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Preface


Black Feather III is the last of the Black Feather Trilogy.  It marks the end of the first generation Omnis/Anima, but also makes way for the second.  In Black Feather III, the perspective shifts back to Qastor, the main character, as well as other characters.  The themes of life are strongly presented in these parts, as life is ephemeral but well worth the effort to live out.  In this trilogy ender, the conflict between Qastor and his comrades, Sphere, and Rey Vyn reaches to a climax, but doesn’t necessarily end.


I hope you will enjoy this humble fan fiction of mine as much as I did writing it.  Good day and good reading.











       -Omniblade

Character Profiles

Lucifer

Name:
Lucifer (Loo-sih-fur)

Age:
25

Weight:
173 lbs.

Height:
6’2”

Gender:
Male

Birthdate:
(Unknown)

Hair:
Indigo Blue, reaches to lower back neck

Eyes:
Dark blue (right), crimson (left)

Arena Rank:
-

Current Skill Level:
A

Full Skill Level:
S

AC Name:
Grenadier

Occupation:
Laevaentteinn Rebel Force Commander and Founder

Personality:

Serious to a fault, his presence demands respect, and he never fails to get it.  His work against Sphere has taken up much of his time lately, and it seems to worry his companions.  His combat skills in both hand-to-hand and AC combat are exceedingly impressive.  He and Garnet seem to have been an item until recently.

Background:
(No available information)

Garnet

Name:
Garnet (Gahr-niht)


Age:
23

Weight:
110 lbs.

Height:
5’4”

Gender:
Female

Birthdate:
(Unknown)

Hair:
Deep garnet hue, long down to shoulder blades

Eyes:
Black red

Arena Rank:
-

Current Skill Level:
B

Full Skill Level:
A

AC Name:
Amethyst

Occupation:
Laevaentteinn Rebel Force Squad Leader

Personality:

Garnet tends to look at the bad side of things.  A personality trait that seems to have been forced upon her by working so closely to Lucifer.  As a hard worker, she strives to meet everyone’s expectations.  However, she also tends to get overly caught up in trivial situations.  She and Lucifer seem to have been an item until recently.

Background:
(No available information)

Diana

Name:
Diana (Die-ann-nuh)

Age:
20

Weight:
5’6”

Height:
112 lbs.

Gender:
Female

Birthdate:
4/22


Hair:
Golden, flowing and a little curly

Eyes:
Blue

Arena Rank:
-

Current Skill Level:
C

Full Skill Level:
A

AC Name:
Corundum

Occupation:
Laevaentteinn Rebel Force Squad Leader

Personality:

Diana has a gift for healing others, both medically and emotionally.  For this, she is often optimistic, but her will is easily broken during overwhelming situations, a flaw she is hard at work to improve upon.  

Background:
(No available information)

Markham

Name:
Markham Ergestus (Mark-um Ur-gehst-tihs)

Age:
21

Weight:
159 lbs.

Height:
5’9”

Gender:
Male

Birthdate:
7/04

Hair:
Short, brown, no specific style

Eyes:
Brown

Arena Rank:
-

Current Skill Level:
D

Full Skill Level:
B

AC Name:
Pygmalion


Occupation:
Laevaentteinn Special Forces Officer

Personality:

A serious man who takes pride in his skills and his work.  Markham carries out and supervises missions with the utmost care, and Lucifer respects him for this.  His feelings for Scout are somewhat complicated.

Background:
At the age of thirteen, his town was a victim of the corporate war.  He left the smoldering ruins of his home to quench his thirst for revenge, and Laevaentteinn gave him the perfect chance to do so.  It was especially painful for him to leave his remaining relatives behind.

Scout

Name:
Scout or Beryl Nerringham (Bear-rul Nair-ring-guhm)

Age:
19

Weight:
107 lbs.

Height:
5’4 ½”

Gender:
Female

Birthdate:
6/19

Hair:
Reddish-brown, curly, reaches to shoulders

Eyes:
Green

Arena Rank:
-

Current Skill Level:
D

Full Skill Level:
B

AC Name:
Galatea


Occupation:
Laevaentteinn Special Forces Officer

Personality:

She has a trained eye for geology, and was assigned as the information supervisor of the Special Forces.  Many a mission would have failed if not for her.  Although she was already called “Scout” during her childhood, the popularity of the name strengthened due to her talent.  Although still a teenager, she is an independent person of many skills and possess a wealth of knowledge about the world.  Her feelings for Markham are somewhat complicated.

Background:
Suffering from the same tragedy as Markham’s, she stayed with her surviving family for four years.  At the young age of fifteen, she sought out Markham, and managed to find him working for Laevaentteinn.  Scout quickly enlisted to join him in his struggles.

Egret

Name:
Egret (Ee-gret)

Age:
24

Weight:
166 lbs.

Height:
5’11”

Gender:
Male

Birthdate:
12/16

Hair:
Black brown, short and slightly spiked

Eyes:
Green

Arena Rank:
E-20

Current Skill Level:
D

Full Skill Level:
A

AC Name:
The Dragon

Occupation:
Raven Mercenary

Personality:

Although new to the Raven fold, his demeanor and serious personality reflects the years of his MT piloting years.  He has traveled far and wide around Layered and the immediate surface, and was troubled by what he had seen.  Seeing as the corporate war has stretched out to the edge of civilization, he became a Raven in the hopes of somehow ending the war.

Background:
As a young man, his uncle encouraged him to see the world, to broaden his horizons.  He did so accordingly, and finally saw his purpose in life.  Upon joining the Raven Mercenary Force, he automatically outlined a plan to rid the corporate war, although he has had no such luck as of late.

Angelus

Name:
Angelus

Age:
26

Weight:
170 lbs.

Height:
6’0”

Gender:
Male

Birthdate:
(Unknown)

Hair:
Silver, spikey, glossy

Eyes:
Silver blue

Arena Rank:
A-01

Current Skill Level:
A

Full Skill Level:
S

AC Name:
Retribution

Occupation:
Raven Mercenary

Personality:

(No available information)

Background:
(No available information)

Aries

Name:
Aries

Age:
10

Weight:
84 lbs.

Height:
4’9”

Gender:
Male

Birthdate:
(Unknown)

Hair:
Silver, short

Eyes:
Silver green

Arena Rank:
-

Current Skill Level:
???

Full Skill Level:
???

Occupation:
Wandering Boy

Personality:

A curious young boy of ten years.  Aries travels far and wide, seeking a purpose in life.  His main benefactor is Laevaentteinn, providing him with the basic needs of life.  Ever since a trauma three years ago, he secretly possesses a fear of being captured.  

Background:
(No available information)

Story

Black Feather III: Episode I

???

???

Dreamsaga

Drifting…  Never-ending…  Blind…  Lost…  Forgotten…  

What hope have I in this never-ending, never-existing dream of mine?

Love…

Who needs love…?

Pain…  That was what love offered me…  That was the ONLY thing love offered me…

During those countless years of empty existence, I managed to crawl my way out, up and out of that hole filled with hope, and here I am…  A Raven…

Is that it…?

A Raven?

People see me as a Raven…  Why can’t they see me for who I am?  Is it because they look down upon Ravens…?  We Ravens give an attempt to eke out a seemingly comfortable living in this world… just like everyone else… even the Corporations…

Just trying to survive…

This world… it’s…

Comforting…

So dark… so empty… this is…  This world is… my mind… my heart… its memories tucked away in secret shadows… its emotions burned to ashes… its ashes burned to nothing…

This is my secret world…

A world I could retreat to…

A world I could seek refuge within…

Home…

A pitch-black realm…

A raven’s…

Black Feather…

_____________________________

My life… where is it going…?  I feel so empty… so useless… a dreg in a world of priceless possessions… possessions of those who are loved… and I… what am I…?

Who am I…?

Someone… please…

Tell… me… who I am…

Someone…

Iris?

She was lying on her side, flat on the pitch-black floor.  I swam in the air down to her.  My feet touched the invisible floor.  It felt like an eternity since I’ve been able to walk.

I rushed over to her.  My hand reached for her shoulder, but a limelight appearing ahead startled me.  In the limelight was…  Another Iris?

“Qastor, are you joking again?”  She spoke.

“Qastor, how could you?”  Another appeared.

“Qastor…  You’re so sweet…”  Another appeared.

“Qastor, I get real pissed off when you make those faces…”  Another.

“Qastor, get up!  It’s late…”  Another…

“Qastor…  Thank you…”  Another…

“I love you…  Qastor…”  They all disappeared.

My eyes were wide…  My mind was bombarded with messages and feelings…  What’s happening?  Iris was still lying below me.  I shook her shoulder.

“Iris…?  Wake up…  Iris…?”  My index finger was moist.  I withdrew my hand.  It was tipped with…

Blood…

I held her shoulder and turned her slowly.  Her left chest was red.  The floor beneath her was stained with blood.  I held her in my arms.

“Iris!?  Iris!!  Wake up!!  IRIS!!!!”  

Iris’ head turned to me with fatigue.  Her eyelids revealed a slit.  A tear streamed from her ebbing eyes.  Iris opened her mouth to say something, but her eyes closed again… 

“No….”  I held her close…  “NO!!!”  I quickly let go of her.  “Love… you threaten to hurt me again!?  I won’t have it!!!  I WON’T!!!  NO MORE… pain… please… just let me be…”  I walked away from Iris.  She dissipated into the repressed depths of my memories… only to be crushed and processed into nothingness…  I came to a corner…  I sat myself there, burying my face in my arms…

“Iris…  How am I supposed to live… without love…?”

“You won’t have to.”

“Why’s that…?”

“Because… you have me…”

“You’re not ‘love’…”

“Oh, you’d be surprised…”

“If you really are ‘love,’ then stay away from me…  You’ve torn off enough of my soul… aren’t you satisfied?  You were once hungry, so you sought me out…  Now, aren’t you full?  Wasn’t my empty soul enough to fill you up?  Was it delicious?  Was it bland?  Don’t tell me, ‘cause I don’t care…”

“…Not even for Iris…?”


“Keep away…”


“Iris…”


“I said keep away…”


“Iris…”


“No…”


“Iris…”


“No…  No…  NO!!!!”

_____________________________

“Iris… no….  No…  NO!!!”  Reality blasted my eyes.  Cold ovals of sweaty rime adorned my face.  I was out of breath.  My eyes were moist when I wiped them.  

I found myself in a white room, sitting on a white bed, with white sheets, with a white pillow, with white raiments clinging to my body, with white flowing curtains, a white tile floor, a large white window shimmering with white sunlight, and a white breeze withal.

Cool, congenial air from the window chilled my sweat as I quickly rubbed them away.  I felt lost energy returning to my dormant self.  With renewed vigor, I swept the sheets off and made my way to the adjoining door.

“Ah, crap!!”  I found myself on the tile floor since my legs wouldn’t stand.

“*Gasp*  You’re awake!!  He’s awake!!”  A young woman bursted from the very door I was heading for.  She hollered with elation and helped me up to the bed.  

“Where am I?”  I inquired as I tried to remember what had happened.

“You’re in the infirmary of the Laevaentteinn base.”  The golden haired lady proudly stated my location.

“La-what?”  That name puzzled me like a monkey in a bush.

“Lae-vaen-tte-inn (la-vine-tee-in).”  I felt like a toddler when she deliberately pronounced it for me.

“Whatever…  How did I get here?”

“We found you in the smoldering remains of Sphere’s detainment facility.  You did one heck of a job kicking their bu-“  She stopped when she saw me holding my head in agony.  I suddenly remembered what was going on.  Rey Vyn…

“Are you okay!?”  Her hands flashed to my shoulders.

“Yeah…  Just… how long… has it been?”

“You’ve been in a coma for a week.  We seriously didn’t think you’d survive that red AC’s beating!”  She was ecstatic as she spoke of this.

My eyes narrowed as I recalled Rey Vyn’s AC beating me with its bare fists into a metallic lump. 

“What’s your name?”  She took her hands from my tense shoulders.

“Ah, my name?  It’s… uh…”  I remembered the dream.  Iris…  “It’s Qastor.”

“Qastor…  Is it?  Well, I’m glad you’re awake.  The doctor should be here soon.”  She helped me up on my feet.  I was able to stand again, but my legs were trembling.  

“You’re legs must be asleep.”  She laughed as she said this.

“Huh…  I guess you’re right.”  I admit, I was amused at myself.  All six-years of Raven training were finally paying off for once.  I wanted to thank the nice lady, but her name was unknown to me.  “What’s your name?  Sorry for not asking earlier.”  A forgiving smile curved on her lips.

“It’s Diana.”

Black Feather III: Episode II

Laevaentteinn Rebel Base Cafeteria

10:26 a.m., 03/19

Anxiety

“You know, if you eat too fast, you might choke…”  

Diana was astounded when Qastor gorged his third helping.  He didn’t mind though.  Not being able to eat any real food for a week and a day really makes one’s stomach growl with a mad hunger, especially Qastor.

The cafeteria was larger than the ones at Global Cortex, but there’s only one in the entire base.  It was a hexagonal mess hall with food distributors in the center.  Two multi-purpose stages were set on the north and south poles of the hexagon along with a large-screen monitor for viewing news and announcements.  The restrooms were placed in the northwest and southwest sides of the hexagon: northwest for males and southwest for females.  An observation balcony may be accessed through the west partition and the entrance/exit may be found on the eastern side of the hexagon.

Qastor leaned back on his chair with utter satisfaction.  “Never had a big meal like that in loooong time…”  He muttered aloud with a toothpick whirling between his lips.

“Say, why not get some fresh air at the balcony?  I’ll just stay here and watch some of the announcements…”  Diana had her eyes glued to the monitor in the same way Qastor did back at Global Cortex.  He noticed and chuckled to himself.  

No one else was on the balcony, so he was able to take in the view all to himself.  He leaned against the rails.  Flat, lime green plains stretched on into the far ocean horizon.  Tall, whispering grass stalks nodded with the breeze, soothing the stinging, salty air of the far sea.  Qastor took a deep breath and remembered his dream.

“Dreams…  Dreams come and go…  But, not this one…  I’ve had many dreams during my coma.  I’ve lived many lives and survived many experiences in them, but not like this one…”  Qastor went back inside.

Diana wasn’t where he had last seen her.  Qastor gave a shrug and went back to his new dormitory.  Eating all that food made him sluggish.

_____________________________

Qastor launched himself to the bed.  With his face flat against the pillow, he groped for the remote controller on the adjoining dresser.  He sat up and turned on the protruding monitor in the wall.  The screen blurred as he madly surfed through the channels.  He settled on a particular channel.

“…A Raven transport has returned home to Wyndon City’s Global Cortex at 2:35 a.m. this morning.  A female Raven is injured, another is unhurt, while the last had died in action…”

Qastor glanced at the screen.  Iris was seen rushing out of the transport with a doctor and an injured person carried by some of the paramedics from the ground crew.  

“Hmm…  Iris is on TV…”  He closed his eyes again for a nap. 

“IRIS IS ON TV!?!?”  Qastor lunged to the monitor.  “IRIS!?  IRIS!!”  He was shaking the monitor with awesome rapidity.  The screen went dead.  His eyes twitched as he withdrew from the monitor.  “What was that city again?  Ah, Wyndon City…  That’s…”  Qastor turned on the laptop on a nearby desk and opened up a map.  “Damn…  It’s one thousand kilometers from here…”  He needed to get back.

The intercom in the corner of the ceiling beeped on.

“Mr. Qastor, Commander Lucifer requests your presence.  Please report to the conference hall.”

That’s just the person Qastor wanted to see.

_____________________________

Qastor arrived early with an air of haste.  Diana, a woman, and a man were sitting at the far end of the long table.  At the end of the conference hall was a large screen with a silhouette in front of it.  The hall was dark and lit dimly by the flashing monitor.

“Some guy named Lucy wants to see me here?”  The man sitting near Diana put his hands to his forehead in shame, while the other sitting woman put her palm to her mouth to conceal a giggle.  Diana got up and power-walked towards Qastor.

“My name is Lucifer…  Not ‘Lucy.’”  The silhouette turned around; the monitor turned off.  Tremendous three-story curtains of silk and velvet cleft open and revealed large, ponderous glass panels that welcomed sunlight.  Qastor shielded his eyes from the sudden invasion of light in this gloomy hall.  He found Diana sitting down near, motioning him to do the same.

“Have you anything to say before we begin?”  The tall man at the monitor named Lucifer wore a long, dark tunic and a blue and gray trench coat.  His long, indigo hair reached to his shoulder and a silver head ring encircled his head, but was only visible at his forehead.  Qastor took a seat.

“Yeah, I want to go to Wyndon City.”  Qastor’s voice was solid and determined, but his expression crumbled when…

“You can’t.”  Lucifer stated sternly.  “We did you a deed by providing you with food, shelter, room and board, among other luxuries, not to mention saving you from Sphere.  In turn, you must fulfill a favor.”

“Fine.  What do you want?”  Qastor had already lost hope in returning to Iris in Wyndon City.

“We need to save one of our most valued colleagues from the clutches of Sphere.  A recent attack on one of their corporate counties has left us in this situation.”  Lucifer was impassioned when he spoke of his colleague’s capture.  A man of honor, Qastor thought.

“Who is this ‘colleague’ of yours?”  Lucifer looked out in the horizon from the windows in reply to Qastor.

“Garnet.”

Black Feather III: Episode III

Laevaentteinn Rebel Base, Main Conference Hall

11:03 a.m., 03/19

Lucifer: The Dark Angel

“Garnet?”

“You heard right.  She has the codekey for breaking through security in one of Sphere’s labs.”

“Sphere…  Is that who you’re fighting against?”

“We oppose all corporations except Union.  They are our main benefactor.”  A long pause ensued.  Lucifer spoke again.  “We have reached the new world.  And with it, there must be new resolutions.  However, there hasn’t been any.  Sphere has fueled the corporate war as of late, and I… we believe that by taking them down, the war should at least subside long enough to make our main move.”

Qastor glanced at Diana, who was staring at the sky through the table’s reflection.  Lucifer turned from the scenery and back at Qastor.

“The first mission begins tonight.”  Lucifer slowly paced back and forth.

“What are the objectives?”  Qastor turned his head toward him again.  Lucifer motioned to sitting woman, who reached for a cell-phone-sized controller.  Lucifer walked to the middle of the hall.  Qastor stood up and followed.  Upon meeting Lucifer face-to-face, the room was pitch-black again.  Qastor glimpsed wildly about.  It was soon that he would discover that the glass panels actually formed an immense monitor.  A 2-D map of a city glowed in the monitor.  Intricate, translucent lines mapped the streets, while similarly colored circles and rectangles outlined the buildings.  A cursor highlighted a specific area in the northeastern section of the city.

“This is Galistone County of Sphere.  The highlighted area is the county’s exportation energy plant, which provides energy for any outlying structures in the vicinity.”  The county map flashed, shriveled, and revealed more of the surrounding area.  Another structure, located south of the county, was highlighted.  “That building you see at the bottom is Garnet’s current location.  We are to put the exportation energy plant out of commission and raid the keep.”


“The keep?  Is that what it’s called?”

“Correct.  That structure is the Gardens Accord Keep.  Its name betrays its true self.  It is a massive defense structure heavily guarded and protected by an infallible security system.  It also has a defensive dome shield protecting the entire keep.”

“What is the purpose of the structure?”

“The keep stores Sphere’s top-secret experimental results and raw data, as well as newly developed military weapons and shells.  Garnet is locked in a certain area we haven’t been able to map.  Sphere must’ve thought we’ve completely withdrew from the area, so Garnet remains undetected.  But…  That mistake might not last for long.  We have reason to believe it’s deep underground.  Once the power’s out, the security system should deactivate for at least two minutes.  That’s where you and Diana come in.  You two are to infiltrate the facility and rescue Garnet.”

“With what?  MTs?”

“No, with ACs.  We’ve fully repaired your AC.”

“Thanks, but…  Aren’t ACs too big for infiltration?”

“The entire facility has passageways which may accommodate an AC.  MTs and such are required for the transportation of materials in and out, so large passageways are required.”

“What about the dome?  How can we get through it?”  Qastor sounded unsure.

“The dome needs to open in order to let their security forces out.  When that happens, we’ll detonate the gates, disabling them and leaving them open.  If the dome doesn’t open, we’ll have to blow a hole in it.”

“Alright.  But, what about Garnet?  What does he… uh, she look like?”  He faltered as he said this, trying to remember the details.

“She should still be in her AC.”  A new image appeared.  A mellow red mid-weight bipedal AC was shown.  “That’s her AC.  If she’s not in it, I suggest you search on foot, for her own safety.”

“Alright, I gotcha.”  Qastor was casual now that he’s been standing in the same place for quite some time.

“Do you have any questions?”

“Yeah.  Don’t forget.  I’m a Raven.  So…  What’s my reward?”  He expected some respect since he was a Raven.

“Besides letting you live and having provided you with food and shelter, I’ve prepared an AC part for you.  I will also cover the maintenance and repair costs.  Do you have any more questions?”

“No, I gotcha.”

“Be ready by 1900 hours.  Once you are, head for the hangar.  Your AC and transport will be waiting.”

Fluorescent lights switched on in the ceiling and everything revealed itself.  Qastor didn’t care, as he just wanted to get out of the room.  When he turned around for the exit, Diana made her way out.  

“Lucifer doesn’t like it when those under him behave like that.”  Diana was waiting for him in the hall.

“What’s up with him?”

“He’s worried.”

“About what?”

“Sphere of course.  They’ve been acting up lately, and sending their forces all over the land.  We figured they’d be searching for something, but Lucifer isn’t sure.  But, whatever they’re looking for, it’s big.”

“Yeah, well, that’s his problem.  Not mine.”

“I’m not so sure about that.  If one corporation conquers all, it affects everyone.  Even Ravens.”

“Whatever… but I’ll keep that in mind.”

“I’ll meet you in the hangar at 1900 hours.”

“Yeah, I know.”

With that, Diana returned to her duties, hugging a clipboard and some sheets against her chest.  Her golden hair flowed as she briskly walked down the hall.  Qastor turned, shook his head, and went to check up on Xanthippius.  

An abomination awaits in the night…

Black Feather III: Episode IV

Galistone County Outskirts

7:10 p.m., 03/19

Golem

“Missiles approaching!  Two kilometers!!”

“Damn!  They’re expecting us!!  All units activate stealth coats!!  ECM units-“  

“It’s no use!  The ECM units are shot down!”

“Missiles imminent at one kilometer!!”

“All squads branch out!  Everyone stay in your unit!”

“Missiles incoming!”

A cloud of missiles shining in moonlight dived toward us.  My enhanced guided projectile interception system took out a swarm of the missiles like a hot knife through butter.  I was unscathed but many weren’t.  The night screamed with jarring conflagrations.

“Scout!  Report damage!!”  

“Five allied MTs shot down!  Thirty-five remaining!”

“The bomber units!?  What about them!?”  

“They’re one kilometer behind us…  We have to break the defensive line before the bombers get here!!”

I gripped the controls.  My eyes narrowed.  Overboost activated.

“What are you doing!?  That’s suicide!!”  Diana didn’t want anything to go wrong on this mission.

“No thanks, Diana.  At this ra-“  The overboost shot me forward before I could finish my sentence.  I activated my Stealth extensions.  Leaving my squad behind was against orders, but at this rate, all of them would be annihilated. 

“Qastor~!!”  

I plowed through the defensive line with a quick swipe of my blade and broke left.  I ended up at the end of the line.  I aligned myself with the defensive line of artillery turrets.  My railgun positioned, a suicide bullet shrieked through the defensive line.  They all exploded in perfect rhythm while my rail bullet created a small but deafening sonic boom.

“Enemy defensive line is down!  All units, protect the bombers!!  AC units, take out the enemy guards!!”  I was proud of my accomplishment.  An entire defensive line destroyed in one shot.

“This is Lucifer.  Reinforcements have arrived.”  He was calm as always.

“It’s about time!”

“Scout, come with me.  We’ll have to keep an eye on the keep.”

“I’m coming t-“

“You stay here with the bombers until I say you could move.”

“Tch!  Have a nice time!”  I veered back with the reinforcements and distracted the guard MTs until the bombers got here.

Stars slumbered in their blankets of shadow.  The moon was a spectator of the raid.

“Bombers approaching!  All units move out!”  The hum of the bombers echoed in the night sky.

“B-03 is down!  I repeat, B-03 is down!!  Three bombers remaining!!  Two units down!!”

“Damn…  All long-range units!  Fire at will!  Aim for the plant!!”  I ordered my troops, and was amazed at the result.

The plant exploded into a performance of sparks and flames.  Some of the city lights flickered into darkness along with all of the outlying structures.

“All raid units!  Follow me!  Diana and Markham, you too!  All bombers to the keep!!  Remaining units, clean up the area!!”  Thirteen units stayed behind and dealt with the remaining forces to keep them away from the bombers, while twenty went with me.  

With that, I followed Lucifer’s trail.  I could see the dome keep from here.  It resembled an alien pearl shimmering in lunar rays.

“This is Qastor.  What’s the situation over there?”

“Enemy units are being deployed.  Awaiting further commands.”  Scout responded first.

“Lucifer, are you gonna blow it up or not?”  A glance at his AC and you know he’s all dynamite.  He was outfitted with over ninety grenade shells.  

“They’re not letting up.  Looks like we’ll use Plan B.”  Lucifer waited for the bombers.  “All bombers, aim for the black spot on the dome!  All units attack!  Qastor and Diana, don’t go near until we punch a hole!!”  He sounded more excited now.

Lucifer aimed one more shot at the black spot fired.  Immediately after it struck its mark, he and seven other MTs charged in.  Markham, another AC rebel, led thirteen MTs.  Diana and I waited behind some hills near the target entrance.  We spoke in whispers, even though our transmission was encrypted.

“Any units near us?”

“Not any that I know of.  Bombers almost there.”  Diana seemed nervous.

“I though you’d be used to this kind of thing.”  

“Used to what?”  She was more serious now.

“Nevermind…  There, the hole is weakening.  We should get going.”  I boosted ahead, but she overboosted.  By the time I reached the keep, the hole could be clearly seen.  Battles were taking place on the other side of the keep.

“You ready?”

“Let’s just go.”

“Ladies first.”  Exasperated, Diana went ahead, boosted up, and dropped into the hole.  I took a deep breath.  What have I gotten myself into?

A chilling draft cooled down my armor as I descended.  
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“Computer, systems check.”  

“All systems functioning at full capacity.  Warning: Temperature Decrease.  Current Temperature: 6 ˚C.”

The computer was right.  It was getting cold down here.

“Diana, do you copy?”  I waited for a reply.  “Diana…?  Computer, what’s the altitude?”

“6750 meters and dropping.  Landing imminent at 7500 meters.”

“Damn that’s deep.”

_____________________________

Large splashes of blood smeared across the freezing metal walls as dim lights guided me through the tunnel.

“How the hell…?  Blood?  This much?”  I proceeded with utmost caution.  A disturbing noise rung the abandoned catwalks on the wall.  Bugs…

“Oh noooo……”  An AC was backstepping from an adjoining tunnel.

“Diana!?  What’s wrong!?”  I boosted my way to her.

“Ahead…  It’s…”  I turned right and saw what Diana saw.  Ahead was a colossus, one twice the size of an AC.  Some of its armor panels were hanging loose, which exposed its throbbing flesh.  It left massive footprints of blood in its wake.  It traipsed slowly with its back slightly hunched over, its spinal spikes ran down the center.  Half of its face was covered with a metallic mask, while the other half was demonic flesh with a popped-out eye dangling as it trudged.  Saliva and white foam ran from its drooping mouth, full of serrated layers of fangs.  In its right hand was a ponderous cannon, about three times the size of a Karasawa rifle.  The massive rail barrel scraped against the frosty floor, leaving trails of sparks.

I stepped back also, but my back soon met the wall.  Diana was in the same predicament.  

“Where the hell did it come from…!?”

“I don’t know…  It jumped right out of that door and started walking towards me…”

It pointed its cannon at us.

“Oh sh—“  I reacted immediately and attacked with my rail gun.  Blood bursted from its left shoulder as the bullet ripped through and ricocheted 30 times in the tunnel behind the giant.  I found its left arm hanging by a strand of flesh from its armpit.  Watching it fall to the ground made Diana queasy.  The giant bellowed in pain and pointed the cannon again.

“Ah, attack now!!”  I fired blindly at the giant’s body with my rifle and chain gun.  The giant’s body shook as the bullets penetrated.  Its cannon was still pointed.  Diana fired and a green shroud of energy and electricity concealed its right hand, knocking the cannon off balance.  Angered, the giant quickly aimed and fired its cannon.

“MOVE IT!!!  GET OUT OF THE WAY!!!”  I strafe boosted to the right and Diana broke left.  A burning flash jarred the tunnel.  I turned around and found a smoldering hole in the previous wall, dripping with liquid metal.  I’ve had it with the pile of standing crap and boosted forward, slicing its legs.  I was amazed at how fragile the giant was, and how it lost both legs.  Diana was standing on the other side of the giant with her laserblade heated.  We had both sliced the giant’s legs.

It wasn’t the end, however.  As the giant screamed lying on the ground, it managed to turn around, grab its cannon, and aim it at me.  I was too stunned to react, since its enormous flesh and muscles gave it more maneuverability over any AC.  A roaring flash of fire engulfed the giant’s hand.  The tunnel shook as the giant’s cannon flew and landed away from its owner.  Its right hand was missing and the entire right arm was charred.  It shrieked.

“What are you guys doing!?  Get in and save Garnet now!  I’ll finish this freak off.”  Lucifer’s AC, Grenadier, tremored the tunnel with its heavy footsteps.  Diana and I listened and made our way through the tunnel behind the giant.

Almost finished.  Almost home.
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Arkunis Ceipheid

“Watch out!!  Don’t get any closer!!!”  A female voice rang through my cockpit.

“Garnet!?”  Diana boosted ahead, but stopped as soon as…

“It’s dangerous in here!!  Get out while you can!!”  Diana stopped and withdrew a little.

I spotted a garnet hued AC standing behind a large pillar.  Sparks flew from its right shoulder, where its arm was missing and its entire armor was damaged.  I went up to the corridor and peeped into the void.  Garnet was near us and from the looks of the structure, it was an enormous rotunda.  Every sound we made in that dome reverberated off the high walls.

“Garnet, let’s get out of here!!”  It seemed like Diana didn’t want her friend to die in a place like this.

“It’s MUCH easier to say it than do it!!  Just get out--  Aaahh!!”  A spinning lance of plasma whizzed through the pillar, slicing it in two.  The pillar gave way and Garnet boosted out of the way.  I launched myself into the rotunda to get her.  Another wave of energy came and barely missed me by five inches.  I lost balance, but made my way to Garnet.  

“Diana, get in here!  Take Garnet and I’ll hold off whatever’s in here!!”  Diana boosted in and led Garnet out.  

“Be careful…”  Those words made my heart sink, coming from Garnet.  Whatever mutilated her AC like that is bound to do so similarly to me.  I started to wonder if I’ll ever see Iris again…

I was finally able to see the oppressor.  Its armor was black and white.  Its arms were long cannons, which it brandished in the air.  Two blades stuck out from the back of the cannon arms.  Its head was shaped like that of an elongated egret’s, but had no details on it.  There was no face, no eyes, no sensors, nothing; the head was just white glossy metal, like a perfect pearl.  Six thick spikes protruded from its back, with narrow, linear, vein-like grooves glowing with blue-green energy.  Also from its back were two distinct, metallic wings.  One wing resembled an angel’s wing, while the other was distinguished as a devil’s.

I charged in with overboosters, ready to break-slice him.  But then…

“AAAGGGHHHHH!!!!”  I screamed as I was thrown to the ground.  I landed hard on my core and the missile interception barrel snapped.  My left arm, dismembered, landed next to me, its laserblade still drawn and nearly sliced my head as it twirled.  

“WARNING: LEFT ARM OFF-LINE.”

“Don’t you think I know that!?”  I was furious as it took me a few precious seconds to get up with one hand.  I kneeled down and grabbed my rifle.

The air was stagnant, as if nothing had happened…

I found myself slamming against the metallic wall with intense force.  The screens fizzed and sizzled with stripes of gray and black.

“WARNING: LEFT BACK WEAPON AND OVERBOOSTERS OFF-LINE.  CORE RESPONSE DECREASED TO 70%.”

“This can’t be happening…”  I had the wind knocked out of me and one of my side-screens had shattered.  My chain gun and overboosters were damaged in the impact, as I was thrown against the wall back-first.  My AC leaned against the cold, metal surface.  This was it for me…

“If you’re gonna finish me off, you might as well do it now, damn lunatic…”  That “thing” just appeared out of nowhere in front of me.  I recoiled.  My eyes grew wide…  Is this the end?

“W…What the hell are you!?”  I suddenly remembered.  The structure of that… ‘thing’… was similar to Rey Vyn’s Ark Omnis.  I knew it then…  ‘It’ had some relation to him and was using the same time-freezing technique I had used at Sphere’s detainment facility.  

“My NaMe….”  My ears shivered and its drums quaked, as the voice had a shrieking mechanical quality to it.  I could sense excruciating pain from the voice.  

“Is AnGeLuS…”
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“Qastor, what’s going on?”  A familiar, calm, cold voice was comforting in this dire situation.

“Lucifer!?  Get your #@$% outta here!!”

“An Omnis…”  I was shocked when Lucifer blankly said that.  “I’ll take care of it.  You go on up.  There’s a temporary pulley to get you out of the hole.”  My boosters were off-line also, so I had to jog out, but I stopped as soon as I saw Lucifer transform.  The grenade launchers on his back multiplied by three and spread out in a curve like a smile.  His core shifted to accommodate them.  His arm weapons twisted and writhed into two identical machine grenade rifles.  “Hurry up!  I can’t hold him off forever.”

I activated my Stealth extensions just in case.  I stared at Lucifer’s AC, it’s black armor gleaming in darkness.  I blinked and he was gone.  Rapid explosions hollered in the distance of the shadows.  I reached the point where the giant had been.  All that remains is an enormous streak on the ground.  A streak of burnt flesh, molten metal, and shattered bones.  Whatever Lucifer did to the giant I dare not think, but I never doubted his skills ever again, even with his slow heavyweight AC. 

The temporary pulley lifted me up faster than my boosters would’ve carried me if they were functional.  The tunnel quaked with rapid explosions again.  I looked down and saw flames coming up at me.

“CRAP!!  PULL FASTER!!!”  The pulley accelerated, but the conflagration rose steadily.  If it reaches me, I’m toast…

I could finally see the night sky.  The flames were gnawing at my AC’s heels.  I jumped up and out of the hole, and found myself sliding against the keep’s dome armor.  I jumped again and landed on the soft night soil, where a transport waited.  I turned and looked back.  A pillar of fire raged from the hole in the dome.  The pulley team withdrew.  I got in the transport as it prepared for lift off.

“Hey, wait!  Are you just gonna leave your leader in there!?”

“There’s no choice!  We’ve lost enough units as it is and they’re only going to send more reinforcements!”  It was a good reason, but I still objected.

“But-“

“Just be quiet and don’t worry.  You’ll see.”  The transport pilot sounded confident.

In a moment, I did see.  Lucifer’s AC exploded out of the dome with unparalleled speed.  It reverted back into its normal form.  Still in my AC, I saw the transport hatch lower.

“What the hell are you do-“

“Make way or he’ll run into you!!”  

Lucifer activated his overboosters and flew straight for the transport.

“Holy-“  Lucifer almost rammed into me as he entered the transport in midair.  

“Get the hell out here now!!  He’s coming!!”  Lucifer was right.  That “thing” called Angelus busted out of the dome and faced us, floating still above the three-hole dome.  The keep now looked like a bowling ball, which reminded me of Malirant.  Angelus just floated there, staring at us.  

The transport hatches closed and we chased the moon back home.

Home…?  I stayed there for less than a day and I’m already calling it “home.”

Black Feather III: Episode VII

Laevaentteinn Rebel Base

11:32 a.m., 03/20

Identity

After my light breakfast, I immediately headed over to Lucifer’s headquarters, with the help of maps on the wall and a few guards.  When I arrived, I saw Garnet for the second time.  The first time was last night, when she was checking up on her AC.  She exited out of his room, bumping into my shoulder as she passed.  I looked at her and noticed that she was retreating rather briskly.  I turned back and walked in, finding Lucifer sorting some papers.

“What happened right there?”  I pointed to the door.

“It does not concern you.”  He sounded flustered.

“Well, uh-“

“You’re going to ask me about your leaving to Wyndon City?”  I nodded dumbly.  Lucifer tucked the papers in an open suitcase, shut it closed, and locked it.  He then browsed in his computer.  “The transport should be ready tomorrow, since your AC repairs aren’t complete.  Your AC part should arrive at your location in two days.”  Just what I wanted to hear.

“Thanks.”

“Is there anything else?”  

“Now that you mention it, what was all that transforming back there?  The keep, I mean.”  Lucifer withdrew from the computer and folded his fingers, as if deep in thought.  I waited for an answer, and my efforts came to fruition.  “We’ll talk about it tonight in the conference hall.”  I nodded and left him alone, still with his hands intersecting each other.

The day dragged on slowly, as is often the case when I’m anxious about something.  It was uneventful, and I spent most of it in my dormitory, packing things up, watching the news, and taking a nap.  When evening visited, Diana knocked at my door.

“Uh… yeah?”  I was half-awake when she came by.  

“Lucifer wants to talk to you.  He’s in the conference hall.”

“Yeah, I’ll be there.”  I quickly got up, put on my shoes, and left the room.  I glanced to my left and right, expecting to catch a glimpse of Diana, but she was nowhere in sight.  The people here sure are weird.

_____________________________

“Omnis…”

“What about it?”

“What is it?”

“I don’t know myself.  All I know is this: it is responsible for our rebel forces’ success.  Without it, we wouldn’t be where we are today.  Why do you ask?”  Lucifer and I were alone in the same conference hall.  He stood at the windows, his arms folded and his melancholic eyes staring out into the night.  I was near, facing him.

“…”  I became silent, but somehow, Lucifer knew.  “I-“

“You too?”  There was a pause, but Lucifer broke it.  “I learned to use it three years ago.  Our rebel force was caught in a perilous situation.  Garnet was attacked, and somehow, it happened.  Soon afterwards, I learned that whenever Garnet was near me and in peril, I had the option of using this ‘power.’  However, Garnet was already up on the surface, far away from me, but you were near and in danger.  This led me to conclude that you too are an Omnis.  That means you were once an orphan, correct?  Then you were given an identity…”

I was quietly stunned at how much Lucifer knew.  My head faced the ground.  I opened both of my palms and stared.  “Me?  What about Garnet?”

“What about her?”  Although Lucifer knew what I was asking, I sensed that he said so just in case.

“Has she used it also?”

“The power?  …Yes, it is branded as “Anima” among females.  We fought a massive MT once, and I found myself on the verge of shut down.  However, she…”  He stopped.  I blinked.

“She what?”

“Nevermind.  All I know is that you’re one of ‘us,’ from the looks of how you annihilated the Sphere forces at the detainment facility.”  Qastor’s eyes widened.  “No one but I saw how you fought.  Maybe another, but that doesn’t matter.”  Lucifer’s tone betrayed him.

“You’re not telling me everything… aren’t you…?”  Anger welled up inside me.  I always expected those around me to be honest.

“There are times when a lie is the truth to those who can’t handle it.  In this case, it is silence…”  Lucifer started walking out.  I pursued him.

“I’m not done with you!  Tell me what you know!  Tell me who I am!!”  I was short of breath from everything I was told.  Lucifer stopped near the door.  There was yet another pause.  A heavy, intense pause…

“I’ve told you everything that you need to know.”  With that, Lucifer walked out.  Frustrated and pained, I struck the table with my fist and threw one of the chairs across the floor.  Hurtful beads of tears dropped on the glossy surface.  I began to wonder…

“…Who am I…?”
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“Commander!  Our chief engineer has made a discovery!”

“Bring him in.”  Lucifer’s fingers intersected each other in an X fashion.  The door guard made way.  A chubby, oil-stained man entered the quarters, carrying a belt-full of tools on his jolly waist and a pungent stench on his oil-ragged attire.

“Sir!”  The engineer’s clenched hand struck his chest as a salute.

“What did you find?”

“A black box… in our guest’s AC…”  

“A black box…?”  The words made Lucifer close his eyes.

“I-it…  We can’t dismantle or remove it, but doesn’t seem to affect the performance of the AC…”  The engineer prattled on as Lucifer deeply thought.  In the midst of the incessant unilateral chatter…

“That’s enough.  You’re dismissed.  Thank you for informing me.”

“Sir!”  The chief engineer trudged his way out.

“Summon Markham and Scout.”  Lucifer’s associate responded and requested the presence of the said couple.  A minute later, they arrived and entered courteously.  

“Sir!”  They sternly greeted in vigorous unison.

“At ease.”  Lucifer stood up from his chair and paced about near his desk.  Markham and Scout relaxed their postures.  “I need you two to secretly occupy Ascalon Citadel.  Don’t ask why.  Just trust me.”

They accepted and parted.  Exasperatingly, Lucifer dropped himself into his chair and swiveled to face the glowing curtains behind him.  

His glass cup shattered.

_____________________________

Walking down the hall towards the transport area, Qastor passed by the quiet mess hall.  The silence broke.

“Ah, let me go!”  Qastor backtracked and peeped in.  Two men seized a boy of ten years.  Qastor intervened.

“Hey, what’s going on here?”  Startled, but not shaken, the men turned their eyes to Qastor, releasing their grip from the boy.  They looked at each other suspiciously and turned to Qastor.  One of the two stepped forward.

“Yeah, that little twerp stole my wallet!”  The other stepped up and said the same thing.  The first one looked at the boy and gave a threatening glare.  Qastor, not noticing, turned to the boy who retreated behind him.

“Is that true, little guy?”

“I-I need money to buy some food…”  One of the men lurched forward, but Qastor stopped him. The boy retreated into Qastor's shadow.

“Hey, come on.  Give the little guy a break.”  The man withdrew.  Qastor squatted down to the boy.  “How about this?  If you give those two guys their wallets back, I’ll buy you some breakfast.  How’s that sound?”

The boy nodded with elation as he threw the wallets to the men.  They walked out with fearsome looks at the boy.  Qastor told the boy to wait as he bought two sandwiches, but the boy followed.

“Here you go, little guy.”  The boy accepted the plastic case of sandwiches with a smile.  “Say, what’s your name?”

“My name?”  The boy was already munching on the first sandwich.  “Aries.”

“Aries huh?”  Qastor felt an indescribable feeling well up inside him.  He took off his right glove and slightly twisted his platinum ring.  Rey Vyn’s keepsake…  He squatted down again and held the ring for Aries to see.  “You see this ring?  It’s yours now.  Keep it safe, ok?”  Aries’ eyes widened as he forcefully gulped down a sandwich wad.

“Are you serious, mister?”

“’Course I’m serious.  By the way, you can call me Qastor.”

“Thanks…  Q-Qastor.  Thanks a lot!”  Aries’ face fell when he discovered that the ring was too large for any of his scrawny fingers, but looked up with a thankful face.  Qastor grinned with pride.

“Alright, Aries, eat up.  Sorry I can’t join you; I gotta ride to catch.”  

Aries stared at the raven on the ring and held it up to the light, where it gleamed with opulent magnificence.  He turned back to the corridor and looked on as Qastor returned to his destination with a gray sack bobbing on his back.

_____________________________

Qastor settled himself down in the passenger cabin of the land transport.  It was dark inside, so he lifted a window shutter to his right and watched the silent motion of the horizon.  They were far from the base when one of the drivers entered the cabin.  Qastor got up and moved to the main aisle.

“Is something-“

“We’ve been waiting for you…  Mr. Qastor.”  The man pulled out a dark pistol from his jumpsuit.  Qastor recognized a hidden insignia on the jumpsuit.  Sphere!

Trigger pulled, Qastor fell to the ground.
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“They’re coming.”

“Yeah, I know.  The ground’s shaking…”  My quadripedal AC could sense vibrations in the ground like a seismograph.  Scout was tense, but then again, anyone would be.  The two of us against an entire strike force… 

We were taking cover in an abandoned business block of the citadel.  The broken glass and cement gravel clicked and bobbed on the pavement.  They’re getting closer…

“Is this why Lucifer sent us here?  To take out all of them by ourselves?”

“We should trust him.  Besides, he said so, didn’t he-“

The buildings we were hiding up against shattered in a cloud of fire.  A volley of missiles thrashed the adjacent structures.  A second later, the roads were littered with debris…

“Scout, I’ll go right.  You take the left!”  Scout responded and boosted through the left street.  I looked on, not knowing if I’ll ever see her again.

“You be careful, Markham!”  I told her I will and branched right.  

I went straight through an intersection, where a hail of bullets barely missed me.  I lifted up over the rooftops, expecting to see a cloud of airborne ​​fliers.  I was right.  I dropped and found a battle MT right in front of me, the type with twin chain guns and a missile launcher.  Immediately, I thrusted my bazooka in its face and pulled the trigger.  Taking advantage of the ensuing flames, I strafe boosted to my right, only to find five more in its wake.  They all fired their peashooters right at me.  Some bounced off my armor, while most missed as I jumped into the air.  I took out two with my bazooka and another with my spread howitzer.  I landed and found yet another in my face, but soon exploded before I could pull the trigger.  Another MT behind it had fired and unexpectedly killed its own comrade.  I fired through all the smoke in front of me and picked off the last one. 

Small, mobile MTs loomed behind me.  They fired as I turned around.  Seven shells hit as I braced for impact.  My heat built up quickly and I jumped in the air again to cool off more.  I feather-boosted from above and shot down four MTs with my missiles.  Three more shells jarred my AC, but the next impact sent me twisting to the ground.  An unfortunate fighter jet flew right into me, knocking me off balance and sailing down with my core and arm armor shredded.  The fighter jet was torn and its debris littered the pavement.  I landed on my right arm and my bazooka spun from my grip.

“WARNING: RIGHT SHOULDER JOINT ACTUATOR DAMAGED.  RIGHT ARM RESPONSE DECREASED TO 12%.  SUB-ENGINE RAS-SE/02 OFF-LINE.  LEAK DETECTED.  RIGHT EXTENSION OFF-LINE.”

I juggled the controls, scrambling to my four feet again.  I lurched forward.  The cockpit was suddenly an oven.  Cannon MTs were behind me.  

“Markham!”  Scout appeared overhead from one of the buildings.

“Scout! NO!”  She was tossed against a building when six grenade shells clashed with her right side.  “SCOUT!!!”  More MTs and air fighters came, cocking their artillery and threatening to kill if I make a wrong move.  Scout, after painting a horrid dent in one of the buildings, lied on the sidewalk, her right arm and leg was completely blown off and most of her armor was ripped apart.  Sparks and electricity cackled all around her AC.  I never felt so helpless in my life.  The only thing left to do was to drop all of my weapons.

That is, until a blinding flash ensued.  I released the controls and buried my eyes in my arms, but even then, the light was too bright.  A thousand explosions went off all at once.  The light subsided and I found myself shielding my ears.  I could feel my eardrum vibrating rapidly, which soon turned to immense pain.  The internal noise filter activated, but only mitigated the pain.  The explosions silenced exactly like the light had.  I withdrew my hands, moist with blood from my ears.  They rung like possessed bells and I could hear little of anything else.  My first instinct was to get out of my AC.

Piles and piles of smoldering and burning debris decorated the block.  All of which had fresh, straight, slice marks outlined with molten bubbles of metal.  But what caught my eye was a vibrant blue AC in the air.  Four cannons danced frozen in the air behind it, while two dual cannons hung from its back.  Two dual laserblades from its arms retracted.  All of its cannons faded away and turned into a chain gun and rail gun.  Its arms emaciated into lightweight types, carrying a laserblade and a rifle.  Its shadowy glow receded, descended, and it knelt to the ground.

Scout limped her way toward me from her AC.  She was badly hurt and her right arm was moderately burned.  I ran over and helped her move.  We made our way to the back of the AC.  Now, I remembered.  It was the same AC from the mission two days ago.  The cockpit shutters opened all at once and the pilot fell out.  I inspected his body.

He had a bullet wound in his left chest.
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_____________________________

[…]: Qastor’s dialogue inside his mind.

<…>: Other person in Qastor’s mind.

“…”: Dialogue between Iris and Qastor (memories).

_____________________________

[…Where am I…?  What happened to me…?]

<…You’re dead…>

[…What…!?  But, how…]

<…Qastor…  You were shot… right in your heart…>

[…Then… why am I still here?]

<…You are neither living, nor are you dead.  This is your world… you are free to enter or leave… even if you are dead…>

[…My… world…]

<…That’s right…>

[…Then…. who are you…?  What are you doing in my… world?]

<…I am…  I… am…>

[…Tell me…]

“Qastor?  Is that your name?”

“Huh?  Yeah… at least, I think it is…”

“How strange… you’re a strange one…”

[…What the!?  Why…  Why am I here?  Iris…?]

“What are you doing here?”

“I come here to think…”

[…That’s right…  Iris…  She was standing there, thinking about something… in the cherry blossom garden.  It was in full bloom, that April…]

“Really…?  It’s a pretty place…”

“You think so, too?”

[…Now I remember…  This place… this was when I first met Iris…  It was after I met Rey Vyn in the arena, during one of my training sessions.  I didn’t know what to do after he left, so I… went for a walk and wandered into the cherry blossom garden.  Iris stood there… facing the cherry blossom tree… the falling petals rained in her eyes, I remember…  We then sat at the base of the tree.  It was so… serene…]

“What made you become a Raven, Iris?”

“I don’t… know…  I left my parents behind… they… don’t know about me becoming a Raven…”

“That’s awkward…”

“You think?”

“No, not your past…  It’s… how similar we are…”

“In what way?”

“I left my family behind, too.  My father strongly disapproved of my becoming a Raven, but I left anyway…  I found out, just recently, that my entire family died one year after I left…”

“…So… you’re all alone?”

“Hahaha… yeah…  I guess I am…”

“What’s so funny?”

“I always felt alone… even with my family around.  As a child, I always felt… ‘unique’… in some way.  I could always keep a straight face… never laugh… never cry.  I was emotionless…”

“You still are?”

“Not so sure about that anymore…”

[…I looked at her, and found her gazing into my eyes…  I felt something then…  Was it fate?  She smiled… and something caught my eye.  Iris pointed it out for me…  It was…]

“Look…”

“A monarch butterfly…?”

“That’s right…  I can’t believe they’re still here though…”

“Why’s that, Iris?”

“You rarely see any monarch butterflies nowadays…  They say if you hold out a finger and one perches on it, then that means you’re in love…”

[…I remember…  Iris held out her’s…  It landed perfectly…  I was mesmerized by the grace of the moment…  She glanced at me and smiled again…]

“That’s weird…”

“What is?”

“I…”

[…Huh… I had some trouble telling her.  I was afraid I might scare her off or something…]

“I…  I don’t want this moment to end…”

“…I feel the same…”

[…We were both surprised at the moment, although I was fully convinced she must’ve seen it coming… somehow…  And then there was… the promise…]

“Promise me something…?”

“Huh?  Uh yeah, whatever you want…”

“Promise me… that if we ever get separated somehow… that we’ll meet here…”

“…I promise…”

[…What a lie…  I never kept her promise…  Our promise…  I didn’t know what she meant when she said it, but I decided I should keep our promise.  Iris…  As the year withered away, so did my memories…  I’m sorry… so… sorry…]

<…Do you know who I am now…?>

[…No… I don’t… and I may never…]

<…Maybe this’ll help…>

[…This…  This place… it’s the same… the cherry blossom garden… only that it’s been a year later…  The cherry blossom tree where Iris and I first met was now ancient, but larger…  It was April again…  The shrine bells struck serenely in the background…  I was… dying…]

<…You remember…>

[…Of course…  It was during a terrorist attack at the Security Headquarters…  I escaped as a hostage, but I was shot…  And there…  The ‘sakura’ were dancing to the ground…  I found myself laying down against the grass…  I inched my way to the tree… my blood smearing across the dirt…  I made it there… and… I held out my palm, letting a cherry blossom twirl calmly onto it…  And I still remember clearly… that cherry blossom changed into a… white and… black feather…]

<…There was more…>

[…That’s right…  I died there…]

<…Shortly after you were shot, you managed to travel a mile with your wound to the shrine hill, crawl up the stairs, and to the tree…>

[…Iris knew about the terrorist attack and that I was one of the hostages…  I wanted to meet her again, since she’d been completely busy ever since reaching B-3…  I tried to keep my promise… but I failed…]

<…So, you died twice… that proves it… a dead man could die again and still live… but… was this really the case…?>

[…I died there… I clearly remember…]

<…Did you really…?  If you go back there, you’ll find a memorial…>

[…Of what…?]

<…A memorial… of a Raven… who died with two feathers in his hands…>

[…]

<…That Raven’s ashes were buried there… and…>

[…?]

<…Iris never knew about your death…>

[…]

<…Qastor…>

[…?]

<…These aren’t just your memories…>

[…Why’s that?]

<…These… are my memories also…>

_____________________________

What’s…

“Som…ne…all…e…ramedics!!…”

Happening…?

“…stor?…  Qa…or!!”

Ah, such pain in my heart…

“…ld…on!!”

Am I dying…?  Have I died already…?

Why am I feeling so much pain…?

Iris…  I wonder where she is…?

And Malirant… he’s gone too…

That little guy too…  Aries?  Yeah, hope he’s okay…

Ah, my ears are clearing up…  Voices?

“Stay put, Scout…  I’ll get him into the cockpit…”

Someone’s forcing me somewhere…  Ah, stop it…  Let me rest… rest…..

Warmth…  Warmth…?  Why am I sitting in my cockpit…?  Whoever shoved me up here is gone…The pain is going away…  I’ll miss it…  What’s this…?  Something’s pushing a thought into my head…

Omnis?

“…st… oy … th…. RK….”

What…?

“Destroy the ARK…”

What the hell are you talking about…?

The pain is gone…  Whoever took that pain away, I’ll thank you once I find you.  

_____________________________

My entire strength returned.  I felt like a new person, like a soldier returning home from a war.  So much energy.  I opened my eyes for the first time in many hours.  There was a hole in my shirt; its edges were burned and dark.  It somehow had a slight metallic stench to it, which offended my senses.  I took it off immediately, and I noticed something.  My bullet wound was gone. There was no scar, no evidence of my being shot.  I remembered clearly the time when I was murdered, and when a sudden, painless impact killed me.  I was dead…  Now, resurrected.  It was strange…  To realize that I was once…  Nevermind.

I opened a small compartment near the left pedal and pulled out an old, dusty combat shirt.  I shoved the blood-stained one into the compartment.  I made my way out of the core and out into a city block I never saw before.  I patted my old combat shirt to release the dust and quickly put it on, since the cold evening snapped at my skin.  I noticed a fire crackling in front of Xanthippius and followed it like a moth to a street lamp.  There, I found an acquaintance, Markham, sitting on a cement boulder with a teenager lying on his lap.  He turned around and flinched, almost knocking the young one away.

“Y-you!  You’re alive!!”  I walked over and settled myself on the pavement, not making a big deal about my revival.

“How is she?”  I noticed him slowly sweeping his hand through the girl’s wavy hair.

“Scout?  Yeah, she got burned…  I’m a little afraid though.”

“Of what?” 

“When she wakes up.  And when she does, I’d hate to see her suffer from the burn.”  An idea popped into my head.  

“Hey, why not put her in my AC’s cockpit?”

“What?”  He looked at me with confoundedly. 

“It healed my wound, somehow.”  I involuntarily rubbed my left chest.  “It should be able to recover her burns, right?”

Markham turned to Scout.  “It’s worth a try.”  He started and placed Scout into Xanthippius’ cockpit, just like he did for me, only with more care.  When he got out, he left the shutters opened for air circulation, and settled himself on his rock.  

We were in a wide intersection.  I leaned back on my arms and looked up into the star-clad sky.  Markham stared into the fire.  We didn’t speak for some time.  Still gazing into the fire, Markham spoke.

“You were dead.”  He was terse.

“I was…”  That ended the conversation.  We didn’t talk again for another while.  I decided to speak.

“How long have you known Scout?”  I felt like I needed to start a meaningful conversation.

“Ever since I was a little kid.  She moved into town, right next to my house.  At first, her parents came into town to have a check-up on her.  Scout was frail, and they decided to live in town.”

“What’s her real name?” 

“…”  Markham looked as if he was trying hard to remember.  “…Beryl…  I’ve called her ‘Scout’ ever since the first time we met, when she insisted I call her that.”

“Has she ever told you why?”

“No.  You know what, I don’t think I ever want to know.  It’s a mystery I could live with, I guess…”

“What time is it?”  I noticed the sky was mellowing.

“It’s…”  Markham pulled down his right sleeve and glimpsed at his watch.  “…4:43 p.m.  Early evening I guess.”  He had a hesitant look on his face.  “What’s your story?”

“Not much.  I was an orphan until I was about four years old.  The orphanage I was at burned down to the ground…  I was adopted soon after…”


“Where are your parents now?”

“Dead.”  I sounded flat and quick.

Markham’s eyes widened.  “How’s that?”

“The Controller leveled the residential district and my entire family died; aunts, uncles, grandparents, cousins and all.  Not that I really knew any of them, but after finding out the news, I realized that I was all alone in this world, like the day I was born.”  Markham nodded melancholically.  After glancing at the Global Cortex insignia on my sleeve, he inquired…

“Say, how’s it like to be a Raven?”

“I can’t really say much.  It’s pretty different to all Ravens, but overall, it’s pretty hard.  You live day in and day out, wondering whether the next mission will make or break you.  We get a lot of money, but those at the bottom barely have enough to fend for themselves.  I guess it contrasts with normal life.”

Markham nodded in agreement.  I asked…

“What’s being a rebel like?”

He looked up into the sky and thought for a moment.  “It’s… not strange to me at all.  I’ve been a rebel for five years now, so I guess I’ve gotten used to it.  I just have to keep quiet about myself and the group around public.  It can get dangerous if I don’t.  Also, I’ve been okay since I always followed orders and not question any of my superiors.  So, being passive helps towards being a rebel, but I never forget about what I’m fighting for.  I’m fighting for a future.  A future where we could someday sit in a park and not hear gunfire off in the distance.  A future where parents can raise their children without being torn or interfered by war.”

I never thought about it that way.  I considered Markham a fortunate man.  He had a cause to follow and a dream to fulfill.  He had everything set in life.  Me?  I’m just wandering around, fighting other people’s battles and not knowing what I’m truly fighting for.  Drifting from battlefield to battlefield, searching for a place to belong.  I considered myself blind compared to Markham.  I never knew where my life would lead.  Markham doesn’t know either, but at least he has a clue as to where it might.  But, whenever I thought about where my life was going, I thought about Iris…

“When are you gonna start going back?”  He finally asked, but I wasn’t so sure myself.

I was already halfway to Wyndon City, so…  “I’ll start leaving soon, I think.  It shouldn’t be too far with an AC.  What about you?”

“I called up the base before you came out, so they should pick us up soon.”

“Markham?”  He turned around and immediately rushed to an awakened Scout, who had puzzled expression on her face.  Her arm had completely healed, but her sleeve was still a little charred.  Markham helped her to the fire, where he took off his coat and lent it to her.  I smiled, glad that they were together again.  I departed silently, but stopped as soon as Scout spoke to me.

“Are you gonna be alright?  By yourself?”  She and Markham both turned to me.

I looked at the ground and held my head up to the stars.  I sighed.  “Yeah…  I’ll be fine…”  I glanced at Xanthippius, who patiently knelt on the littered pavement.  

“Looks like it’s just you and me again.”  I whispered to myself as I started up the computer.  “Iris…  I’m finally coming back…”

Markham and Scout waved farewell as I chased the eastern wind.  

Black Feather III: Episode XI

Global Cortex Surface Base GCWC-SB/02
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Synergy

“Your mission is to intercept Sphere’s newly developed Mobile Supremacy War Engine.  We have reason to believe that it is heading to Iosden County, south of Wyndon City, where old century records of The Controller are held.  Several Ravens have been hired for this mission, so we’re leaving you with a substantial extra fund.  Choose your consorts carefully, as this is a mission we cannot fail.  Once you’re prepared, a high-speed transport will be waiting for you.”

I signed the contract with eager strokes.  Sphere had gone too far, and taking down their most prized weapon would surely lower their spirits.  Rose was present, sitting to my left and her new friend, Egret, to her left.  I handed the contract back, tapping the pen flat on the polished wooden table.  Reuer Hillard, Union’s mission director, personally came to ask me to participate in this crucial mission, most probably due to my Raven rank.  A generous 50,000c were included as my rest of funds.  Rose whispered to her new friend and he nodded in reply.

“I apologize for not being able to see you off, but important matters await.  Good luck.”  Reuer bowed deeply, which I returned cordially.  His associates followed him out of the conference room.  

“Need any help?”  Rose got up with me.  Egret seemed nervous, striking his fingers rhythmically against the table surface.

“Thanks.  I’ll call on Legionnaire also.”  I called him up by cell phone, but he was asleep.  It was 10:23 p.m., and a lot of the Ravens were in slumber.  “He’s asleep.  I don’t think the others are awake either…”

“Just us then.”  Egret nodded, getting up last and fitting his gloves on.  I noticed his hands were tremulous.

“Iris, think we can pull this off?”  Rose glanced about the room.

“There’ll be other Ravens fighting alongside us, so there shouldn’t be much to worry about, right?”  I tried to sound confident, but the 200,000c reward did cast a shadow of a doubt.  Missions are pricey for a reason.

“Are we ready?”  Rose inquired in the quiet hallway.  

“Not yet.”  Egret bought a soda from the adjoining lobby and chugged it all down at once.  He withdrew the can, shook his head wildly about, crushed the can, and slammed it into a garbage can.  “Now I’m ready.”

_____________________________

Ringing… ringing…?  Damn phone…  I snatched it with irritability.

“WHAT!?”  I hated night calls.  That’s why I turn mine off whenever I go to sleep, but this one belonged to the hotel.

“Qastor, it’s Lucifer.”  I twitched at the sudden strike of his voice.

“Good cheese, man!  How did you reach me!?”  I sat up.

“Nevermind that.  I need you to do something for us again.”

“I did my job.  Now, leave me alone.  I have to sleep, you got that?”

“It’s Sphere.  They’re headed through Wyndon City.”  Sphere…  I gripped the phone tightly…  And Wyndon City!  If I don’t do this, Iris might be in trouble…  “Qastor?”

“*sigh*… Tch, fine…  Yeah…  I’ll do it.”  I felt like a puppet in a great, ominous world of scheme-weavers.  I was fully convinced someone out there is pulling me into a scheme I never want to be a part of.

“Good.  I need you to get to Zunix Point just outside of the town you’re in.  A transport’s waiting for you there.  Infiltrate and attack Sphere’s Mobile Supremacy War Engine.  My forces will arrive shortly, so hang on until then.”

“Whatever…”  I was scrambling out of bed and getting my things ready while the wireless phone was clamped between my left shoulder and ear.  “The war engine thing, what’s it look like?”

“You’ll know when you see it, trust me.”

“And infiltrate it?”

“We’re working on it right now.  Just get there and we’ll guide you through.”

“Alright, I’m on my way.”

“Qastor.”

“Yeah?”

“You’re our only frontline.  Don’t screw this one up.”

“Whatever you say, boss…”

“I’ll probably meet you later.”

“What?  Wa-“  The dial tone moaned.  I slammed the phone back on the dresser.  Jacket put on, wallet in my pocket, keys grabbed, the door closed shut as I bolted out.

I quickly checked out of the hotel and sprinted to the nearby civilian MT hangar, where my AC was stored in their largest warehouse, since there weren’t any hangars that could accommodate an AC.  I breezed past the check-in point and climbed into Xanthippius.

“Main system.  Engaging normal mode.”

“Alright, let’s get outta here…”  My AC jogged out of the warehouse.  I leapt into the air and overboosted towards the Zunix Point.  A thunderous boom jarred the town, but I was out of sight before anyone caught me.

_____________________________

“Iris, look…”  Rose pointed out the window.  Other high-speed transports were visible and closely knit together.  A few fighter planes and helicopters rose from beneath us.  Their job was to defend the transports until all of the Ravens were deployed.  

“Transports 00-05 are present.  All vanguard units are in position.  Sphere Mobile Supremacy War Engine is visible.”

I unlatched my seat belt and walked to the pilot’s cabin.  It was dark inside, where the only source of light was the web of glowing buttons, gauges, monitors, and switches.  The two pilots stared in consternation at the Mobile Supremacy War Engine (MSWE).  The war engine was a ponderous shadow in the night horizon.  Red, beeping dots studded its exterior.  As we approached closer, it became more and more gargantuan, until its size shook out very beings.  It had a long, massive hull, with a flat, circular surface at its back, resembling a landing platform, guarded by several turrets, and four unwieldy cannon barrels with a light stirring from within.  It was a rough estimate, but the monstrosity could have easily housed an entire city, with plenty more room to spare.  From its back sprouted a multitude of sky scraping spikes, which rotated around a central axis, an evil bouquet of catastrophe.  Deliberately, the MSWE shifted towards us high above the plains.

“Good… man…  How could such a monster exist…?”  The auxiliary pilot wondered, the other snapped out of it.  He turned to me.

“Ms. Iris, we’re almost there.  Please gather your comrades and get in your ACs.”  I nodded in reply and walked out nervously.  I stopped a little when…  “And Ms. Iris…  We wish you the best of luck.  Millions of lives rests on your shoulders.”  I looked down on the floor.  I rose my head again and ran to the hangar.  The pilot cabin hatch whispered to a close.  Rose and Egret got up when I blurred past.

“Iris, where are you go-“

“It’s time!!”

I heard their rapid footsteps in response.  

_____________________________

“Get in!  Hurry!!”

I walked backwards into the high-speed transport.  Mechanical stalls held down my AC as the transport lifted off.

“Stay in your AC.  We’ll get there soon.”  The transport jolted.  The metallic equipment around me clamored and I lurched forward from the sudden change in force.  I felt my blood rushing to the front of my body, my eyes felt full and my fingers were pink-red under my gloves.  I looked at my altimeter.  Altitude was increasing rapidly.  The pilot was kind enough to put a view-screen of my target.  It was a gigantic titan of a machine in the sky.  Its dark silhouette blocked off the stars, while tiny red, beeping eyes leered on.  Late clouds receded and exposed the moon.  The MSWE’s immaculate, smooth armor shimmered in lunar essence.  

Explosions and artillery fire popped in front of the war engine.  I contacted Lucifer.

“Boss…  We have company…”

“I know.  Union has launched an interception campaign, including several of the best Ravens.  But, even I don’t think that’s enough to take it out, much less hinder it, if they’re going to launch a full-frontal attack.”

“Then why are you sending me?”

“You’re an Omnis.  You’re taking this thing out from within, so don’t blow this chance.”  With that, the connection dropped.  Another connection opened.

“This is Garnet.  Do you copy?”  It was somewhat weird hearing her voice again.

“Yeah, this is Qastor.”

“Our forces will arrive shortly.  Just get into the MSWE and destroy its generators.  Once that is done, the MSWE should be vulnerable to a full-scale assault.  We’re cooperating with Union in this effort.  Please make the best use of their forces.”

“I hope I will.  What about you?”

“I’ll be arriving with Lucifer, Diana, and my sisters as soon as possible.”

“I’ll see you then.”  

The mechanical manacles released their hold of Xanthippius and the hatch lowered.  Next thing I knew, I was descending in the moon-chilled wind.

_____________________________

“Transport 02 is down!!  Emergency deployment of ACs initiated!!”  The operator tragically informed us.

“Iris.”  

“Yes, Egret?”

“Think we could finish this thing off now?”  I was silent in response.  “Let’s hope you’re wrong…”

“Target area detected.  Deploying ACs.”  
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I landed on the circular surface of the war engine.  There were fourteen turrets, two of which were down and smoldering.  A cannon shell barely missed my right arm.  I fired three rockets at the nearest turret, all of which hit home.  The turret exploded when another ACs laser cannon fired.  I strafe boosted to the right closer to the center of the circle, allowing more room for maneuverability.  I stopped when one of the helicopters crashed and caught on fire.  Egret mowed down another turret with his quartet cannon and Rose, with the help of another Raven, was busy with another.  Several panels on the floor blasted open.  A mass of miniature MTs bursted from the holes.  Rose turned around and dispersed a section of them with her shotgun and spread howitzer.  Seven other ACs defended themselves against the scores of enemies, while another twelve were busy attacking the turrets and airborne MTs.  I boosted away from the MTs and found myself next to a turret.  I leapt up and charged in with my blade.  A thick haze of flames ensued from the gash.  A transmission…  It was Egret.

“Iris, the giant cannons are activating.  You have to find a way to take them out of commission!  It’s aiming for Wyndon City!  I’m sorry I can’t help you right now…”  I looked up.  

Looming above were the four enormous cannons, which made ACs look like people compared to a skyscraper.  Stars were being swallowed and regurgitated by the cannons silhouettes, slowly aiming for Wyndon City.

A quaking groan of machinery shook the constellations...

_____________________________

“Qastor, there’s a corridor in a large niche in the northwest terrace below you.  You should be able to break in from there.  Find the generator plant deep inside the war engine and put it out of commission!”  Garnet guided me as I fell from the transport.  I landed on a terrace below a large flat circular surface and spotted the large corridor immediately.  I sliced it in half with my laserblade and discovered a drafty tunnel within.

“Qastor, I’ve acquired a map of the entire interior from our hackers.  Follow my directions and you should arrive there in no time.”

“I’m listening.”  

“Follow the tunnel until you see the first door on your left…” 

_____________________________

The cannons hummed with more intensity than ever.  I had followed the hole from which the MTs had originated and allowed my instincts to take over.  I made it to the circuitry alcove of the cannons.  I drew my laserblade, but slashed the wrong circuit.  

“Aaaaaahhhh!!”  It was… Rose?

“Rose!?  What’s wrong!?”

“Iris, one of the cannons…  It’s going crazy!!----“  A deafening boom dropped the connection.  That circuit I destroyed had overloaded one of the cannons and must’ve exploded.  Four switches in the far corner caught my eye.

“Switch released.  Deactivating cannons.”  I sighed in relief.

“Egret, are you there?”

“Yeah, be quick about it!  I’m busy… damn…”

“Can you give me a damage report?”

“Aarrgh…  Let’s see:  Three Ravens are out of commission from the explosion… and that blast from the exploding cannon just disintegrated a mountain… that’s all.”  I didn’t know what to feel…

A transmission came through.  “Iris, a rebel group is cooperating with us.  Since you’re inside, I need you to assist a Raven in shutting down the MSWE’s generators.  Their hackers have uploaded a map from Sphere.  I’ll tell you where to go, but you’ll have to be quick.”  It was Reuer.  I didn’t know he’d personally participate in the mission.

“What’s the Raven’s name?”

“We don’t know at this time.  Just get there as fast as you can!”

_____________________________

“Qastor, it’s just up ahead.  There are ten generators, five on each side of the wall.  Once you destroy them, get out before the MSWE collapses!”

“I will-“  The generator room was expansive and hot.  The generators themselves were octagonal skyscraping towers, with lines of lights waxing and waning as they hummed.  But, it was what was waiting for me in the center of the room that caught my attention.

“Yes, you must be the ‘Raven’…”

“Who are you!?”

“I’m known as Kenneth Gregson.”

“You’re the one… that bald guy with the mission for me from before!”

“Hahahahah…  You…”  His titan MT, pointed a finger at me.  “You have hindered our plans for much too long.  Your very EXISTENCE is a threat to Sphere…”  His MT resembled a heavyweight AC in appearance, but not in size.  It boasted weight and size over any AC.  In both of his hands, he held a long cannon resembling the Karasawa rifle.  Attached on its back were massive twin, cylindrical missile bay towers.  “Behold!  The perfect fusion between man and machine!!”  

The titan MT dashed forward with incredible agility towards me.  I charged in with a blade attack, but Gregson leapt up with humanoid suave.  I instinctively strafed boosted to the right, gradually turning as I went.  I looked up and Gregson plunged towards me, striking my left shoulder with his cannon as he landed.  I countered with firing my rifle at point blank range while starting to boost back, but the bullet glanced off his impregnable armor.  Gregson knocked my rifle off to the side, nearly sending it flying from my hand as I retreated.  He aimed his cannon, releasing a dense, swarthy ray of energy.  I strafe boosted to the right again, but was struck down when the energy ray landed on and exploded one of the generators.  

An alarm sounded.  Gregson didn’t seem to care about the generator.  My left arm was temporarily off-line from the recent strike.  I activated my chain gun and fired wildly at the titan, not worrying about aim since he was just a big target.  Most of the bullets bounced off while some lodged themselves in the thick armor.  I switched on my Stealth extensions and twisted the controls to get back on my feet.  

“AHAHAHAHAHA!!!”  Gregson guffawed as he charged up another shot.  I boosted backwards, swerving to and fro as a barrage of death waves shrieked from his cannon.  Two of them incinerated my Stealth extensions, and all the generators of the right wall erupted into hollering flames.  I feather boosted in the air as to not be knocked over again by the force of the vibrations.  There were only four more generators.  I suddenly remembered my mission here.  I turned away from Gregson and finished off the last four with my grenades, keeping my distance from the blast radius of the generators.  Gregson stood in the center of the room again.  I found myself perfectly parallel to the walls and facing the culprit.

“WARNING: GENERATOR ANOMALY DETECTED.  LOCKING ALL CORRIDORS.  ACTIVATING COUNTDOWN TO SELF-DESTRUCTION.  Ten…”

“Hahahahhahah…”  Gregson chuckled quietly to himself as the missile bays activated.  

“Nine…”

Two towers of launchers rose from the bays.  The shutters detached themselves and clicked on the floor, revealing a hive of missiles.  They peeped from the launch holes.

An immense web of missiles scattered from the bays.

_____________________________

“Iris, the generators are destroyed, but the rebel leader requests that you find the Raven.  He’s in the last door to your right.”  Reuer sounded relieved at crippling the war engine.  A prodigious shock jarred the entire place.  Burning, the thick metal door blasted open, followed by a swirl of flames.  I balanced myself and proceeded.

“Five…”  A muffled PA voice whispered.

I stopped in front of the corridor.  A familiar AC knelt on the ground, both of its arms were charred and dismembered.  Half of the head was completely blown off and its armor was damaged beyond repair.  I noticed the emblem on its remaining left shoulder.


“Four…”

“Qastor…Is that you!?”  I jumped with surprise.  

“Iris!?  IRIS!!  Get out of here NOW!!!  The place is about to…”  His voice was overshadowed by the PA.

“Three…”

“I’m not leaving without you!!”  I boosted towards Qastor and noticed a giant, humanoid MT cackling in the center of the room.

“Iris, please get OUT of here now!!  Forget about me!!”

“This is it…”  The MT pilot mused himself.  It pointed a large cannon at me.


“Two…”

“Qastor…”  My heart thumped faster and faster.  I couldn’t think…

“1…”

“IRRIIIIIIIIIIS!!!!”
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Four Pale Horsemen

I was prepared to die again…  My body trembled and the heat of the generator room made my sweat steam.  Iris…  Somehow, I must…  

Nothing happened...  Total silence…

_____________________________

“Did Qastor get out yet?”

“Negative.  If he doesn’t then…”  Garnet stopped her sentence when I stood up from the chair.  “Where are you going?  We’ve done all we can…”

“No, we haven’t.  There’s still ‘that,’ right?”  I proceeded to the hangar with brisk strides, leaving the command bridge closing behind me.  “Helmsman, take the controls.”

“Lucifer!”  She gave up and turned away.  I heard her sigh.

I had to hurry fast.  Silgerd, Laevaentteinn’s flagship, was moving away from the MSWE, so every second counts.  Grenadier waited for me…

“Open the hatch.”  I ordered the helmsman as I started up the main system.  I noticed the Logic Drive was active and ready.  The stalls released their hold and I leapt out into the night.  I activated the Logic Drive.

The transformation occurred silently and I activated the overboosters, diving towards the doomed war engine.  My dual machine grenade rifles clamored on the thigh clips.

_____________________________

“Rose, get in quick!!  The who thing’ll blow up!!”

“But, Iris is still…”

“She’s deep inside!  I doubt she’ll make it out in time!!  Now, just get in the transport!”

“Egret…  I’m not leaving until I find Iris.  If you’re going, then go…”  I dashed away.  The transport hatch closed and so did my chance of getting out of here alive.

“Rose…  You’re making a big mistake…  Rose!!!”  I could sense Egret slamming his controls with his fists.  The transport sped away, and I proceeded without looking back.  

The surface quaked and a sudden clash of metal screamed to the moon.  I glanced at the ground beneath me, which collapsed rapidly.  A large hole engulfed me as I slipped and plunged.  I landed on a large dent in the metal floor of an interior level.  Something flashed on the status screen.

“Logic Drive active.  Awaiting total activation.”  There was a contact-button on the screen.  A force of will drove me to press it.  A flash ensued, but subsided before I could cover my eyes…

_____________________________

“Qastor!?  Qastor!!!”  He was nowhere to be found.  My Logic Drive was running out of time.  I switched it off and turned it back on to reset the timer.  I activated the Logic Drive Condenser to stop “time.”  Sparks from adjacent circuit lines in the ceiling hung still like a fireworks photo.

Nowhere…  The generator room was frozen like it should be, but no sign of Qastor anywhere.  There was a towering MT in the center of the room.  Its body motion suggests that it was struck by some kind of percussion clash.  Its waist was disconnected from the legs and small sprays of flames and black blue energy protruded like a frozen flower.  Similar bulbs of explosions and flames littered the room.  Flying debris hung in suspended animation in the air.  This place was beginning to blow up.  I realized that my condenser field was running out, so I bolted away.

“Aahh!”  A girl…?  There was another AC that stopped at the sight of me.  Pinkish-white luminescence emanated from its armor.  Long, sharp side-skirts scraped against the floor, while four straight, narrow wings fluttered against the frozen air.  An Anima…

I reacted by initiating my overboosters and charging straight for her.  We clashed and I held her tight as I thundered through several layers of metal unharmed.  The condenser field returned to normal and the tunnels jarred violently.  I looked behind.  A stampede of flames pursued.  Other explosions popped up in my face.  

The night sky opened up.  After boosting for a few seconds, I released the AC, which instantly floated in the air.  I turned rapidly and watched the MSWE as it was being devoured by obscuring shrouds of flame.  An enormous explosion tore the hull away from the entire body, dropping and stabbing the earth beneath it.  Waves of hills rippled outward from the impact, shifting the very terrain itself.  

“Who…  Who are you!?”  I finally had a good look at her.  A shower of cherry blossoms pranced and swirled about her Anima AC.

“I am Lucifer.  Prepare yourself, as the true war engine shall reveal itself.”  I unlatched my dual grenade rifles.  

Large chunks of the war engine disconnected, dropping and littering the plains below.  The weapon finally unveiled itself as it crumbled away altogether.

It was a huge statue of some sort.  Four horsemen sculptures circling each other, their hands were wide open, forming a circle, with a sphere of black energy laughing in the center.  The bouquet of spikes from the MSWE detached themselves and formed a ring around the statue, a flower of doomsday.  It now towered over us, two and a half miles in height.

The Four Pale Horsemen…

“Apocalypse…”  This is going to be one hell of a fight…
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Megido

A shroud of plasmatic mist stormed throughout the ominous orb of the statue.  

I noticed a congregation of cherry blossom-like petals circling me.

“Get out of the way!!  It’ll fire!!”  I strafed to my right as a blinding spray of beams blasted forth, the cherry blossoms trailing my movements.  Lucifer ducked and ascended, firing rapid grenade shells, all of which were deflected by an invisible force field shielding the front of the statue.  “What are you doing!?  Fight back!  Use the Extra-Orbital Cannons!!  Megido won’t wait for you!!”

“H-how!?”  The cockpit was different.  It was more like a small room than it was a cockpit.  I was now floating inside without gravity.  Cybernetic gloves were installed on my hands, and I realized that every move I made inside, my AC did.  The AC’s mobility actions were controlled by a neuron-detection screen behind me, so if I want to boost or overboost, descend or ascend, all I have to do was think about it and my AC reacted accordingly.

“Just fight!!”  I responded by thinking about attacking with my orbiting cherry-blossoms.  They all stopped, faced Megido, the Four Horsemen statue, and fired thirty-six white swords of energy.  Gigantic ripples reverberated throughout the force field as the energy shots collided.  I boosted back, keeping my distance.  The ripples disappeared.  A pillar of light screamed its way toward Lucifer.  I immediately fired my Extra-Orbitals again.  A few beams hit their mark, but the rest were nullified by the revived shield.  Lucifer unloaded a barrage of grenade shots at the pillar of light, barely holding it back.  He descended and allowed the pillar to pass above him.

Suddenly, Megido rushed directly at us.  I retreated back, but Lucifer was too slow.  The force field caught him.

“Aaaaarrrrrrraaaaaaaghhhhhh!!!”  Lucifer was trapped in the advancing field.  Rays of light stretched from the contact point and exploded.  I repeatedly fired the Extra-Orbitals and my dual pistols, hoping to break through the shield, but my efforts were in vain.  Ripples echoed throughout the shield in response to the shots, but disappeared again.  From the explosion, Lucifer fell, a trail of smoke and flames paving his downward path.  He immediately regained control, gray steam rose from the crevices of his AC.  Five of the lengthy spikes from the ring vertically surrounding Megido swung down on me.  I zigzagged in the air, but one struck me hard on my left shoulder.  Sparks scattered as I whirled out of control, and the next thing I knew, another pillar of light flashed right in my face.  The HUD illumined with a blinding emanation as my AC quaked insanely about.  An excruciating shock of pain shrilled in my torso.  The spikes abruptly returned to their original positions and the shield resurrected.  I heard Lucifer’s voice…

“Damnit, stabilize yourself!!  It’s coming!!”

I was losing consciousness from the pain of the blast, falling down… down…  I looked at my HUD with fading eyes, only to find Megido charging right at me.  It swiveled abruptly, catching me in its force field…  My AC jerked again, the HUD sizzling and burning.  This time, the pain scattered all around me.  I was completely immobilized, as I could my body wasn’t responding…  I passed out immediately… falling… until…

_____________________________

I had to think quickly.  That Anima girl was in trouble, but my systems haven’t recovered from the shock yet.  My body tingled from the waves of pain from Megido’s exploding shield.  I was helpless.  Without knowing it, I rushed right towards Megido, despite my ebbing AC.

“Lucifer, get out of the way!!”  I noticed it was Qastor’s voice after I instinctively veered out of his way.  His AC thundered past, four orbital linear cannons trailing behind him closely.  

“Qastor!!  NO!!!”  He was flying straight for Megido.  An intense vibration in the air collided with my AC as he clashed with the shield, his dual, black-blue laserblades struggling to pierce it.  The force field screamed…  Massive swirls and ripples of electricity and plasma from the contact point gleamed and danced like a million stars.  Intense waves of noise like that of crushing metal howled outward…  The force field went berserk, extending its circumference, and carving a 50 mile long scorched line in the earth as it touched down on the ground.  I turned my attention to the girl.  Her AC was being supported by another Anima AC.  My systems recovered, I dashed in to help Qastor, but before I could do so, the force field glimmered an ungodly white.  I squinted and witnessed the force field shatter into shards like that glass.  A nova ensued…

I withdrew my arms from my eyes.  The HUD recovered.  Right beside me was Qastor, whose AC was slightly glowing red from heat, and the two Anima ACs, the recently damaged one now functional.  I turned to Megido again.

Its shield proved fallible.  An expansive, gloomy, smoldering crater resulted from the nova.  Megido floated above the center of it.  

In an abrupt set of motions, Megido’s spikes danced outward and stabbed the crater, creating a perfectly aligned circle.  Poles of energy elongated from the spikes, piercing the ocean of stars above.  The Four Horsemen statue began to move, each the size of an AC.  They separated from each other.  The ground beneath us quaked violently; the crater was bombarded with lightning bolts from the clear night sky.  Boulders and rocks of all sizes broke away and floated upward from the crater.  The Four Horsemen shimmered an astounding white.  I noticed their white silhouettes shifting.  The glow subsided, and they were now decked out with gleaming armor and melee weapons.

I turned my HUD to back view.  I saw another…

Rey Vyn watched from the far mountains.
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Where I Belong

The tetrad had expected a long, bloody battle, but was instead, rescinded.  The Four Horsemen disappeared from sight, relocating themselves to the four corners of the world.

More relieved than he is worried about them, Qastor’s shoulders relaxed, knowing he could live another day. 

“I’ve contacted my transport.  I’ll escort you all to Wyndon City, but we must land first.”  Lucifer descended first, while the others did so similarly.

He realized his Logic Drive timer was running out.  Qastor and the others quickly landed at the edge of the crater.  Lucifer’s transport arrived presently.

_____________________________

Qastor found Iris running into his arms shortly after departing his cockpit.  They stood there, silently embracing.  With the exception of the couple, the transport hangar was empty of people.  The transport hummed in flight…

“I missed you so much…”  Iris dug her face in Qastor’s shoulder.  He responded by stroking her hair.  Inside, the on-going battle between love and isolation raged, welling up a spectrum of emotions in his heart…  He almost choked from it, but successfully hid it from Iris…

They held each other for the entire trip back.

_____________________________

Rose, tired and aching, strolled back to her dormitory.  She passed by the lobby, turning back when she realized someone was in there.  A pile of crushed, empty soda cans sat lazily and intrusively by the vending machine.  She entered cautiously, despite her sleepiness.  Egret was found sitting stolid, a table decorated with soda cans caught her eyes.

“You’re back… and alive.”

“Yeah…  I guess I am.”  Rose gave a slight, airy laugh, but stopped when she noticed Egret replied with tense stagnance.  “Look, I’m sorry I didn’t listen, ok?  I just couldn’t leave Iris behind-“

“I was really worried about you, you know that?  You shouldn’t just…”  Egret held a cupped palm to his yawning mouth.  “…throw your life away like a soda can… ya know?”  He folded his arms on the table, eventually wiping off some of the soda cans that littered it and digging his face in his arms.  Rose came up and sat beside him.  She patted his shoulder.  

“I do know.  Iris and I are childhood friends, okay?  We look out for each other…”

“Yeah, well, I never had any childhood friends, so why even bother telling me?”  His voice muffled against his arm.

“…I was just saying, she’s really important to me.”

“Would you have done the same for me…?”  Slight sorrow traced his words.  Rose’s best answer was silence.  Egret hiccuped.  “Ah, don’t worry.  Just know me for a few more days and I know you’ll like me enough to do so…”  All that soda finally got to him.  Rose waited for the right time.

“Come on.  Let’s get you back to bed.  There’ll be a ruckus if someone catches you sleeping here.”  Egret slowly pulled himself up, striking some more of the cans off the table.  They both quietly wandered back, through cloistered hallways in the night air and wide enclosed aisles.  Rose gazed at the reflecting luster of the marble and metallic floor, while Egret felt terrible slushes inside his tummy…

After tucking him to bed, Rose turned off the lights and stood at the doorway.  She looked at him, sleeping soundly, despite the gallons of soda in his stomach.  

Rose walked away.  The door shut behind her.

_____________________________

Lucifer dropped himself into bed.  He folded his arms and placed his hands behind his head.  It had been a long, strenuous day.  He stared at the black ceiling, his eyes shutting and opening, trying to find sleep.  He unlatched his sword and placed it hidden under the bed on a rack.  Automatic straps held the sword down.  He took off his head circlet and deliberately placed it on the adjoining stand.  The door beeped.

“What is it?”  His tone was professional again.

“It’s Garnet.”  Strange emotions stirred in him when he heard her voice.

“Come in.”  Splitting open, the door revealed Garnet, as she walked through the dark quarters and sat in a chair next to the bed.  “What?”  A frosty rime was in his voice.

“Lucifer, we need to stop this.”

“Stop what?”  Lucifer turned his head away.

“We can’t go on like this.  We’ve been avoiding each other for too long.”  Garnet went straight to the point to get his attention.

“Who said anything about avoiding?”

“Why can’t things be the way they were before?”

“Because people change… and situations also.”  Lucifer purposefully sounded flat.

“You’re too caught up in Sphere.”

“If I don’t take them down, who will?”  Garnet’s lips didn’t move.  Lucifer closed his eyes.  

“Why can’t we love each other again?”  Her words were longing.  He opened his eyes again.

They exchanged gazes.

_____________________________

Qastor and Iris relished in the nigh-midnight sky together.  They sat close on the dormitory roof.  The central headquarters illuminated with gentle hues.  Iris rested her head on his shoulder, while he held her close, ignoring the ferocious battles of emotion tearing him apart…

“The stars… they’re nice…”  Iris whispered.  They both quietly chuckled.  “Where have you been all this time?”

“Aw, you know…  Here and there…  Not much.”  Qastor didn’t want to ruin the moment by telling her he died.  He didn’t want to tell her that he endured electrical torture and interrogation, that he was coming closer and closer to finding out who he really is, that he finally found a place where he can belong…

Her heart…
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Qain’s Aurora

<…It’s the truth…>

[…What?]

<…The real Qastor died one year ago…>

[…How could that be…?]

<…There are only a limited number of possibilities in this world…  However, with Omnis/Anima, there is no limit…>

[…What are you saying…?]

<…Perhaps Omnis/Anima had something to do with this…?>

[…That’s nonsense…]

<…That’s what you think, but one thing’s for sure…  Whatever, or whoever brought you back, or brought you here, needed a savior badly…>

[…Your point…?]

<…It looks like you’re the link between destiny and humankind…  FATE has created a niche especially for you in its immense hall of life and history…  If you’re gone, then who will take your place…?>

[…There are plenty of Ravens out there better than I am…]

<…That may be true, but how many of them possess Omnis?  How many of them are willing to sacrifice themselves for the continuation of life?>

[…]

<…That’s right…>

[…You still haven’t told me who you are…]

<…All in good time, Qastor.  You must realize, that everything in this world has its own time...  I’ll show you another…>

[…Not again…]

“…Qastor…?”

“…Uurrgh…?”

“What are you doing here…?”

[…What in the world…?]

“You shouldn’t be sitting on the sidewalk out here this late…”

“…Uagh…”

“Are you alright…?”

[…I… I sort of remember…  I never knew how I ended up there… sitting on the sidewalk… under a flickering street light… out in the dark, empty street…  Iris had spotted me from her car…  She just got back from grocery shopping…]

“Let’s get back to base, Qastor…”

[…Iris…  She helped me into her car…  I didn’t know what I was feeling then…  It was as if I was… an infant…]

“Be careful… you don’t look so well…  There…”

[…She… she helped me get into bed…  I felt horrible, since a massive amount of information streamed into my brain…  My head ached and throbbed…  I…  These… memories…?  Iris took a chair from the desk and sat by my side for the rest of the night…  She must’ve fallen asleep, but I… I didn’t…  I was being tortured by memories… memories of pain and anguish… lonely memories…  I felt like screaming aloud, but something held me back from awakening Iris…  It was almost morning when I dozed off…  And when I awoke… I was… myself again…]

<…No… you weren’t drunk or anything like that…  You were an empty vessel… waiting to be filled with a soul…  That night… in bed… you were granted one… one that was… already used…>

[…What’s this feeling…?]

<…You’re waking up…>

[…If you’re right, then how come this is the first time I’ve felt like this…?]

<…Perhaps this must be the first time you’re aware of your sub-consciousness…  But, if that’s so, then…  You’re getting closer to the truth each time you come here…>

[…The… truth…?]

<…Yes… the truth… who you really are…  Are you really Qastor…?  Are you really the one who met Iris two years ago in that cherry blossom garden…?  Were you the one who heard the shrine bells strike in the high winds of the hill…?  Were you the one who died with the feathers of heaven and hell in your dead hand…?  Are you…>

<…the one Iris fell in love with…?>

_____________________________

Title: Mission Request

Sender: Lucifer

“After stealing vital data from one of Sphere’s labs, we’ve obtained schematics of their new main fortress.  From the looks of it, it is a floating city high above Jormungand Landing.  We plan to attack tonight, as a strategy has already been conceived.  I am asking you, as a client, to participate in this crucial operation.  Your presence will increase our chances of succeeding in finally putting Sphere out of the corporate war indefinitely.  I’ve prepared a substantial reward in compensation for your participation.  Please check your mission queue.”

“P.S.: Your AC part should arrive today.  It is a prototype tri-barrel rifle, newly developed by Kisaragi.  Also, I won’t be able to hold a contract conference personally, so an electronic contract will be available upon accepting the mission.”

-END MESSAGE-

Qastor checked his mission queue, only to find one mission available.  He skipped the briefing and immediately accepted the contract.  A fair transfer of credits was added to his rest of funds.  He decided to recruit Iris and Rose for the mission.

“What am I doing…?”  He despised working with Lucifer, but as a Raven, he had no choice…

He closed his laptop and leaned back on his chair.  His bed was unmade, its sheets in wrinkled disarray and the flaccid blanket lie folded upon itself.  Qastor strolled over to the window, waving the curtains away, and lifting the light shutters.  He relished in the fresh breeze, allowing it to stroke through his hair.  His new dormitory overlooked the courtyard, with an immaculate fountain in the center and spring-stout trees conversing in the brilliance of the sun.  His stomach growled.  Qastor grinned and was just about to shut the window when he spotted Iris and Rose strolling down an open hallway.  Figuring that he’d need to talk to them about the mission, he’d have breakfast with them.  He lightly pushed the shutter down and left the curtains to welcome sunlight into the room.  

_____________________________

“…I just accepted a mission from Lucifer, and I was wondering if you two could be my consorts?”  Qastor blurted the request after gulping down the last of his cereal oats.  He drew a slip of gum from his pocket and proceeded to chew it.

“Isn’t Lucifer that guy from…”  Rose wanted to make sure.

“Yeah.  That’s him.”  

“I dunno…  Depends on how much I get paid…”  Rose jested and said she’d be happy to accompany him.  Qastor turned to Iris, who replied with an affirming smile.  He tossed the disposable bowl in a nearby trash container, gave Iris a quick cheek kiss, and rushed to the transport area to greet his new AC part.

Iris looked on while Qastor when went about his way, while Rose looked at Iris in a funny way.

“When did you two…”

“Two nights ago…”  Rose nodded in affirmation, with a hint of jocosity.  Iris eyes wandered to the skies.  It’s felt like a long time since things returned to normal.  But, in fact, they weren’t.  Malirant’s whereabouts and Sphere’s next move itched at the back of Iris’ mind, not to mention where and what the so-called Rey Vyn will do next.  Nevertheless, Iris turned back to Rose and inquired if she would like to go shopping.

_____________________________

Qastor, arms akimbo, looked on as his new AC part was being unloaded, as well as other cargo.  Some traffic officers were guiding the descent of the part with glowing traffic bars.  He noticed the pilot running toward him with a clipboard.  

“Sir!  Are you…”  The pilot glanced at the clipboard.  “…Mr. Qastor?”

“Is that your final answer?”

“Huh?  Excuse me?”

“Nevermind.  Lemme see it.”  The pilot handed Qastor the clipboard as the cargo container holding the part was detached from the pulley.

KWG-3XRF-660

Manufacturer


Kisaragi

Type



Triple Rifle

Price



99000c

Weight



350

Energy Drain


11

Weapon Lock


Wide and Shallow

Attack Power


274

Ammo Heat


161

Range



520

Maximum Lock


1

Reload Time


21

Number of Ammo

600

Ammo Type


Solid

Ammo Price


34

Usage Drain

 
 -

Description:

“Destructive triple barrel rifle with linear shot path.  Versatile, light, and compatible prototype.”

Qastor called up the chief mechanic, requesting that the old rifle be replaced by the new one.  The container split open, revealing a sturdy, bluish-gray rifle, with three triangularly-aligned barrels at the end.  A loading vehicle carried the rifle to the assembly chamber.  He handed the clipboard back to the pilot and glanced about the horizon.  He glanced about the area.  Multiple transport planes and vehicles were being loaded and unloaded.  Returning planes landed and outgoing ones lifted off.  There was a line of idle worker MTs assembled in the outskirts.  Far way, a structure was being built by construction MTs, cranes, cement trucks, etc.  But, what caught Qastor’s eye was…

Streaks of slight lucent ruby settled low in the far sky.  An omen…?  

Qastor shook his head and wiped his nose a bit, walking back to the hangar.

_____________________________

That night, the bloody streaks, still present, radiated with insanity behind the mountains, pervading through the low horizon.  It slightly transfixed Qastor as he made his way up into the transport.  The ACs were already loaded into the on-board hangar.  Thin manacles held the ACs in place.  Iris and Rose had already ensconced themselves into the plane, but Qastor was still on the loading staircase, gripping the railing tightly.  His heart performed a tremolo.

“Qastor?  Is there something wrong?”  Iris peeped from the doorway.  Qastor turned to Iris with a fake, jocose expression.

“Nothing.  Just taking in the breeze, that’s all.”  He gave a reassuring smile and Iris returned to her seat.  Qastor gave on last glimpse at the reddening wounds in the night.  He staggered a little up into the passenger cabin.  

The plane came to life and the loading staircase was rolled away by a ground crewman.  Qastor sensed acceleration.  Iris comforted him by holding hands.  The thought of Rey Vyn imprecated his being.  He’d been very quiet lately…  Too quiet…  

Ominous skies bleed a crimson night…
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Aeschylus’ Tragedy

Lucifer gazed with tense eyes out into the black dusk, his arms folded and the twin scars streaking his eyes chattered war tactics.  Qastor waited by the door.  Staccato raindrops performed a tremolo upon the vibrato glass.  He noticed the chair he threw aside previously a few days ago was still lying on the floor.  An artery of lightning illumined the haunted conference hall.  Lucifer turned and unfolded his arms, his sword scabbard scraped and clicked against the polished marble floor as he made his way to the door.  Qastor started and went ahead.

Lucifer’s hands trembled…  He witnessed the possession of his right hand as it made its way to the hilt of his sword.  He seized his possessed right wrist with his left hand.  His good right eye twitched, while his bad left eye strained.  His right hand overpowered his left, swiftly seizing the sword and drawing it.  A long scraping of metal made Qastor turn around.  He leapt back, barely escaping Lucifer’s swing.  The cloth on his right knee had a clean cut.  Fortunately, his knee did not.  Lucifer’s sword continued to travel until it cleft the wall to his left, leaving a deep gash in the metal wall.  

“Agh…!  Qastor, get away or you’ll get hurt!!”  He found Lucifer travailing to hold his right hand at bay.  Lucifer lurched himself against the right wall, purposefully injuring his right arm, but to no avail.  His right arm was invulnerable.

“What the hell is wrong with you!?”  Qastor looked out the nearest window.  Demonically, the crimson luminescence in the sky roared a bloodthirsty dance macabre.  

“Damnit…  Something… is…”  Lucifer seemed to have regained some control and leaned against the wall.

Taking advantage of the current situation, Qastor restrained Lucifer with all his might.

“Lucifer!?  Lucifer!”  A female was rushing closer.  Lucifer swung his head to the adjoining hallway.

“Garnet!!  NO!!  DON’T-“  It was too late.  His right hand launched straight for Garnet, pulling his body with it and breaking free of Qastor’s hold, who was swung away.  The sword rose in the air and plunged straight down, slicing the heated air.  An ensuing streak of blood stained the wall.

“Aaahh…  Lucif…er…?”  Garnet collapsed on the floor.  Lucifer regained control of his arm, which hung still, releasing the blood-tipped blade.  It clamored on the floor.  Drops of blood splattered near the edge of the sword.  Lucifer stood, transfixed.  He gasped under his breath, dropping himself to the ground and picking her up in his arms.  Qastor pulled himself together and hollered for a paramedic.  

“Garnet…”  Not daring to hurt her any further, he withdrew his right hand, supporting her with his left, but soon held her tremulous hand with it.  “It’s my fault…  My fault!!”  

Qastor turned to the window once again.  Once-animato, the devilish aurora had reduced to elongated, snickering embers.
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One of No Words

“Let’s go.”  Lucifer emerged from the infirmary with a cold, piercing, stolid visage, wiping Garnet’s blood from the blade and sheathing it.  He tossed the blood stained kerchief in a nearby trash container.  

“What!?  Aren’t you gonna stay here with Garnet?”  Lucifer stopped, his back to Qastor.

“Who said I needed to?”  Qastor, having no reply ready at the moment, was silenced.  “This is our one and only chance to strike Sphere where it hurts the most…”  Lucifer started again and emphatically announced, “It’s heart!!”

“Why do you hate Sphere so much!?  What drives you to do these things!?”  

“That’s none of your damned business…”  His voice was quietly truculent.  “You’ve signed the mission contract.  Are you going to back out now, Raven?”  Qastor was stuck in two places of opinion.  But, his obligation as a Raven left him with no other choice.  Until the mission is done, he is under the authority of his client.  He must do what they tell him to, otherwise, it would damage his record and possibly have his license suspended.  His fists clenched.

“It’s not like I have a choice, do I!?”  Qastor punched the wall and immediately sunk down on the bench, hunched over with his hands gripping his head.  Some part of him didn’t want to be a Raven anymore.  He thought…  “I could always give up being a Raven and not have to deal with these decisions again. But, if I do, where will I go?  What will I do!?  If I’m not a Raven, then what am I…?  Nothing…?  That’s right…  Nothing…  No one…  A nobody…”  

_____________________________

Lucifer coldly marched his way to the hangar.  A conflagration of an overwhelming, and somewhat evil determination burned in his glaring eyes.  For the first time in many years, he opened his bad left eye, which boasted a ferocious crimson iris.  His lacquer scabbard scraped and tapped at the floor.  There was a fearful aura about him as he made his way to the hangar.  Those who walked by conspicuously avoided him, for now, his presence awakened a primordial fear in those below him.  

“I have the power…”  He thought…  “…to take out Sphere with my bare hands…  The menacing power of Omnis they shall soon regret to witness!!”

He tossed the door open and looked up at Grenadier.  His awesome willpower caused Grenadier to go into Omnis mode right in front of him.  Its six grenade launchers spread themselves out in a slight crescent, slicing and gashing any metallic obstacle in its path.  Lucifer smiled a wide, destructive grin.  He obsequiously sprinted for the cockpit.  

He planned on attacking Sphere’s headquarters himself.

_____________________________

Mission: 



Destroy Flying Citadel

Operation Name: 


Nightmare
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Laevaentteinn Rebel Faction
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0c
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Requesting Figure: 


Lucifer 
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Sphere
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Unknown

Time: 




8:13 p.m.

Theatre of Operations: 


Jormungand Landing 

“Where’s Lucifer?”  Rose looked about the passenger cabin.  He was nowhere to be seen.  She’d been searching around the plane for half an hour, but her efforts were in vain.

“He’s not coming with us.”  Qastor had a grave expression on his face.  Iris felt tense sitting next to him, but understood that something had happened betwixt him and Lucifer.  

“Does that mean that we…”  Rose pointed at herself.  “…have to do it alone?”  Qastor turned to the window to his left.  Illuminated by moonlight, Apocrypha, Sphere’s floating headquarters, was an uprooted city.  Piercing skyscrapers bundled themselves on the ‘surface,’ while subterranean facilities were closely knit ‘underground.’  Contrasting against the blue moonshine, explosions and shrapnels obscured the city.  

“No…  Lucifer’s helping.”  Qastor sounded confident.  “Don’t forget, there are bombers behind us.  All we have to do is weaken their defenses and occupy them until the bombers arrive.  When the time comes, we are to protect the bombers at all costs.”

The PA blipped, signaling the Ravens to board their ACs.  Rose caught up with the two after watching in astonishment at Lucifer’s war potential.  

_____________________________


The trio landed one by one near the edge of the city.  Sections of the city were in ruins, littered with smoldering debris from buildings and AC/MT components.  Lucifer was busy dealing with enemy forces deep inside the citadel.  The trio proceeded forward, and dispersed when a triad of corporate ACs leapt from square holes in the ground.


“Each of us, take one on!”  Qastor charged in, as did the rest, but stopped when Lucifer entered the scene.  He fired six grenades in one second directly towards Rose.  She ducked immediately, and felt the trepidation of the ground as an enemy AC behind her fell victim to Lucifer’s wrath.  A swarm of MTs and ACs alike came out of hiding from the still-standing skyscrapers.  They all plunged right down, when…


“Arrggh!!”  Qastor braced himself as the multitude of MTs and ACs above him erupted into a stratus of conflagrations.  A symphony sounded as MT and AC limbs and parts rained down upon the group, clamoring against the metallic and cement pavement.  In a swift wind, the cloud of fire and thick smoke was whisked away, swallowed by moonlight.  The fallen debris of their enemies rolled along the ground, off the edge of the city, and became flotsam of the night air.  Longinus, Lucifer’s Omnis AC, stood still… facing “him”… or rather… “both.”

…Floating effortlessly…

…With its back…

…To the enormous moon…

…Was Ark Omnis…

…In it, Rey Vyn…

…But, under him…

…The AC…

…From the crater…

“Qastor, my young Nevermore…”  Rey Vyn’s rasping, malicious voice flared up anger within Qastor.  His dual laserblades, once drawn, withdrew and cooled down as Ark Omnis’ arms folded in a disturbingly humane fashion.  “I believe you left a dear friend of yours behind…”

Qastor’s eyes widened.

“Malirant!!”
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Colossus

“
You…  You’re the one who injured Garnet!!!”  Darkness flared up from Longinus’ armor.

“Hahahahahahahahahah, you must be Lucifer, the Black-Winged One…”  Rey Vyn’s voice was much deeper now, like a dragon’s groan.  “The Angel of Darkness!!  The Soul Slayer of Seraphs!!  The Blood Hunter of Archangels!!  You are correct!!  I was the one who used you like a puppet!!  As the First Child of H-1, I hold authority over all!!  I was created to transcend the Children of H-1 under me…  Yes…  My marionettes you all are…  Qastor…”

Qastor was forced to look up.  “What do you want, Rey Vyn…?”  His words were low and riddled with enmity.

“Hahaha…  It is not Rey Vyn anymore, my young Nevermore, but Qain!!”  The silhouettes of Ark Omnis’ wings flexed against the lunar disk in response to the name ‘Qain’…  “If you all wish to find out who you all really are, come to the Lost Field…  ‘He’ and I will be waiting…”  Ark Omnis was stolid, but ‘Qain’ turned to Lucifer.  “Yes…  Garnet…  Her scream… it was… enthralling!”  With that, Lucifer snapped.

“AAAAAGGGGGHHHHHHH!!!!”  Longinus thundered straight for Rey Vyn, leaving a haze of plasma from its overboosters.  All but Malirant watched Lucifer and ‘Qain’ disappear right before their eyes.  Qastor turned his attention to Malirant, whose AC was different than he had remembered.  He dashed for Malirant.

“Mali-“  Qastor stopped as soon as the ground quaked.  Malirant’s AC eyes glared; festoons and arches of snake-like emanations from its body danced like the late sun’s prominence.  Iris and Rose witnessed in awe as the skyscrapers and structures came to life, twisting, writhing, and melting as they were devoured by the false earth.  A mountainous mouth engulfed Malirant.  Blades and slips of green rays oozed from the cracks.  The enveloping boulders encasing Malirant catastrophically crumbled outward, missing the trio by a hairline.  Malirant’s AC awoke from its ephemeral casket.  He was an Omnis also…

His AC was somewhat larger than a normal AC now.  Twisted and grotesque spikes protruded randomly from his arm, head, core anterior, side-thighs, and knees.  Two particularly grand spikes stuck out from his core and forehead.  Under his core spike was a blinking jewel orb, which glimmered brilliantly against the moonlight.  A rotating golden ring spun behind him, with the spikes shooting through it.  Four horns curved upward from his shoulders, with electricity arching betwixt them.  In his left hand was a ponderous bulwark, a thick shield of deformed and smooth, almost molten-like metal, with the impressive height of an AC.  In his right hand was an earthen weapon, shaped like an elongated claw shell, stretching as far as an AC-sized lance, numerously pronged, and emanating with obsequious plasma energy.

“Malirant…?”  Qastor stared in wonder as Malirant trampled the earth.  Abruptly, Malirant stabbed the ground with his weapon, its multitude of prongs facing the trio.  Threads of energy propagated from the prongs and lunged for Rose.  In a shroud of energetic distortions…

“AAAA---HH---HH!!!”  Her muffled cry made Qastor wince.  It was too late to save her.

“Rose!!  No!!”  Iris immediately kneeled down next to Rose.  Qastor concluded that Malirant was in the control of Qain, and that he must by subdued.  

“Iris, take Rose back to base immediately.”  Iris realized the urgency of the situation.  She made a transition to Anima mode, and swiftly carried Rose off, while Malirant released his weapon from the ground.

Qastor never thought he’d duel Malirant like this.
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Perdition

“DNA Extra-Base signal received.  Logic Drive on-line.”

Qastor floated in the cockpit like a puppet.  The HUD expanded into a panoramic view.  He glimpsed around.  He could feel the force the devastator cannons exerted on his back.  Extraordinary power surged through both of his arms and bursted out in the form of a laserblade.  The orbital linear cannons awaited his command.  He could see every detail of the surroundings, although it is now just a flat metallic and cement surface, dotted with patches of bare earth.  He could feel the mechanical restrictions of movement and flexibility, but quickly adapted.  It seemed as if Malirant was waiting for him to do so.  Malirant’s AC was out of this world.  The more Qastor stared at it, the less it resembled any kind of AC.  

“Malirant, don’t do this…”  Qastor was tremulous.  “I’m warning you…”  Malirant was resolute, perhaps entranced…

Malirant made the first move, leaping high back into the sky and falling violently down.  Nearly touching the ground, he charged forward, the ground beneath and behind him erupted upwards, releasing boulders and rocks into the black night.  Qastor reacted and strafed quickly to the right, missing Malirant’s ramming shield by a hair’s width.  He turned around, only to find a web of energy tails racing to his face.  Qastor dashed back, barely keeping up with the tails of energy, which inched their way nearer and nearer to his core and head.  He took the risk and ascended.  The energy tails vertically slashed his legs as he pulled upward, releasing a pillar of sparks.  Qastor activated the Logic Drive Condenser.  

Clouds masking the moon were motionless.  Night flocks posed stolidly.  No air resistance…

Stopping in midair, Qastor charged in for Malirant, who was apparently frozen.  Twin black-indigo blades ripped out of Nova Omnis’ forearm, emanating with maniacal dark plasma and stretching far beyond its heels.  Qastor was closing in…  

Nearer…  He readied his arms…

Nearer…  The plasma blades intensified…

Nearer…  He positioned his arms…

Qastor swiped with lightning fast agility, but found himself spinning out of control.  His limbs flailed violently as he tried to regain control.  He dived right into the ground of Apocrypha, exploding out from the opposite end and plunging down into the plains.  The Logic Drive Condenser deactivated, and Qastor was pounded with immense air resistance, which only contributed to his loss of control.  While trying to stabilize himself, Qastor concluded that he was spinning a murderous twenty times a second.  It was too late.  The grass plains screamed its way closer and closer to him, its details were becoming more and more clear, an insane spinning palette beckoning him to death.

Nova Omnis collided with the ground on its back.  A crushing pang surged through Qastor’s body as he screamed in excruciating pain.  The invisible walls of the cockpit vibrated from both his bellowing voice and the collision.  Somehow, he could “feel” what Nova was experiencing.  His entire body cringed to abate the pain, but a trembling Qastor immediately attempted to regain stability.  He opened his eyes, only to find Malirant diving straight down at him, a demonic mass of spikes and blades.  Instinctively, Qastor broke left away just in time.  Malirant closed in and stabbed the ground with his right arm monstrosity, nicking Nova’s right shoulder.  A sharp pain sang in Qastor’s right shoulder as he rolled to the right and leap into the air.  He stopped, but charged in again.  

Malirant, after stabilizing himself, pulled his weapon out of the ground, but was too slow.  Qastor sailed in and slashed, completely disconnecting Malirant’s upper shoulder and exposing the sliced circuitry.  Malirant shot away before Qastor could follow up another swing.  Malirant powered up his back ring, a super-advanced overbooster.  He zipped along the ground, a pronged blur agitating a dust storm.  Qastor leapt up far from the obscuring dust.  A barrage of energy ropes revealed themselves from the dust clouds, ascending with Qastor in their sights.  He twisted and zigzagged, dodging many, but those that struck sent a flurry of sparks upon contact.  Qastor scanned downward and found Malirant charging for him again.  He witnessed Malirant’s right arm weapon morph and melt into a large blade weapon.  Qastor drew his twin blades and braced for impact.  Malirant’s metallic blade popped from its manacles and swung wildly at Qastor, who deflected them all with his blades.  Qastor went for an offensive and slashed with his right, which was nullified by Malirant’s towering shield.  He motioned his shield to away, getting ready to slash again, but Qastor took advantage of the opportunity.  Malirant had his torso vulnerable, hence, Qastor drove his left laserblade in.  A storm of shrill sparks disseminated as Nova Omnis’ blade surged in Malirant’s core.  Qastor shook his blade and triumphantly drove it up-left, dismembering Malirant’s right arm and his blade weapon.  His enormous shield fell from his grasp.

To Qastor, the following event happened in slow motion…  Malirant, now surmounted, plunged to the hills below, his left hand dolorously reaching out to Qastor.  Coming to his senses, Qastor watched in trepidation as his comrade fell.  Before he could attempt to save Malirant from the impact, a pounding tumult erupted from Malirant’s crash.

Nova Omnis descended.
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Enlightenment of Three Sages

“Where is the last Child?”

“He is wandering again…”

“I wonder how the Progeny had lasted this long…?”

“And what of Qain?”

“He has encountered some resistance from one of the Children, but not to worry.”

“His powers have grown inconspicuously, but not from our eyes…”

“I never knew that a mere human could attain such power, much less contain it…”

“Does he really think he’s the Transcendent?”

“I believe so, Melchior.”

“What a fool…  And losing the true Transcendent only adds to his foolishness…”

“The Harvest of December cannot activate without his determination, anyhow.”

“Are there no alternatives?”

“The Four Pale Horsemen are unruly.  They have now pervaded through the world.  Reuniting them would be a work of miracle…”

“God Engine ARK is deteriorating…  We cannot afford to make any mistakes…”

“You may think that, Balthasar, but in truth…”

“Sphere…  The renegade Corporation…  What shall we expose to them next?”

“They’ve already acquired the Flesh Engineering Technology.  I conclude that they’ve learned enough.  If Qain fails, we have a trump card at least.”

“If we can’t murder the world, then we’ll just have to control it…  Then, persuade them to crush themselves.”

“A time-consuming and indirect approach…  Our identities may be unveiled if we are not careful…”

“Yes, but you know how naïve Sphere is…  An infant Corporation…”

“Raised by our hand!  Any of all are mere puppets…”

“In this case, what they don’t know WILL hurt them…”

“Ah, the Progeny/Transcendent is nearing Child Ni and Child Shichi…”

“Apocrypha is not done yet, I presume?”

“No, of course not, Gaspar.”

“What is the H-1 computer’s recovery progress?”

“Exactly .568%…  It has reached a deadlock in recovery.  We cannot depend on it any longer…”

“What is ‘Deus Ex Machina’s’ status?”

“It is in stable condition…  I can’t believe it has a mind of its own…”

“Can the power of Omnis/Anima infallibly trounce God’s?”

“Such power…  Not even our Father can handle such insane power…”

“We musn’t let it fall in the hands of Sphere…”

“You’re correct.  What they have been truly searching for is right in the core of God Engine ARK.”

“If they find the ARK, what will happen, you suppose?”

“If they do find it, then we have no choice but to find another puppet…”

“Valhalla…  Have they formed?”

“No, not until two years…”

“Ha…  There is no wait, I assume?  As they say, ‘Eternity is but a moment to God’…”

_____________________________

ARK: ANTI-EQUILLIN REDIFILE KIBRIUM
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Nevermore

“Logic Drive off-line.  DNA Extra-Base signal lost.”

Xanthippius molded itself back to its normal form.  Qastor hasn’t seen Malirant in almost two weeks, but since so much happened, it felt like an eternity.  As he climbed out of the cockpit hole, he began to hesitate.  He realized that it was precariously peaceful.  It was one of those rare moments when he could just stop and fall asleep without worrying what would happen when he woke up.  Nevertheless, he pushed himself to see his comrade...

Malirant’s AC was still in Omnis form, resting against a steep hill.  The numerous spikes blocked his way to the cockpit shutters.  A derogating mechanical groan lessened to a whisper, and the Omnis AC turned completely absolute black, that no shadow could compete.  Spikes writhed into the swarthy armor.  All of its outlandish features melted into slumber, and Malirant was in his old AC.  

It was Ogre, his symbol and pride, not the depredating AC from the crater.  Ogre’s armor radiated with heat, its right arm still missing, and a horrendous gouge in the right torso flickered with ember and sparks.  So deep was the gouge that Malirant was in plain sight, sitting hunched over, with his head down, on the cockpit seat.  His sturdy hands gripped his head agonizingly.  Hair stood out betwixt his fingers.  A bright flash ensued as the Apocrypha crashed to the ground, an overwhelming earthquake that shook Qastor, but not Malirant.  

After the flash settled itself, Qastor turned to speak to Malirant.  He searched for words, gripping his two gloves tightly in his sweaty left fist.  As he thought, Qastor thought of home.  He thought of old times with Malirant.  The times when he would perform a victory jig whenever Qastor lost to him in a bowling match, the times when he would give a hearty pat in the back, and the time when Malirant was hastily rushed to the emergency care unit...

“Malirant…”  Qastor lessened the clench on his gloves.  “…Let’s go home.”

Malirant rose his head, not saying a word.  A guilty and apologetic expression made Qastor’s will sink.  Malirant looked aged, more than he was almost two weeks ago.  He looked thirty-five years of age, although in truth he was twenty-seven years.  His usual build was deteriorating also.  Qastor remembered the countless hours Malirant spent working out, but he never figured out what motivated him to do so.  All he knew that Malirant would never be himself if he couldn’t keep his build.

“Malirant?”  Qastor noticed that there was no indication of the scars on Malirant’s neck, and that his attention slowly made its way to the ruins of Apocrypha.  Qastor followed his gaze and witnessed the unthinkable.  Far off, streaming from cracks in the base of Apocrypha, a mass of stirring movement was visible.  Qastor reached for his comm-device and contacted Laevaentteinn Base.

“This is Laevaentteinn Base, comm-ID matched and location verified.  Is this Mr. Qastor?”

“Yeah, get a transport here and fast!  Bring some worker MTs too, I gotta wrecked comrade out here.”

“Affirmative, Mr. Qastor.  Your coordinates are locked.  A high-speed transport from Ascalon Citadel is on its way.  It’ll be there in ten minutes.”

“I don’t have ten minutes!  A damned legion of MTs is advancing my way!”

“I’m sorry, but this is the best we could do.  We beseech you to hang on until the-“

Qastor slammed the comm-device against the gravel and grass.

“Don’t you worry, Malirant.  I’ll hold ‘em off.  You just stay put…”  Qastor rushed to Xanthippius.  “…and hope they don’t get near…”

Xanthippius rose, Malirant was hunched over again, resting his head between his hands.  Qastor strode off into the expanse, the mass grew in detail as he neared, leaving Malirant to fend for himself with whatever he had and wait for the transport.

“What am I doing?  I’m sacrificing myself for my best friend, someone who I just defeated in battle…  That’s right…  I’m going crazy aren’t I…”  Qastor thought, and glanced at his status screen.

“Logic Drive inactive.”

“Yeah…  I’m crazy, alright…  But, if it means Malirant getting another start in life, then I’d do this a hundred times…”  With that, Qastor accelerated his pace.  

He stopped within shooting distance of the MTs.  Qastor’s FCS limited his lock range, but not the trajectory range of his triple-rifle.  He figured he should take out some MTs before the real encounter.

“What…  More than seven hundred MTs vs. one AC?”  It was a hopeless battle, but Qastor concluded that it was better to try than not try at all.

Qastor fired blindly into the mass, steadily walking backwards...  

“Enemy MTs detected within range of 500 meters.”

Qastor held his ground.  Firing…  Firing…

“…400 meters…”

Qastor closed his eyes, the HUD dully flashing from his rifle shots.

“…300 meters…”

The MTs fired.  A multitude of energy volleys quietly pelted away at Xanthippius’ armor.  It was hopeless to move, since fifty other shots will replace those that miss.  

“…150 meters.  Left shoulder joint actuator 02 damaged.”

Qastor opened his eyes, activating the overboosters.  He squinted as a blinding blur of cyan-colored energy shots bombarded the HUD, bracing against the force of the OB thrust.  A heavy hue of orange, yellow, and gray exploded from the near horizon.  The energetic blur ceased as Qastor cut the overboosters and braked.  Shrouds of flames and debris erupted right in his face as he boosted backwards.  Qastor discovered that the entire mass of MTs was annihilated, and a wall of explosions in front of him was more than enough proof.  The surmounted Apocrypha behind the explosions transformed into a hurricane of conflagrations.  Flames seeped and oozed from the cracking armor panels, and eventually devoured the entire once-flying citadel whole.  

“Unknown object detected.”  Qastor stopped his backward movement in response.

Frantically, Qastor searched around, but found his eyes focusing on the far flames.  An AC shot out of the fire, smoke and embers trailing from its moonlit armor.  It stopped abruptly in high midair, turned, and faced Qastor.  Its left side was visible against the moonshine, but its right was invisible against the infinite oceans of stars.  

Qastor stared in awe as the AC fleeted to the moon…
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Silent Reconciliation

“Nice night, isn’t it?”  Qastor walked out of the cafeteria to the adjoining balcony.  He stood a distance from Malirant, who leaned on the Roman-esque railing, gazing deeply into the far calling ocean.  The night air was fresh, crisp, and breezy.  Qastor noticed the absence of a reply.  He glimpsed at Malirant, stolid and silent.  “Is there something wrong?”

For the first time, Malirant replied with a nod.

“Look, I’m sorry for… thrashing your AC… but you attacked first, okay!?”

Silence…

“It’s as if I had a choice!”

Silence…

“Is this how you act to your best friend!?”

Silence….

“Speak, damnit!!”  

Silence…

Frustrated, Qastor turned away with exasperation.  After all he’s been through, he wasn’t sure if he could add betrayal to the list of events.  He folded his arms across each other and leaned on the rail, resting his forehead on them.  Lights from the cafeteria switched off.

An intense moment of inactivity and thought trudged by.  In his mind, Qastor couldn’t find anyone else to blame but Qain.  But, then again he thought, he could always blame Sphere.  His inner war rages on…

“It’s not like I enjoyed fighting you, alright?”  Qastor decided to break the silence.  “So much has happened lately.  I…  I just don’t know who to trust anymore…”  He felt some of the weight released from his shoulders.

Malirant finally moved.  He gave Qastor a familiar pat on the shoulder.  He wasn’t as strong as he used to be.  This thought saddened Qastor.

“Malirant…  Why can’t you speak to me?”  Qastor looked at Malirant, who replied with a slicing motion across his throat.  “You…”

He nodded.  Qastor knew it then, and struck the rail with his left fist.  Malirant’s voice was permanently lost.  

It pained Malirant to have to converse like this, for he had much to tell also.  What he went through was something he wanted to share with Qastor, but without a voice, Malirant took great dolor in seeing Qastor react the way he was at the moment.  He took a deep breath and moved his eyes about the black dotted canvas of a sky.  

In truth, it was an extreme rarity that Qastor would ever cry in his life, but this was just one of those times.  He held his heavy tears back, and attempted to hide them from Malirant by digging his face in his folded arms.  Malirant realized this inconspicuously, but dared not to comfort his friend.  He knew Qastor had an insane amount of emotions pent up in his mind, and that Qastor should let out what comes.  There are times when a person has to cry to move on.  A sort of dissociation perhaps, but Malirant put that thought to rest.

Iris stood in the shadows of the cafeteria, near the wide glass door to the balcony, and having watched and heard everything that happened, crying was inevitable.

Heroes and heroines are perhaps the loneliest people to ever dwell the world.
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Stillness in Motion

<…Seems strange…>

[…What is…?]

<…I sit here all day… and see everything that happens to you… and I begin to think…  These things could’ve happened to… to…>

[…To who…?]

<…Nevermind…  Even in this world of limited possibilities, things could’ve gone differently…  I sit here, and see how you transact with your comrades…  It’s amazing… how they go on as if you’re the ‘real’ one…>

[…They’re my comrades because I’m their comrade…]

<…Have you begun to accept your blank identity…?>

[…I… I don’t know anymore…  I can’t let these things get in the way…  I have to carry on…]

<…You can’t ignore this forever…  I see how you’re doing when you’re awake…  An inner war continuously ravages your being…  You’re constantly thinking about who you are…>

[…Can’t I have any privacy in my own world…?]

<…I’m afraid not…  If you go on ignoring this, you’ll go mad…  I know…>

[…How would you know…?  You never tell me who you are… and yet, it’s as if I’ve known you ever since I could think…]

<…Things… are a little different on my side…>

[…How’s that…?]

<…I know a lot about you… perhaps even more than you know about yourself…  I know much more than a lifelong friend would know… and yet… you are still a total stranger to me…>

[…You don’t trust me…?]

<…I have to…  You’re the only one I have…  Besides being trapped in your mind, I’m nothing but a soul…  You’re the reason why I still exist…  Without you… the ARK would get me…>

[…The ARK…?]

<…You’ll find out soon enough, I’m sure…>

[…]

<…I… must ask… no… I need you to do me two favors…>

[…What?]

<…When this is all over, go to the grave… in the ‘sakura’ garden…  There, find Rey Vyn’s ring…>

[…I can’t do that…  Aries has the ring…]

<…It doesn’t matter if he has it or not… trust me… the ring’ll be there… in Qastor’s ashes…>

[…What’s the other one…?]

<…After you find Rey Vyn’s ring… go out into the world… find out who you are…  I can’t help you anymore than I already have…]

[…Alright…]

_____________________________

Title: Hey…

Sender: Malirant

“Good morning, Qastor,

Im sory for not bein able to talk to u teh other night.  Im sure you kno already, but I lost my voice after tat incident two or some weekz ogo.  By teh time you read this, I probably at the gym catchin up on some exercise.  I will alos try to learn some sign language or whatever tey callz it.  If you neeed any hep, dont b afraid to aks me.

PS: Pleease excuse my typing.  Its not realy my thng.”

            Your best friend,

                         Malirant

Qastor grinned involuntarily while reading Malirant’s e-mail.  The mood of his life has changed drastically.  It was… bittersweet.  Times of happiness were rare all of a sudden, far and between.  Qain was waiting for him, and Qastor knew it.  It was the thought of what Qain had in store for him that troubled his very existence.  

He sat there, alone in his quarters, his arms folded, his eyes staring into the radiance of the laptop.  The room was gloomily lit by the weeping skies painted in the window.  For the first time, his bed was made, crooked, but humble.  His quarters consisted only of a desk, laptop, chair, and bed.  Nothing else.  And all of his rooms from various structures were congenial.

In the midst of getting dressed, the PVA (Private announcement, as opposed to PA, Public announcement) came on.

“Mr. Qastor, Miss Garnet requests your presence.  Please sign in at the conference lobby.”

“Garnet…?  What could she possib…”  Qastor’s thoughts wandered from Garnet, to Laevaentteinn, and then to Lucifer.  He then remembered that Lucifer was gone, his whereabouts unknown.  He paced himself as to not keep Garnet waiting.

Qastor glimpsed about the hallways.  People went about their businesses in poetic silence and motion.  There was an air of intensity, and he was afraid to make a noise, but it couldn’t be helped, lest he tiptoed on socks.  He noticed, as he made haste to the conference lobby, that others around him were clad in sweaters and jackets, most had their hoods on despite the shelter of the ceiling.  An eerie feeling scuttled about his mind as he noticed their faces hidden in the depths of the hoods.  He continued on his way, rubbing his arms to warm himself at times, for the hallways were pertinaciously freezing.  

“Mr. Qastor, I presume?  Miss Garnet is waiting in conference room CR-05.”

Qastor returned cordial thanks to the lady registrar.  Upon reaching the said room, the door opened.  Garnet looked up and was surprised at the sight of Qastor.  She wore a rose-hued heavy sweater, with fur waving at the rims, wrist cuffs, and collar.  Gentle crests of steam rolled as she breathed.  Garnet-colored hair glittered long and straight against her back.

“Oh!  I thought you weren’t coming so…” 

“You’re worried about Lucifer, aren’t you?”  Qastor went straight to the point.

“How’d you guess?”  She was a little surprised, and cocked her head a tiny bit when she spoke.

“I had a hunch.”  

“Well, it’s really cold in there, so let’s talk in the cafeteria, okay?”

Qastor nodded and led Garnet to the cafeteria.  The ominous sight of isolated passersby didn’t seem to bother Garnet as much as it did him.

The cafeteria wasn’t as occupied as it usually was.  The dome was open, however.  Qastor’s breakfast consisted of a scone, sandwich, and apple cider.  Garnet had a cup of hot chocolate.  She pressed her palms against it for warmth.

“So, what’s the subject?”  Qastor unwrapped a straw.

“You know Lucifer’s gone, right?  Do you know where?”  

“Not a clue.  He just disappeared into thin air… after he charged for Qa… Rey Vyn.”  His motions became more deliberate.

“Rey Vyn, huh…  Do you know where this ‘Rey Vyn’ went?”

“No…”  Qastor checked through his memory, and in fact, did find something.  “…wait…  It’s…  The Lost Field?”

“Lost Field…?”

“At least, that’s where he said he’d be.”  Qastor checked his palm PC, which he had produced from his left pocket.  Garnet glanced around.  “How’s your wound?”

“It’s healed up already, and the scar is gone.”

“How?”

“Reparation associated with something called ‘Flesh Engineering.’  They say Sphere developed it.  I didn’t want to go with the operation, since it’s linked to Sphere and all, but I had no choice…”  She took a sip of the hot chocolate.

“Hmm…  Really…”  Another thought made him wonder.  “Say, can’t your rebel force form a search party or something?”

“We… believe in a liberal order.  In other words, we believe that Lucifer will find his way back.  He has a lot of combat experience, both in ACs and hand-to-hand.”  She sounded confident.

“I see.” Just then, Qastor came upon something new.  His eyebrows raised, and Garnet noticed.

“What’s wrong?”  She blinked and sat upright.

“It’s…”  Qastor gasped, his eyes wide.  “…a mission… from Rey Vyn…”  Garnet was appalled also.

“No way…  Lemme see!”  Garnet snatched the palm PC from Qastor’s trembling hands, his eyes still shaking in disbelief.  

Mission: -

Requester: Qain

Reward: -

Summary:

“Qastor…  I’m waiting for you…  Bring the Children also, that is, if you know who they are already.  I’ve uncovered the location of the Lost Field on your PC.  Don’t ask how I did it.  Just get here and everything shall reveal itself.  I know you and your comrades have personal questions concerning the past.  Come here and all will be answered.  If you don’t come, then Lucifer’s not coming back.”

–END MESSAGE-

Garnet settled the palm PC down.  She had questions too, but more importantly, she wanted to find Lucifer.  That’s all that mattered to her.  

“Qastor, we have to go!  Accept the mission!”  Her tone was obsequious.

“It’s not that simple.”

“What?”

“How could Re… Qain know the answer to my past?  It’s just not right…”

“But…  What about Lucifer!?  Can’t we rescue him!?”

“Who gives a damn about him…!”  Qastor scoffed, his eyes narrowed.  Garnet flared up.

“How could you say that!?”  Garnet abruptly stood up from her chair; the hot chocolate cup almost fell over.  

“I just don’t want things to change anymore.  What if…”

“What if what!?”

“What if whatever Qain says changes everything!?”  Qastor was exasperated.  “What if what he says changes how I look at life!?  My outlook on life is already screwed up as it is because of Lucifer!”  Qastor forced his forehead onto his hands.  The entire cafeteria was absent of noise.  Garnet reached for her cup.

“You have the right to believe what you want to believe, don’t you?”  Garnet gave Qastor one last food for thought and departed.  She was right, though, and he knew it.  He felt a surge of willpower.  He shook his head and clenched his fists.

It was about time he took matters into his own hands.

“Wait…”  Garnet stopped.
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Garnet turned around.  Qastor kept his eyes on his breakfast.

“Fine…  We’re going.”  He turned to her.  Garnet shrugged.

“Yeah, I thought so.”  

“Are you coming?”  Qastor wanted to make sure.

“Of course, I am.  Bring your comrades, too.  I have a feeling we’ll need them.”  She turned to the doorway.  “Call me whenever you need me.  Just ask the registrar for the number.”

Qastor opened up a map on the palm PC.  A new location in the far west revealed an island.  Geographical sensors show that the surrounding shores were steeply cliffed.  He settled it down and devoured his breakfast.

“Who was that?”  Qastor jumped when he saw Iris right next to him, her arms folded.  

“Ah, Iris!”

“Who was that just now?”  A tinge of anger forced itself into her words.

“It’s not what you think, Iris!  She came all the way here to talk abo-“

“About what?”

“Lucifer, okay?  You know, that rebel leader from the other day.”  Iris unfolded her arms and took a seat across from him.

“What did she say?”

“Garnet?  She wants to search for him.”  Iris had a doubtful expression on her face, and Qastor noticed.  To prove himself right, he handed her his palm PC.  “You see that?”

“What about it?”  Within five seconds of browsing around, Iris did see.  She looked worried.

“It’s a mission from…”

“Qain!”  That name aggravated the rain.  “But…  How…?”  Iris was in disbelief.

“It just showed up this morning.  I was surprised too.”  Qastor gulped down some apple cider.  “Garnet thinks Lucifer could be there.”  Iris looked up at Qastor.

“Are you… gonna go?”  Her voice was low, almost a whisper.  Qastor gave a sigh.

“I have to…  I have some questions about my past, and he probably has the answers I want.”

“What do you know about your past?”

“My… dad once said I was an orphan… that the orphanage I was at burned down…”  Qastor’s words gradually lowered in intensity.

“The Orphans’ Tear Tragedy…”  Iris’ tone was melancholic. 

“You know about it, too?”  Qastor looked down on his meal again.  “After that, I was given to the Altair family…  They say the children there were given out to random potential foster parents on a list, since there wasn’t another orphanage in the entire district.  I got stuck with the abusive family…  Guess that’s my luck, though…”  Qastor scoffed.  Iris was in dolor.  She always had a loving family.  A family that cared…  She realized that she and Qastor are from different walks of life.  “I’ve never been l-loved in any way in my life.”  He staggered a little on the word ‘love,’ since he wasn’t used to saying it.  In fact, this might have been the very first time he said that word aloud.

It was heartrending to Iris.  She slowly placed a comforting hand on his clenched fist, which rested when he felt Iris’.  

“How old were you when this happened?”

“I’m not sure…  Probably about… three to four years old.  I was really young, so I don’t remember anyone there.”  Their eyes met.  “You’re going aren’t you…?”

Iris nodded.  

“I’m sure Rose’ll want to go too…  Maybe you should ask Malirant?”

“I will.”

_____________________________

“Malirant.”  Qastor called as Malirant finished the last of his bench presses.  “I gotta mission from Qain.”

Malirant turned to Qastor confoundedly, his cotton towel hanging around his shoulder.  

“I know it’s a little crazy, but I need you as one of my consorts.”  Malirant thought about it for a moment, staring at a mosaic in the carpet of the gym.  To clear things up a little, Qastor handed Malirant his palm PC and sat down next to him.  Malirant skimmed through the mission summary, but deliberately re-read it to verify what it said.  He remembered the recent dream, and handed the palm PC back to Qastor.  “You coming?”

Nervously, he nodded, wiping the sweat from his forehead and neck afterwards.  

“Thanks, man.  Really appreciate it.”  Qastor stood up from beside Malirant.  “Meet me at the hangar at 1700 hours.  Don’t worry if you’re late or anything.”

With that, Qastor left.  Malirant decided that he had enough exercise for one day.  He made his way back to his quarters to take a shower.

Qastor accepted the mission contract.  Upon hiring a large-scale transport, the map was uploaded from the palm PC to the transport’s navigational database.

_____________________________

Qastor and Iris sat next to each other.  Garnet sat in the back corner, gazing out into the receding city lights.  Rose and Malirant conversed, although it was tasking for her, since all he could reply with was a shrug, nod, or head shake.  Always a man of imagination, Malirant detached a laptop from the seat in front of him and attempted to type what he had to say.  But, even that was difficult for Rose.

However, there was an air of intensity in that passenger cabin.  Five ACs rattled in the on-board hangar of the heavy transport.  Malirant pointed out the window.  Rose saw the coastline whoosh past below. 

Reluctantly, the ocean stirred about.  Silence and stillness overshadowed the whole cabin.
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Qastor awoke to reddened skies.  Velvet red rays of light poured from the cabin windows.  Dancing swirls of lurid luminescence yarned myths of blood-running rivers and gore-drenched battlefields, entrenching the lost skies with frescoes of death and dolor.  Is this the power of Qain?

An acknowledgment blip ensued and the weary pilot’s voice droned, “Nearing area of operations.  Please board your ACs.”

He gently shook Iris’ shoulder.

“Iris…  Wake up…”  Qastor crooned, and Iris slowly awoke.  She smiled at his sight, but frowned as soon as the red sky luster baffled her senses.  Another, more intense blip sounded and the others awoke.  Iris leaned to the window.  The stretching coastline of the Lost Field was tainted with a red shade.  There was almost no beach; a few patches here and there, but steep, jagged cliffs were omnipresent.  

Malirant stood up first, walking down the aisle to the hangar.  He noticed Garnet, still dozing quietly in her seat.  He reached and gave her a hearty shake on the shoulder, even though this was the second brief time he saw her.  Malirant was already opening the door to the hangar when Garnet noticed the group up and about.  She followed them out.  

_____________________________

The five walked out of the transport one-by-one in their ACs.  Qastor scanned the area, and was somewhat troubled by what he saw.  Lost Field was a stagnant island.  No wind, no rustling, no sea waves, no motion, just dancing skies.  Qastor noticed a glaring message on his HUD.

“Ominous skies bleed a crimson night.  Lenore and Nevermore, time stands ablight.”

Upon reading the last word, the message blurred into nothingness, which brewed a cursing storm inside Qastor’s will.  An enormous, domed edifice loomed in silence beyond the forest of dead trees.  No…  Not trees… at least, not anymore they weren’t… but desiccated, grotesque spikes of ebony wood that silently shrieked from the barren, cracked terrain.  Gleaming blades protruded from the dome’s lining, stained with sacrificial blood of birds.

There was no way to the edifice besides cutting through the forest, so Malirant moved first, leading the group, although he was just as clueless on where to go as the rest were.  He blinked in surprise when the wooden spikes reduced to ash upon the gentlest touch.  He moved closer to the woods and waved Ogre’s arm through the canopy.  Every single ‘tree’ that he touched crumbled into dust.  He figured out why.  Since there was no wind, the ashen ‘trees’ maintained their form until now.  The temperature swung up and down, freezing one minute and boiling the next.  Notwithstanding, they trudged their way through with cautious eyes.  However, the domed structure seemed to stretch and writhe ever closer.  Dead woods crumbled; the dust and ash pushed by the stampeding walls.  The five stopped, watching in awe as the walls abruptly halted, the piles of dust pervading forth into a palpable gray mist.  A towering, Gothic-like door slowly swung open.  They entered…

“Qastor…  This is freaking me out…”  Iris convinced herself to turn back, but…

“I know…  This is freaking us all out…”  He found that it comforted Iris none, and pursued…  “Don’t worry.  I’ll protect you.”  

Malirant motioned them to stop.

“What’s wrong, Malirant?”  Rose stopped short behind Ogre.  A typed message appeared on her screen.

<A wall.  No entrance.>

Rose looked around and noticed that the entire doorway was blocked off by a wall.  But, before they could do anything about it, the circular mosaic underneath rumbled alive and descended.  The massive doors shut with loud hostility behind and now, above them.

Qastor’s altimeter indicated rapid descent, but he didn’t need it to know.  Despite the restraining seat belts, he felt light-weighted, almost floating.  Suddenly, the platform stopped, and Qastor was brought down to his seat with force.  The wall in front of them split open to reveal a poorly lit, vastly expansive rotunda.  They made their way in at a slow pace.  It wasn’t until five minutes later that…

A sudden, intense vibration in the air rattled the metallic walls, floors, and the armor of the five’s ACs.  Instinctively, Qastor boosted forward to the lead of the group.

“QAIN!!!”  Qastor called, for in his sight was Qain in his Ark Omnis.  Qain had made a rapid descent, and upon stopping, caused a bang in the air.  Ark Omnis had an uncanny resemblance to Nova Omnis.  Its six, instead of four, orbital cannons were distinctly more pointed, like a thick blade, and horizontally floated on top of another in the fashion of wings, three on each.  His arms folded themselves across in a humanoid style.  Long laserblade emitters rested on his forearms, and his armor illuminated in lurid brilliance.  Spikes shimmered from his heels, hips, knee, elbow, and shoulders.

“You finally came…”  Qain’s voice was low and malignant.  

“I’ll get you, Qain!!”  Qastor pushed the controls, but his body was frozen.  So were the others.  “Damn…  The Logic Drive…”  

“You all came here for answers, and you shall get them!!”  Ark Omnis rose in the air seamlessly without bodily motion.

“What… a history lesson?”

“I’m doing you a favor, aren’t I?  Consider this the final revelation of your nigh-ending lives.”  Qain’s words cut right into Qastor’s heart.

He and the others had no choice, but to listen...

“At the beginning of the Earth’s formation, God Engine ARK crash landed on this desolate planet.  In need of extreme amounts of energy to continue its inter-dimensional journey, it dispensed life-giving amino acids.  Life appeared and evolved into multi-cellular organisms.  To feed upon the energy of the organisms, killing them off in catastrophic numbers was required.  The Interplanetary Apocalyptic Weapon, PERDITION, was the perfect tool for this.  A total of four catastrophes were necessary, branded the Great Destructions.  The gathering of the energy is called the Harvest of January, June, August, and December.  Two pillars of control was established, The Controller and the H-1 Program, both of which would soon watch over the surviving humans.  A Harvest can only be activated by the H-1 Program, however.  At the peak of existence of the ancient dinosaurs, Harvest of January was activated, and the energy and flesh of the dinosaurs were absorbed.  With the dominating reptiles out of the way, the timid apes evolved into humans and flourished, eventually thriving and siphoning off the planet’s resources.  The population grew rapidly, and the second, true Great Destruction occurred.  Harvest of June done with, the remaining humans fled underground in two areas, Layered Alpha, under the guidance of the H-1 program, and ours, Layered Omega, under the tyranny of The Controller.”

“Over the course of centuries, Layered Alpha prospered, eventually discovering the surface.  Their advancement accelerated, they moved on into Mars, the neighboring planet of red.  However, leftover sentinels of the planet, the Disorders, soon killed off the colonies and somehow moved on to Earth.  They invaded the people of Layered Alpha, and soon reached the coveted ARK itself.  Attempting to protect the ARK, Harvest of August was activated, and the humans of Layered Alpha and the invading Disorders were eradicated.  However, the H-1 main frame and vital computers were massacred also, and without the H-1 program at full function, the Harvest of December cannot activate.  So, as a last resort, it created two alternate activation methods.  The first is the confinement of the Four Pale Horsemen in -Nazareth-, the ARK’s antagonistic cell core.  The second was the reuniting of the Nine Children of H-1 at certain locations of the Earth.  The Nine Children possess a specially engineered base code in their DNA, which allows the activation of the last Harvest.  All were naturally conceived through surrogate mothers by a process similar to cloning, except I, Qain.  I was first created artificially.  My skin, my organs, my bones, my entire body, and… my mind…  All artificially engineered to be invincible.  The remaining Children’s DNA were artificially, but masterfully, perfectly built differently from each other to enable reproduction, and placed into eight surrogate mothers, who were released into Layered Omega, where their chances of surviving were greater.  As the First Child of H-1, the burden of reuniting the other Eight Children was placed in my hands, but upon awakening in Layered Omega, my objectives were lost…  But now, the Harvest of December is nigh…  The Final Great Destruction…”  Qain snickered at the end of his speech.

Qastor was confounded.  “Who are these… ‘Nine Children of H-1’…?”

“Hahahahhahahh, I’m very glad you asked, my young Nevermore.  They are…”  He stopped to list them all.

“Me.………. Malirant.………. Angelus.………. Lucifer.………. Garnet.………. Iris.………. Rose.………. and you Qastor.……….  I shall not reveal the Last Child, however, for I’m sure you’ll do something about it should you somehow escape.  Which is utterly inconceivable…”  Qain had an evil confidence strengthening his voice.

It all came together for Qastor.  He and all the others finally understood.  They all shared a common origin.  Iris was bewildered, and so was Rose.  Garnet, however, was still worried about Lucifer.  Malirant understood his dream now, and his head seemed to tremble in agony from the traumatizing realization that he killed…  But…  Qastor was prepared for something like this.

“Qain….  I’m not finished with you yet…”  Qastor’s voice was threatening, despite the fact that his body and AC was hopelessly frozen.  

“Oh, you’re not are you?  Well, it just so happens that I share the same predicament…  But, that will be over soon…”

Ark Omnis unfolded its arms.  Its orbital wings flexed, it charged right into Qastor and the others in less than a second.  Five ear-crushing clashes reverberated throughout the rotunda.

Black out…
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“…You should value what you have.  Of course, I never had a family, let alone know if I even had one to start with.  I missed out a lot of things in life, and I know I can’t do anything about it.  Say, tell me something.  What’s your dream?… dream?………dream?…………………….dream?………………..”

“…Well, I’ve always knew there was a surface somehow.  And I always knew, that somewhere in that paradise, is a family waiting for me.  I want to search, but I can’t just leave everything behind.  So, I come here to think about it…… it……….. it………………. it………………”

“…You got a point there.  I’ll keep that in mind….. mind………….. mind…………………. mind……….”

“You know what?  I don’t really have a name… name………… name…………………… name………”

“It is I…  Rey Vyn……. Rey Vyn…………Rey vyn…………………………….
rey vyn……………….”

“Are you happy now, Rey Vyn?  Are you happy that you have a name now?  Are you happy!?  Happy that you’ve finally found your goddamn family!?  ARE YOU!?!?  ANSWER ME, YOU BASTARD!!!”

“….a……..an…..”

“….ans………answ….”

“….answer……answer……”

“….answer me….ANSWER ME!!!!”  A comforting emerald light surrounded Qastor as his senses crashed down upon him.  He gasped, and a bubble wobbled up from his mouth.  His eyes caught sight of the bubble and watched it float to the surface.  He glimpsed around.  A wide tube of glass surrounded him.   He found himself suspended in a green, glowing, translucent liquid.  His lungs screamed for air, begging and begging… 

Qastor banged repeatedly on the glass.  His lungs choked, his strikes were getting weaker.  His loosening fist nudged the glass as he passed out…

_____________________________

Qastor awoke to the clamor of shattering glass and the impact of the cold, heat-siphoning metal against his body.  He was flat on the floor, his body and clothes strangely dry as if it never touched the green fluid, which poured out of his damaged tube and pervaded the floor.  Qastor gasped for air, coughing and gagging out some of the liquid, which left no taste behind.  He moved his arms, the glass under his elbows and forearm scathed against the metal floor.  He opened his eyes and looked up.  A dark, long-coated figure leaned down, sheathing a sword into a scabbard.  The figure placed a metal bar in front of Qastor’s face and walked away, but stopped at one particular tube.  The figure’s right hand rose and became flat against the glass, the lime green glow sadly illumining his glove.  The dark silhouette’s head drooped down, as if in sorrow, and continued on its way, the clicking of the lacquered scabbard against the floor dissipated in the distance…  

Qastor gathered his strength and slowly forced himself up to his feet.  He stumbled a bit, but nevertheless, he picked up the metal bar with his left and wiped his blurry eyes with his right.  His eyes settled on a distinct tube.  One that already had been shattered besides his own.  The green liquid still glowed and revealed a curious shard of glass.  Qastor forced himself to pick it up.  He held it against the dimming emerald liquid.  There were three engraved letters, as if scratched by a hard object.

“I am”  

Qastor placed the shard in his outermost left pocket, for fear that it might pierce him if he made a wrong move.  He got himself together and his vision returned.  Iris was in a nearby tube, which he carefully shattered, catching Iris in his arms and letting the metal bar clang on against the fallen shards.  She was still unconscious when he settled her down against the unbroken side of his glass tube.  He picked the metal bar again and proceeded to liberating the rest of his comrades.  Qastor was amazed at how quickly Malirant recovered.  It was as if he went through something of similar events before.  Malirant tended Rose and Garnet while Qastor came over to Iris.  He found her awake and dreaming. 

“Iris…  Let’s go…”  He shook her shoulder gently.

“Qastor… what am I?”  Iris spoke with precarious courtesy.

“What?”  Qastor blinked in puzzlement.

“Tell me…  Who am I?”

“Iris…  You’re Iris…  Don’t you know that…  W-what’s wrong?”

“What he said…  Is it all true?  Was I… born for the sole purpose of murdering and devouring the flesh of innocent people!?”  Iris gripped Qastor’s sleeve, her eyes now glittering with tears.  

“You have the freedom of choosing what you want to believe in.  Iris, if you don’t believe it, there’s no one or nothing that can change your mind…”

“But…  It all comes together so well…  Everything that’s been happening points to us…  It’s because of us that innocent lives are suffering!”  Iris’ tone was hopeless.

“Damnit, Iris!  I have to live with this too!!”  Iris turned away, shriveling up and encircling her knees with her arms.  She muffled her sobbing against her knees.  Qastor looked around.  The others were lugubriously silent, congenially sitting against the wall or one of the tubes, thinking to themselves, trying to absorb and comprehend what they’ve been told.  He turned to Iris.  “Look…  We all have to live with this…  So, you’re not alone…”  Iris’ weeping lessened.  Not being able to think up anything else to say at the moment, Qastor settled himself down.

That’s all he could do then…  Just sit with his comrades…
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[…Things aren’t going so well…]

<…Have things ever went well in this world…?>

[…What’ll I do now…?]

<…Do what you think is right…  Just get out of here alive…>

[…But… how…?]

<…There… there’s a door… go there…>

[…I… I don’t know if I could do it…  I’m tired…]

<…Just go… there’s no time left… either it’s now or never…>

[…I can’t…  It feels good to rest here… the silence… the soothing glow of the green fluid…  It’s cold, but…]

<…Just do it…!  You… you wanted to make a change, didn’t you…?>

[…I guess so…]

<…What about Iris…?  She needs you… more than ever right now…  The world… needs you…>

[…Why is it that I’m always stuck with these damn responsibilities!?  Why can’t everyone just leave me alone…?]

<…They can’t… because they need you…  Destiny is cruel… I know…>

[…]

<…Do what you will… it’s up to you… just… promise me something…>

[…What…?]

<…Protect… protect Iris… for me…>

[…I… I don’t…  Fine… alright… I promise… but first… give me a clue… to who you are…]

<…I am…  I was… a man… who wasn’t supposed to die…>

_____________________________

Qastor awoke, staring into his palm.  There were more wrinkles streaking across now.  Festoons of deep apricot hue indicated his stress.  But, looking into his hands, he promised himself… no, he made a commitment to himself that he would carve out his own destiny, that if he can’t find out who he really is, he would just have to earn his identity.  Time to take action.  A strong man doesn’t need a destiny handed to him; he makes his own, a wise warrior once said.  

He clenched his hand into a vigorous fist.  An empowering air sailed about him as he quickly stood on his two feet again, the numerous glass shards under him chaffing against the frosty floor, the green liquid now plates of inanimate curves.  Qastor boldly made his way to the frozen door.  Pumping his shoulders, he shoved it wide open.  Specks of ice sparkled in the ensuing light, glowing about him and clicking onto the floor.

“Qastor…  Where are you going?”  Iris looked up at a parting Qastor.

“To face Qain.”

“W-wait…  What about Lucifer?”  Garnet noticed Qastor walking past her.

“He just left.”

“What!?  Where!?”  Garnet was the second to get up.  Qastor shrugged.

“Gone after I blacked out.”  She looked down.  Qastor faced the rest of the group.  “I’m outta here.  If any of you wants to get out of this frozen hell, then get moving.”  Not to his surprise, they all got up with renewed hope and vigor.  Somehow, the light from the door subsided as it had poured in.  Qastor faced the dreadful hallway echoing before him.

_____________________________

Veils of cobwebs deceptively occluded the group’s path.  Qastor led them, tearing the cobwebs away with a quick, wide wave of his hand, and keeping a fully loaded pistol available.  Malirant took the flank, in case someone, or something, should unexpectedly pop up from behind.  Dim, archaic, green lamps paved a depressing path.  Random water drops sent echoes bouncing through the hall.  Hidden congregations of moss thrived from damp cracks and crevasses.  Their footsteps tapped and knocked at the adamant stone floor.  

“Hey, look…”  Qastor turned his head around and found Rose pointing at an inconspicuous door to their right in the distance.  They continued through the hall.  Qastor gripped the frozen knob, and seeing as it won’t budge, proceeded to forcing his way in with a heavy kick.  Vibrating from the impact, the door creaked open, revealing a scene much to their horror.

There, on a red-stained, nipped stone table was a corpse.  Upon distant inspection, Qastor found it deprived of its eyeballs, its mouth long open in the most horrific way, as if the person had died a most excruciatingly violent death.  Qastor scanned some more, and found a flower of dully glimmering spikes shooting out from the corpse’s disemboweled abdomen and chest, morsels, chunks of flesh, and heart frozen stabbed at the blood-rusted tips.  The corpse’s body was arched up from the stomach, as if the spikes had shrilled out from the table.  A grated bowl spat out flaccid cackles of emerald flames in the far wall.  But, it wasn’t the malformed victim on the table that shocked Qastor, it was what hung on the walls…

Male humans of every age, young and old, ill and healthy, posed as dead and agonized statues.  Each was supported by a dull, but deadly hook, which pierced from the backs of their necks, and glared conspicuously out from the front; their Adam’s Apples rotted from the curved tips of the hook.  Most had no eyes, with ancient blood dripping and oozing from their eye sockets, while the rest showed off their dilapidating eyeballs, eaten away by once-thriving flies and maggots, now dead from the foul, blood-curdling stench of unheard screams and desiccated gore.  Screaming was what every victim was once doing, and still is.  Their jaws were so low from their normal positions, Qastor was convinced that the victims must’ve disconnected their own jaws from screaming so harshly.  They were all cloaked in torn cloths, and the group dared not to think of what hid inside.  Congregations of metallic, rusted surgical tools slept on the ground, silently chattering amongst themselves of past operations.

Seeing as it was a complete struggle for the females of the group to cope with such bloodshed, Qastor shut the wooden door closed, the death aroma still seeping out from the gap underneath.  They continued on their way.  

Qastor soon spotted a door clad in frosty cobwebs to their left.  Making short work of them, Qastor kicked the door several times, but to no avail.  With the aid of Malirant, the door banged open, and a heavy lock clamored onto the ground.  The two peeped in first.  It was a living quarters of some type.  It consisted of a wall-hung bed, a desk with no chair, and a barely functional laptop, the only source of light in that space of darkness.  A man sitting hunched over with his bald head down and hidden caught their attention.  Qastor cocked his gun.

“Hey…  You over there…  Who are you and what are you doing there?”  Qastor found himself without a reply.  “Hey-“  

All of a sudden, the man started with desperate vigor, lurching himself at Qastor, his mouth long and wide open, his eye-less sockets swallowed the dreadful air as he advanced, his depressingly slender arms brandishing.  Qastor pulled the trigger at point blank, withdrawing to the opposite wall of the hallway behind him, the females yelping at the burst of the pistol.  The bullet had blasted through the man’s left chest, releasing a dense puff of dust and ash in lieu of blood.  Instantly, the man fell on his front body, colliding with the floor and crumbling into masses of dust.

“What in… heaven’s name is Qain doing here…?”  Iris finally spoke.  Qastor cautiously stepped through the hills of dust and made his way for the computer.

X month, X day, X year

Searching

Log Entry of Qain – 2:4:1

“My search for the ‘Progeny,’ or the Last Child for that matter, still goes on.  Since I am left with no clue as to how old the Last Child may be, I have no other options but to prey upon the candidates, boring into their innards to seek a sporadic H-1 DNA strand.  So far, no progress has been made, but the list of candidates is slowly shrinking.  However, the possibility of the Progeny not being on that list still racks my mind.”

-END MESSAGE-

Qastor called the others in, much to their displeasure.  They all read the entry, cringing at the very word.  After that, Qastor searched further, and his efforts came to fruition.

X month, X day, X year

Subject found

Log Entry of Qain – 6:6:6

“I have finally found the Last Child.  A multitude of excruciatingly painful tests had been subjected unto him.  I continued the tests despite his screams and curses, knowing that he wo1uld dissociate at one time or another.  I almost forgot to mention.  Due to the tests, the Last Child has been inflicted with a mental disorder known as DID, or Dissociative Identity Disorder.  I almost pity him, but it is only a matter of time before I find the other Children as well.  I have successfully extracted the Transcendent DNA, but the tests must resume, as the identities of all the Children rests somewhere within him.  I know it.”

-END MESSAGE-

X month, X day, X year

Subject lost

Log Entry of Qain – 13:13:13

“The Progeny has escaped.  It was during one of the tests that Omnis took over.  The lab is completely destroyed, and my entire face is burned off.  But, by using the surviving data in which I have acquired from the Last Child, I was able to reconstruct my face, one that resembles his once he reaches my age.  Due to the artificial nature of my being, this is all possible without the possibility of organ rejection.  The Transcendent DNA strains were completely destroyed also, among other precious data, but I need them not, for I have memorized the identities of the rest of the Children.  It is only a matter of time.”

-END MESSAGE-

Another entry in a trash folder caught Qastor’s attention.

X month, X day, X year

My sanity

Log Entry of Rey Vyn – 0:0:0

“I have discovered an ancient structure on the other side of the world, which is where I’m currently located.  I feel strange being here, as if something is trying to take hold of my mind.  I admit, there was always this side of me that I’ve constantly feared.  But now, it seems to be awakening.  I fear I may be deprived of my sanity, but I never felt so close to my ‘family’ before.  Perhaps it is here that I may find answers…”

-END MESSAGE-

Qastor and the rest stared hard into the screen with disbelief, except for Garnet.  Iris stood next to Qastor, trying to comprehend what this was with him, while Malirant and the rest made their way to the door.  It was at that instant that a wall separated the group, rising with surprising speed from inconspicuous gaps in the walls and floor.  The other three were already outside of the room when it happened.  The door shut closed and several walls from the previous hallway closed in front of the three.  Rose covered her mouth in astonishment, stepping back and bumping into a hopeless and silent Malirant, who was fatigued after beating at the door.  Garnet turned around to the only open hall left.

Qastor was right against the wall, pounding into the bricks while Iris hollered the other three’s names.  A section of the wall behind them disappeared, revealing another path.  The two looked at the secret hall, then at each other in ominous amazement.

The two groups parted in different paths, not knowing that it may be the last time they saw each other ever again.

The computer died out. 

Black Feather III: Episode XXVIII

???

11:41 p.m., 03/25

Lenore and Nevermore


A warming and chilling draft rose up against Qastor and Iris as they walked along a lengthy bridge, high above a vast, comfortably lit storehouse or hangar of some sort, boasting a size of at least three arenas.  It walls weren’t metal, but were composed of limestone cliffs, which ascended high beyond the ceiling.  Hundreds of stalls lined up inside the grid partitions far down below them.  Much of the stalls were empty, while some nested ancient limbs of ACs, all of which were of the same design and style.


“What… is this place?”  Iris gasped in astonishment.  Qastor scanned about for an answer as they slowly proceeded ahead.  They were halfway to the nearby corridor ahead.


“Some sort of… hangar…  It must be…”  He spotted a peculiar emblem upon one of the distant, lifeless limbs.  It was a black circle with a distinct ‘9’ in the center.  “…Nine-Ball…?”


“That’s correct!!”  Both Qastor and Iris were thrown back against the railing of the bridge as Qain boomed into existence.  Ark Omnis broke down from the high ceiling, instantly colliding with an adjacent bridge, which screeched and proceeded to descend down.  Arms spread like wings, Ark Omnis folded them in its trademark fashion.  “You all escaped…  I just hope Angelus is more than enough for the other Children to handle…”


Qastor helped Iris up while keeping a slashing expression at Qain.  He whispered…


“Iris…  Go!  Escape without me.  I’ve got unfinished matters to settle…”  His instructions were solid and strict, and Iris realized the situation.


“But, you can’t fight him without an AC!”  Iris whispered urgently back.


“Don’t you worry, just go!  I’ll… I’ll catch up with you later.”  Iris bolted to the corridor; Qain was quite content on letting her escape, for some unknown reason.  Things stood still, even after Iris exited the area, until…


“Qain…  Why all this?  Why did you change all of a sudden?”  


“It is in my very veins…  It is power that drives one mad!  But, no, not this case…  I am… the very first to drive the very heart of power itself insane!  Insanity is blind emotion… blind emotions lead to frustration, frustration begets hatred, and hatred… is who I am.”  Qain’s voice was clear and crisp, despite the fact that he was inside an AC.


“You’re not answering my question…”  Qastor’s words were low and cutting.


“Then perhaps you must dig deeper?”  With a sudden click, the AC stalls far below descended into the ground.  The stray AC limbs and parts dissipated into an ephemeral dream-like smoke.  “I let the others escape, but I won’t let you go… for I have unfinished business with you as well…”


A stunning flash banged, Qastor began to tremble, the entire hangar quaked, Qain grinned.


“Qain!  I can’t let you live!  Not after what you’ve done to us all!”  In that instant, Nova Omnis erupted from the metallic floor below, exploding through the bridge with menacing tenacity and speed.  Qastor disappeared from the scene, the bridge fragments rising in slow motion around Nova Omnis.  Qain might’ve flinched from such a spectacle.


Nova Omnis extended both of its black-blue laserblades to the opposite ends of the bridge, bringing its arms down and vaporizing every molecule it touched, completely disintegrating the bridge.  Qain descended gracefully onto the floor, reverting back into Nine-Ball.  Without a word, Qastor did the same.


“Shall it be an honorable duel?”  Qastor dropped his CROW extensions in response to Qain’s request.  Xanthippius proceeded to crushing them with its feet.  “Hahahah!  An honorable duel it shall be!”


In a flash, Qain blasted a grenade shell and strafe boosted right.  Instinctively, Qastor retreated back, hardly keeping pace with the rushing grenade as it inched closer and closer to his core.  The thermometer steadily rose…  Qastor exploded up, slicing the nearing grenade with his laserblade.  Qain overboosted straight for him out of nowhere, his LEVANTINE blade laughing.  Qastor broke left with his OB just in time, letting go of the strafe and charging ahead.  Both he and Qain landed hard; Qastor turned quickly, acquired his target, and allowed his chain gun to spit out its bullets with a continuous chuckle.  Nine-Ball strafed to the right again, first in a jog, then boosting as the chain bullets tore away at the metal floor dangerously close to its side.  OB activated, Qain charged in for Qastor again.


Their blades clashed in a raging pulsar of cackling plasma and electricity.  Struggling to gain an advantage, Qastor drew his rifle.  Qain instantly ascended upon catching sight of the rifle with nightmarish agility.  Qastor reacted, striking Nine-Ball’s left foot with his blade.  A chunk of smoldering titanium clamored on the floor as Nine-Ball spun uncontrollably above Qastor from the impact, but with revenge on his mind, Qain drew his blade and, in a single rotational swipe, cleft Qastor’s SKYEYE asunder into blazing fragments.


<WARNING: HEAD COMPONENT OFF-LINE.>


“Damn you!”  Qastor retreated with his OB far away from Qain, who quickly regained control of his airborne position.  Almost out of energy, Qastor deactivated the OB, switching the systems to secondary mode.


<Secondary Systems Activated.  Core camera on-line.>


The main HUD now restored, Qastor spotted Qain patiently waiting for him in the distance.  In a blind rage, Qastor abandoned his rifle, running forward and firing his chain gun without a lock-on, waiting for his energy to replenish.  Nine-Ball was stolid, absorbing the punishment with little or no worry.


Qastor overboosted immediately, armed his rail gun, and blasted away frantically.  Qain reacted, jumping up and quickly rotating around, with Qastor thundering past under him.  He activated his own OB, chasing after his prey at ungodly velocities.  Indeed, the hunter caught his prey.


Qain, with his LEVANTINE, devastated Qastor’s still-thrusting OB, which exploded violently.


“Aaaghh!”  Xanthippius twisted out of control, a road of flames and electricity trailing behind it.  Its legs faltered, and Xanthippius plunged to the ground, skidding on its right side with a nerve-scorching shriek against the steel floor.  Its right arm disconnected from the force, leaving Xanthippius to slide for another half-kilometer.  Qastor, having been thrown about the cockpit like soda in a can, was barely holding on…  Xanthippius lied vulnerable and surmounted near the limestone wall.


Quiet it was.  The silence of defeat…


“…You lose…  I win…”  Nine-Ball strolled closer and closer.  Qastor was… speechless…  “…This… is the end of your saga… my young… Nevermore…”


An angel exploded from the eastern wall, unleashing a hurricane of cerulean plasma ribbons from its shimmering wings directly at Qain.  Transfixed, Nine-Ball was completely dismembered, erupting into a bloodthirsty conflagration.


“GAAAAAGGHHH!!!”  Qain’s metallic cry sliced about the air.


“Qastor!  You’re hurt!”


“Iris!?  Damnit, I told you to escape!!”


“I just couldn’t leave you behind!”


“…Damnit… that was stupid… foolish…”  Qastor stumbled in speech as tears streamed from his eyes.


“Qastor… let’s go-“  Qastor’s heart skipped…


For there…


Behind Iris…


Was Ark Omnis…


With its blade protruding from Iris’ core…


“…Foolish girl…”  Ark Omnis removed its laserblade, allowing Lunarius to fall to the ground…  “Don’t ever try a stunt like that again…”


“I…  I…  Ir… is…”  Qastor gasped, his eyes wide and watery…  He clenched the controls.  Xanthippius made a silent transition.


“…”  Qain watched on without words.


His hand trembling with enmity, Qastor pushed the controls all the way forward.  Nova Omnis reacted, screaming straight for Qain with its dual blades storming from its arms.


“QAIN!!!”

Black Feather III: Episode XXIX

???

11:42 p.m., 03/25

Armageddon

A dead end…

Rose came up to the occluding wall, knocking at the bumpy stone bricks, her silver and red bracelet tinkling.  

“It’s no use…  We should try to find another way.”  Garnet shook her head.

“But, there is no ‘other’ way, is there?”  Rose replied over her shoulder, still facing the wall.  Garnet turned to Malirant, who shrugged doubtfully.  She gazed into the darkness behind them, a double path of eerie lamps on the walls giggled away near and far.  A mechanical beep droned.

“Uh…  Did I do that?”  Rose could have sworn she pushed some kind of hidden button, and indeed she did.  The ‘button’ was a loose brick, about have the size of the other ones.  It protruded a little, and slid far back into the wall.  Malirant and Garnet faced her.

“What did you do?”  Garnet was half-amused.

“I don’t know!  I just…”  Rose swayed back as soon as the dead-end wall came alive.  The wall slid back, its stone bricks crumbled to the ensuing gap below, revealing a shining metal door.  A glowing line divided it, and it split open, unveiling several similar doors that opened in such a way not unlike the first.  The three proceeded to an open area, and there, standing in perfectly aligned stalls were…

“Our ACs!”  Rose jumped with joy.  Limelight projectors from the ground surrounding the ACs illuminated the armor, their heads only visible from the dim eyes.  Three stairs from the stall level stretched out, welcoming the pilots.

Rose typed in her codekey, the main HUD coming into view as she strapped the double seat belts on in an X fashion.  The HUD finished loading.  The FCS window was inactive, while a live, translucent, video portrait of Malirant and Garnet popped up from the lower side screens.  

“How are we gonna get outta here?”

“Don’t ask me…”  Garnet glanced at a pop-up message from Malirant.

-Find a way out-  

Malirant walked out first, pushing the outlying stalls out of the way.  He trudged up to a thin wall, according to his close-range map.  He stepped backwards, poking holes into the wall with a continuous barrage from his machine gun.  Garnet and Rose watched on, seeing what he was up to.  Beams and festoons of dim light and dust shot in from the holes.  Once he had perforated the wall to his satisfaction, Malirant charged right through, leaving an outline of his AC in the wall.  Rose and Garnet looked at each other, slightly amused.  But, what happened next wasn’t. The two girls easily passed through the wall, but found Malirant standing frozen not far away.

“Malirant?  Hey, we better get moving… no time to enjoy the scenery…”  Rose was somewhat sarcastic, but saw why he was standing there.  Inconspicuous to an ignorant eye in the darkness ahead was “something.”  Malirant recognized it immediately, and typed up…

-An Omnis-

Garnet’s eyes widened.

“Lucifer…?”  She gazed harder, focusing into the details.  All of a sudden, orange lights flashed in stereo from the rotunda ceiling.  The three found themselves where they had entered before from the start of the mission.  Far off on the opposite side of the dome was the stolid, unyielding door from which the elevator peeked from behind.  In the center of the dome was Angelus, his Arkunis Ceipheid, its entire body suspended in the air and constricted by unwieldy chains, originating from the dome wall, wrapping around the Omnis.  Malirant calculated that there might have been thirty chains imprisoning Angelus.  

A rattle of metal echoed against the walls, intensifying by the second.  Garnet found the Omnis AC to be seemingly frozen, an aura of dark and bright green spinning from the outlines of its armor, the restraining chains snapping in half, one-by-one in rapid succession.  With a burst of power, Angelus unfettered himself, his lengthy cannon arms stretching outward, his devil and angel wings flexing, its metallic panels clicking and grinding against one another.  Arkunis Ceipheid had no legs, but in its place where three thick, leg shaped spikes with no feet, but rather, ending at a sharp point.  It faced Malirant, its cannon arm barrels twisting upward, the long metallic sabers from its elbows slid through its forearms and protruded from where the barrels had been.  Angelus charged right at Malirant, brandishing the two sabers.  Malirant reacted, activating his Logic Drive.  The transformation sped by in less than one tenth of a second, and Malirant dodged to the right, the sabers scathing across his towering shield.

Rose was horrified at the sight of the Omnis AC that had almost destroyed her AC back at Apocrypha.  She hesitated to battle, while Garnet went into Anima mode, screens and shards of garnet diamond dancing behind her, forming into an eight-pronged star like a jigsaw puzzle.

“What the hell are you doing!?  Don’t just stand there!!”  The eight-point star rotated to the front of Garnet’s laser rifle, magnifying her energy shots into larger, denser beams.  Angelus slashed wildly at Malirant, who flew back with his shield drawn.

“I…  I…”  Rose stepped back, her heart pumping fast from recent fear.

“Just fight!!  We’ll never get out alive if we leave this thing on our tails!!!”  Garnet fired an awe-inspiring star beam, directly striking Angelus from the back between the bases of the wings.  A shroud of energetic mist and electricity ensued, with Angelus popping abruptly from the center straight toward Garnet.  Angelus unleashed a downward swing, striking and sawing through Garnet’s left shoulder, plasma vapors shrieking from the sliced conduits and wires.  Garnet screamed in unimaginable pain.  Rose was still not ready to fight, for in her year’s experience of being a Raven, nothing prepared her for this.  Malirant lurched in for aid, but stopped.  Rose stared in horror as Malirant’s AC dropped its weapons and grasped its head in agony.  The intercom went off, and Rose heard the terror of Malirant holding his head also, his throat struggling to scream, only allowing a painful, grating hiss to release.  Garnet’s live video portrait was in static.  Everything slowed to a statue’s pace…

Excitate vos e somno…

Excitate vos e somno…

Excitate vos e somno…

Malirant heard the horrifying chant again, only to grasp his head even harder and shake wildly about.  He knew it.  It was Qain…  Trying to take control of his mind…  Malirant fought back for the first time, his body being drained of physical vitality.

Excitate vos e somno…

Excitate vos e somno…

Urite mala mundi…

Malirant stopped, his arms dropped, his head facing down.  Rose watched as Malirant’s Colossus fell on its back to the ground.  Garnet reverted back into her normal AC, her left arm dismembered and her core’s left face decimated.  It was up to Rose.  

“Oh no…”  She gasped as Angelus suddenly faced her.  She found herself surrounded by swirling Extra-Orbitals.  Rose drew back in a flash, avoiding a swipe from Angelus’ blade.  The Extra-Orbitals flew right up to his face, and all thirty-six of them fired, then withdrawing from the ensuing flames and gas.  Roses fired her dual rapid rail guns, the fire of the Extra-Orbitals accompanying her.  Angelus, decapitated, slowly made his way towards Rose, his progress not completely impeded by the storm of shots from Sakura.  Pieces and shards of his armor tore away from his body in the hundreds, the ancient circuitry straining to achieve his commands.  He lifted his two blades up and drove them down, missing Rose by a hair as she pulled away to the left.  She quickly turned, aimed at the dual blades, and shattered them with her rail guns.  Angelus’ cannon arm barrels lowered, now in its original position.  Rose gained distance away from him immediately, Malirant somehow on his knees as she passed above him.  

Angelus was now in the distant shadows.  Rose dodged wildly as an array of energy columns roared straight for her.  Some of her Extra-Orbitals were incinerated as she dodged, and the barrel of her right rail gun was completely vaporized.  Arkunis Ceipheid’s back spikes powered up, sending him thundering towards Rose.  She found herself facing Colossus’ back as he charged right at Angelus.

“Malirant!!  NO!!!”  A shockwave roared as the two Omnis collided, Colossus’ chest horn stabbing Arkunis Ceipheid’s torso.  Angelus struggled to point his cannons into Colossus’ core, while Malirant fought to keep them away as they fired wildly in the air.  Before Rose could do anything, Colossus charged up with immense energy.  Suddenly, from its spikes shot white-hot beams.  First outward, now diving right into Angelus, his grating scream pale against the screech of the blast.

In a swirl of a hundred suns, Arkunis Ceipheid was grounded.  Only its core, wings, and left cannon arm was left.  The rest of his limbs were eradicated.  Plasmatic fluid and ‘Omnis blood’ dripped and poured from the wounds.

Malirant was back to his original form, kneeling down near Garnet.  Rose noticed that with Garnet’s critical status, they won’t be able to continue onward out.

Angelus finally began to speak, his voice was human again.  “Farewell… Angeline… Nera…  My blessed…sisters…”

Quiet…

Tranquil…

Still…

A heavy revving noise emanated from Angelus’ core, increasing in loudness by the second.  The fluid from its wounds shriveled into the ground, and an earthquake followed.

“M….Malirant!  What’s happening?”  Rose backed away from the white Omnis.

-Angelus’ Logic Drive Condenser Engine is over-reacting.  If we don’t escape, we’re dead.-

Rose searched wildly about, seeking a way out, but to no avail.  The previous exit lied in ruins from the battle.

“What about Iris and Qastor!?  What’ll we d-“  Rose stopped at the sight of Angelus moving again.  He pointed his cannon at the roof, ribbons and orbs of energy gathering into the barrel.  Five blinding shots spat out, boring a wide hole in the ceiling.  Crimson skies leered from high above.

“…Go….”  Angelus performed his last deed, his cannon pounding lifelessly onto the ground.  Malirant activated his Logic Drive again, grabbed a hold of Garnet and bolted out the roof, with Rose not too far behind.  

Once outside, they rushed to the transport, which proceeded to escape with haste.  

“Where’s the other two from before?”  The second pilot inquired as the three traipsed into the passenger cabin.

“They’re…”  

“Dead…”  Garnet finished Rose’s reply while Malirant pulled an emergency aid kit from below a chair.  Rose couldn’t object, for it was the apparent truth.

She rushed to the passenger cabin window, pressing her palms against the glass as they sped away from the Lost Field.  The firey skies perished.

“Iris…  Qastor…”

Angelus lied lifeless in his cockpit.  A hallucination fresco of him and his sisters in their childhood years comforted him.  He reached up into the vision.

“Valete… liberi…  Diebus… fatalibus…”  Those were his last words…

Rose broke into tears as the Lost Field erupted into a gargantuan dome of radiation and devouring flames. 

Midnight skies awoke with the grieving of a raven.

_____________________________

Excitate vos e somno…: “Wake up from your sleep, my children…”

Urite mala mundi…: “Burn the evil world…”

Valete… liberi…  Diebus… fatalibus…: “Goodbye… children…  The day… has died…”

From “Liberi Fatali,” of Final Fantasy VIII, composed by Nobuo Uematsu.

Black Feather Final

Zion Memorial Sector, Nephilon Hill

4:30 p.m., 03/31

Qastor and Iris

“…And here, we gather in the memory of a hero and a heroine, two ephemerae bound by a fated destiny, Mr. Qastor and Miss Iris.  It is their deeds along with their comrades’ that we are allowed to live once again, free from another Great Destruction.  May their souls rest in peace… and their memories not forgotten…”  

Deliberately, the gravespeaker closed his book and stepped away from the mourning crowds.  Among them was Rose, quietly weeping with a tissue to her eyes, with Egret next to her.  Garnet, along with her sisters and Diana, formally stood at the side, their faces melancholy.  Markham and Scout stood a few feet away from Rose, staring at the memorystone of the young Raven whom had saved their lives.  Legionnaire, Royal Mist, BB, and Kyrie were near Iris’ grave, the males not giving in to tears, while Kyrie looked away.

An archaic bell serenely sounded, and the grieving crowds departed, exchanging sorrowful goodbyes to each other and farewells to Qastor and Iris.  

One man, who stood at the rear of the recent crowd, his right hand in his pocket, slowly walked up to the couple’s graves.  It was Malirant.  

Arriving late since he didn’t want to deal with the emotion, his formal suit was shabby, a formal hat on his hair, which was messy as ever, his shirt hung out from his belt, and his tie not properly done.  Malirant was never a man of formality, but he always did what he can.  

Smooth, orange clouds smeared across the violet skies.  Slipping into slumber, the yawning sun descended into the mountains in the west, while the restless moon awoke from the northeast skies.  Whistling in the gentle breeze, the grass was pure and evergreen.  Trees rustled, grieving over yet another loss among the hundreds.  Shades of purple and orange painted the eastern mountain ranges, the spring glaciers icing the tips and apexes.  The grass hissed under his feet as Malirant’s trembling footsteps approached the twin graves.

He squatted down, removed his hat, and revealed a new, but small bouquet of lavender and daisies in his left hand, settling it between their graves.  He stood up, placing his hands in his pockets again, and gazed into their epitaphs.

His eyes found themselves staring into two trees.  There sat a young boy and girl.  The young girl held up a delicate finger into the air, watching in charming awe as a monarch butterfly rested upon it.

They both dissipated into the air, fleeting into Malirant’s memories.  His attention turned down to his lower right and noticed a young boy standing next to him.

“Did Mr. Qastor die, sir?”  The boy’s voice was quiet.

Malirant replied with a slow, unsure nod, his gaze turning to Qastor’s grave.  The boy, once looking up at the towering Malirant, lowered his head to the graves.  Thoughtfully, the boy reached into his pockets and revealed a ring too large for any of his fingers.  Noticing a circular engrave in Qastor’s memorystone, he inquired.

“May I, sir?”  Malirant looked down and saw the boy holding Qastor’s ring.  He nodded, and the boy walked up, squatted on his knees, and carefully pushed the ring in the engrave.  It mounted in perfectly.

The boy rose up, stepping backward past Malirant, and disappeared.

 Malirant, after standing there in the calm breeze, began to part his late comrades, motioning his mouth to say…

“Farewell.”

Story Term Explanation

Flesh Engineering: The manipulation and assembling/disassembling of muscles, joints, and any organic tissue.  However, live flesh and body parts are needed for this type of engineering.  Although newly developed, it is used in medicine and biomechanical research.

Great Destruction: Extinction level event in which PERDITON, the Interplanetary Apocalyptic Weapon, wipes out entire species and terraforms the planet.  So far, there have been a total of three Great Destruction events, one from the dinosaur period, one from 2666 A.D. modern Earth year, and one from 456 Earth year of Neo Isaac.  

Harvests of January, June, July, and December: Takes place after a Great Destruction.  An event in which biological and innate energy is consumed.  PERDITION fires a specialized beam, which collides with the earth, literally creating a distortion field in which all organic (flesh) beings are transformed into energy.  The ARK then consumes the energy and the flesh leftover.  Since matter is literally high-compression energy, the breaking of material bonds releases immense amounts of energy in which the ARK requires.

Children of H-1: Nine human beings all originating from the H-1 Program.  All of which act as an override method of activating the last Great Destruction under the guidance of the artificial First Child, -Qain-.  The other eight Children had engineered DNA, each of which was injected into a respective surrogate mother.  A special nano-machine extra-base in their DNA, acting as special ID codes, which perfectly matches Adenine-Thymine and Guanine-Cytosine in terms of structure as to prevent genetic rejection.  However, the nano-machines will disintegrate in the third generation, and with the mothers being the first generation and the human-born Children being the second, the nano-machines will disappear in the third generation, should the Children conceive.  All the Children’s DNA are different in terms of relation, meaning that they aren’t “family-related,” but related in terms of one stranger to another, with only the nano-machines in common.  This allows the Children to reproduce with each other, in male-to-female terms only.  However, the first three of the Children, Qain, Malirant, and Angelus, possess earlier models of the nano-machines, thus, their minds aren’t as “normal” as they would like it to be.  Qain has the most unstable mind of the Children, as he is the one artificially created.  Malirant’s nano-machine model is directed more towards a “human” mind, thus, he is the most stable-minded of the three.  Angelus is the combination of the two.

ARK: (ANTI-EQUILLIN REDIFILE KIBRIUM) An immense transport sent to the Third-Dimension to steal the “Ultimate Vessel,” or the Deus Ex Machina, the ultimate and superior form of Omnis.  The ARK is then to return to the Seventh-Dimension, where the legendary “God” supposedly resides.  Because the full power of Omnis/Anima far surpasses that of “God’s,” “He” wishes to take control of it, as to rule out any rebellious factors under him.  However, going from dimension to dimension requires a massive hole to be punched in the current dimension, as all dimensions overlap one another.  Since the Third-Dimension is still growing, punching a hole would reverse its growth, since a suction-like force is created during the process.

Four Pale Horsemen: Another override method of activation for the Final Great Destruction.  However, the four possess many flaws, and are branded unreliable by both Qain and MAGI.  In their combined form, they are referred to as Megido-Hanmos, or Megido for short.  

Character AC Configurations

Lucifer
Garnet

AC Pilot Name: Lucifer
AC Pilot Name: Garnet

AC Name: Grenadier
AC Name: Amethyst

CHD-06-OVE
MHD-RE/005

CCM-00-STO
CCL-01-NER

CAM-11-SOL
CAM-11-SOL

MLH-MX/VOLAR
MLM-MM/ORDER

CBT-FLEET
CBT-FLEET

AOX-X/WS-3
AOX-X/WS-3

CGP-ROZ
CGP-ROZ

RMR-SA44
RMR-SA44

-
-

KEBT-TB-UN5
MWEM-R/24

CWC-GNL-15
MWC-OC/15

CWC-GNL-15
MWM-M24/2

CWGG-BR-12
MWG-XCW/90

CKG-HZL50
KLB-TLS/SOL

OP-INTENSIFY
OP-INTENSIFY

Color Configuration: (General)
Color Configuration: (General)
Base: 145/0/0
Base: 65/0/10

Aid: 75/25/0
Aid: 25/0/10

Optional: 70/30/0
Optional: 100/0/50

Detail: 0/0/70
Detail: 200/200/200

Joint: 0/0/0
Joint: 75/75/75

Diana
Markham

AC Pilot Name: Diana
AC Pilot Name: Markham

AC Name: Corundum
AC Name: Pygmalion

MHD-RE/008
MHD-RE/005

CCL-01-NER
CCM-00-STO

MAM-SS/ALS
CAL-MARTE

CLB-33-NMU
CLF-D2-ROG

CBT-FLEET
MBT-OX/002

VREX-F/ND/8
AOX-ANA

CGP-ROZ
CGP-ROZ

RIX-CR10
RMR-SA44

-
-

MWEM-R/24
KEEP-MALUM

CWR-M30
MWC-XP/75

MWC-IR./20
MWR-TM/60

CWGG-HM-60
CWG-BZ-50

CLB-LS-2551
KWG-HZL50

OP-INTENSIFY
OP-S-SCR


OP-E/SCR

Color Configuration: Danger Purple
OP-E/CND


OP-L/BRK


OP-SP/E++



OP-E/RTE


Color Configuration: (General)

Base: 70/130/70


Aid: 125/125/125


Optional: 60/70/80


Detail: 175/54/0


Joint: 150/150/150

Scout
Egret


AC Pilot Name: Scout (Beryl)
AC Pilot Name: Egret


AC Name: Galatea
AC Name: The Dragon

CHD-06-OVE
MHD-RE/008

CCL-01-NER
CCL-01-NER

CAL-MARTE
MAL-RE/REX

CLL-01-FKST
CLM-02-SNSK

MBT-NI/MARE
CBT-FLEET

AOX-X/WS-3
AOX-X/WS-3

CGP-ROZ
CGP-ROZ

RMR-SA44
RIX-CR10

-
-

CWEM-AS40
KEBT-TB-UN5

MRL-SS/SPHERE
MWX-MX/STRING

MWM-S42/6
MWX-MX/STRING

MWG-MG/1000
MWG-MG/1000

KWG-FTL450
KWG-FTL450

OP-E/SCR
OP-INTENSIFY

OP-S/STAB


OP-E/CND
Color Configurations: (General)
OP-L-AXL


OP-LFCS++
Base: 105/30/40


Aid: 96/11/11

Color Configuration: Metallic Silver
Optional: 40/52/60


Detail: 190/120/50

Joint: 90/80/60

Reflection


I originally thought of the Black Feather trilogy as a test to see how my English writing skills were progressing without the aid of my eighth-grade veteran English teacher.  But, after revising and coming up with the entire plot, I started to take it seriously, and draw upon life experiences.  Using every bit of knowledge I learned about literature and writing techniques, I managed to finally finish the trilogy, my very first voluntary piece of literary work.  I also managed to imbue life themes into the story, themes in which I should have learned years ago as a kid.  But, seeing as it is too late, I decided to show what I’ve learned about life to others, and to convince them that life is life, and that you only get one chance at it.


The music I listen to when I write my stories are:

· Motoi Sakuraba: “We Form In Crystals,” “Theme of Rena,” and “Resolute – Pure a Stream” from Star Ocean: The Second Story.
· Nobuo Uematsu: “Aeris’ Theme (Orchestral),” “Main World Theme (Orchestral),” “Vincent’s Theme,” and “One-Winged Angel (Orchestral)” from Final Fantasy VII, “The Landing,” “Ending Theme,” “Julia’s Piano Solo,” “Silence and Motion (Piano),” “Retaliation,” “SeeD,” “The Extreme,” “Drifting,” “The Castle (Piano),” and “Tell Me” from Final Fantasy VIII, “Loss of Me,” and “Terra” from Final Fantasy IX.
· Final Fantasy X: “Assault,” “Enemy Attack,” “People of the Mountain,” “Macalania Woods,” “Summoned Beast Battle,” “Final Battle,” “Via Purifico,” and “Wandering.”
· Mamoru Samuragoch: “Kaedesirabe,” and “Rising Sun: 2nd and 3rd Movements.”
· Yasunori Mitsuda: “Omen,” “One Who Bears Fangs At God,” and “Battle With ‘God’” from Xenogears, “Last Battle” and “Song of Nephilim” from Xenosaga.
· Zone of the Enders: The 2nd Runner: “Beyond the Bounds”
· Metal Gear Solid 2: Sons of Liberty: “Main Theme Orchestra”
· Rika Muranaka and Carla White: “Can’t Say Goodbye To Yesterday” from Metal Gear Solid 2: Sons of Liberty.
Latin dialogue from Part XXVIII were taken from “Liberi Fatali,” of Final Fantasy VIII, composed by the great Nobuo Uematsu.
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I would like to extend my appreciation, gratitude, and thanks to:

· Blight: the one and only Blight, that guy who runs the AC Garage site.  I deeply appreciate the hard work he put into creating and maintaining this wonderful site.

· Kur: One of the guys, if not THE guy who started the entire fan fiction craze.  His lengthy, fast-paced, and descriptive story can be found above mine on the fan fiction page in AC Garage.  His presence has been sporadic as of late, however.

· Archangel: He and Kur created a unique joint story in which both of their stories intertwine.  A masterful piece of work and thinking, in my opinion.

· Squirell: A great friend of mine all the way from South Carolina.  Also, one of the few guys who give me feedback on my story.  A dude not afraid to go insane or have a serious talk about life.  Just don’t forget to give him an acorn or he’ll go monkey-scratchie-watchie on you.

· MR.X:  A busy guy, but a good comrade also.  He works hard in both his stories and his life, and may offer insight if you ask.

· Eclipse: He takes the time at work reading my story, which is somewhat of a risk, in my opinion.  So, every time he reads it, he’s taking a risk of losing his job?  Anyway, I appreciate his encouragement and reviews throughout the later parts of the story.

· Myolin: For encouraging me to continue writing the story when feedback was sporadic.

· Rebel187: I thank him for his comments on the very last parts of the story.

Special Thanks To: Avatar, ArmoredCoreFan240, Night Hawk, my friend Alex (Kazuaki) Nishimura back in California, Crimson Fury, Selskia, Thanatos, Inquisitor, Gideon Darke, Klein, Chad Ghostal, Staarchylld, Zurgnoff, Mirage, Timerlane, Mrsk,  Corn Dog, Ultimadoom, Usamaru, Shinigani, Kosai, Heon, and Happy Noodle Boy.
Please visit Blight’s site at http://www.acgarage.com and From Software’s site at http://www.fromsoftware.jp
If you wish to reach me, my e-mail address is auregacw@yahoo.com
Upcoming Stories:

· Sengoku Jidai  – An indirect prequel to the Black Feather Trilogy.

· Apocalypse – Direct sequel to the Black Feather Trilogy.

· Shadows – An indirect prequel of Lucifer’s past.

· The First Child – Indirect prequel of Rey Vyn’s past.

Note: Some of these stories may never be written, and if they are, the title may be changed.
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