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Prologue: Chosen
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In which an escape is planned...

Alice was special.

Or at least that was what the woman had told her, before strapping her to the table.

“Why are you doing this?” Alice asked, fear evident in her voice. She could remember being in her bed when her father had come home.

Everything after that had been a blur.

The woman, a middle-aged lady with dark blue eyes and short, coal-coloured hair, looked at Alice and replied, “We are trying to make you better.”

“But I’m not sick,” Alice replied. She had endured a mild cold two months ago, but her nose had long since stopped running.

“We’re all sick, sweetie,” the woman replied, with what she probably thought was a comforting smile, “We’re fragile, powerless creatures. But we believe that there is a way to cure this... human condition.”

“How?” Alice asked, hoping that this was nothing more than one of her stranger dreams. She would pinch herself to check, but her arms were currently pinned to her sides by several lengths of leather restraints.

“Through science,” the woman replied, as she checked Alice’s restraints for the third time, “Through you, Alice. You have been chosen, to lead humanity towards an era of peace and prosperity.”

“Chosen?” Alice asked, shivering slightly as the cold of the metal table beneath her penetrated her thin medical gown, “But why me?”

“Because your genetic code is pure,” the woman replied, as she moved over to a large cabinet located on one side of the operating room, “Do you know what that means?”

Alice shook her head. Or, well, she tried to. The strap across her forehead somewhat limited her options...

“It means that you are the perfect blank slate to work with,” the woman continued, withdrawing a large syringe from within the cabinet. The liquid inside was violet and bubbling.

Never a good combination.

“Please, I want to go home!” Alice begged. Even if it meant dealing with her father.

Anything was better than this.

“Oh sweetie,” the woman replied, walking over with the syringe held carefully in one gloved hand, “This is your home now.”

Upon reaching the table, the woman turned to face one of the large mirrors lining the operating room.

“Subject is Alice Dredgen, aged 10. Beginning first stage injection of Project Seraphim,” she said, apparently talking to herself.

Leaning down, the woman placed the large needle against Alice’s forearm.

“Now, this might sting a bit, but remember, you can do this, Alice. You are special! You have been chosen to become better than you are! Better than all of us!”

A moment later the needle penetrated Alice’s skin. She felt fire enter her veins and her world immediately began to darken.

Alice could not hold back her screams.

“Normal reaction observed,” the woman said, seemingly oblivious to the screaming child lying before her, “Proceeding with the second injection.”

A few minutes later, the ninth and final injection was administered. Alice had long since passed out from the pain.

Smiling to herself, the woman leant down and brushed a stray brown hair from Alice’s sweat-soaked brow.

“Well done, Alice,” she said, as the girl began convulsing and struggling against her restraints, “I do so hope that you survive... unlike all those other children who came before you...”

A moment later a group of men and women entered the operating room. Together, they popped champagne and toasted one another for their latest success... while the little girl behind them continued to spasm and twitch...

*
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“Override code Rise Above, Dwell Below,” the man said, facing the hidden microphone. He was currently standing at the foot of a thundering waterfall, struggling to be heard above the din. Behind him was a field of red, white and violet wildflowers.

“Override code accepted. Welcome to the Staging Ground,” a hidden, pre-recorded voice replied.

Overhead, the waterfall was suddenly split in half by an emerging slab of metal.

The man approached the metal slab which quickly split apart, following a barely visible crease.

Without hesitation, the man strode through the now visible door. The opening led to a tunnel that quickly terminated in a large, cavernous room. Dozens of objects lay within, some placed neatly on plinths, others thrown into a heap in the corner. They ranged from personal shields to food processors, extendable shovels to emergency beacons. A lifetime ago, this place had been used as a testbed for equipment and supplies which had been destined for Tartarus. Not everything had been cleared, therefore the space was littered with prototypes and discarded machinery.

But at that moment the man did not care for the exo-suits or the mining lasers covered in decades worth of dust.

No, his attention was focused entirely on the device that looked like a metallic doorframe, which sat at the centre of the room.

It was an Opti-Scan, a medical scanner that could assess and diagnose hundreds of ailments in seconds. Unfortunately for Project Phoenix, it had a tendency to break down every few months and needed constant maintenance. Therefore, in light of other, more reliable methods, it had been left behind on Eden.

Which suited the man well. 

He carefully made his way towards the device, keenly aware of the sharp pain in his chest and the tremors in his hands.

He was not well. But in order to begin treatment, he needed to know how bad it was. Hopefully it was nothing more than exhaustion and a mild dose of solar radiation, both of which were easily treated.

Stepping forward, he activated the scanner, giving it a few seconds to boot up, before stepping through the device. A green laser shot out from the sides of the device, running over every inch of his body, from the lesions on his hands to the premature greying around his temples.

A few moments later, the machine announced the man’s fate.

“Scan complete,” the Opti-Scan said, with a robotic, cheerful voice, “Severe genetic damage detected. Abnormal exposure to solar and space radiation has resulted in several tumours throughout your body. If left untreated, death will occur within three months. Thank you and have a great day!”

The man said nothing for a long time. After a short moment of shock, he ran the machine once more.

And received the exact same result.

He was dying.

It wasn’t fair.

He still had so many regrets...

Lesser men might have thought of past loves or unfinished work.

But he was no lesser man.

He had been a leader, a king, a god.

And gods couldn’t die.

No, this was not the end. Somehow, somewhere, he would find a cure. And then... he could finally get back to the thing he wanted most in all the worlds:

Revenge. 

Once he had healed himself... then, he could finally kill those who had wronged him...

*
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Kain floated in a sea of darkness.

While he wore no shackles and could see no bars, he was a prisoner all the same. Ever since his untimely death, the void had been his home. His killer, his murderer, had been his jailer.

But not for much longer.

Kain had been patient.

It had not been... easy.

He was a man of action. If he wanted something, he took it. If he hated something, he killed it.

But here, in this lightless place, he was... constrained.

So, he had to be patient.

He had to be clever.

He had to be willing... to make a deal.

Something told him that his time was drawing near.

His jailer was desperate.

And desperate men make desperate deals. They would happily make a bargain with the devil, if that was what it took to save a soul.

And by Kain’s good fortune, a soul was most definitely at stake.

He had to wait, however, until the right moment.

Until desperation outweighed deliberation.

Until his jailer was willing to do anything.

Even something terrible.

Soon, his time would come.

Soon, his imprisonment would end...

Soon, his vengeance would begin...

Part One: Desperation
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Chapter I: Neither Living Nor Dead
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In which events are recapped...

ZETA Log 001 – Personal Notes of Dr Geoffrey Derickson

Alice is now five days post-injection. Our previous attempts have shown that recipients of the gene therapy generally begin to demonstrate their changes between days two and four.

Today, Alice had her fifth check-up. Vital signs are stable. Brain activity is... normal. Cellular regeneration rates are... nominal. Is this another failure?

We had high hopes for Alice. Unlike Subject Beta, she did not have any allergic reactions to the serum. Unlike Subject Gamma, she did not need to be revived after her first injection course.

But perhaps our previous failures have instilled a wrongful sense of urgency. Perhaps we have been placing too much pressure on Subject Zeta.

We have instructed Alice to document her thoughts in what she assumes to be a secure diary. Hopefully, we will observe a change in her own personal recordings.

Unfortunately, if no changes occur within the next seventy-two hours, we will be forced to terminate Subject Zeta.

Naturally, her father has already signed over her life rights to us in exchange for the agreed-upon sum.

I remain optimistic, however, and I want to believe that Alice is simply a late bloomer.

But if she is not... then I will do what I must.

For her sake, I hope that this does not come to pass...

*
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The Present

Francesca Selachii, or Fran to her few friends, crept through the stark passageways, feeling like a fool. It had already been a few weeks since she had started doing this, and yet it still unnerved her. She knew that the hallways of Genesis Station 13 were empty, and yet she could not help but jump at every shadow and shriek at every mechanical whirr.

The Station was deserted, but that did not mean that it was dead. 

But, rumours of spirits or no, Fran crept onwards.

Towards her friend.

Not too long ago, this place had been her home, along with ten thousand other unfortunate souls. But that life had not been an easy one, and every day that passed had brought them closer to ruin. With the outside world still toxic and inhospitable, it had only been a matter of time until their resources ran out, and everyone starved to death.

Fran, along with her friends, Charles and Jeremiah, however, had been given a way out. Joshua, a charming sociopath, had offered them an offer too good to be true: follow after two people who had no business leaving the Station, find out what they were up to, and report back.

It should have been an easy task.

It hadn’t been.

Fran had been shot at, almost burnt to death, and had seen a man on fire face a horde of mechanical titans.

But she had survived.

No... she had been saved... by the very person she had tried to harm.

If that had been where her story had ended, it would have been a fine tale. But the woman who had saved her life had gone one step further and, together with the burning man, had saved the world.

No more living beneath a steel sky. No more counting down the days until their food ran out. No more wondering which day would be their last.

If that had been where her story had ended, it would have been an amazing tale. But her saviours had not stopped there. When a dwarf planet, helmed by a megalomaniac, had threated Fran’s world, her saviours had travelled across the gulf of space to save them once more.

If that had been where her story had ended, it would have been a fantastic tale. But the man and woman who could do anything decided to do something, one last time. On the other side of the world, shrouded by time and arrogance, another world-ending disaster had risen to threaten the world.

Even though the woman was facing her own mortality, she did not hesitate. Together with her world-saving partner, she had crossed an ocean and travelled across the gulf of time in order to save everyone, one last time.

If that had been where her story had ended... it would have been a tragic tale.

For the journey had cost the woman everything.

And Fran hadn’t had the chance to tell her ‘Thank you’.

For taking mercy on the merciless.

For taking pity on the pitiless.

For giving hope to the hopeless.

After what seemed like an age of wandering through identical corridors, Fran reached her destination. A massive room, filled floor to ceiling with human-sized cryopods.

Once, a long time ago, they had served as a lifeboat for humanity, carrying a few fortunate souls from the desperate past into the hopeful future.

But now the pods stood empty, their occupants out in the world and thriving.

No, that was a lie.

Almost all of the pods stood empty.

But one was still active.

Pod HUM-7728.

It had once held a man who could wield flame and control the void.

Now... it held a dying woman instead.

*
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“Hey there,” Fran whispered, facing the pod’s occupant, “Alza...”

Within the pod, kept in a cryogenic state by a mix of gases that Fran couldn’t even pronounce, was Alza Reveia.

Humanity’s champion.

When Fran had last spoken to her, she had been heading off with Barsch La Tergan to save the world from the fall of Tartarus. 

Months later, a ship had sailed up the river, containing the heroes who had saved the world.

But only one of those heroes had been upright. 

Alza had somehow overused her mysterious powers in order to save all of humanity. Now she barely clung to life, sustained only by the cryopod’s preservative function.

Fran could still clearly remember that day. A crowd had gathered at the dock, ready to welcome their saviours with laughter and cheer. However, once they had seen Alza being wheeled down the gangplank inside a cryopod, not a single cheer had been raised. 

Barsch, looking like death incarnate, had followed closely behind. Like a wolf tracking its prey, his violet eyes had never left Alza’s pod. He had simply walked in silence as the funerary-like procession had crossed the town and headed towards Genesis Station 13.

After that, other people had disembarked. 

Strangers, wearing strange clothes.

Most of them looked like scientists.

A blinded man, supported by a fussing woman.

A woman with pink eyes, taking in the world before her with a look of wonder.

And a man who spoke like a re-mech, wearing a dark look.

Fran didn’t know who they were, nor why they had returned with Barsch and Alza.

Fran didn’t care.

So, while the people of Sanctuary awkwardly welcomed their new guests, Fran had followed Barsch and Alza. She had kept hidden while they had crossed the land.

She had stayed silent, when they had transferred Alza into Barsch’s old pod and reactivated it.

She had remained unseen, while Barsch told Lukas, his father, and Markus, the town’s leader, the full story.

About Tartarus.

About Nirvana.

About Artelius.

He should have been weeping, by the end, but not a single tear had been shed by the violet-eyed man. He had looked... cold.

But this was a man who could summon fire and make it dance.

Eventually, the three men had left, seeking out Dr August, the town’s resident doctor.

Fran, however, had remained.

At first, she had sat in silence, facing her friend.

And then, like a dam breaking, the words had started flowing out.

She had spoken about everything and nothing. 

How the crops had been doing.

How sickeningly sweet Thomas and Verona had been.

How much she had missed Alza...

Somehow, by talking to Alza, by telling her what she had missed, it felt like she was just having a conversation with an old friend.

Instead of talking to a dying woman.

That had been three weeks ago.

And Fran had yet to miss a day.

*

[image: ]


-and then, Charles said that I looked pretty in my new dress!” Fran exclaimed, blushing at the memory of his flustered face, “We tried to dance, but I kept stepping on his toes!”

Alza said nothing in return.

She never did.

But that was okay. Fran just had to talk enough for the both of them.

It was a lonely affair, but she wasn’t always alone. Wolfe, Alza’s beastmech gained from a previous journey, occasionally came to visit, after charging its solar cells. It would lie in silence, at the foot of its master’s cryopod, seemingly waiting for Alza to awaken. 

“What else... oh, right, I saw your parents today...” Fran said, smile dropping slightly, “Nathan looked like he had been crying again, but Sybil was still holding strong. I think... I think that they are really worried about you... Alza...”

Fran tried not to think about their expressions. They had looked... hollow. As if there were nothing but an empty void where their hearts should have been...

“Okay, moving onto happy news; Markus and his husband had their fifteenth anniversary today, how cool is that?!?” Fran exclaimed, trying to keep a positive tone, “A couple of people got together and baked them a cake. Markus was crying so much, he couldn’t even take a bite!”

Alza did not laugh.

Nor did she cry. 

She simply lay there, frozen in time, while the rest of the world carried onwards, like she didn’t even exist.

It wasn’t fair.

Not to her, and not to those who called her friend.

But Lukas had been quite adamant. No visitors.

So, Ifrin and the Judai, Thomas and Verona, the woman with pink eyes, Nathan and Sybil, even Charles and Jeremiah, all had to make do with sitting around and waiting for something to change.

But not Fran.

She would keep coming here, day after day, until Alza woke up.

No matter what anyone sai-

“You shouldn’t be in here,” said a voice only a few degrees warmer than absolute zero.

After catching her breath, Fran turned to face the interloper.

Barsch La Tergan stood at the room’s entrance, wearing an expression that made Fran’s blood run cold.

“I w-was just telling her t-the news,” Fran stammered, as the man with white hair and violet eyes slowly walked closer.

“She needs to rest,” Barsch intoned.

“I-I’m not b-bothering her, I swear!” Fran exclaimed, eyeing the exit. She was a fast runner, but if half the things she had heard about Barsch were true, she wouldn’t even make it three steps.

“You haven’t touched her pod?” Barsch asked, taking another step forward.

“No, I h-haven’t!” Fran half-shrieked, half-cried.

When she had acted on Joshua’s orders and kidnapped Alza, Barsch had tried to save her. At the time, the man before her had still seemed... normal.

But then he had set himself on fire and started doing things that were definitely not... normal.

Ever since then, Barsch had continued to change. 

The light in his eyes had slowly faded, replaced by something dark and cruel.

It terrified her, and from the rumours she knew that she wasn’t the only one.

“How long have you been coming here?” he asked.

“Not long,” Fran lied.

Barsch looked her in the eyes for a moment. Fran felt as though her soul was being weighed, and it terrified her.

She had not lived a good life.

“Okay,” Barsch replied, before taking a step towards Alza’s cryopod, “You should leave.”

“Why?” Fran asked, and in spite of the vague danger exuded by the man before her, she was proud of her bravery.

No matter what happened next.

“Dr August wants everyone to gather at the clinic,” Barsch replied, not looking at her, “He has something to announce... about her...”

Hope rose in Fran’s heart.

Could the doctor have finally found a cure?

Would she soon be able to hear a reply when she told Alza the rumours and ruminations of the town?

“What about you?” Fran asked, while mentally kicking herself for not simply taking the chance to run.

“I’ll be... behind you,” Barsch said.

Fran shuddered, and not because of the ever-present chill in the Station. 

Taking a step backwards, Fran thought about fleeing. But something compelled her to stay.

Probably something stupid.

“S-she’s g-going to be alright, y-you know?” Fran spat out, facing the man of ice and fire.

Barsch said nothing for a time. Eventually he turned to face Fran, violet eyes burning holes in her soul.

“Yes, I know,” he replied, with a voice that lacked even a hint of warmth, “I will not let her die. I made a vow... and no matter what... or who... stands in my way... I intend to keep it.”

Fran had no response. It should have been a heartwarming declaration.

The power of love, overcoming the spectre of death. Instead, it had sounded like the reaper himself was laying claim to Alza’s life, and he would be damned if he let anyone else have it.

It was then that Fran’s courage finally failed her. Without another word, she turned and ran.

Away from Alza, her dying friend.

Away from the Station, her former home.

And away from Barsch, her terrifying stranger...

*
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Barsch watched as the woman fled from him.

He knew that he should have been nicer. He knew that he was scaring her, and everyone else.

But in that moment, he didn’t care.

Alza was dying.

And nothing he had done had changed that fact. He had tried to heal her, again and again, pushing his power to the limits and causing more than one blackout.

But after every session, Dr August had taken her vitals.

No change.

No response.

No hope.

And so, feeling aimless, Barsch had knelt before the empty skies and beseeched the gods for aid.

But the Avatars had not answered his summons.

Not Terra, the Lord of the Land.

Not Ion, the Warden of the Waters.

Not even Raigan, the Steward of the Skies.

He hated humanity, Barsch and Alza included, with a fury that could not be described using mortal words.

And yet, if he had appeared before Barsch, if he had extended his hand and offered to heal Alza, Barsch would have knelt before him in servitude.

But the gods had remained silent.

Eva, Cecil and the other scientists had tried their hands, using their knowledge of science and pollution to work on a solution.

But every test had failed.

Every machine had broken.

Every mind had been stumped.

With the gods and science useless, Barsch had turned to superstition.

The Judai, wise in the mystic arts, had sung their songs, chanted their chants and held their rituals.

By the time the last candle burnt down and died, nothing had changed.

And so Barsch had reached the end. He could not heal her, he could not save her, he could not fulfil his vow.

Closing his eyes, Barsch lay his hands upon the clear glass of Alza’s cryopod. It had once kept him safe, all that time ago.

“Please... someone... anyone... help me... Help me save her... and I will do anything in return...” he said, reaching out with his power to any soul in his domain, living or dead, “If you want to become a king, I will help you. If you want riches, I will aid you. If you want to burn down the world... I will serve you. Please... please... I can’t let her die... Even if it means that every other person on this planet needs to die in her stead...”

But no mystical voice answered his summons. No orb of colour and light burst into existence before him. No time-travelling saviour appeared in his mind.

He was alone.

He had failed.

And Alza was going to die...

*
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In the sea of darkness that was both prison and protection, Kain smiled to himself.

It was almost time...
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Chapter II: Degradation
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In which they gather in her name...

ZETA Log 002 – Personal Diary of Alice Dredgen

Dear Diary... 

I don’t like it here. The adults keep telling me to do something, but they don’t tell me what! Every day, I sit in the white room with all the mirrors, and they tell me to be better, but I don’t know how!

They make me do tests and ask me to read what’s on their minds, but I don’t know what they are talking about!

I... want to go home...

Even though daddy is there...

I miss his burnt cooking...

I miss my unmade bed...

I even miss his shouting...

Everyone here is mean to me. Telling me to try harder. To move things without touching them.

But there was one person who was different.

I met him while I was being moved from my bedroom to the white room. He had gotten lost, and the adults stopped to talk to him.

His name is Alex, and he is nine years old. He has light blue eyes and dark hair, just like me!

We didn’t get to chat for long, but he waved to me while the adults were taking him away.

I miss him.

But there was one other piece of good news, Diary. The head adult, Geoffrey, told me that tomorrow is the deadline. I don’t know what he means by that, but maybe it means I can go home soon!

I can’t wait... although, before I leave... it would be nice if I could have a proper chat with Alex...

*
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The Present

Cecil Souvier, a man out of time, sat on the hill overlooking the town, breathing in clean air. It was a miracle, plain and simple. Just a few weeks ago, he had been thirty years in the past. Living on a doomed island, surrounded by doomed men and women. But then Barsch had appeared and turned his life upside-down. He had been mindjacked, tortured, stabbed and eventually, frozen. By the time he had been unfrozen, three decades had passed.

The pollution which had once threatened the world? Gone.

The government which had once hunted him? Gone.

The re-mech who had raised him? Gone.

But in their place, he had gained a lot. 

A place to call home.

A man to call friend.

A woman to call darling.

Integrating into Sanctuary had proven quite... easy. One word from Lukas -Barsch’s father and Sanctuary’s second-in-command- and all opposition had evaporated on the spot.

When he walked through the town, people called out to him.

When he came home to his humble house, Eva greeted him.

When he visited the re-mechs, they acknowledged him.

He was a hu-mech. Born of flesh but raised by steel. He knew their language, their ways and their codes. 

Cecil could still remember the wave of emotion which had washed over him when he had first entered Kingstown. Seeing the statue they had erected in the centre of their underground town... seeing his first father, his creator, immortalized in stone and metal, in a place of honour reserved for the heroes of the Freedman Rebellion.

Cecil had left that place in tears.

“I thought that I’d find you here,” said a voice that filled his heart with warmth. A moment later a woman crested the hill. She was wearing a light blue dress which fit her perfectly. Her shoulder-length blonde hair was tied-up in a rough bun, allowing her pink eyes to shine through unobstructed.

Her name was Eva de Vertia, and she was the most amazing woman in the world.

“Hey,” he said, as she took a seat beside him, “I was just taking it all in.”

“Again?” Eva asked, with a chuckle, “This is the third time this week!”

“I know, I know,” Cecil replied, placing his arm around Eva and pulling her closer, “But I still can’t believe it. The other day we were trapped on Artelius Island, and now, it feels as though all of that is nothing more than a bad dream.”

“I feel the same,” Eva replied, snuggling up beside him, “Everything that has happened since we were unfrozen, sailing here, meeting the townspeople, helping the others get settled in... it feels as though it all happened to someone else...”

For a brief, wonderful moment, no more words were exchanged between the couple. They simply enjoyed the fresh air, the warm sunlight and the drifting clouds above.

Cecil did not know what lay ahead in his future. However, as long as Eva was there beside him, he knew that he would be able to overcome any obstacle.

In that moment, however, as a cloud passed before the sun and temporarily covered the land in darkness, Eva asked a question that had no good answer.

“Have you spoken to him...” Eva asked, “To Barsch?”

Cecil paused for a moment before replying to the difficult question, “I tried to, this morning. I asked him how he was doing... if he needed any help... but he looked at me like I was a stranger...”

“That’s awful!” Eva exclaimed, hugging her lover tighter, “The two of you went through so much together!”

“I know, but at the same time, I can understand his coldness,” Cecil said, facing the town below, “He is worried about Alza... and if I was in his shoes, I’d probably act the same...”

Eva looked into his mismatched green and brown eyes before asking another difficult question, “Do you still feel him? Even now?”

Cecil nodded and said, “I do. It’s not as clear as when we were linked, but I can feel him out there. He is desperate, Eva, and I don’t know where that desperation will take him.”

“I feel her too,” Eva admitted, with a quiet voice, “But she feels faint and... indistinct. I think... I think that she’s fading away...”

The cloud moved a few seconds later, restoring light to the world below. However, it did not quite reach the hearts of the two people sitting atop the hill.

“Have you seen Sigmund recently?” Eva asked, wisely moving the topic into calmer waters.

If only because discussing their blinded friend was marginally less depressing than talking about their dying friend.

“Yeah, I saw him yesterday,” Cecil replied, recalling the man’s words, “He seemed to be doing well. Sylvia was taking him around town and helping him memorize the route between the town square and their house.”

“That’s... good,” Eva replied, but from the tone of her voice Cecil knew that she was still thinking about Alza.

Sigmund had been blinded while trying to help the men and women of Artelius Island, and despite Barsch’s attempts at healing him, the damage seemed to be permanent. However, Sylvia, a fellow researcher turned lover, was doing everything possible to help him adapt to his new reality.

“Oh yeah, I also spoke to some of the staff,” Cecil said, shifting the conversation once more, “Apparently everyone is quite happy and settling in well. A few people were talking about eventually leaving in order to search for their family members, but it will be a long time before that is feasible. In the meantime, quite a few people have volunteered their expertise and time in exchange for being allowed to live in Sanctuary, and according to a few of them they’ve been able to use their skills to boost the town’s food output by sixty percent!”

“Wow!” Eva exclaimed, with false enthusiasm, “No more feeling bad when you ask for seconds, hey?”

Cecil felt the blush rise to his cheeks. Eva, in addition to being a gifted scientist, was apparently something of a culinary savant. In the few weeks they had been living together, she had already been responsible for an alarming change to his physique. 

“It’s not my fault!” he shouted, playfully pushing her aside, “You’re the one making stuffed potatoes every other night!”

For a short time, the duo wrestled atop the hill. It was nice... but they both knew that it could not last.

Soon, they would need to face reality. Soon, they would need to face Alza, and her fate.

However, that moment could wait a little while longer. And so, the man and woman found one another, as the sky above bore witness to their love.

*
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“Thank you for gathering here,” said a gruff voice that belonged to a gruff face.

Dr Harold August was the go-to man in Sanctuary if you needed a fracture set, a laceration sewn together, or a baby delivered. He had been threatening to retire ever since Genesis Station 13 had been abandoned, but Alza’s predicament had delayed his retirement for a little while longer yet. 

He was currently standing in the middle of his clinic, staffed by a few other doctors including his new protege and fellow Artelius Island survivor, Dr Eudora Kenly.

Cecil had been joined by everyone who had a vested interest in Alza’s wellbeing.

There was Ifrin, the Judai, carrying her son Ruma and flanked by her clanmates, Keanan and Ishmael.

Beside the Judai were Fran, Charles and Jeremiah, Sanctuary’s troublemakers turned do-gooders.

Impossible to miss were the re-mechs, Maloch the Free and Rose the Unburdened.

Nathan and Sybil, Alza’s adoptive parents, watched the doctor with eyes stained with tears.

Thomas and Verona stood beside them, alongside Roshana Yelsin, Sanctuary’s communication head and master of the Array.

Looking out of place were Terrigan and Alissa, two teenagers who were dwarfed by pretty much everyone else in the room.

Standing beside Dr August was the leader of Sanctuary, Markus, alongside his husband, Malcolm.

Lukas La Tergan, Markus’ right-hand man, watched the entire group with weary eyes.

And... standing in the corner, separate from the rest, was Barsch La Tergan.

From his white hair to his violet eyes, he stood apart, and not just because of his appearance.

He was... unique.

He was also terrifying, if you didn’t know him well.

And even if you did, he was not a man you would want as an enemy.

*
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“I apologize for the delay in finding out the cause of Alza’s current state,” Dr August said, facing the assembled group, “Her condition is... unlike anything I have ever seen before. But, then again, Alza is unlike anyone I have ever treated before, so that makes sense. Over the past few weeks, I have run several tests on her, however, until now, the results thus far have been inconclusive.”

“And now?” asked Malcolm.

“Now, I am able to say for certain that she is experiencing multi-organ failure which her abilities are unable to heal. Her body is constantly trying to heal itself, which manifests as a violet glow in her capillaries. However, her rate of degradation seems to be outpacing her healing speed.”

A few of the people nodded at this statement. It seemed as though Alza’s powers were known to some.

“Is the cryostasis helping at all?” asked Jeremiah.

“Yes and no,” the doctor replied, “The cryostasis dramatically slows down all cellular functions, but it cannot pause them entirely. Alza’s body is still degrading, just at a reduced rate. Given the state she was in when she was first placed in a cryopod, however, her remaining lifespan can be measured in days, not months.”

“Did the pollution make her sick too, like it did our dad?” asked Terrigan, who apparently had been orphaned along with his sister at a young age.

“No,” Dr August replied, “From what I can tell, there are no signs that this was caused by pollution. In fact, due to her abilities, Alza’s tissue shows almost no signs of pollutants.”

“Then, this has something to do with her abilities?” Lukas asked. His gaze kept flicking between Dr August and Barsch, as if he was worried his son would do something if the doctor gave them bad news.

“Partly,” the doctor replied, “From Barsch’s account, whenever Alza used her abilities during their time on Nirvana and Artelius, her symptoms worsened. However, instead of causing her condition, I believe that using her power allowed her condition to temporarily worsen.”

“So, what are you saying, doc?” Charles asked, “If it’s not a normal sickness, pollution or even her abilities, what else could it be?”

Dr August let out a sad sigh before replying, “Unfortunately, the answer lies in Alza’s nature as a clone. Although the practice was banned after the Derickson Act, we do have some information from early attempts. After combing through some mostly redacted research, I learnt that cellular degradation was a common issue that plagued cloning efforts. Clones, it seemed, had shortened telomeres as a result of their creation.”

“Tehlo-mere?” asked Alissa, with a look of understandable confusion.

“Telomeres are a fundamental part of our DNA that protect it from degradation from replication. Over our lifespans our telomeres naturally shorten, resulting in what we perceive as the aging process. For Alza, her telomeres are already reaching their minimum length.”

“So, if we can somehow fix this telomere problem, Alza could recover?” asked Markus, an optimist from what Cecil had heard.

“Theoretically, yes,” Dr August replied, “Practically, no. As I said, the research into cloning fell under the broader umbrella of genetic modification therapy. Telomere lengthening also belongs to this class of research. However, the Derickson Act outlawed any and all forms of genetic modification research and therapy, following the Zeta Incident.”

“What are you saying, doc?” asked Fran.

Dr August lowered his head in response and replied, “I am saying that I don’t know how to heal Alza. Without that research, I am helpless.”

“But... Alza will die...” said Ifrin of the Judai.

“I am sorry...” Dr August replied, “I’ve already tried everything that I can think of... but Alza’s time is running out.”

“Can we at least unfreeze her?” asked Verona, “So that she could... say goodbye?”

Dr August shook his head and replied, “I do not think that her body would survive the unfreezing process. I can only suggest that you say your goodbyes and then... let her slip away...”

Cecil saw the expressions change in the people in the group. Shock, grief and anger were the predominant emotions on display.

But Barsch, without saying a word, stepped forward. Every person in attendance flinched at the sight of his expression.

It was blank.

No rage. No sadness. No defiance.

His father took a single step towards him.

Barsch shook his head before turning and walking out of the room.

Nothing was said after that.

One by one the members of the odd group left the room. Tonight, they would rest.

And tomorrow... they would say goodbye to Alza Reveia...
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Chapter III: Deal with the Devil
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In which they say goodbye...

ZETA Log 003 – Incident Report 00254

Witness: Dr W Ferris

Time of Incident: 02:17

Location: Dormitory – Lab D

Incident Type: Destruction of Facility Property

Summary: 

I was on night duty, performing a deep clean of the laboratory and its equipment in preparation for the next set of tests. While moving used lab materials from the lab to the incinerator, I heard a voice coming from the dormitory. Following lab protocol which states that all test subjects must be asleep by 00:00, I went to investigate.

As per protocol, I called out to the occupant and reminded them they were in violation of their curfew. When I received no response, I entered the room.

Inside, I found Subject Zeta. She was crying and yelling for her mother. 

Everything else in the room, the bedding, the furniture, the facility-supplied toys... was on fire.

When I asked Subject Zeta what had happened, she tearfully told me that she had had a nightmare involving her father. When she had awoken, she had found the room aflame.

Immediately, I activated the emergency alarm and the fire suppression systems built into the ceiling.

Subject Zeta was unharmed, and, curiously, there was a small area around her that was entirely free from smoke or fire.

It would seem that the flames originated not from a faulty piece of equipment, but from the child.

How wonderful.

*
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The Present

I drift through the dreamscape, just as I have done every night since our return to Sanctuary. I have visited thousands of minds, observed dreams and nightmares aplenty, but I am unable to find what I am really looking for.

A mind from the past.

A way to travel through time.

If I could find someone, anyone, I could take control of them. Even if I needed to march them across the entire world, I would do so.

If I found someone who lived before the Great Sleep, I would order them to track Dr Emmerfield down. I would break every bone in his body, until he agreed to fix Alza’s degradation problem.

If I found someone who had awoken from the worldwide cryostasis, I would force them to travel to Sanctuary. I would find Alza in the past and take her far away from the town. If she never went to Tartarus... perhaps she would have more time to figure out a solution.

However, the dreamscape is infinite and contains trillions of minds from past, present and future. Finding one in the right time and place is... impossible.

Spirit, my former guide, is no longer with me.

Without it, I am helpless.

And so, returning from yet another unsuccessful journey through the Void of Dreams, I seek out a mind that I know well.

Her mind is easy to find. There is a bond between us, a connection that goes much deeper than mere atomic bonds or soulmates.

But now that bond is in danger of being broken.

No.

There must be something I can do.

I can’t lose her.

Not like this.

And so, facing the violet orb, I allow myself to merge with it, hoping to find an answer on the other side...

*
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I stand in the glade. This place is special to us. It is where we first met, all those years ago. A boy trying to find the truth, meeting a girl with no memory, no emotions, and no hope.

In this place, we found each other.

And now, it is where we will part.

At the centre of the glade lies a massive blue crystal. It exudes an aura of frigidity and has already given the surrounding grass a light dusting of frost.

Within, sleeping the eternal sleep, is Alza Reveia.

She looks... peaceful.

I could almost imagine that this is just another dream, and that when I open my eyes she will be standing there. 

But this nightmare is very much real.

Alza is dying. Dr August has failed. I have failed.

Placing my hand on the sub-zero crystalline surface, I search for the words.

Don’t go.

Wake up.

Stay with me.

But the words do not appear in the frozen space between us.

I made a promise, once. I would protect her.

But I was wrong. Like a child dreaming of soaring through the skies, I overestimated my abilities. I can conjure fire and create shields of air, but what use are those gifts if I cannot even save the life of a single girl?

“How do I save you?” I ask, as my fingers grow numb and turn blue.

Alza, however, has no response.

She never does.

“I’m sorry,” I say, willing the tears to rise and fall. But my emotions are... blunted.

I want to cry, but I can’t.

I want to scream, but I can’t.

I want to rage, but I can’t.

What will they say, when I shed no tears? Heartless? Monster? Abomination?

“Murderer...” whispers a voice, floating through the void on a breeze with no source.

For a moment, I hear Kain’s laughter, as the dream begins to break down.

He is right, of course.

Dr Emmerfield didn’t do this to her.

Kain didn’t do this to her.

I did. 

I killed her.

I am... and always will be... a murderer...

*
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The day of Alza’s funeral started like any other.

The sun rose in the east, bathing Sanctuary in nascent light. The farmers worked the fields, the builders started work on a new storehouse, the engineers prevented a meltdown at the powerplant.

But, for a small, select group of people, this day was unlike any other. At dawn, they rose from beds that showed signs of poor sleep. They dressed themselves in garments of black and red, as was the tradition. 

Each person carried a small lantern, intricately carved and wrought from silver and bone. They were known as Last Lights, and the most finely crafted pieces were often handed down through families for generations.

Moving in silence, the procession walked out of Sanctuary, lanterns lit and swaying gently as they walked over the uneven terrain. A thick fog had descended upon the town and its surroundings, and despite their grim purpose, the people were thankful for the lantern’s light.

As they passed through the outer regions of the town, a few people spied the group and began to whisper. Seeing both Markus and Lukas, the leaders of Sanctuary, walking side-by-side with the Judai was strange enough by itself, but they were also joined by two-thirds of the Troublesome Trio and two re-mechs, in addition to the town doctor and, most notably, Barsch La Tergan.

The Abomination.

The Hero.

The Terror.

Even before the group had passed through Sanctuary’s gate, rumours were spreading like balefire. Someone had died, someone important enough to warrant the gathering of such a powerful and eclectic group.

But who?

*
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After a time, the solemn group arrived at Genesis Station 13. Most of the people in the group, sans Fran and Barsch, had not returned to the Station since Mother’s defeat and the resulting cleansing of the world. It held... unpleasant memories for most.

Memories of fear, of not knowing what the future held.

Memories of anger, of raging against those in charge.

Memories of worry, of wondering when their food stores would finally run out.

And yet, despite their traumatic experiences, no one hesitated to step inside.

For Alza, they would do anything, even journey into hell itself.

For a few minutes, the group traversed the winding corridors and cavernous rooms of the Station. Eventually, an illuminated sign revealed that they had reached their final destination.

CRYOGENIC CORTEX.

The group did not stop, and moved further inwards, towards the cryopod chambers. After crossing the threshold of the third chamber, ‘PODS 6667-10000’, they floundered for a moment.

The three thousand or so empty pods before them were a stark reminder of what once had been. Without saying a word, Fran took the lead, showing the less-accustomed members of the group which way to go.

There, emitting a soft light to show that it was in use, was Alza’s pod.

POD HUM-7728.

Barsch’s old pod.

The man in question barely registered his old home. His mind was... elsewhere.

One by one, the group’s members slowed to a stop before the glass covered pod. Inside, looking like a princess from a fairytale, was Alza Reveia.

Her skin had been tanned by the sun above Nirvana Island, and her hair, once a pure white, had darkened to a mixture of brown and blonde. Her eyes, now closed, were light blue with a touch of violet.

Once a pale, unfeeling woman with hair of white and eyes of violet, the figure before them almost seemed a different person.

But just as Alza had changed, so too had Barsch. His hair, once midnight black, was now bone white. His eyes, once a mix of blue and green, were now a solid violet. And his skin, despite soaking up the same rays that had tanned Alza, looked pale and unhealthy.

The two had crossed paths, melded minds and now, taken on new forms.

“Thank you for coming, all of you,” Lukas said, speaking in his son’s stead, “Alza would have been gladdened to see you express your fondness for her...”

Already, she was being discussed in past-tense.

For such was the finality of death and the burden of life. Once the funeral was over, almost everyone present would return to their lives.

They would mourn, for a time. But mourning would not build the barns or fix the leaky roofs.

And so, one last time, they gathered in Alza’s name. To remember her. To venerate her. To mourn her.

For tomorrow would be a new day.

For most.

But not all.

*
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Markus, the leader of Sanctuary, was the first one to step forward, holding his lantern close to his chest. His husband, Malcolm, stood by his side, a source of strength in a dark time.

“I first met Alza shortly after I was unfrozen from the Great Sleep,” the man said, his booming voice filling the room, “At the time I did not take much notice of her. Her appearance was unusual, but at the same time I was dealing with a crisis that threatened to end the lives of everyone in the Station. However, a few months later, Lukas came to me with a plan. He told me that Alza and his son, Barsch, could be the key to our salvation. Naturally, I did not have great expectations for two teenagers, but I consented to try his plan all the same. And then, a short time later, a miracle occurred. Alza and Barsch, overcoming great adversity, found a way to rid our skies, shores and seas of the deadly pollution keeping us trapped in Genesis. Alza, if you had not undertaken that mission, if you had not risked life and limb in order to help a bunch of strangers... none of us would be here today. Thank you... and know, despite your... unusual origins... Sanctuary will always recognize you as one of its own...”

Taking a deep breath, Markus and Malcolm laid their lanterns before Alza’s pod. They would continue to burn there for a while longer.

Once the last lantern had gone out, the funeral would be over.

The next to step forward were the Judai.

Ifrin, Keanan, little Ruma and Ishmael.

They stood apart from the rest. Outsiders in everything but name.

Ishmael, the elder, stepped forward, holding the Last Light lantern. Despite being a Judai, in that moment, the boundaries between the men and women in attendance melted away.

He was just another mourner, that was all.

“Widowdaughter... Alza... you were not like anyone else, and that was clear from our first interaction. While... others... were content to ignore us, you sought us out without fear, hesitation or discrimination. You were an outsider, just as we were... but through you, we began to forge bonds that transcended culture and religion. Ruma, our youngest, sadly never met you, but you can be sure that he will grow up hearing stories of your valour, your strength, and your kindness. Your story might end here, adopted daughter of Aster, but your tale will carry on long into the future. May the burning rain wash away your pain, may the divine seed take root in your soul, and may you sprout again, once the Final Storm has passed...”

Ishmael set the lantern down beside its fellow and stepped backwards. His face was drawn.

Ruma, just a few months old, did not cry or fuss. Despite his young age, he knew that this was no time for such things.

Next to move were Nathan and Sybil, Alza’s adoptive parents.

Their eyes looked... empty. It was clear that they had cried until they had run out of tears.

“Alza... you were not born from my womb,” Sybil said, with a flat, monotone voice, “But I loved you as a daughter all the same.”

“After we... lost... André... our son... we thought that our hearts would never be whole again...” Nathan said, standing beside his wife but looking off into some far-off place, “However, when we found you... we knew that we could be... a family once more... This... isn’t fair... none of this is fair...”

Without another word, the Atré’s knelt down and placed their lantern before Alza’s frozen form.

It was clear to everyone in the room that Alza’s death had broken something fragile. Something which had only just recently begun to mend...

As the despondent couple returned to their place, another person stepped forward to fill the void.

Lukas La Tergan.

“Alza, it was not so long ago that I sent you away on a mission that many would consider impossible: stopping a dwarf planet from annihilating us all,” Lukas said, and although he was speaking to Alza, his eyes never left his son, “When you did not return to us, I feared the worst, but hoped for the best. As the days turned to weeks and then months, my hope did not fade. I knew... I believed... that no matter what, you would come home to us. You have always been capable of miracles, Alza, so even though this seems like the end, I will not give up. I will wait for you, for the rest of my life, if need be, to return somehow, someway. The light in my window will never dim, for your life is too precious to end this way...”

A moment later, Lukas’ lantern joined its brethren.

And yet Barsch showed no sign of movement. His eyes were closed and, as far as anyone could tell, he wasn’t even listening to the mourners’ parting words.

Cecil, the man out of time, took a step towards him, but a gentle hand from his beloved rooted him to the spot.

Eva, shaking her head, turned to face the mourning group and said, “While many of you might not know me, Alza was, and still is, a dear friend. Despite knowing that her time was limited... despite knowing that attempting to save us could cost her everything, Alza never faltered. The very last thing that she did was to use all of her power to prevent my own mistakes from jeopardizing the world. I do not ask you to trust me on this, nor could I ever fully explain how I know... but Alza is at peace. She knew what she was doing, she knew why she needed to do it, and she did so without regrets. I will miss her voice in my head, but most of all I will miss the friendship that could have been. Alza... I will miss you...”

Another lantern joined the arrangement.

Still, Barsch did not move.

Not even when Maloch, one of his oldest and closest friends, stepped forward, Rose at his side.

“All of you know me,” Maloch said, facing each member of the crowd in turn, “All of you know what I am. A free re-mech. An anomaly. A monster. A friend. But I would be none of those things without Alza. Although she did not intend it, when we met, she shattered the chains which bound me. Just as I have freed so many, Alza freed me. None of them would be free without her... and there is no honour great enough, no statue large enough, no words powerful enough, to show just what she did for me... and for all re-mechs. Alza, I have stood beside you as you faced madmen, malevolent A.Is, and even planets. I have been broken, I have crossed oceans, I have fought my own kind, but let it be known that I would do it all again if it meant I could somehow see you one more time. If there is an afterlife, and if my kind are permitted there... I hope that one day we will meet again. Farewell, Alza, champion of both flesh and steel...”

*
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Almost all of the lanterns had been placed, and still Barsch had not moved from his spot. Lukas looked at Markus, unsure of what to do.

What could be so important, that it superseded the funeral of your closest friend? 

*
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A few minutes later, the last lantern was gently placed by Alissa.

Already, most of the lanterns placed prior to hers had been snuffed out. Once her flame died, the funeral would be over.

Dr August would deactivate the systems responsible for keeping Alza in stasis and, a few moments later, she would slip away forever.

*
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I have failed. I knew that it was unlikely, but I tried to find a path to the past all the same. But everywhere I go, I find the same minds, the same times.

There is nothing left for me to do.

When I open my eyes, I will have to say goodbye.

I... don’t know if I can...

If there was anything else I could try... anything else I could do... I would do it.

Even... if it cost me my soul.

“But I don’t want your soul, murderer,” Kain says, floating beside me in the Void, “I want revenge.”

At any other time, I would tune him out. But, faced with losing Alza, even bad company is better than being alone.

“Why are you here, Kain?” I ask, facing the man with crimson eyes, “To gloat?”

When we first met, we could not be more different.

Black hair versus white. Blue-green eyes versus crimson. Sane versus madness.

But now? We could probably pass for brothers.

Because of the mindmeld. Because he broke my mind, and Alza had to fix it using her power.

“I would never gloat about this,” Kain replies, and yet his eyes, wild and filled with a burning hatred, hide the truth, “I never wanted my sister to end up like... this.”

“You wanted her dead. You’ve told me that... several times.”

Kain shrugs his shoulders.

It is as close to a confession as I will ever receive.

“She should have died in battle,” the murdered son says, “That is what we were built for. If she had fallen to one of your foes, it would have been... a good death. But there is nothing good about this.”

“This would have been your fate as well, you know.”

“Perhaps,” Kain replies, “But my father was a wise man. If you had not broken into our home, murdered us both and then destroyed our facility, perhaps Alza would not be in this situation.”

“I did what I had to,” I reply.

“No, you did what you wanted to, murderer, there’s a difference. You could have walked away. You could have left Alza in the care of her family. But you chose violence instead. You always choose violence. And now there is almost no hope for her.”

My heart stops.

Almost.

The most hated and most wonderful word known to man.

He almost died.

She almost made it.

They almost gave up.

“What aren’t you telling me?”

“Plenty,” Kain replies, “But in this case... there is still a way to save Alza.”

My heart starts again. I know that it is foolish to trust this man, after all of the pain and suffering he has inflicted on me... and yet...

“How?” I ask, hearing the note of desperation in my trembling voice, “How can I save her?”
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