there than sit here and wait for him to kill us in here.”

“You heard
him!” Hilda snapped, “If we surrender, he will spare us!”

“And everyone
on Eden will die…” Barsch said.

Hilda glanced
at him.

“I’m sorry,
but I need to put the Diggers’ safety first.”

“Even after
everything he’s put us through!?! Even after he took Jacen from
us?!?” Amori screamed.

Hilda’s gaze
fell to the floor.

“Forgive me…
But I cannot risk everyone’s lives on a slim chance at success…”
she said, unable to meet the eyes of the woman who would have
become her daughter.

Barsch felt
the anger rise in his soul. No, it would be wasted on Hilda. She
was just trying to do what she thought was right.

And so would
he.

Taking a deep
breath, he announced, “Fine. I understand. But for me, Eden comes
first. I’m going to find Michael and one way or another, I will get
him to change his mind.”

With that,
Barsch turned and walked away.

He had made up
his mind.

*

Amori and Alza
caught up to him at the lift.

Before he
could even open his mouth they said, in perfect unison, “We’re
coming with you.”

“Thanks,” he
replied.

“So what’s
your plan?” Amori asked, as they took the lift down to the hangar
floor.

“Throw
everything we have at Michael, see if anything sticks.”

Amori looked
at him with a strange expression on her face. It seemed to be a mix
of loss and pride.

“You know,
Jacen said the same thing to me just before he went on the mission
to secure the communications station. I think… I think that the two
of you would have gotten along well.”

“I’m sorry…
about him,” Barsch said, “But if not for his sacrifice, we wouldn’t
have known about, well, any of this. Because of him, we have a
chance to save everyone…”

Amori smiled,
saying, “Thank you, Barsch. Now, we won’t save anyone by just
standing around. Let’s go and give Michael the worst day of his
life.”

*

The Founder’s
Hall dwarfed the other buildings of Ascent. Built with
matter-printed marble and reinforced with titanium alloy, it would
take an army to bring it down.

Barsch thought
about asking the army camped outside it, but judged that they would
probably say no.

From the looks
of it, Michael had called together every surviving Ascended and
told them to wait outside his front door. Collectively they
brandished enough weaponry to take over a small country.

And facing
them were three people.

With enough
weaponry to take over a small office.

This… was not
going to be easy.

“Ready?” Alza
asked, eyes already glowing with violet light.

“Ready,”
Barsch replied, feeling the power fill him to the brim.

Wait, he had
to know. Turning, he quickly sought out a reflective surface.
There, a statue made with polished chrome, depicting Sir Edward
Edenbrook. Squinting, he tried to glimpse his reflection.

And a man with
glowing violet eyes stared back.

Thank the
heavens.

“You okay?”
Alza asked with a concerned tone.

“Never
better,” he replied.

He wasn’t
becoming Kain.

Not yet.

Not ever.

Shaking his
head he started walking towards the encamped army.

“Come,
Ruination. Roar, Lanista,” he said, as both blades
sprung to life in his hands.

“Abomination!”
one of the Ascended screamed, pointing towards the boy running
towards them with a screaming sword and a burning blade.

“Finally,
someone gets it right,” Barsch thought, as he dove towards the
soldiers.

The first fell
to the wolfblade.

The second to
Ashe’s true form.

The third
through tenth were blasted away in a wave of telekinetic
energy.

And the rest…
The rest faced the flames of judgement.

Dodging a hail
of gunfire, Barsch leapt high into the air, propelled by rage and
ungodly power. Bringing Lanista and Ruination
together, he slammed the twin blades down, creating a flaming
shockwave that threw back his foes. Before they had time to
regroup, he picked up several of them with the power and flung them
outwards, towards their comrades. In moments he had created a
circle around him devoid of enemies.

They should
have fled.

But Michael
had trained them well.

They rushed
forward, covering one another and staying out of his line of sight.
In response he lashed out with his blades.

However, no
matter how many fell, there were always two more to replace the
fallen. It was not a battle that could be won.

For a brief
moment, he faltered. An Ascended took advantage of this to empty
his magazine into Barsch’s teenage body. Most of the bullets struck
his hastily-formed shield, but enough got through to deal some
damage.

“Heal!”
he thought, directing a portion of his power towards the injuries.
A moment later a violet wave washed over his exposed skin, wiping
away the injuries.

But the
healing had a greater cost than he had anticipated. He fell to his
knees, flaming sword evaporating as it hit the pavement.

Before he
could recover his strength, they were upon him. An Ascended kicked
Lanista out of his hands before grabbing the collar of his
suit.

“Try and heal
from this, abomination,” the soldier spat, placing his gun’s barrel
directly against Barsch’s blonde locks.

The barrel was
still hot enough to burn skin, but at that moment the pain seemed
far away. The power had left him. He could not save himself…

He had
failed.

Eden was
doomed.

Barsch closed
his eyes… for the last time.

“Dad… I’m
sorry…”

*

“LAY DOWN YOUR
WEAPONS!” a familiar voice screamed, creating an echoing
reverberation that swept across the area.

Barsch opened
his eyes.

Glancing up,
he saw the voice’s owner marching towards him.

Ivan Bukriek,
head of security and father to Amori. But in which capacity was he
now delaying Barsch’s death?

“Sir? Michael
ordered us to kill any Diggers who tried to attack the Founders
Hall,” the young soldier responded, sounding unsure.

“What is your
name, lad?” Ivan asked the uncertain soldier.

“Franc, sir,”
the young man replied.

“Well, Franc,
do these people look like Diggers to you?”

Franc looked
at them. He had probably fought against dozens of Diggers in his
time.

His gaze moved
from Alza to Barsch before he shrugged and said, “Um, not really,
sir.”

“Good
observation, Franc. They are indeed not part of the Diggers.”

“Um, sir, then
who are they?”


“Homeworlders,” Ivan replied, causing a gasp to emerge from Franc’s
lips and a general murmuring amongst the soldiers.

“So… what
should we do with them?” Franc asked, gesturing with his gun. It
was still uncomfortably close to Barsch’s face.

“Nothing,”
Ivan replied, moving the gun out of the way, “Michael will
undoubtedly want to deal with them personally.”

“Ah… I
understand,” Franc said, finally lowering his gun.

A heartbeat
later Barsch was dragged to his feet by several strong hands.
Looking around, he saw that Alza and Amori were receiving a similar
treatment. Miraculously they appeared to be mostly unharmed.

“Shall we
escort them to Michael’s office?” Franc asked, pointing with his
weapon.

“No need, I’ll
take them up myself. As for you and your companions, Michael has
ordered that you head for the Excelsis’ hangar.”

“But Sir, he’s
dangerous!” Franc said, pointing at Barsch.

“So am I,
lad,” Ivan replied, smiling an evil smile.

The young
soldier noticeably paled.

“Understood,
sir. Um, when we arrive at the hangar… what should we do?”

“Nothing.
Stand by and wait for further orders. Under no circumstances are
you to engage the Diggers, understood?”

A look of
confusion stole over the soldier’s fair features, but he nodded in
affirmation all the same.

“Good lad.
Now, be off with you. If there’s a single soldier standing here
when I get back there will be hell to pay.”

“Yes Sir!”
Franc squeaked, before dashing away to relay the orders.

Alza and Amori
approached cautiously, watching the departing army.

“I’m sorry,
Amori, I’ve been a fool…” Ivan said, as his daughter grew
closer.

“Yes, you
have. Now, let’s end this,” Amori replied, before hugging her
father tight.

A short while
later they climbed the stairs leading to the Founders Hall.

Together.

Michael’s
reckoning was finally at hand.


Chapter XIX: We Fall Together

In which a choice is
made…






18 Years Ago






Personal Log
of Michael Edenbrook, Day 8629

I put down my
first protest today.

A group of
youths gathered in the plaza, demanding that I step down and hand
over power to a democratically elected council.

Nonsense.

I know what
lies at the end of that road.

Tartarus will
become another Eden. Rotten. Polluted. War-torn.

I will not
allow my home to be ruined by democracy.

It seems as
though I must use a firmer hand if I want to corral the population.
And so I have gathered together a group of people who are
like-minded. People that I have groomed over the years, helping
them to realize that my methods are correct. People that are not
afraid to use force to impose order.

I call them
the Ascended, for they have risen above the petty moralities of
ordinary citizens. To them I grant power without equal. To them I
grant status unmatched. To them I grant absolution from sin.

They will
become my eyes and my ears.

And, if need
be, they will act as my fists, breaking down the proponents of
unrest.

This, sadly,
is a necessary evil.

Hilda,
naturally, sees things differently.

She calls them
my enforcers.

My
lackeys.

My army.

But if the
people would just stay quiet and do their jobs, there would be
nothing to enforce!

So I claim no
responsibility for any ‘atrocities’ the Ascended might commit in my
name.

If the people
don’t want to be forced to comply, then they should not wield force
against me.

This is my
vow.

Tartarus will
ascend ever higher on the backs of its people.

And if I must
break those backs first, then so be it…

*

The Present






“Why are you
helping us?” Barsch asked, as Ivan led them down passageway after
passageway.

“Because you
were right. Michael must be stopped,” Ivan replied.

“Thank you,
for helping us,” Amori said, walking side by side with her
father.

“I’m just
sorry I couldn’t come to my senses sooner. For years I’ve watched
Michael descend further into madness, but I convinced myself that
it was for the good of the colony. But now… his plan to devastate
our homeworld… I cannot sit by and let that happen. Thank you,
daughter, for opening my eyes.”

Amori squeezed
her father’s hand in response.

As they
walked, Barsch noticed a peculiarity in the building’s layout.

“It’s a maze,
isn’t it?” he asked, after they rounded what seemed like the
millionth corner.

“Good
observation,” Ivan replied, “Michael’s always been paranoid but
after the attack on Angel it got worse and he ordered several new
security measures. He made his office almost impossible to find in
order to thwart any would-be assassins. Additionally, he had
several secret escape routes installed. Hell, I don’t even know
where half of them lead.”

Ivan stopped
for a moment, pointing at an otherwise unremarkable section of
wall. Its only decoration was the Ascended’s symbol, a crimson
sphere.

“That one, for
example, marks a tunnel which leads to an escape pod.”

“Wait, Michael
has escape pods?” Barsch asked, confused.

“Yes, he had
them removed from the Excelsis and placed around the colony
in several secret locations. They’re equipped with their own
cryostasis chamber and on-board navigation system. They are
programmed to automatically take the user to a secure U.N.O.E site
on Eden, even if it takes the pod months to get there.”

Barsch
shivered.

Michael was a
tricky opponent. Kain and Mother, by comparison, had simply tried
to kill him outright.

“We’re almost
there, come on,” Ivan said, gesturing for them to follow him once
more.

*

A few minutes
later they arrived at a plain wooden door.

It hardly
seemed like an entrance befitting the leader of Tartarus.

Exactly as
Michael intended.

After
instructing the trio to stand back, Michael stepped up to the door
and laid his hand upon a slightly darker patch of wood.

“Handprint recognized. Welcome, Ivan Bukriek,” a digital
voice said, before the door swung open noiselessly.

Beyond was an
office fit for a king.

The first
thing that Barsch saw was a wall of oversized screens which covered
the far wall. On every screen a different image was displayed,
showing scenes from across the colony.

There, trapped
in its hangar, was the Excelsis.

On the screen
next to it was an unfamiliar sight. A white tower which reached
towards the apex of the surrounding dome. Glowing red lines crossed
the tower at odd angles, bathing the area in crimson light.

Angel. It had
to be.

“What is the
meaning of this, Ivan?” Michael asked, from his seat behind an
ornate marble desk.

“My soldiers
captured the homeworlders and a Digger attempting to break into the
Founders Hall. I thought that you would want to interrogate them
personally.”

Michael
stood.

There was
madness in his eyes.

He was wearing
a silver suit dressed with gold trim, looking as if he was about to
attend a fancy gala instead of about to witness the deaths of a
hundred million people.

“Well done,
Ivan!” Michael exclaimed, coming closer.

However, he
stopped in his tracks once he saw who he was dealing with.

“If that isn’t
little Amori?” he asked, “How saddening it is to see that you
couldn’t follow your father’s example and serve me. Now, do you see
where that choice has brought you?”

“Tartarus
deserved better than you,” Amori spat.

“Maybe, but it
got me instead. We all get what we deserve in the end, after
all.”

“Sir, it’s not
too late to end this,” Ivan said, gesturing to the screens showing
the chaos Tartarus had fallen into, “Why not use Angel to change
Tartarus’ course and spare Eden? We could still leave both worlds
behind and use the Excelsis to travel to a new home for our
people…”

Michael shook
his head, saying, “No. We can’t leave Eden unpunished. They
abandoned us! Left us to die out here in the darkness! I will not
run from this duty! I am the only one capable of carrying out their
judgement!”

“Sir…” Ivan
started.

“Enough! No
more questions! Tartarus is due to cross the zone of no return in
exactly one hour! I must depart for the Excelsis
immediately!” Michael said, brandishing the starter chip in his
left hand, “Now you can either execute the prisoners and join me,
or you can die here!”

Ivan
sighed.

And then he
pulled out his pistol, aiming it at his daughter.

“Dad?” Amori
asked, fear in her eyes.

“Do it,”
Michael said, almost gleefully.

“As you
command,” Ivan said, before turning the gun towards Michael and
pulling the trigger.

*


Click.

Nothing
happened.

Click. Click.
Click.

No bullets
emerged.

Michael still
stood.

“What the
hell?” Ivan said, looking mystified.

“Here, let me
show you how it’s done,” Michael announced, before drawing his own
weapon and firing it. Ivan dropped to the floor, screaming in
agony.

“DADDY!” Amori
cried, diving towards her father.

“You didn’t
really think that I would allow the Ascended’s weapons to be turned
against me, did you?” Michael said, laughing, “Now, for the rest of
you.”

A heartbeat
later he turned his weapon, aiming at Alza.

No.

The power
came, faster than ever before.

Not driven by
rage, or fear.

But by a
simple promise.

He would
protect her.

No matter
what.

The power
filled him

And he wasted
no time in using it. Stretching out his arms, he send a shockwave
which brought devastation to the office. Almost every screen
shattered as Michael was flung back, faster than he could react. He
hit the wall with a thud before sliding down into a
quivering heap.

He would be
bothering them no more.

“Amori…” Ivan
gasped, reaching for his daughter’s hand.

There was a
lot of blood. Maybe too much…

“No,” Alza
uttered, kneeling beside their fallen friend.

“Heal!” she
cried a moment later, sending a wave of violet energy into Ivan’s
sturdy frame.

For a few
tense seconds, everyone present held their breath.

And then, like
a phoenix rising from the ashes, Ivan sat up.

Feeling for
where the gaping wound should have been, he asked with an
incredulous tone, “What… what did you-

“Daddy!” Amori
interrupted, as she wrapped her arms around her father, tears of
relief replacing those of anguish.

With help from
Barsch, Ivan slowly got to his feet. He was wobbling slightly, but
his legs held firm.

“Thank you,
both of you,” he said, leaning on his daughter for support, “But
this isn’t over.”

Leaning down,
Barsch picked up the fallen starter chip. It was mercifully
undamaged.

“I know. If we
can’t change Tartarus’ course, Hilda intends to destroy Angel using
the Excelsis’ weapons. We need to do something before that
happens.”

“Fool,”
whispered a familiar voice layered with pain.

All four of
them turned to face Michael. He had somehow managed to stand,
although it looked like he was using all of his strength to stay
that way. He let out a wheezing laugh and continued, “The
Excelsis has no weapons. Hilda lied to you.”

“Then you’ll
have to change Tartarus’ course,” Barsch said, raising his hand,
“If you refuse, then I will do what I must to change your
mind.”

Torture wasn’t
in his repertoire, but if it meant saving Eden…

It was worth
the cost, he decided. And he would simply have to find a way to
live with that sin. Although he wouldn’t have to live with it for
very long if Michael failed.

“Go ahead, do
your worst,” Michael said, spitting blood, “No matter what you do,
I would rather die on Tartarus than live and spare Eden. This is my
conviction, and it cannot be broken.”

“We shall
see,” Barsch said, as the power filled him.

Michael should
have been afraid. Instead, he smiled and said, “Activate secret
security measure ‘Blackout’”

The room
instantly plunged into darkness.

“MICHAEL!”
Barsch screamed as he fired a ball of flame at the place the madman
had stood.

But he was too
late.

Michael had
vanished.

They had
failed… and Eden was doomed…


Chapter XX: On the Wings of Angels

In which they
ascend…






16 Years Ago






Personal Log
of Michael Edenbrook, Day 9352

They’ve turned
against me, just as I knew they would.

UNGRATEFUL
MONGRELS!!! The lot of them!

How dare they
accuse me of failing Tartarus!

I AM THE ONLY
ONE HOLDING TARTARUS TOGETHER!!!!

But these
people… these Diggers… believe otherwise. At first it was a
few scattered protests. So I sent the Ascended in to break them up
using whatever methods they deemed most effective.

Now, they
openly rebel against my orders.

And they are
growing more brazen by the day.

How long until
they come for me?

For my
family?

Fine. If it’s
a war they want, then it is a war that they shall receive.

If I must
paint these streets red with their blood, THEN SO BE IT!!

TARTARUS IS
MINE! AND I’M NOT HANDING IT OVER, NOT NOW, NOT EVER!!!

*

The Present






“DAMN IT!”
Barsch screamed, facing the spot where their only hope of saving
Eden had stood, just moments ago.

A moment later
power was restored to the office, fully illuminating the scene of
their failure.

“What do we do
now?” Amori asked, fear in her voice.

Barsch had no
answer.

Michael was
beyond their reach, and even if they somehow caught him again
Barsch knew that he would not have a change of heart.

What else
could they do, except the unthinkable…

“There is a
way…” Ivan whispered, still looking weak.

“Tell me,”
Barsch asked, lowering his arm. The power left him, and he felt
incomplete once more.

“I know the
override code Michael used to set Angel’s course…”

“How?”

“I was with
him, when he changed it… But that was a week ago… He might have
changed it again…”

“So why don’t
we go and check?”

Ivan shook his
head, saying, “Angel is heavily guarded and located far from here.
It’ll take half an hour to reach it… If you go there, you won’t be
able to make it back in time for the Excelsis’ launch. If
you fail… or if Michael changed the code… you’ll be trapped on
Tartarus.”

Barsch
hesitated for a moment.

He could still
survive this.

If he
abandoned Eden.

If he
abandoned Sanctuary.

No.

“I’ll go. Tell
me the code,” he said, with a grim determination.

Ivan told
him.

When Barsch
heard the words he shook his head in disbelief and said
“Unbelievable…”

“I know. I
think… he still felt guilty, despite everything he did.”

“Good,” Barsch
said, squaring his shoulders.

“Wait,
shouldn’t we speak to Hilda first?” Amori suddenly asked, before
moving around Michael’s desk, “We should be able to establish a
connection to the Excelsis from here.”

Leaning
forward, she pressed a few keys on a hidden keyboard. An instant
later the last intact screen buzzed and sprang to life, displaying
the weary face of Hilda Sovnt.

“I don’t
believe this…” she said, as she stared back.

*

“Amori?” Hilda
asked, voice filled with disbelief.

“I’m here,
Hilda. We made it to Michael’s office and confronted him but he
escaped. However, we were able to secure the starter chip.”

“Excellent!”
Hilda cried, pumping her uninjured arm, “Return to the
Excelsis immediately! We don’t have much time left to launch
if we want to retreat to a safe distance.”

Barsch stepped
forward, saying, “Hilda, Michael told us the truth about the
Excelsis. We know that you can’t use it to destroy
Angel.”

Hilda paused
for a moment.

With guilt in
her eyes she said, “Yes, that’s right.”

“You lied to
us.”

“I did what I
had to. I needed your help to get the Excelsis.”

“And that’s
all you cared about, right?” Barsch said, feeling his anger
rise.

Hilda did not
return his gaze as she replied, “The Diggers are all I have left,
Barsch. Their safety is my priority. Even if the Excelsis
had weapons, I still wouldn’t use them in case the resulting
destruction threatened the integrity of the ship.”

“You’d
sacrifice millions to save thousands?!?” Barsch asked.

“A million
strangers versus one Digger? Yes,” Hilda replied, with ice creeping
into her voice, “But you do not have to die for a lost cause! Come
with us! Michael may have been mad, but he wasn’t wrong about
finding a better world for us to inhabit!”

“You’re just
as bad as he is!” Barsch shot back.

He saw the
insult land.

But Hilda had
no counter.

“Yes, I
married him, after all. We were always similar in that one aspect.
Both of us will do whatever it takes to protect the things we care
about. I’m sorry, Barsch, but either return to the Excelsis
or stay on Tartarus.”

Barsch took a
deep breath.

“Fine.”

And then he
summoned all of his power and drove Ruination through the
last screen, shattering it.

*

“I’m going,”
he said, as the burning blade vanished in a burst of sparks.

“Barsch…”
Amori said, looking guilty.

“I know. Take
Ivan and the starter chip and head for the hangar. I don’t blame
you, Amori.”

“Sorry…” the
young woman replied, “I’ll speak to Hilda and try to convince her
to change her mind… Maybe we could take the Excelsis down to
Eden and try to save a few of your people?”

Barsch knew
that that plan was foolish, but he nodded all the same.

“Thank you,
now go, before it’s too late.”

Nodding, Amori
turned to leave, supporting Ivan’s tired frame.

Turning to
Alza, he said, “I think that you should go with them. The chances
of me being able to pull this off are slim to none. I can’t ask you
to risk your life on a slim chance of success."

“Barsch you
idiot,” Alza replied, smiling, “Every journey we’ve taken together
ends with one of us almost getting killed, but we don’t, because we
made a promise to one another. And… I’m only going to say this one
last time… if we rise, we rise together… and if this is where we
fall… then we do that together too.”

Barsch looked
into her violet eyes.

He saw her
conviction.

He knew that
she could not be swayed and a part of him didn’t even want to
try.

“All right,”
he said, “Together, no matter how this ends.”

Alza nodded,
and then the two of them left the office, heading towards their
end.

*

Barsch and
Alza left the Founder’s Hall in silence. Ivan and Amori, after
apologizing once more, left the area, heading towards the hangar.
Ivan had told them the fastest way to Angel, and had informed them
that he would tell the remaining Ascended to surrender to
Hilda.

And then they
were gone, and Barsch and Alza were on their own.

Just as they
had been when they arrived.

Barsch raised
his arm to check the screen on his suit. Dishearteningly it read,
“Thirty-Nine minutes remaining.”

They had
little time left.

And yet, as
they stepped out from the shadow of Michael’s former residence,
they were stopped in their tracks.

Eden filled
the sky above. They were close enough now to make out the
landmasses and oceans on its surface. It called to them, urging
them to come home.

For too long
they just stood and stared at it, as if moths approaching a
flame.

Finally, Alza
took Barsch’s hand and said, softly, “Barsch… we have to save
it…”

“Yeah… we
do.”

And that was
that.

Without any
further words they started running, moving as fast as their legs
would carry them.

*

“Dome 40:
Angel,” Barsch read, as he raced past the signage. They were
currently crossing Dome 39: Barbarous, which from the looks of
things had been used as the Ascended’s headquarters. But the place
was deserted now.

Apart from
them, of course.

Still, he
raced onward, heading towards his destiny. They were almost at the
end.

For a moment,
he thought about his father. It seemed like it had been a lifetime
since they had last seen each other. What was Lukas doing now?

For the first
time since arriving on Tartarus, Barsch felt homesick. And yet, a
part of him knew that the odds of him ever seeing Sanctuary again
were slim to none.

“Will he
mourn me?” Barsch thought, as he rushed forward, tears marking
his passage…

*

Far below, but
getting closer at an alarming speed, was Lukas La Tergan. He was
sitting in the firing seat of an enormous cannon, index fingers
wrapped around the triggers.

And his aim
was true.

Tartarus hung
in the sky, growing closer by the second.

He literally
couldn’t miss it.

And yet he
hesitated. In the way only a father can.

“Lukas, how
are things looking up there?” asked Sarah from her post at the
targeting sub-station. She was in charge of tracking Tartarus’
location and velocity in case anything changed.

“Everything is
reading green from my side, Sarah,” Lukas replied, feeling the
throbbing of the cannon through his seat.

“Good.
Remember, we only have one shot at this. Even with all of the
upgrades we’ve made over the last few days, the Artemis
Installations were never designed to shoot anything as big as
Tartarus.”

“Got it.”

Roshana, from
her position at the radar array, called out, “Lukas, I’m getting
readings of a major energy signature on Tartarus. Judging from the
type of energy emitted, I think that I’ve found the location of
their Gravity Well Generator. If we aim directly at it, there’s a
small chance we might be able to cause a chain reaction that could
shatter the planet.”

“I understand.
We might not be able to destroy Tartarus outright, but we can
definitely lessen the damage and save a couple million people.”

“Right. Well…
fire when ready I guess,” Roshana said, shrugging her
shoulders.

Lukas
tightened his grip. One squeeze and Artemis Installation 06 would
fire a magnetically accelerated plasma burst powerful enough to
vaporize asteroids. Against Tartarus however…

Please… let
his aim be true…

“Beginning
firing sequence,” he announced, feeling the energy build in the
cannon beneath him.

“Firing in
ten,” he said.

“Nine!”

“Eight!”

“Seven!”

And then
something happened. Something that he couldn’t explain.

Something that
he knew he would never be able to explain without sounding
insane.

He felt a hand
on his shoulder. The same hand that had guided him through life for
years. The same hand which had held him as a child.

“You know
what to do, m’boy…”

The voice came
with the wind and left just as quickly.

“Th-
three…”

“Two…”

No…

“Aborting
firing sequence…” he said, mostly to himself.

Looking up at
the dwarf planet, he smiled.

“I trust you,
Barsch… You won’t let us down…”

*

Angel towered
over them.

They had made
it, with eleven minutes to spare.

Not much time
with which to save the world, but they had to try.

Stepping
forward, things immediately became more complicated.

“Warning, intruders detected!” called a robotic voice,
“Activating anti-personnel auto-cannons! Termination
will occur if the area is not vacated in ten seconds!”

While a dozen
man-sized cannons emerged from various hidden compartments around
Angel’s exterior, Barsch was already drawing upon the power.
Glancing to the side, he saw the glow in Alza’s eyes and knew that
she was doing the same.

“Together?”
she said, reaching for his hand, just as the automated countdown
reached zero.

“Together,” he
replied, taking her slim hand and holding it tightly. Instantly he
felt her power begin to meld with his own, a lake becoming an
ocean.

And a storm
was brewing.

Raising their
free hands, they summoned a shield of hardened air into existence.
The construct, however, was not their usual frail affair.

It was formed
from innumerable layers stacked atop each other, each one a
slightly different hue as the light beyond was warped and twisted.
Barsch could feel every layer separately, but combined they became
greater than the sum of their parts.

A part of him
wondered what would happen if they could create such a barrier
around Eden. Would Tartarus even leave a dent?

But no, that
level was beyond even them… although one day, he would like to
try…

As soon as the
shield’s last layer came into existence, the auto-cannons started
firing, sending shell after shell at the hemispherical dome that
was the only thing keeping them from death.

Barsch felt as
each layer was gradually stripped away before the might of the
cannon-fire.

Not yet…

Just a little
longer.

Only a few
layers remained between them and the thousands of rounds, any of
which could end them.

And yet the
shield held.

Finally, the
roar of the auto-cannons died down. For a moment, silence ruled
unopposed. But as soon as the cannons cooled down the chaos would
return.

Barsch and
Alza had no intention of allowing that to happen. Instead they took
hold of the innermost layer, pouring violet energy into the thin
shell.

“Now!” Alza
cried, as they released every remaining layer simultaneously. The
spent shells hung in the air for a millisecond before the resulting
shockwave of violet energy sent them back to their origins… with
interest.

The
twice-fired bullets struck the cannons with double the force they
had left with, shredding them to pieces.

Two minutes
after the cannons first fired, they were no more.

“Come on!”
Barsch cried, as they raced towards Angel’s entrance, hand in
hand.

*

Seven minutes
and thirty seconds later, they reached the command station on the
top floor. Their chests were heaving and Barsch saw black spots in
his vision, but they refused to stop and rest.

Directly
before them lay a large screen which currently showed details of
Angel’s operations and Tartarus’ projected course. It was still
aimed directly at Eden.

But not for
long.

“Angel,
prepare to change course!” Barsch shouted, facing the screen.

“Welcome back, Michael,” a voice called, sounding eerily
calm despite the devastation it was about to cause, “Please speak your override code in order to change any
vectors.”

Taking a deep
breath, Barsch prayed that Michael had not changed his mind.

“Override
code: Forgive me… Jacen,” he said, hoping with all his heart.

Nothing
happened.

And then…

“Override code accepted. Please state your new
target.”

Barsch looked
at Alza.

She looked
back at him.

Somehow
Tartarus’ new target had never come up in conversation, despite all
of their efforts to change it.

“I don’t know
orbital theory well enough to choose a location around Eden that
won’t endanger the planet in the future,” he admitted.

“Then… how
about the Moon? It’s large enough to absorb the blow and nobody
would be endangered?”

“NO!” Barsch
shouted, surprising himself.

Something
inside him told him that the Moon was off-limits.

It was…
precious to him, and he didn’t know why.

“Not… the
Moon,” he added, when Alza’s confused gaze fell on him, “Um…
fragments from the collision could still make their way to Eden and
rain down on the surface, killing thousands. We need a way to keep
Eden safe, forever…”

But Alza had
no more suggestions to make.

Closing his
eyes, Barsch scoured his mind for a solution.

“Think!
We’re so close! Anywhere will do, as long as Eden is safe!”

And then the
words came. They must have been lurking in his mind, ever since his
return to Sanctuary. Suddenly, he knew what must be done.

Worldkiller,
they had called him. Well, it was time to earn that title.

“The world
will burn…” he eventually whispered, facing Alza.

He saw the
understanding dawn in her eyes. She nodded.

She too knew
what must be done.

Turning back
to the screen, he steeled himself and said, “Angel… target the
Sun.”

*

“New target received. Sol intersect plotted. Preparing to
engage Gravity Well Generator.”

Barsch sighed.
It had to be done.

Tartarus was
beyond salvation. Perhaps he had known all along…

“Error!” the voice called, calm tone vanishing instantly,
“Tartarus is too close to Eden to change course.
Forgive me.”

NO!

“Please, can’t
you do something?!?” Alza cried.

“Calculating. Calculating. Calculations Complete. Oh
dear...”

“What?” Alza
asked.

“There is a way. But it is not easy…”

“Tell us!”
they shouted in perfect unison.

“The destination you have selected can only be reached by
overcharging the entire gravity generation system. In order to
generate the massive amount of gravitons required to change course
and overcome Eden’s gravity, the generator will enter a meltdown
state. Doing so will reduce the accuracy of the graviton localizer
by a factor of ten, which will result in randomized gravitational
anomalies across Tartarus. Do you still wish to proceed with the
new target?”

“YES!” they
said in perfect unison.

“Understood. Overcharging all systems. Please evacuate the
tower as soon as possible, as the area will become unstable.
Farewell, Michael, may you find paradise.”

With that, the
screen shut down.

It was
done.

Eden was
saved… and all it had cost was the lives of two children.


Chapter XXI: Deus Ex Machina

In which they face
their end…
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Personal Log
of Michael Edenbrook, Day 11 555

For the first
time since the war began, I hesitated. Before me were twenty
people, kneeling on the cold floor of the plaza.

Twenty
traitors.

Twenty
Diggers.

Twenty
lives.

Ivan stood
beside me, face drawn and emotionless. Up until this point, the
insurrection had been a far-off thing. A protest here or there, or
a raid on an outlying dome for resources.

But these
twenty sought to invade Ascent itself. They came here, hoping to
find me.

To kill
me.

They said that
they were part of a peace envoy, here to discuss a ceasefire.

But I and I
alone knew the truth.

Every single
one of them would have happily placed their hands around my neck
and squeezed.

No. I cannot
fall here. Tartarus needs me…

And I will not
fail my people.

So… I gave the
order, and Ivan, after a moment’s weakness, carried it out.

Twenty shots
rang out today, in the plaza.

But I know
now, what I am willing to sacrifice for my dream.

Twenty today,
but how many tomorrow?

Well… as many
as it takes… until they learn to submit…

*

Lukas stared
at Tartarus with eyes unblinking. The sight of it filled his
immediate future.

In a few
moments, it would enter the upper atmosphere. Shortly after that,
it would impact the planet, and everything would become fire and
ash.

“Barsch… I’m
sorry…” he whispered.

And then
something changed.

Even before he
heard the instruments below change their tune, he felt a change in
the air.

No… it
couldn’t be…

“THEY DID
IT!!!” Sarah suddenly cried, staring at her monitor, “TARTARUS HAS
CHANGED COURSE!!!”

A heartbeat
later, she raced over to Roshana and, without hesitation, kissed
the young woman deeply. After a moment’s confusion, Roshana kissed
her back with equal passion.

Lukas chuckled
to himself as he turned away from the scene of new love. Pride,
fear and joy flooded his mind, but that could not overwhelm the
love he felt in his heart.

Facing the
sky, he fancied that he could see Tartarus recede ever so
slightly.

With a hearty
laugh he faced the retreating world and loudly exclaimed, “WELL
DONE, MY BOY!!!”

And then, in a
much quieter voice, he whispered, “Now please… come home
safely…”

*

The tower
shook as Angel fought to change course. Sparks flew from every
screen as the ground beneath them rumbled and shuddered.

“Let’s go,”
Barsch said, taking Alza’s hand.

Before she
could reply, however, the screen before them buzzed to life once
more.

“What
now?!?” he thought, wondering what the next problem would
be.

But it wasn’t
a problem.

It was
Hilda.

*

“Barsch, Alza,
thank goodness!” she exclaimed. Standing beside her was Amori and
Ivan, looking exhausted but otherwise unharmed.

“We’ve managed
to redirect Tartarus,” Alza announced.

“Incredible!”
Hilda replied, “We’re currently holding orbit around Eden. We
managed to convince all of the Ascended to board and we currently
have them in cryostasis.”

“I’m happy to
hear that, Hilda. Is Michael aboard?”

Hilda paused
for a moment before shaking her head, “No, as far as I know he’s
still on Tartarus.”

“I see…”

Hilda looked
uncomfortable as she continued, “Barsch… Alza… I’m so sorry for
lying to you… and for doubting you… but nothing has changed.
Tartarus is moving away too quickly… we won’t be able to get to you
in time… I’m sorry…”

Her words
stung, but he had already prepared himself to hear them.

“We
understand, Hilda. As long as Eden is safe…”

Hilda had no
response. What could she say to that?

Ivan, however,
had words to say.

“Wait, there’s
still a way!” he said, snapping his fingers, “If you can reach one
of Michael’s escape pods, you can jettison off Tartarus. It will be
a bumpy ride, but we can bring you aboard as soon as you’re clear
of the planet.”

Hope flared in
Barsch’s heart.

“But we don’t
know where the nearest pods are!”

“Thankfully, I
do. Head to Dome 41: Gigas and head towards the building at the
centre of the dome. It’s a power generation station for Angel and
in the building’s basement are several escape pods. I asked Michael
to put them there in case the station ever went critical.”

“Gigas,
basement, got it!” Barsch replied.

“Good lu- Ivan
started, before the screen suddenly died.

Together, they
left the room, holding onto one last hope.

*

Michael limped
along the secret corridor, trying to stay awake. There was so much
pain… But he couldn’t fall here.

Not until he
had his revenge… on the ones who had ruined everything…

Glancing up,
he saw the end of his journey. A crimson symbol marked the door
before him, which opened at a single touch. Beyond lay a small,
featureless room containing a single escape pod and a computer.

For what he
had planned, however, it was more than enough.

Limping over
to the computer, he entered his code and started pulling up the
escape pod mainframe. All it took was a few simple keystrokes to
enact his revenge.

There… it was
done.

Vision
dimming, he dragged his broken body over to the escape pod and
crawled inside. It was barely bigger than an adult human and
consisted of little more than a cryostasis component, a curved
piece of glass allowing the occupant a view of the outside world,
and a rudimentary navigation and propulsion system. Given enough
time, however, it could take him anywhere.

“Launch…” he
whispered, as the darkness finally took hold of him. He was aware
of some rumbling above him, but he wasn’t awake enough to do
anything about it.

The cryostasis
would only activate once he was clear of the planet, so at least he
would have a nice view as he watched his enemies perish…

“Launching!” the on-board computer said with a cheery
voice.

A moment later
the engines ignited and he was propelled a thousand feet into the
air. The darkness was closing in on him when he saw it.

A sphere of
crimson energy twenty feet across, directly in his path.

He could do
nothing to avoid it.

He tried to
scream, but the darkness swallowed his words, and all fell
still…

*

Another
gravity well opened above them as they ran. This one must have been
fifty feet across and bubbled like an angry ocean god.

“Come on,
we’re almost there!” Barsch screamed, helping Alza to navigate the
shifting landscape. Pieces of Tartarus were being flung in every
direction as innumerable gravity anomalies formed and disappeared
around them.

They had been
lucky enough to avoid them thus far, but Barsch knew that their
luck wouldn’t hold out forever.

Hell, he was
surprised it had stayed for as long as it had…

“There!” he
shouted, pointing at the power generation station. It was a low,
flat building painted grey and black. It did not look like their
salvation, but he couldn’t afford to be picky.

Without
wasting any time, they hurried inside.

Barsch didn’t
stop to take in any details of the station or its components. All
he cared about was the door marked ‘Basement’.

Mercifully the
stairwell beyond took only seconds to traverse and they were soon
standing in a circular room. Six escape pods, angled slightly
relative to the floor, awaited them.

Barsch would
have wept, if he had the time.

And then
everything went to hell.

Again.

“Override command received. Mass evacuation protocols
activated. All pods are currently –error, parameters changed- full.
Launching all pods! Please stand clear.”

“NO!” Barsch
screamed, but there was nothing he could do. A second later the
room was filled with noise and dust as all six engines activated,
sending their last chance shooting off into space.

“No…” he
repeated, sinking to the cold concrete floor.

Alza,
wordlessly, wrapped her arms around him.

He felt tears
on his cheek, and he didn’t know who they belonged to.

It was
over.

*

“Barsch, what
happened!” a voice called from a nearby screen. Glancing up, Barsch
wiped away the tears.

Hilda’s
worried face stared back at him.

“We’re reading
multiple launches from the surface. It looks as if every escape pod
has activated simultaneously! Please… tell me you secured one
before that happened!”

He stood. It
seemed to take an age.

Time was…
moving slowly.

He couldn’t
think. All he could feel… was his death approaching.

“Michael… It
must have been him… He launched all of the escape pods… But… we’re
still on Tartarus…”

“No…” Hilda
breathed, shock warping her pretty features.

“There’s…
nothing more that you can do here… Head to Eden… find a safe place
to land…”

“Barsch…”
Amori added, tears in her eyes, “I’m so sorry…”

“It’s… it’s
okay. We knew that this might happen. We-

Barsch looked
at Alza.

She said
nothing, and yet he understood every word.

“We have no
regrets. Please… go…”

“Barsch… Alza…
We will never forget this… You saved us… all of us…”

“Just… promise
me one thing… if you ever come across a town called Sanctuary…
you’ll tell them about us. Lukas La Tergan, Nathan and Sybil Atré,
the Judai… tell them… that we’re sorry… tell them… that we would do
it again… and that we love them…”

Hilda nodded,
not trusting her words.

“We’ll tell
them,” Ivan said, speaking for her, “We’ll tell them
everything.”

“Thank you…
and goodbye…” Barsch said. A moment later, the screen went
dark.

Turning, he
stretched out his hand to Alza.

“Alza… let’s
go… I don’t want to die in the dark…”

*

They left the
station in silence. There were no words left to be said. Outside,
they witnessed the destruction the gravity wells had caused. The
dome was cracked in a dozen places, and it looked like it would
collapse at any moment.

So they walked
over to the nearest airlock, and stepped inside.

A few seconds
later, they found themselves on the surface of Tartarus. It’s
blood-red soil was the only thing visible for miles, and yet, to
Barsch’s eyes it was the most beautiful thing in the world.

With thirty
minutes of oxygen remaining, they walked forward, hand in hand.

Their
destination didn’t matter.

Only the
journey remained…

*

Twenty-five
minutes later, Barsch sunk to his knees. They had found a hill from
which they had a view of the colony. As they watched another dome
collapsed, shards flying in every direction. Gravity wells popped
into existence everywhere they looked, tearing the colony
apart.

It was pretty,
in a chaotic kind of way.

“Barsch…” Alza
whispered. He could see the fear in her beautiful violet eyes.

“I know…” he
replied.

They had
finally reached the red beach.

Glancing up he
sought out Eden. It was still large in the sky, but it was receding
with every passing minute. Soon, it would disappear from view.

And so would
they…

Barsch closed
his eyes. For a moment, he saw the ghosts of his soul.

Kain, Ashe,
Lanista, Yumiere, Rigel, the Unknown Woman. They stood in
the glade, heads bowed as if in prayer.

They had
nothing more to say.

Only the Void,
oddly enough, was missing.

Why?

Opening his
eyes, Barsch gently lowered himself to the floor. It was getting
harder to breathe and he didn’t want to spend his last few minutes
struggling. Alza, after a moment, joined him.

Together they
stared at the scenery before them. The peacefulness of the void
juxtaposed with the chaos of the faltering colony.

He was dimly
aware of his oxygen reserves slowly disappearing. What had
Charlotte said? That death was just like falling asleep, except
that he would never wake up again?

Well… he was
already feeling pretty sleepy… and the red dirt below him did look
pretty comfortable…

Now… what was
the right thing to say here?

Ah… yes…

“Alza… I’m
sorry that I got you dragged into this mess…”

“Barsch- she
started.

“However… I
honestly don’t think that I could have done this without you… I’m
glad… that you stayed with me… until the end…”

“Of course,”
Alza replied, squeezing his hand and flashing a smile that made his
heart race, “I made a promise, didn’t I?”

Barsch
nodded.

They had
protected each other, right until the end.

Opening his
mouth, he said, “Alza… you might as well know… For the longest
time, I’ve-

“Barsch!” she
suddenly exclaimed, causing him to falter. She was staring at
something above them. Following the direction of her gaze, he
sought out the thing that was disturbing their last time
together.

There,
glinting in the sunlight, was a ship.

And it was
getting closer.

*

The craft,
barely bigger than a truck, dove towards them, dodging gravity
wells with unnatural ease. It twirled and spun, sliding across the
sky and turning at strange angles just in time to avoid the crimson
spheres which shouldn’t have been possible.

A few seconds
later, it was above them, powerful thrusters keeping it aloft.
Slowly, it descended, kicking up enough red dust to obscure
Barsch’s vision. By the time the dust settled, the ship had
landed.

It looked…
familiar…

“You don’t
think- Alza began, but she was interrupted by a pneumatic hiss as
the craft’s rear ramp unfolded.

The ship’s
rear hatch then slid open, revealing a very welcome figure.

“I must apologize for my tardiness but you didn’t exactly make
yourselves easy to find,” said Maloch, their eternal
saviour.


Chapter XXII: The Darkness Within

In which they fall…






One Month Ago






Personal Log
of Michael Edenbrook, Day 15 328

I’ve made my
decision.

Tartarus… the
colony… has failed.

I tried… I
tried so hard to make it a utopia…

But now I see
my folly. This world… this barren planet… was never going to become
my paradise. And so, I have turned my eyes to the void. Out there,
amongst the billions of stars, there must a better place than
this.

A true
utopia.

And I will
find it.

I have a ship.
I have a loyal crew. I have conviction.

Soon, we will
leave this world, in search of a better one. But I will not leave
Tartarus to simply float amongst the void forever.

No, this place
is a monument to my failings.

It must be
destroyed.

And Eden and
her people must be punished. If not for the U.N.O.E, we would have
succeeded! So here I stand, and here I pass my judgement.

For the crimes
of abandoning this world… and for the crime of ruining their own… I
sentence them to death.

Tomorrow, I
will head to Angel. It shall be my weapon against the sins of man.
It shall be the one to carry out my judgement.

No more Eden.
No more Tartarus.

Yes… the
future is growing brighter already…

And, the best
part… there is absolutely no one on Tartarus strong enough to stop
me…

*

The Present






Terra stood on
the tallest peak on Eden. Here, amongst the snow and rock, he was
able to touch the sky.

“You were
wrong, Raigan,” he said, speaking to the sky itself.

And the sky
answered, “Was I? Tartarus will burn, just as prophesized. We
will finally correct the mistake we made, all those eons
ago.”

Their great
sin would finally be washed away. Terra should have been happy.

But seeing
what his brother had become wiped away his prospective joy.

“Do you
think that they will survive?” he asked, knowing what his
brother would say.

“Does it
matter? You used them to absolve your own guilt, and now you
pretend to care for them?”

“You cared
for them once. Is that so wrong?”

Thunder
rumbled across the sky.

“When I was
blind to their true nature, yes, I cared for them. But I paid for
that affection with agony you could never understand. No… It is
better for all of us if humanity disappears.”

Terra should
have left it at that.

But a part of
him had to know.

The part of
him that still loved his older brother.

“Tell me,
Raigan… what happened to you? What transformed your heart of love
to a nexus of hatred? What made you discard your name and take on
this moniker?”

But the storm
did not answer.

Terra felt his
rage building.

The mountain
beneath him, which hadn’t erupted in millennia, awoke in response
to his burning rage.

“TELL ME,
BROTHER! WHAT HAPPENED ON ARTELIUS, ALL THOSE YEARS AGO?!? TELL ME,
SO THAT I CAN HELP YOU!”

Raigan
answered with fury and lighting, striking the volcano at the same
time the disturbed lava reached its boiling point.

“I awoke to
the truth, brother,” Raigan spat, thunder rumbling with every
syllable, “My eyes were opened, on that day, and I finally saw
humanity for what they truly were… A plague on this land! So
rejoice, and celebrate your tiny victory. But know this… I will not
stop in my quest. I WILL KILL EVERY LAST HUMAN, AND THEN… I WILL
KILL YOU!!!”

A massive bolt
of lightning appeared from the storm, blowing apart the mountain’s
peak and sending Terra sailing through the air, trailing smoke and
ash. He watched as the mountain spewed forth fire and molten rock,
bringing devastation to the world below.

And then he
fell, heading towards the ground.

But it was a
part of him, and it rose to greet him. As his feet hit the solid
earth, he collapsed.

“Brother… I
will find a way to save you… I promise…”

A moment later
the earth swallowed him, and all was still.

*

“How?” Barsch
asked, staring at the metallic apparition before him.

Surely this
wasn’t real… Perhaps his oxygen had already run out and he was
experiencing a hypoxic delusion?

Or maybe he
had already died, and this was what came after?

“I told you, did I not? As soon as I was able to repair the
ship we found to a flight-ready state, I would come and join you.
Luckily you held onto those locator beacons, otherwise this would
have been much harder,” Maloch said, before narrowing his
golden eyes and adding, “What, did you think I would
leave you up here, alone?”

Barsch felt
the tears well up in his eyes.

Loyalty was
programmed into every re-mech, but Maloch’s freedom meant that he
had no compulsion to follow his own programming. He had come to
help them, not because he had to, but because he
wanted to.

“Thank you,
friend. We don’t deserve your kindness.”

“Don’t think about it. I know that you would do the same for
me,” Maloch said, gesturing for them to board the ship.

At that
moment, Barsch knew that the re-mech spoke the truth. No matter how
much effort it took, he would go to the ends of Eden and beyond for
Maloch.

Such was their
bond, forged in hardship and set in the soul.

“Is Rose with
you?” Alza asked, as they approached the inviting ramp.

Guilt flashed
across the re-mech’s eyes. It wasn’t easy to spot, but it
was there.

“No… she’s still on Eden. She wanted to come with… but I
tricked her and left without telling her.”

“Why?”

Maloch looked
at his oversized feet as he responded, “I wanted to
keep her safe. This mission… was too dangerous… even for a re-mech.
Do you understand what that’s like?”

Barsch looked
over at Alza.

“Yeah, I
understand. But… next time, tell her the truth. You might be
surprised by what she has to say…”

“I shall take your advice to core, Barsch. Now, please climb
aboard the Saving Grace II, and let us leave this doomed
world.”

Barsch
immediately froze in his tracks.

“Maloch, you
do remember what happened to the original Saving Grace,
don’t you?”

Maloch nodded
and replied, “Of course. It crashed into the
desert.”

“And you don’t
see any problem with naming this ship after that failure?”

“No, should I? The Saving Grace allowed us to escape from
Carçus in one piece, did it not? I fully intend for its second
iteration to do the same. Besides, what are the chances we would
crash into the desert again?”

“About one
in two,” Barsch thought, as he quickly tabulated his recent
string of bad luck.

Shaking his
head he entered the ship, hoping that, like last time, he would
survive with another broken leg at the worst…

*

Entering the
ship, Barsch saw just how busy his friend had been. No two
components looked alike, and what wasn’t hastily bolted together
had been stripped out to make the ship lighter and thus faster. It
looked as if it was held together by spit and prayers, but re-mechs
weren’t capable of either.

Maloch noticed
his disparaging stare and shrugged, saying, “It’s a
miracle we could find the parts to get it airborne, so don’t be too
hard on it. If we can land on Eden in one piece, I will happily
call this mission a success.”

“One piece
would be great,” Barsch thought, “But many would be more
realistic…”

“Now, if you would so kindly strap yourselves in with whatever
you can find, I will begin the launch sequence.”

Barsch found a
seat that looked like it had been made for a person half his height
and twice his width, but he wasn’t in a mood to complain. A belt
made of loosely connected metal strips came across his chest at an
odd angle, securing him to the ill-fitting chair, but at least he
wasn’t going to be bouncing around the cabin.

Alza,
similarly, had found a place to sit and buckled herself in.

“Launching in three, two, one!” Maloch exclaimed, as he
pressed a switch on the dashboard which seemed to be missing about
half its controls.

Nothing
happened.

So Maloch
slapped the control panel.

Hard.

A moment later
the ship came to life, taking off vertically with enough force to
push Barsch deep into the leathered chair.

For the first
time in a long while, he allowed himself to relax.

Soon, he would
be back home.

He would spend
his days helping Lukas expand the Array, and then dancing the
nights away with Alza at his side.

Life would be…
wonderful.

And then it
all came crashing down.

Again.

“Warning!” came a digital voice that did not belong to
their friend.

“Report,” Maloch replied, speaking to the ship itself.

“Gravitational anomaly detected in the ship’s
proximity.”

No…

“Show me,” Maloch replied, both hands firmly on the
controls.

A screen on
the dashboard buzzed to life, showing a familiar looking sphere of
pulsing crimson energy.

Well, it
didn’t seem too bad…

“Sphere diameter… three hundred feet… and growing.”

Damn.

“Increase engine output to maximum! Calculate escape vectors
and required velocity!” Maloch shouted.

“Calculating… calculating… error! Required velocity is ten
times greater than maximum possible ship velocity. Ship vectors
reversing… We are being pulled in… I’m sorry…”

No!

NO!

They had come
too far, overcome too much, to give up now!

Think…
think!

And then the
memory came. The ship outracing the storm. The power which had
surfaced and saved them all.

Unbuckling his
harness, Barsch stood and immediately fell towards the rear of the
ship. The Saving Grace II was flying vertically,
trying to escape the dying throes of Tartarus.

“Open!” he
shouted, pressing a button on the side of the ramp. Linking one arm
around an exposed strut, he watched as the blood-red sphere of
malicious energy slowly came into view.

The ship had
been right.

It was
immense.

In a strange
way, it looked like the soul of Tartarus, struggling to free itself
from its doomed shell.

And take them
down with it.

No. Barsch
would not let that happen.

Reaching out
with his free hand, he placed it on the nearest engine. It was
running red-hot, but the pain felt distant and indistinct.

“Please…
use my strength…” he thought, as he summoned the power that was
a part of him. It came, moving like death itself. Slow, but
inevitable.

Focusing his
mind, he poured the power directly into the engine, willing it to
burn hotter.

The engine
responded a moment later by emitting a violet flame that brought
them further away from the crimson sphere.

But it wasn’t
enough.

He needed
more.

But he was
already throwing every ounce of power he could muster. What else
could he do?

“You know
what must be done, Child of the Void,” said a voice older than
the universe.

The golden eye
of the Void stared back at him, rising from behind Tartarus like
its own personal sun.

Barsch felt
the darkness in his mind stir, like a monster disturbed from its
eons-long slumber.

“I don’t
know how!” Barsch replied, voice sounding strange to his
ears.

“Yes, you
do.”

And Barsch
did, he realized. He knew what must be done.

Closing his
eyes, he sought out the glade. It was never more than a thought
away. There, in that tiny break in the forest, he found his ghosts.
They said nothing as he approached. They stood silent, every last
one of them, as if they were afraid of something.

Glancing
skyward, Barsch discovered the source of their fear.

The sky above
was pitch black, broken only by a single, golden, unblinking
eye.

“This is
your core, is it not?” the Void asked, its ancient voice
shaking the trees, “And what do you see?”


“Darkness,” Barsch replied, “It’s all… darkness…”

“And so it
is with you.”

Barsch opened
his eyes.

He felt the
darkness fill him. It felt… right.

Unhooking his
arm from the strut, he found that he had no reason to hold on.
Gravity had no hold over him.

With both
arms, he reached out, towards the crimson sphere. What had
previously looked immense now looked miniscule, compared to the
infinite enormity of the void.

“Be
gone,” he said, in tones of lead.

A moment
later, a lance of darkness emerged from his palms, shooting out
faster than light. It struck the crimson sphere, shattering it. But
the darkness did more than that. He felt it propelling the ship
away from the doomed world, far faster than before.

“Velocity increased by 10000% Brace for sudden
acceleration!” he heard the ship say.

Not agai-

*

“Barsch!”
someone shouted, as he was shaken awake.

His head was
still swimming, but immediately he knew that the darkness had
vanished from his body.

For now.

“What…
happened?” he asked Alza. She was holding him on the ship’s floor,
cradling his head.

“I don’t know.
You got up and did something to the ship. The next thing we
were moving so fast, I couldn’t react. Then you came crashing to
the floor and, well, here we are.”

“I see…” he
said, as he tried to stand.

But his legs
said, “No.”

He felt
drained. More than ever before. Clearly the darkness imposed a
steep cost in exchange for power without equal.

“Did we escape
Tartarus? Are we safe?”

Alza hesitated
before answering, “Yes… and no…”

“What?”

“Here, let me
help you…” she said, before dragging him to his feet.

Looking out,
he saw two things that chilled him to the bone.

Maloch,
slumped over the controls.

And Eden,
rapidly approaching.

“Is he…”

Alza shook her
head, saying, “He short-circuited from the sudden acceleration, but
I think he’ll be alright. He has to be…”

“And that?”
Barsch said, gesturing to the planet ahead.

“Warning!” the ship replied, “All systems
critical!”

Well that
didn’t sound good.

“Ship,
report!” Barsch cried weakly.

“Error. All systems approaching fail states. We have exceeded
our maximum safe velocity by 900%.”

“What can we
do?!?”

“Calculating… calculating… I see… Unfortunately the only
viable option I can give is to somehow rewind time and make
different choices.”

“Barsch…” Alza
breathed, pointing at Eden.

The Saving
Grace II had reached the planet. The void was quickly replaced
by a pale blue sky that did not seem nearly as welcoming.

“Warning! Entering upper atmosphere! Heat shields missing!
Calculating re-entry vectors and required safe velocity… Error!
Required velocity is fundamentally impossible to attain as per the
known laws of physics!” the ship cried, sounding panicked.

Barsch could
only stare in horror as flames appeared on the ship’s prow. The
craft buckled and hissed as Eden rose to meet them. Beneath them
lay an endless blue ocean, stretching to the sunlit horizon.

“Well, at
least we won’t squash anyone…” a strangely optimistic part of
Barsch thought.

Barsch felt
Alza’s hand reach for his own. He could feel her fear through their
link.

He opened his
mouth to say something, but no words emerged.

Alza, in
response, nodded.

She knew.

He saw her
eyes begin to glow, and he knew that she was preparing to try the
same thing that had saved them on their arrival on Tartarus.

But something
told him that it wouldn’t be that easy this time…

“Warning! All systems failing. Engines offline! Life support
offline! Battery offline! Jukebox functioning normally. Altitude
correction system offline!”

There was
nothing Barsch could do.

He had played
his last card, and it had failed.

The water was
approaching at an impossible speed.

“Please…
let it be painless…” he thought.

And then he
closed his eyes, for the last time.

“Warning! Terminal velocity reached! All systems offline!
Prepare for impact! Assume brace position!” the ship
screamed.

“Brace!”

“Brace!”

“Brace!”

“BRACE!”

“BRA-


Epilogue: The First Day

In which the world
burns…






The Future






For billions
of years the solar system had operated with organized chaos. Comets
streaked across the void. Planets orbited the Sun like clockwork.
Asteroids struck worlds without hesitation.

But, after
eons of unstructured order, something had changed.

A planet had
moved from its heavenly perch, driven by the desires of man.

Now, as it
reached its final destination, chaos ruled for a moment more.

Tartarus, the
unwanted world, approached the Sun. Every dome had collapsed. Every
body had combusted. Every dream had died.

The Sun
welcomed its lost child with arms of burning plasma.

Slowly,
Tartarus was stripped of its red shell. Rock boiled and evaporated
as the crimson world was burnt away.

There were no
tears.

No one mourned
its passing.

And yet… the
universe would remember. The planet which had not meant to be.

A world that
was never meant to exist. A world that should not be.

A world that
was born in flames, and a world that would end in flames.

The Son of
Crim met the Sun of All, and the favourite won as it always
did.

Thus it
completed.

The Fall of
Tartarus.

*

The Present






Michael
Edenbrook opened his eyes to a horrifying sight.

Eden,
unharmed.

“NO!” he
screamed, but his anger did not travel far.

Taking a deep
breath, he attempted to regain control over his emotions.

Obviously his
plans had failed. Tartarus was gone, but Eden was undamaged.

So be it.

“Computer,
input custom navigation target code: True Paradise.”

It would take
the pod centuries to arrive at the planet he had found which seemed
perfect for his needs, but for him it would only be an instant.
Such was the wonder of cryostasis.

“Error. Severe damage sustained to all systems. Reverting
navigation target to default: U.N.O.E secure facility, codenamed
‘Oberon’. Warning, navigation system functioning at one percent
efficiency. Entering elliptical orbit with gradual stratospheric
breaking manoeuvre.”

“No! Override
code Alpha Sig-

“Warning, strong solar radiation detected. Activating
emergency cryostasis in order to limit genetic damage. Estimated
time until re-entry… 8 months.”

Michael felt
the ice form around his extremities. No, he had to stop this!

He had to
fight it!

But the
darkness was already taking hold of his mind.

He could do
nothing but succumb…

With the last
of his strength he screamed, cursing the homeworlders who had
ruined everything.

“NOOOOO-

*

The Past






An Unknown
Time. An Unknown Place.

The corridor
smelt of hope and floor polish.

Ten had
applied.

One had been
accepted.

The young man
swallowed. Everything had gone according to plan.

He took a step
forward, noting his shaking extremities.

“First day
jitters,” he told himself, and prayed that he was right.

Taking a deep
breath, he walked forward, towards his destiny.

Around him,
people moved with purpose and poise. He might as well have been
invisible.

“Just you
wait,” he thought, “Before you know it I’m going to be
running this place, just you watch.”

And then the
person who ran the place turned a corner and collided with the
young man.

Both fell to
the floor, one spewing obscenities and one spraying apologies.

It wasn’t hard
to guess which was which.

“You bloody
fool!”

“Sorry… Dr
Reclana…” the young man said, while trying to help his boss to
their feet.

His
outstretched hand, however, was pushed away.

“Do you have
any idea what would have happened if you had injured me?” Dr
Reclana shouted, drawing the attention of everyone nearby.

Almost
everyone had looks of apathetic boredom.

Only one
person, a young woman about his age, looked at him with pity.

For some
reason, this made his heart skip a beat.

“I am the core
of this project!” Dr Reclana continued, volume increasing, “I
cannot be replaced! Without me, we will never save the world! So
tell me, young man, just who the hell do you think you are to get
in my way?!?”

The young man
swallowed before answering, “Please forgive me, Dr Reclana, I
didn’t mean any harm. It’s my first day, and I was a little
nervous…”

Dr Reclana’s
eyes narrowed.

What had he
said wrong?

Oh, right.

“Ah, yes,
sorry… My name is Cecil. Cecil Souvier.”






TO BE CONTINUED…







The world must
burn.

For the sake of its
people.

The world must
burn.

For the sake of all
others.

The world must
burn.

For the sake of its
sins.

And all shall know,

That Tartarus is No
More.

-Sage Iager
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or check out my blog at http://www.newedenchronicles.wordpress.com






Follow me on Twitter at
www.twitter.com/hayden_pearton






Favourite me at
Smashwords at http://www.smashwords.com/profile/view/HaydenPearton






If you liked this book
please leave a review at your favourite retailer.

Thanks for reading!
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