SHATTERED REMNANTS OF A DREAM
(Volume 1: The Death Jam Exordium)
Dan Luffey
Smashwords Edition
Copyright 2012 Dan Luffey
Smashwords Edition, License Notes
Thank you for downloading this free ebook. You are welcome to share it with your friends. This book may be reproduced, copied and distributed for non-commercial purposes, provided the book remains in its complete original form. If you enjoyed this book, please return to Smashwords.com to discover other works by this author. Thank you for your support.
Reader's Note: The sudden transitions marked by asterisks are intentional and connected.
In the darkest hole
you'd be well advised
not to plan my funeral
before the body dies.
Let the sun never blind your eyes.
Let me sleep so my teeth won't grind.
Hear a sound from a voice inside.
--Jerry Cantrell
Log 01 : Antiques and Animosity
1
Vance Dancougar decided then and there that diving behind a glass case during a drive-by wasn't the smartest thing he had ever done. As soon as he heard the sounds of hot, fresh bullets shattering the glass windows in front of him, though, he knew he had to move. He dove behind the display case of picks and tuners in the Plumbro Music store in downtown Pittsburgh, his face instantly buried into the dirtied carpet behind it. Bullets devastated the walls, ricocheting and splintering the crystalline case that was serving as Vance's shield. He felt a hot, sharp sensation shoot up his arm, and looked down to see a long shard of glass embedded there. Pain flooded his senses, and then blood started to trickle out onto the case, coloring it like the stained-glass windows in church.
Maybe I should have gone to confession last week after all. He stifled his thoughts immediately and kept his face down, hoping and praying that one of those bullets from the semi-automatics wouldn't give him a kiss.
The volume of glass flying around the room increased, and he could feel sharp raindrops trickling down his back. It wasn't the big pieces he was worried about, though, it was the little ones -- the little ones that bit into one's skin and held on like ticks. As he stared broodingly into his wound, the glass case above him exploded one final time. He could hear the gunshots dwindling, as they finished tearing up the next store down, and then the unsettling whine of police sirens. The destruction had passed, at least for now.
“What the hell's going on? Hey, man, you okay?!” A young man with scraggly blond hair appeared from the back room. As he came into the light, Vance strained his vision to read the man's name tag: Daryll.
“Yeah, I'm fine.” Vance moved out from behind his shelter, which was little more than a busted-up wooden frame decorated with shards of glass. He shook his hair, and glittering silver pieces rained out from his black locks.
Daryll surveyed his customer -- for the most part, he looked okay. “Hey...are you hurt? I have some disinfectant in the back, you know."
Vance gave the man an irritated look. “I told you I was fine.”
“Alright, geez man, sorry.” Daryll shrugged, taken aback and not wishing to press any further. “Damn, I dunno about you, but I really thought I was dead there for a moment...”
Vance didn't reply, shifting his body forward and moving out the dilapidated door without a further word.
Thin streams of blood had soaked the sleeve of his jacket, spiraling around and coming to a rest in the small of his palm. He moved his thumb in it, smearing around the liquid and bringing it to his lips. His own blood, his own life-juice, had been taken from him by a single piece of glass. It frustrated him to know that he was this fragile -- this easily broken.
Vance pulled the glass out from his bicep without problem, ignoring the irritating pain in the back of his mind. He rolled his sleeve up, revealing a pale, thin arm tattooed with a jagged crimson line. He left the wound as it was -- he honestly didn't care whether he kept bleeding or not.
His dirty blue sneakers connected with a discarded plastic bottle, sending it flying down the street with an angry crunch. It wasn't the fact that he was in the city alone that was pissing him off now...it was the fact that he had no idea where he was. He had walked from the block across...or was it the block behind that? Vance couldn't remember at all. He started downwards, passing Kaufmann's, the two-story monstrosity that qualified as a department store down here...but Vance didn't really care much for shopping. He didn't really care much for anything, to tell the truth.
“Hey, kid,” a raspy whisper shot out from behind a dumpster. “I got the goods. You dig?”
“No. I don't dig,” Vance spat. “Now get out of my face.” The dark-haired teenager shot the man one last icy glare before he turned from the alley onto another nameless street.
As his wanderings continued, Vance tried to recall memories of how life used to be. He had had a relatively normal childhood, growing up quietly with his father and mother in their small ranch house in Turtle Creek. Life was so simple back then, and he'd do anything to go back and be a kid again – with his mother.
There he was, just sitting on his small blue swingset in their tiny backyard, flying to and fro as if all was right in the world. His father was much healthier-looking and had a content smile upon his face, roasting chicken in their mini-grill. Vance followed the playback of his childhood memories like an old videocassette, as his mother stepped out of the door to his porch and started talking with his father. She came down the steps and floated onto the concrete driveway. Smoke from the grill rose up into the sky, and the sun shone down on their happy American family.
Fast-forward to age fifteen – the family had been relocated so that his father could be closer to work. Then, it happened: one day she had been in the house, and then, the next day she wasn't. The doctor had said it was a “freak accident,” but Vance didn't – couldn't -- accept that. Two years had slowly passed...and his father had remarried.
The dark, dirty slums of Pittsburgh continued to unwind as Vance's memories came to a close. He crossed an empty street and the darkness began to fade, replaced with the neon glow of a small green lightbulb behind a dusty glass window. It was fastened into the neck of an old-fashioned lamp, apparently part of a haphazard display of the store's goods. Above the window the shop's name was carved into a wooden plaque that hung over the looming doorway: “CASKETT ANTIQUES.”
He tried remembering what his parents had told him before they had dropped him off at the music store. If he remembered correctly, his father was having an important 'business meeting,' which was surprising. Even Vance knew Edward Dancougar was completely worthless to his company, the type of worker who sat and did paperwork all day like a mindless drone, only to return to his house, position himself down in his easy chair, and stay that way for the remainder of the night. It made him sick just to think about it.
The miserable, glaring 17-year old continued through the streets, clinging hopelessly to the remains of his childhood. Lifeless, raven-black hair fell limply to his shoulders, contrasting terribly with his sharp, pale face. His abnormal eyes -- tiny black pupils with white irises -- stared blankly ahead, and he was all alone
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
as she ran through the streets. The girl clutched her hands against her designer jacket, fake, cherry hair bouncing lightly against her shoulderblades. Rapists were not an uncommon occurrence in her city, but she never thought one would target her. She had a pretty face, but she felt that her curveless, plain body left much to be desired. The man chasing her didn't seem to mind that, however – he had been tailing her in his car for the past five blocks. It wouldn't be long now until he eventually caught up with her.
The moon glared against the car speeding down the street behind her, and she took a desperate dive into the thin sliver of an alley. The girl peered down the dark passageway in fright, only to see rows of faceless buildings cast against a bleak dark sky. Every street looked the same now.
Suddenly she heard the screeching of brakes -- he was coming back. She ran down the alley as best she could on the worn soles of her sandals as the car started to jam its way into the tiny alley. The sides of the Oldsmobile Tornado screeched against the brick walls of the neighboring buildings, letting out the ear-shattering roar of a hungry monster as it came to a stop.
If the girl had lived in a perfect world, there would not have been a high brick wall at the end of the alleyway. However, miracles seemed to be an impossibility in this day and age, and the frail, young teenager had been trapped. Her big green eyes stared into the car's headlights, innocence and fright permeating from them like like a frightened doe. A bead of sweat fell down her forehead and slid down her thin, round face. Her features were childish, from her pouty red lips to her small, punctuated nose. Covering herself with her delicate, peach arms, the girl scrunched herself up against the wall and wondered if this was truly the end.
The shattering of fiberglass was heard as her pursuer kicked out the back window of his car, escaping from his metal shell and heading for his target. From what the girl could see, he had curly brown hair, a cocky smile, and a sleek, black gun.
“Get in the car,” he commanded, bluntly and quickly. I'm so sick of these fetch missions the Rabbit keeps throwing to me. Not only are they long and boring, but every time I come to this place, I get a killer headache – painful enough to make me split wide open. Not even the Stingers the boss sent me are enough to keep down that sense of suction. I can't stand it anymore!! I'm gonna end this...as quickly as possible.
The girl stood completely still, her bright hair flowing in the night breeze as she shivered, her bony arms shaking in fear.
“Whatever.” The man lost what little patience he had and fired at the girl. She jerked sideways, and the bullet ripped through the fabric of her jacket. It grazed the side of her jacket, tearing the soft leather away like a dog's teeth through meat and continued through the brick behind her. The alley was so dark that her assailant could hardly see what happened. He knew his own skill, though -- for all he cared, he had hit her.
"Tolerance to tranquilizers?” He cocked his gun. “Maybe you've had psynergy training after all. I'll just have to shoot you twice, then.”
She said nothing; he raised the gun. Panicked, the girl rolled downwards covering her head with her arms as she kicked upwards. Somehow, her legs connected with him, startling and throwing him off balance for a moment. She followed through, not wanting to miss this chance, and pushed as hard as she could. The gun flew out of the man's hands as he fell, skidding along the ground as he scrambled to get back to his feet. The girl reached for the hot pistol and snatched it, quickly swerving back to her assailant. She held the mysterious object outwards, desperately searching for the trigger.
Something's wrong, the girl realized, running her hands over its unearthly surface. It's so light, and there isn't a chamber for bullets or even any hint of a trigger. What...is...this?
The man barreled up from the ground then, elbowing the girl in the side and breaking her grip on the alien device.
“This is too dangerous a toy for a little girl like you.” The assassin smirked, reclaiming his gun from his victim's weak grip and re-aiming it at her body. Then, there was a shot
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that rang through Vance's ears. He looked to his right and saw a car screech around the corner.
They're back! he screamed in his mind, looking around frantically for any possible shelter he could find. Eventually, he spotted the doors of the antique store, a broken padlock hanging dismally from their handles. The sound of screeching wheels became louder as Vance approached his new hiding place.
The brass handle squeaked as he put his hand around it and yanked open the door. It opened with a groan, a small silver bell jingling softly at the top to signify a customer's entrance. Vance entered the lobby, a small wooden room which was outlined by a glass door that led further into the store. He tried its handle, but this time it was definitely locked.
“Great,” he muttered, and began to study the glass lining. Without a further thought, he bit his lip, curled his fist up and slammed into it. The glass somehow felt as if it had shattered even before his fist had come in contact with it, but there was no way he could be sure. The shining pieces spewed into the store like the entrails of a slain beast. Vance kicked the remaining splinters out with his cheap sneakers and slid his body through the opening. At six feet tall, he realized he was quite fortunate to fit through.
It wasn't until he was hiding behind the corner of a large oak shelf that he realized that his middle finger was bleeding profusely. There was a slash all the way down the center, his short nail split in two by a deep red line. A tiny piece of glass glimmered in the gash, and Vance pulled it out as carefully as he could. He saw red creeping up through his flesh as it filled in the empty cut, and soon his finger was gushing again. Vance grimaced at the thin, metallic taste of blood as he began to suck: a taste that while now unknown to Vance, he would be tasting quite frequently in the next few months.
After a few minutes of taking it in, he cautiously removed his injured finger. Soon after, however, the cut began bleeding again. Frustrated, Vance rolled his finger up with the bottom of his jacket, squeezing as hard as he could to suspend the circulation. While this may not have been the best course of action, at least he wouldn't lose any more of his precious blood.
Standing up at last, Vance took another look at his new environment. The bottom floor of the place was all one room, as far as he could tell. At the opposite side, partially hidden by a jungle of cobwebbed shelves and displays was the checkout desk – minus the cash register. Guess that means no prize, Vance lamented. He stepped through the aisles, looking around carefully until he spotted a small wooden table next to the checkout counter. It was hard to tell in the darkness, but there seemed to be a deck of cards spread out on the surface. In the center of the table lay the queen of spades.
How foreboding. Vance thought sarcastically, looking past the table to a lone display case cornered against the right wall. Wait, why didn't I see this from outside? Nevermind...it doesn't matter. He walked over to the tiny pocket of a window, hoping to get a better look out to the alleyway beyond. As he moved closer, however, he realized that beyond the glass showcase was nothing but a brick wall – whatever contents were displayed here seemed to be for private purposes only.
Centered on the thin glass platform was a small, cedar clock. Vance nearly tripped himself falling back in shock as a loud chime was emitted from the object, followed by a rickety cuckoo that ventured out from the opened windows. Vance hadn't seen a cuckoo clock in person before, but he had never imagined them to be like this. The bird in question was utterly crystalline in texture, each shard of its figure bearing a different color of the rainbow. The eyes were azure blue, and what he thought to be a tuft of hair at the top was dashed with emerald. It was breathtaking. He went to touch it, and as if it was evading his hand, the cuckoo zoomed back into the clock.
The rhythmic ticking of the clock continued as Vance studied the artifact. Had that deafening sound always been within the room? He couldn't remember. The hands of the mechanism were ticking at 1:01, and Vance slowly followed the Roman script with his eyes, eventually coming to an end at the numeral 'XIII.' Well, it was an antique -- but hadn't there always been twenty-four hours in a day?
Either way, Vance could sell this clock for tons of money.
There was another blast of gunfire in the distance, sending him once again diving behind the nearest structure – his new favorite reflex action. As the volume of the gunshots quit escalating and started descending, the teenager crept cautiously back to the front window to get a better look. The street looked deserted and silent – no strange bullet holes in nearby buildings, no fresh black tire tracks on the road. And yet...it had sounded like there was a war going on outside.
Vance flirted with the thought of insanity. Was there even a car at all? Forget it, just forget it...
He stood up and walked back into the darkness of the antiques store. Groping in the abyss, his hand smacked off the side of a desk lamp and sent a cloud of dust bursting up into the darkness. As soon as he had cleared his sinuses, Vance moved to switch on the apparatus.
The light illuminated a sleek black bar that spread out across the rear wall of the shop. It came to a stop at the far end, leaving behind the dusty antiques in exchange for shelves of old whiskey bottles. Directly in front of Vance, showcased by the desk lamp, was a brown leather diary. While the outside was void of any sort of identification, scrawled within the jacket in shaky, messy, print was one name: Edgar J. Caskett. The diary was thick, overflowing with hastily-written entries. At a loss for anything better to do, Vance opened to a random page and started to read:
Feb 12
I've been working all day. For some reason, our back wall was knocked out. There were pieces of wood everywhere--walls, ceiling panels, ripped up floorboards. It was as if a hurricane headed straight for our shop hit. I'm just glad it didn't hit our bedrooms upstairs. All it managed to do was knock out the washroom side and the back of some old stuff. It was when I woke up that I heard it, a big pounding sound, then the crash of some of the antiques. We couldn't use the washroom all yesterday, since the facing side was open to the whole alley and street behind us. It was a real pain to clean up the mess--the wood had flown not only inside but outside. How could that be? If the force was coming from outside, it would have pushed the wood in--not out. And if it had come from the inside, then how could the floorboards have been ripped up? It doesn't make any sense.
Could they have found me? No, it's impossible. I covered my tracks entirely – there weren't even any tracks to cover in the first place, since I disappeared so suddenly. She told me to hide here...and I trust her judgement, the judgement of the most powerful, knowledgeable person I've ever met. The immense amount of ground that they would have to cover to find me...it just doesn't seem possible, does it? If they somehow have found me, though...I must flee once again. My research has brought me so far, and I feel like I'm just on the verge of a discovery. Especially after what I brought with me – well, I'll go over it from the beginning some other time, I guess. I'm much too tired now.
I went to bed straight after the work, and in the morning I gathered the scattered antiques. Two or three were broken, the others had minor blemishes which I either sanded off or cleaned. I managed to get the shop open by 10, but I still didn't have a mass amount of customers. I also didn't really have any spectacular item to place on display, so I had no choice put to take “it” out of storage.
It looks just like a small clock to them, about one or one and a half feet tall. But we both know it isn't just a clock – it's a Clock. That's why this is a safe place, though. It's probably the only place I could stay anonymous like this. All is not safe even in this world, however -- especially with such a beautiful item. It's finished perfectly, shines every direction you look at it. There's no cardboard or strong backing to it-- it's all ancient wood. At the bottom it's kinda flat and comes out to a little curve, rising upwards with two thin wooden pillars on each side. There's no pendulum, though -- where the pendulum should be is just blank wood. It feels like there's something not right about it, but that's not the half of it. If only the public knew what was sealed inside this mechanism...we'd have quite the problem on our hands.
Additionally, even with the extended amount of time I've had the Clock in my possession, I have yet to figure out the correct rhythm of its hands. During my first experiment, I waited a few hours, and the minute hand moved twice. TWICE. I couldn't unseal it and look inside, either...not without the proper tools, which I had to leave behind in my haste.
I won't let them have it. My life's research, all the sacrifices that were made to bring us this far -- my entire point of purpose is riding upon this small, mystical object. It's alright, though. Even if I have to run forever, I won't let them have you. I'll leave you in a place where they'll never think to look for you – right under their noses.
Vance was interrupted from his leafing through the journal when he heard a clock chime again, a single chilling beat that hung forever in the air. He jumped from his position on the grimy barstool and stared around as best he could.
What am I doing here? Vance mentally slapped himself. I'm infiltrating some old guy's home and reading his diary, and now he's probably up there with a shotgun ready to blow me a new one.
The intrepid teenager turned from his position to face the 'Clock.' He felt it beckoning him to come closer, ripping deep into his unconsciousness and pulling him forwards with some unknown power. With Caskett's diary tucked under his shoulder, Vance prepared to take the item into his possession. He slid his hands down the cedar sides and grasped the bottom firmly. Surprisingly enough, the little item weighed much heavier than it looked. He tried again, putting much more shoulder into this one, and successfully hoisted the Clock up. As soon as it was off the ground, it was kind of weird, but...it wasn't so heavy anymore.
Vance's mind once again interfered with his body's actions. Hold on a second here. I'm ripping off some guy's clock...a 'Clock,' even. He set it back down tentatively, but before he knew it, his hands had returned instinctively to the mechanism's sides. For some reason, though...I don't think that guy is coming back.
As he stared out the window, he caught sight of a shadowy couple disappear into an alleyway, their hands locked firmly together.
Vance grunted, the image reminding him of a time long past. I suppose he will be waiting for me.
Looking deep within the Clock, he watched as his own eager eyes were reflected back through the glass face. I'll say I found it in the garbage. Yeah, the garbage – no, the pawn shop. I bought it at the pawn shop. It was on sale since it didn't work...yeah, of course. They'll buy that.
He put the clock under his arm -- it seemed to fit perfectly -- and walked out of the building.
2
Armond P. Morrison had been trained in his profession for six years. As a child, he had loved hearing stories about legendary outlaws, the ones that seemed invincible...the ones that could handle entire police forces using nothing but their own intelligence and physical prowess. That was when he first heard about the Dark Zodiacs -- the most infamous, mysterious underground organization known to man. From that moment on, he had wanted to become one of them. He'd join the ranks, and then, one day, he'd rise up, and he'd...
As Armond's head hit the ground, though, he wasn't really thinking about anything. Maybe that's because his brains had been blown out from the shotgun spray -- or maybe he just figured that nothing truly mattered anymore. At the age of 29, he, an attractive, charismatic, drug-addicted killer-for-hire was dying a fool's death in an alleyway wearing a rented suit. The mission wasn't supposed to turn out this way; he was supposed to restrain the girl and bring her back before morning. The first thing that went wrong was he had messed up on the address. After spooking an elderly couple, (and nearly shooting the old farts in the face) he angrily returned to his car and tunneled back to the base. By the time he figured out the chick's apartment number, she wasn't home. It was almost as if the little tramp had known what was going on – but that was impossible.
Hot and bothered, Armond had gone around the city in a desperate search, eventually finding her in Mark's Diner eating. She was quick, though, too quick, and managed to escape from his grasp that time. If he had caught her, the boss would have given him all he had ever wanted – immense, unspeakable power. But the bitch had beaten him in the end -- and now, he was dead.
The girl sat frozen on the ground as she stared up past Armond's corpse to her savior. He was a broad-shouldered man who stood about 6'3”, dressed from head to toe in clothes that she imagined a cowboy would wear – he had everything from snakeskin boots to a tan, wide-brimmed hat.
The gunman slung his double-barrel shotgun over his shoulder, the weapon coming to rest next to the shining ends of his dirty-blond hair. “These bastards just get sloppier and sloppier...” the cowboy muttered, turning pitifully from the corpse and shifting his eyes to the girl. “I've been looking for you...” An anxious smile crept onto his face. “Cliff Walden at your service, miss – Vice-Captain of the 4th division of the Dimensional Knights.”
The girl stared up at this new stranger, backing up against the wall as smoke rose from the barrel of the man's warped shotgun, trying her hardest to settle her body and speak. “A dimensional...what?”
"You're being tailed by these guys,” Cliff nodded toward the downed man. “So I'm surprised you don't know what a Dimensional Knight is.”
“I-I don't know what's going on,” the girl stuttered, on the verge of erupting into hysterics. “He just started chasing me! I don't know what you want, please!!”
“Oh, ok. Innocent bystanders...that makes even less sense.” Cliff dug his steel-toed boot into Armond's lifeless back. “The Seneschal's gonna piss his pants.”
She calmed down, the first tears falling down to her chin, black from the remnants of mascara smeared around her eyelids. “Who are you?!”
Cliff bent down so that his eyes were at the same level as the kidnapper's would-be victim. “I come from a place called Despair,” he began. “It's a desert world. There's no water, except in underground reserves. Pipes run all over the place, but most towns there are deserted. Everyone migrated over a long time ago through tunneling. Even though our dimension was ass-backwards with technology, we were one of the first to be saved.”
“Wait, I don't follow,” she stammered. “What are you talking about?”
“When I was a kid...” Cliff's eyes were lost, staring off into the darkness. “I loved to see it rain. It would happen every couple of months, for a few days at a time, and that would be the end of it. Everyone would rush out to collect as much as they could, and the miners would suck the water into their underground reserviors...nevermind, I'm getting off track here. Basically, our world was a desert, littered with scarce oases. Later, people who could afford to pay the cost were tunneled to other places. When I grew up, I became a Dimensional Knight in order to escape that horrible place. No one should ever have to live there...ever.”
At first, the girl thought he had been her savior, but now he looked like nothing short of a complete psycho. Cliff seemed unfazed by her confusion, however, and returned to his interrogation.
“Where do you live?”
“In a small apartment complex...” she started, not sure if she wanted to tell this stranger her full address so soon. “But is it really safe to go back there?”
“Come with me.” Cliff fished in the dead man's pockets for his car keys and turned toward the Oldsmobile. “As much as I hate to do it, we'll have to use his car. I came here on foot, after all.”
The two entered the car, and it began to
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rain as Vance finally navigated his way out from the maze that was downtown Pittsburgh. It had taken him little over ten minutes to reach his destination, the large plastic 'Mark's Diner' sign marking the end of his journey.
Do I really want to go in there...and end my fun-filled journeys so soon?
A large jolt of pain suddenly seared through Vance's back, knocking him forwards into the gutter. The Clock flew from his hands, and was quickly reclaimed by those of a dirty, mangy man who smelled like a terrible mixture between cheap beer and cheaper shoe polish. Vance coughed and pulled himself to his feet, watching the crazy guy escape into the darkness of the shops on the other side of the street.
“What is this?” Vance muttered. “First a drive-by, now I'm getting mugged by a drunk.”
[Come...] A dark, soothing voice penetrated through Vance's worries. [I need you, Vance...now, more than ever.]
Vance shifted his eyes to the left and right, looking around nervously for the owner of the strange voice. He was having the oddest feeling of deja vu...while the voice frightened him, he still felt that he had heard it before...that it was almost natural for that voice to be within his mind.
“...I wasn't in need of anything,” Vance mumbled, blindly crossing the road. “Nothing.”
Upon reaching the other side of the street, Vance heard a soft creaking sound, and soon spotted a rusty metal door in an adjacent alley. He carefully made his way over to the crude, swinging mechanism, peeking into the depths of the bum's chosen hiding place. From the looks of the room, it appeared to be an abandoned storehouse for a pharmacy. Medicine bottles were spilled over the cluttered counter; the contents of ruined shelves covered the floor. Vance entered the dim chamber, searching the mess thoroughly until he came to a metal shutter on the opposite wall. He managed to shove it open with a grunt, revealing a dark cement stairway leading upwards.
[Come,] the voice beckoned, and Vance obeyed. He climbed the steps, following the ghostly green glow that seeped through cracks in the hastily-assembled walls. Grime covered each step, and sewage bubbled from various ruptured pipes along the slanted walls. As he reached the top, Vance realized exactly where he was going -- across the street from the diner, he had remembered seeing a fairly large parking garage.
So, he's going to try and steal a car as well, is he? Vance hurried through the dark passageway, bursting out to the main hall of the parking garage. He barely caught a glimpse of the thief in the driver's seat as a stolen car
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
shot down the street, Cliff's eyes habitually checked the rear-view mirror for any unwanted guests.
“What kinda music you listen to?” Cliff flicked on the FM/AM radio, gradually calming down.
“Um, it doesn't matter,” the girl said softly, shuddering. Even though she was 'safe' in a car with this mysterious stranger, she didn't feel any better – but she was just so tired of running. It was really the only reason she could find for going with him.
“I don't believe I got your name?”
“Oh,” she looked down and began to bite her lower lip. What had she done? He could be a kidnapper, or worse...yet there was something about him. That was probably the other reason she had stepped into the car – he had an 'aura.'
“Well, would you be kind enough to tell me?” Cliff strained his head sideways to try and look into her eyes.
“Eden,” she answered, raising her head. “I'm sorry for being so, I dunno, shy, but...this doesn't make any sense to me.”
“I don't know why this is happening to you either.” Cliff put an arm on her thin shoulder. She froze, staring at him now with huge, shimmering eyes. “But those guys -- I recognize them. They're bad, and the psynergy auras they were giving off were even worse. Just trust me, I'll get you out of this. Don't worry, I'm not some sick psycho who wants a crack at playing the hero. That man who was chasing you, now he was a sick psycho. How should I put this...well, I can't really explain right now...on the account that we're kinda being followed.”
Eden swirled her head and looked into the rearview mirror. Another car had materialized behind them, its headlights gleaming menacingly.
“Shit!” Cliff swore, doing a sudden u-turn and nearly smashing the enormous hood of the Oldsmobile into the side of a building. Luckily, the car tailing them didn't act quickly enough, missing the turn completely.
“How could they have...?” The Knight stared suspiciously at the radio as he pulled off to the side of the road, parallel parking between two other vehicles and shutting off the car's lights. Eden watched in confusion as Cliff grabbed his shotgun, used the handle as a bludgeon and smashed the radio to pieces. As the bulk of the device came apart, a small, beeping red light was revealed, attached to a larger black module that had been fused between the wires.
“A tracking device on your own car?!” Cliff shouted in confusion. “They thought of everything, didn't they?”
He raised his shotgun one final time, slamming the cedar handle of the gun against the device and crushing it instantly.
“Cliff!” Eden suddenly cried, pointing out the window as she saw a familiar-looking black car turn the corner at the end of the street. Wheels screeched
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
as Vance ran in pursuit of the brown Buick. The driver, a man with a scraggly beard and a red, white, and blue bandanna, gripped the wheel furiously with starved knuckles. The car skidded along the curving path as it began to descend to the next level, leaving Vance in its dust as it disappeared around the loop. Realizing that his legs alone wouldn't do the job, Vance leaned over the edge of the cement barrier, noticing the mild drop down to the next platform.
Here goes, he shrugged, hopping off the edge and landing roughly nine feet lower on the sixth level. His legs hurt, but he was far from finished.
Upon reaching the fifth level, Vance could see the car again. It was swirling clumsily around another curve, and he was sure he could catch it this time. Wasting no more time, he took a final leap off the fifth platform, landing with a loud smack on the dirty hood of the car as it continued to fly forward. A half hour ago, he wouldn't have taken a flying dive onto a speeding car for anything – or anyone, for that matter. But now...he had seen that Clock. The Clock has been the one thing in the past year that I've actually given a damn about – and I'm not about to let some dirty hobo take it from me like this!
He turned toward the windshield, gritting his teeth furiously and staring at the driver with the eyes of a desperate warrior. While there was certainly fear in the man's expression, for some reason Vance felt as if he was staring at something else. Making sure to keep a firm hold on the bottom of the windshield, Vance craned his neck around and realized what the problem was: the gates to the garage's exit were closed.
They whirled around the final curve and descended onto the ground floor. At the rate this bastard's driving...I'll be smashed like a mouse in a trash compactor. If I rolled off now, I could escape with minor scratches, and say goodbye to the Clock forever. Honestly, though...that just isn't my style at all.
Vance took one last desperate glance at the Clock, and he could feel the alien energy surrounding it. At that point, the world around him ceased to exist – all he could sense was the presence of that enigmatic power within him.
Mom...? The windshield of the car exploded then, glass filtering out in two steady streams past Vance's shoulders. He was standing on the hood of the car as it slid to a stop -- the entire vehicle smoking. Pieces of the engine dropped out alongside the brake pads, fuel pump, and the scattered pistons. The hubcaps of the car flew out with a deadly screech as the tires were ripped to shreds by some invisible force. The frame of the 1980 Buick fell to the ground, and all was quiet inside the parking garage.
The old man's eyes went wide as he saw the look in Vance's face. It wasn't the look of a disgruntled, pale-faced, unshaven teenager at all...it was something more than that, something far more frightening. Vance's body was lit up like a beacon -- he was practically glowing! The demonic boy gripped a windshield wiper with one hand, and reached inside with another.
“Give...me...it!” Vance growled.
The man glanced at the clock -- it had 13 numbers. He slowly turned his head and looked back at the kid. "It's a demon!" he muttered, diving out of the car and crawling up the ramp of the parking garage, all the while mumbling the Lord's Prayer.
Vance felt his consciousness shatter as he collapsed...and the clock's minute hand gave out a droning click.
3
“You must realize, the required funds for our future plans have been steadily -- no, exponentially increasing in the past month. Such dire situations...call for a certain change in work habits.” The man in the grey suit conservatively adjusted his clear thin glasses as he finished speaking. He had long blond hair, which was pulled into a single braided ponytail that hung down his back. Despite the dim light in the restaurant, there still seemed to be a strange glow emanating from the man's spectacles.
Mr. Edward Dancougar, a man of 45, with slick, black hair and a thin mustache, peered back at the man in grey with whom he had been called to meet. He had ordered a burger, one that he really didn't care for -- it didn't matter, though...he hadn't come here to eat. Edward opened his mouth to speak, but then suddenly reconsidered and turned to his wife. “Where's Vance? We need to be going.”
“He's your son.” Naomi, Mr. Dancougar's stepwife of one year, spoke softly as she shoved a spoonful of sweet potatoes into her mouth. “I told you we shouldn't have let him run off on his own.”
“And I told you, we couldn't bring him in here.” Edward spoke sternly, with a deep voice that would have echoed in a better-suited room. “It's fine, nothing is going to happen to him if he walks around the city for a while. There's cops and people everywhere. That's why...that's why,” he quickly rationalized. “So don't even put the blame on me, Naomi -- that's what starts the problem.” He added that last part just for relish, and grinned on the inside. It sounded good.
“Oh, okay, so I'm to blame,” she said, sweet potatoes dripping down her chin. “This is so like you.”
“Don't tell me how I am!” Edward opened his mouth to continue, raising his finger, when the man in grey across the table coughed loudly.
“This could mean a very big promotion for you, Mr. Dancougar,” he said, each word striking Edward like a hammer. “I urge you to reconsider. Zexaron is planning a large, wide scale cut in employees next month. I don't think you would have been informed...since it's happening in your section.”
Naomi took an obnoxiously large bite out of her chicken.
“I'm giving you this information so you can clearly assess the situation. I know you have the capability to do excellent work -- President McCarthy has said so himself, so I'm happy to give you this chance. Take it now...or you will be saying goodbye to the Zexaron Corporation in the foreseeable future.”
Edward stared down at his plate, swirling his thoughts around in his mind. I like what I do now...just typing up busy work like a monkey. For some reason, in these last months...I have come to enjoy being a puppet. Ever since she died, it seems as if the desire to think, create, or do anything by myself has long since disappeared. In that sense, though, staying as a mindless drone would be a godsend. And as if the extra work wasn't enough...being on the inside lip is something that opens the door to many dangerous possibilities. He raised his eyes back up and stared at his interrogator, a smug grin on the man's bony face.
“Alright,” he muttered. “Thanks, Mr. Lee.”
“You're welcome. I'm just glad we're all on the same page.” Mr. Lee picked up his silver attache case, which Edward realized the man had never opened, and began to walk out of the restaurant. “You can expect paperwork to fill out for the move sometime later this week. Oh, and thanks for taking the check.” he added, his suede shoes tapping rhythmically on the floor.
Just as Mr. Lee stretched his hand out to open the door, it swung open and Vance stepped inside. Edward's boss brushed the teenager a bit, staring at him intently for a moment with strange, emerald eyes, and then continued out into the night. Vance said nothing and moved on, ignoring the odd feeling that grew in his gut. He didn't want anything worse to happen.
Last thing I can remember was chasing that god-forsaken bum -- but just barely. Then I was on the ground of a parking garage with the Clock resting on my stomach...tonight just must not be my night, huh? Although the old Vance would have been frightened senseless by the previous turn of events, now the 17-year old felt strangely at ease. “The Clock...I have the Clock, so all is right in the world,” he laughed noncommittally as he passed through the lobby.
The lights were dim and jazz music could be heard from the hidden speakers around the restaurant. The greeter and waiter eyed Vance nervously as the scowling teenager navigated through the dark maze of tables around him. They didn't have to point it out to him -- he knew he didn't belong there.
His stepmother was startled as he suddenly appeared behind her, a wide-eyed specter looming menacingly over her shoulders. She turned to face him, but his blank, stony expression threw her off-guard. Vance looked over to his father, who had just finished muttering the word 'bastard.'
“We ready?” Vance asked impatiently.
Naomi snorted, dropping her napkin onto her plate and looking less than thrilled. “Yeah, we ready?”
Mr. Edward Dancougar, 47th secretary-accountant of the Zexaron Corp., looked from Naomi to his son. “What is that under your arm?”
“It's an antique,” Vance blurted out.
His father rolled his eyes. “Explain it to me.”
“Why?” Vance questioned, a smirk rising onto his lips.
“I'm interested.”
Another lie, Vance figured. “It looked cool, so I picked it up. Is that all right?”
His father spun out of his seat tiredly. “Yeah, let's hit the road.”
Vance monitored his father with cold eyes as they left the restaurant. He had a robot for a father, and a -- well, he didn't have a mother anymore, as far as he was concerned. He could hardly regard Naomi as a human, let alone 'the next best thing', as his father had so lovingly referred to her. Throughout his life, he had wanted a happy loving family, and in the past, he felt he had had such. But when his mother, Victoria, passed away, there was an empty spot left in the council of Zexaron, the premier industrial oil and gas company in the United States. A good friend of Victoria's, Frank Arazia, had been a fellow council member and had given Edward a spot as a secretary-accountant out of pure pity after she passed away. The man had been a hard worker for the company – Victoria and Frank had been the planners, and Edward was one of the men who had actually gone out and built the numerous plants Zexaron had designed. Life had been drastically different back then. Edward Dancougar had been a strong man, with strong ambitions. But now...
Renegade thoughts wreaked havoc within Vance's mind as he watched his father exit. When mom died, dad transformed into a completely different person. That just had to be it...there was no other explanation. When she died...a part of him that had lived on only in mom must also have died with her. I want my old father back...my old mother back, and most of all...myself. That's all I've ever wanted, I swear -- happy loving parents, a happy life. But that will never be, will it? I've learned this lesson too often lately – there is no such thing as true happiness. Something always has to go wrong.
One year has passed. I know I have also changed...but I don't care. It was because of them. I refuse to confide in those people of the world around me, the ones who have no hope of understanding what's going on inside me! I'm 17 – other kids my age sure live life to the fullest – getting drunk, driving around, enjoying all the benefits illegal drugs have to offer. Maybe those really are life's splendors – I'll never find out, though. I'll never lower myself...lower myself to the same level as those bastards who still manage to find things to complain about, when they have parents, friends, and so many things that I don't. I feel so empty inside -- as if all my emotions have been drained out.
He clutched the Clock close to him, wanting to smile, but the only thing that came out was a mocking smirk. As he stepped into the car with his father, Vance realized he hated him. He hated Edward because he was so weak...because he had finally given up and become just another one of the idiots who plagued Vance's world...as if it was all some sort of sick, twisted penance for the untimely death of the shining light who had led Vance this far – his mother.
Then, there's Naomi. She is... I just can't bring myself to even fathom what goes on inside her mind. A jeweler who works at the local mall – what an accomplishment. I don't have the slightest clue as to how my father met her...and I don't care about that either. She's so completely opposite from mom...it seems like dad had sought her out on purpose! Is he trying to drown his memories in filth? What other possible explanation could there be for such debauchery of our family?!
He focused in on her in the front seat, the middle-aged woman fingering the silver-chained cross that lay gently across her neck. Look at her...fondling her jewelry as if it was some holy item. Maybe she thinks that she's become a saint simply from wearing it. I -- well, I used to be Catholic, until God screwed me, Vance smirked. That one always seems to infuriate Naomi to no end. I can just see her now, launching into another one of her speeches on how I'm 'wasting my life away with the absence of the light of Christ.' That's all she does...every single damned day. It drives me mad...until I met her, I had no idea someone could be so blatantly hypocritical! In fact, she has to be the most deranged person I've ever met. Think about your own life for once! If there really was a God...why would he create people only to have them look down upon each other?! Of course, if I said that to her, she'd yell at me again about eternal damnation. And on top of all of that, she had the nerve to call me anti-social! Anti-social? I'm not anti-social -- the world just doesn't care about me. They don't care about how I suffer every day, wishing, yearning for the life to seep back into the pores of my skin. Maybe if the two people who lived with me gave me some kind of glimmering sense of hope...then I'd be social.
He sat in the backseat of the car, staring out the window, the clock resting perfectly in his lap. The rain started up again as
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
the car passed through the next alley, sticking to Cliff and Eden like glue. They swerved in a u-turn and passed down the opposite lane, barely missing a head-on collision with their assailants as Cliff navigated the difficult escape. Another set of brakes screeched behind them as Armond's teammates went squealing into a four-way intersection. The vehicle slammed head-on into a wall, the crushing of glass, metal, and bone muted by a symphony of honking horns.
“Phew.” Cliff let the car coast to a stop and bent over the steering wheel, his head facing the gas pedal. "This has been one rough night."
“I'm really sorry,” Eden apologized, pushing her hair back behind her ears. “I mean, if I knew what would--”
“It's not your fault.” Cliff looked back up. “This my calling...it's what I do.”
“Where do we go from here?” she inquired, looking around. The moon peered back at her, answerless.
“Well, we can't go back to your house -- in fact, probably anywhere in this dimension is out of the question. I'm going to take you back to the station. Do you have any relatives?”
“Not that I know of,” Eden replied, her eyes still on Cliff. “I never knew my parents, and I lived in and out of foster homes until I dropped out of high school and started working.”
“Well...I'm sorry I have to be the one to take you to the other side, Eden.” No creepy grin or unusual gleam shone from his eyes. “Most people can't accept it, the first time they're taken in...but you can't stay in this world. To think that their sphere of influence has reached this far...I guess we have no choice. You'll have to come with me.”
“Where?”
Cliff started the car up again and continued down the next few streets in silence. He parked the car for a final time outside the locked gates of a parking garage, and motioned for Eden to follow him out into the murky night.
“A parking garage?” Eden looked at the tall structure in confusion.
“Just trust me.” Cliff moved past her, eying the heavy cement gate with trepidation.
“What are you going to do?” It didn't take much deduction for Eden to realize what her new friend was considering. “What's so important about this place?”
“We need to get in here,” Cliff explained. “Don't ask me why the Seneschal had to put the access gate in such a tricky place...but either way, this is where we need to go.”
Eden studied the man curiously, for a strange sensation had begun to emit from his body. It rushed over her, calming her and scaring her at the same time, as she noticed a faint sandy glow begin to cover Cliff's body.
I feel like my head's going to split apart...Cliff grunted, fastening his hands onto the cement gate and pushing forward, summoning up an unearthly strength from within as he continued to push. It's almost over, though...I'll be out of this terrible place soon enough – albeit with some extra baggage than I originally intended.
Eden stared in awe as she watched the cement gate shudder, a splitting, crunching sound emitting from the structure as Cliff's body jerked forward. She let out a small gasp as she watched a sea of cracks ripple through the massive cement block, the cowboy reducing it to a mountain of pebbles after some very intense concentration.
“That's amazing,” Eden whispered. “But...how?”
“You'll find out soon enough, I'm afraid,” Cliff sighed, stepping forward into the parking garage. “...whether you want to or not.”
Eden followed the enigmatic man into the building, both of them moving around the remains of a totaled Buick as they made their way up the paved slope.
“Let's see here...” Cliff mumbled softly to himself, twisting through the parked cars as if he was on an invisible track. “Thirteenth pillar down...thirty-third pillar over. This should be it.”
He placed his hand on a normal-looking pillar on the second floor of the parking garage, running his fingers lightly over its rough surface. Had Eden not seen his display of unusual strength outside the parking garage, she surely would have questioned the man's sanity by now – but it had already become more than clear to her...everything that happened to her from this point onwards was just going to become stranger and stranger.
Eden noticed that same sandy glow emitting from Cliff's arm again as he caressed the cement, and at last, a screeching noise echoed throughout the deserted garage. A panel on the far southern wall of the complex slid open quickly, followed by the unlatching of a heavy-looking chain, and finally the unsealing of a thick vault-like door.
“There we go.” Cliff turned back to Eden, smiling as if a large burden had been lifted from his shoulders. “Now we're home free.”
In the corner of the room, shaking furiously and still recovering from his run-in from the demonic boy from earlier, the hobo watched as the cowboy fellow and his girlfriend disappeared into the small alcove in the wall.
“Demons...” the homeless man whimpered, staring into the passageway as a neon blue light began to trickle out from within the chamber. “They're all demons. So they've come at last! Now, it's just a matter of time...until they swallow up our world in a single gulp!”
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“Follow me,” Cliff said, pacing down the corridor. It was dark, only faintly illuminated by tiny blue lights that ran across the ceiling, and Eden had to feel around to make her way through it. “Okay, now turn around and sit down.”
She did so, and Eden felt a bucket-like seat catch her as her knees buckled.
“Close your eyes, and hold on.” Cliff's voice echoed.
“Wait, what's--” She was cut off then, her entire body paralyzed within the vacuum-like seat. It felt like she was flipping around backwards, and then the darkness was cut in two by a completely new light. The first word that came to her was 'white,' but it was something more...it was much more than white. She flew forward, no sense of direction, time, or space, lost in a something and nothing all at the same time. She was everything and nothing, alpha and omega, creation and destruction. A million thoughts flooded through her mind, and yet her mind was empty. She felt as if she had no body, as if she was everywhere and every place...no longer existing as something that could be categorized as a 'being.'
“It's a rush, ain't it?” Although Eden couldn't recall physically opening her eyes, there she was, staring at Cliff's grinning face. “You'll get used to it.”
Eden heaved, still trying to fathom what she had just experienced. She stood up from the bucket seat and looked around, her eyes wide as saucers, her body shivering. The two of them were standing in a small room about 8 feet in all directions that seemed to be made out of some sort of transparent glass, although it felt nothing like the common material. It was held together by strange metallic bars, and as Eden peered through it, she could see air, clouds, and the bright sun. She could see through not only the walls, but the floor below her as well. Her strawberry leather Gucci sandal-heels were less than a millimeter between her and the atmosphere.
She screamed.
“Woah, woah, settle down, there!” Cliff placed his scarred arms on her shivering shoulders, mere twigs in comparison. “I know it's a shocker, but we're in the same place, same day, same time. Just a different dimension.”
She turned around to face him, her black mascara long since smeared by tears. “Where...the hell...are we?!”
“We're in the dimension commonly known as Midgarde,” Cliff explained, retrieving his shotgun from the capsule-seats in which they had sat just moments before. “Just follow me,” he uttered, walking calmly across the transparent floor.
Well, if that thing can hold him...Eden followed him warily.
“It's æsotech,” Cliff said, still ahead of her. “Three layers of the stuff, actually.” He smiled. “You're not gonna break it.”
She sighed, feeling a little bit more at ease -- but far from relaxed. The two of them walked through the corridor, clouds moving about them, the sun shining, but yet no heat penetrated the 'æsotech.' They appeared in a large, warehouse-like room, featuring rows and rows of the same sort of chambers that they had just come from. Cliff led Eden down the hallway to a thin light-blue door that looked as if it could be broken through simply from sneezing on it.
Cliff's eyes were drawn up to a silver sphere above the door. After a few moments the globe chimed, and the door disappeared completely, as if it had been some sort of illusion.
“It isn't actually a door at all.” Cliff stepped through. “What it is...is millions of tiny lasers firing at the same time, never flickering, but completely covering the doorspace. You stick a finger in there and it's adios, amigo!” He motioned for her to follow him, but then abruptly paused as if he had forgotten a minor detail and spoke again. “Oh, and the sphere thing is a brain scan.”
Eden was stupefied as she stepped into the new passage. It was a dome-like room, walls covered in not paper but flashing, data-displaying screens – thousands of them. There were six main consoles in the room, each lit with neon lights blinking and producing countless icons, words, and symbols. There was a technician stationed at each console, their heads placed inside small domes that resembled the large hair-dryers women sit under after they get their hair washed. As Eden watched more, she understood. There was some invisible force within those domes that was allowing them to transmit data to the machines simply by cognitive means. They were using their hands, too, navigating through the sea of holographic screens that surrounded them. It was amazing. As her eyes drifted from the techno-spectacle, she stared to the circular opening which led down another æsotech hall, branching off into more transparent hallways in the sky.
“Cliff Walden!” A voice cut suddenly through the noisy machinery, and Eden spotted the owner of the voice – an Asian man in a black business suit, pacing excitedly over to Cliff.
Is he a sidekick or something? Eden wondered curiously. Maybe he's Cliff's secretary or something – he looks so short and geeky, I couldn't expect him to be anything--
“Seneschal Fukunaga.” Cliff dropped to his knee immediately, bowing in reverence and then returning to his feet and looking to Eden. “Eden, this is the Seneschal of our Guild: the all-knowing Tao Fukunaga.”
“What's a Seneschal?” Eden asked, staring at the man in disbelief.
Tao smiled, and stepped forward. “Your friend here is too kind,” he chuckled at the solemn, reverent aura permeating from Cliff. “I am the personal advisor and strategist to the four captains of the Guild of Dimensional Knights – here in Midgarde.”
“I'm...Eden Gardener.” Eden bowed her own head, not wanting to offend a man who had suddenly become so important. “Nice to meet you...”
“He's the top man in Dimensional security, besides the captains themselves. His knowledge of dimensional travel is unparalleled.” Cliff explained, turning back to Tao. “Any news about the Captain...?”
“Unfortunately, no.” Tao shook his head. “However...there has been word of another Clock discovery..." He focused his attention on Eden. “And who might this be?”
Cliff stroked his unshaven chin. “Actually, sir, I dunno...she was just being chased.”
“So she's not the Bearer.” Tao looked crestfallen. “Then why...”
“That's not why I brought her over.” Cliff shook his head. “Those guys that were chasing her, they were Zodiac flunkies. They wanted something from her.”
Eden wanted to ask what was going on, but she kept her mouth shut. The Seneschal seemed like a nice man, yet Cliff acted so nervous around him. Why was he under so much pressure? She looked between the two men and suddenly felt too small for words.
"This really isn't a good time,” the Seneschal let out a deep breath. “With the race for the Clocks, the four Knight Captains all out on extended missions, and now this...”
“So, she really hasn't returned yet...” Cliff dropped his head.
“Do not worry.” Tao gave Cliff a caring pat on his shoulder. “I'm sure your captain is fine, Cliff. I know it must have seemed like quite an insult that you, the vice-captain of the 4th division, had to stay behind...but just realize that it's a symbol of how much trust your captain places in you now.”
“You're right,” Cliff nodded, looking back up and smiling at Eden. “And you don't have to worry about anything, Tao. I accept full responsibility of taking care of her. No danger shall befall her under my eye.”
Although Eden tried to reassure herself with those words, it didn't seem to work very well. Cliff motioned for her to follow him out of the room, and she obediently did so.
“Sorry,” he muttered, leaning tiredly against the wall of the corridor. She could tell he liked her...it was just the way he looked at her. And she didn't totally dislike him -- there was a certain aspect to his rugged features that was alluring. He looked to be about 25, but there were so many things she was doubting right now.
“Please,” she begged, taking a look around her new surroundings. “Cliff, please just tell me what's going on here. Where are we?” They had moved from the central room into a dark, closed-in hallway lined with doors down as far as the eye could see.
“Well,” he rubbed his head. “I'll tell you. But you can't interrupt me. I mean, hell, when I first found out, I socked the Seneschal a good one in the head. He was the heir to this place, after all, after his dad passed away. I didn't really want to drag you in...but those guys wanted something, I just know it. And...on my honor as a Dimensional Knight, I just couldn't turn a blind eye to such an injustice.”
“Who were they?”
“They were disposable grunts hired by the group known as the Dark Zodiacs. The Zodiacs themselves are full-time killers, but the men they hire are more like replaceable goods – junkies, escaped fugitives, anyone those bastards can manipulate and use to do their dirty work. In any case, they are our sworn enemies – enemies of the entire Guild of the Dimensional Knights. We are a subdivision of the Church of Holy Truths – a sanctuary for all worlds entered into the Dimensional Alliance – that is dedicated to keeping peace in all the allied dimensions. Our main goal has been trying to cut down on organized crime for quite some time now. The Seneschal was the one that brought us together.”
“So you're...” she looked at him in disbelief, “telling me that there are other worlds -- other dimensions -- than Earth?"
“Yup,” he affirmed calmly. “When the Space-Time Continuum collapsed the first time, the gates dividing between different dimensions started collapsing as well. We call it the year 0, when inter-dimensional life truly began – the 'Collapsing.' You see, basically every dimension is the same when you get down to the nitty gritty, but they all have their own variables that make them unique. Whereas in the dimension of Earth, you guys created things like the internet and cable television, instead in our dimension we found the secret of æsotech. Most of this came about through the process of 'psynthesizing,' in which we use psynergy to shift and edit common elements and materials. Since Earthlings can't develop psynergy, well...you guys just got the short end of the stick, I guess. Anyway, dimensional-hopping truly began when those strange rift-like portals began to open. That's when we developed the machines with which we could 'tunnel' to other dimensions.
“But...” Eden stared intently at the Knight. “If people were freely able to pass from world to world like that...it seems like the entire universe would be in total chaos!!”
“It was.” Cliff nodded. “In the beginning, at least. Those first few that came here did so with diplomats from other friendly dimensions and established the first city under which there could be control over tunneling: the city of Israfel, in the center of Midgarde. This is the Guild of Dimensional Knights, which now sits high above the city, on top of the mass transportation center with over a thousand different tunneling consoles. It was founded by the Seneschal's ancestors, and is the Church's prime facility for inter-dimensional commerce and information. Just remember this planet is really the same place as any other planet in another dimension you'd go to – it's just on a different level of space. That's what allows us to explore new places.”
“You all speak English though!” Eden realized.
“English, eh?” Cliff smirked. “This problem has come up numerous times all through the history of dimensional travel. It seems that far, far, back, before any records had ever been kept, there was some sort of migrating going on without technology at all – and that's how languages were spread out and passed on. In most dimensions, one language has already taken over. Get it?”
“Yeah...” Eden was trying desperately to stay with him. “So how come you guys haven't established a center, or whatever, on Earth?”
“Ehh...well, from our surveys, Earth is really useless to us. Its only unique aspect is a rather inconvenient one -- for whatever reason, you Earthlings can't develop psynergy at all. I've been there numerous times, and whenever I use psynergy, just like a few hours ago, it feels as if there is some huge invisible magnet in the sky, sucking it away from me. No one really knows why, but it's incredibly tough to use psynergy on Earth. I'd even go so far as to say only ten percent of one's true capabilities can be flexed efficiently – and that's factoring in the intense headaches you'll contract after even attempting it!” he shrugged. “There's just better dimensions out there, that's all.”
She looked at him, too confused to take any offense. After a moment of contemplation, she asked another question. “But...that means...that there is no God?”
“Uhh, I'm not saying there isn't a God.” Cliff scratched his dirty hair nervously. “Well, if there is one, he has one hell of a sense of humor I guess.”
Suddenly, there was a loud commotion that came from the center of the room. “CLIFF!” Tao's voice rang out loud and shrill, and Cliff spun around instantly to heed his call. “I've confirmed it -- the third Clock. One of our scout teams just contacted us with a distress beacon. It's...it's in your home dimension, Cliff: Despair.”
Cliff stood open-mouthed in shock, gaping back at the Seneschal. “But...we scanned it, multiple times. How could we miss something that emits so much psynergy like that?!”
“There's apparently somewhere we missed,” the Seneschal confessed. “Underground. The catacombs, Cliff. We've hardly ever sent anyone down there, let alone to that desolate place. We've only done the standard surface scans like any other place..but Despair has a huge network of underground mines that we completely overlooked. You're the only Desparian we have with us...” Tao bit his lip. “You'll have to go...”
Eden watched them both from afar, still trying to process what Cliff had told her. How could all this be real? How was it possible that such a vast universe has existed like this for so long...without any of us ever realizing it? It seems too fantastic to be true...
Her thoughts were cut off abruptly by the sharp sound of Cliff's boots clacking down the hallway. He didn't even turn to say goodbye, turning the corner and disappearing from Eden's sight in utter silence.
The Seneschal looked at Eden sadly. “There's a lot of pain for him back there...I can understand why he doesn't want to go back. Come," he said gently. The two of them walked down the hallway to a new door, this time covered by a black, glossy exterior. He palmed a green button on a metal strip across the æsotech wall and the door dissipated smoothly.
“You can claim this room for now,” the Seneschal spoke, as Eden stepped cautiously into her new bedroom and began to look around. “I suggest you get some rest now...after all, you'll be leaving soon.”
"M, me?" she asked suddenly, but the Seneschal was already gone.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
They had been watching him for some time now -- a clean, grey silhouette of a man, moving through the dark streets with swift, calculated steps. He could have been a businessman coming home from a night on the town, or maybe even one with a certain lustful agenda in the backstreets of downtown Pittsburgh. To the two dark men, however, he only looked like one thing -- money.
Their eyes in particular were drawn to the sparkling attache case. The two of them, veteran drug-pushers and black market traders, were already guessing how much capital in cash and items the man had on his person.
The man turned a corner into an alley, and they were on him instantly.
On the other end of the alleyway, a bum stumbled drunkenly out of a parking garage in downtown Pittsburgh, his gin bottle clinking to the floor as his right hand forgot to keep holding it.
“I gotta tell 'em...” he panicked, dancing madly in the night as he caroused down the dank alley. “Someone, anyone...the devil's out tonight!”
The homeless man stared ahead with blurry, spinning eyes, scanning the environment as best he could with his impaired vision. Finally, he saw it, right before his eyes -- a spectacle of Hell. Bloody limbs and organs strewn across the alleyway, speckled with blood and brains. In the center of it all stood a tall, blonde man in a grey suit, looking perfectly calm and at ease.
“He'll help us...” The bum grabbed at his heart in anticipation, ready to pass on the important information with which he had been bestowed. “He looks like a fine gentleman...he'll stop the demons fer us!”
The man in the grey suit and the long, braided ponytail spotted the homeless man and nodded certainly, his thin silver spectacles mirroring the light of the moon. “Good evening.”
“Help us!” The old man lunged himself outwards, clutching onto the Zexaron employee's arm, spittle dripping out of his mouth and onto the suit. “I saw 'em with muh own eyes! The demons! The demons!”
“Demons...?” The man's braid swished suddenly as he jerked his arm upwards, throwing the bum from his body with ease. “Sounds...interesting.”
“Ya gotta believe me!!” the bum insisted, not bothering to pick himself up from his collapsed spot on the dirty street. “Ah saw it in their eyes...they're from the very depths of Hell itself!!”
“So much enthusiasm...” The man in the suit approached the bum, placing one of his suede dress shoes on the man's stomach, “from such a weak little worm. You disgust me...but intrigue me at the same time, do you know that? I want to know...” The man leaned closer, his glasses still obscuring his mysterious eyes as his face hovered inches from the bum's unshaven chin. “I want to know why you continue to exist...when you have so little to offer the world around me.”
“Wha...ah...uhh...” the bum stammered, feeling the man's foot bury itself deeper into his pot belly. “Ah...”
“Tell me,” the man demanded, casting a glance to either side of the street to assure that he was alone with his new acquaintance. “Tell me...why you haven't been swallowed up in your own uselessness yet.”
“D...demons...” The old man's brain spun wildly on overdrive. Pain, agony, and panic all whirled through his head like bumper cars filled with rocket fuel. “Demons...from...Satan...”
“Satan, huh?” The man in the grey suit moved his hand up to his glasses and pulled them off slowly, revealing a set of entrancing emerald eyes. “How blasé.”
“Wha...” The bum tried to scramble away, feeling a new, dire terror creep up him as he stared deeper into the man's eyes. “Those eyes...they're eyes of...of a demon!!”
“Now that's an uninspired comparison.” The man replaced his eyeglasses, and the bum began to gurgle in incomprehensible pain as he felt the darkness envelop him. “You should realize by now...I'm more frightening than any puny demon could ever be.”
Log 02 : Razorlike Blue
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Eden awoke slowly, staring through the transparent ceiling of her bedroom at a clear blue sky completely untouched by any pollution. For a moment she had no recollection of last night's events, and a wave of panic rushed over her. As consciousness returned to her she remembered, her child-like eyes opening wide in recognition. Even now, she was still baffled at everything that had happened.
Am I going insane? I'm in a different dimension...and while I've managed to keep the innocent schoolgirl-that-got-lost charade up with Cliff and the Seneschal...I don't think I can sit quietly and nod my head much longer. Yesterday I was out with my friends, just hanging out and looking for cute guys. I went home to my apartment like every other day, and then...
And then, everything had gone to hell. My world was flipped upside down; I was in a car with a reject from some western movie. And he was nice. It wasn't like "come with me lady, just shut up and follow me,” it was "Hey, I'm sorry, but I have to help you escape.” I can tell that he has a thing for me, if only by the way his eyes look. It doesn't scare me. He seems like a lonely guy, a lonely guy who still has a heart left...or something. I don't know, and I don't want to know anymore, after hearing everything I've heard so far.
She shifted over in her bed to face the æsotech wall. This one, unlike the walls in the hallway, was not transparent, something Eden was thankful for. She put her hand to it, running the tips of her fingers over its smooth, glass-like surface. She felt as if she could just push forward and shatter it to pieces, and yet just yesterday, she had been walking across it. Eden sat up and looked at the rest of the room, eager to explore her new surroundings. While I'm stuck in a parallel dimension, she decided, I might as well check out any cool gadgets they have. So maybe the initial shock left me kind of stunned for a while. I'm in a parallel dimension, but so what? I need a vacation.
As Eden got up from her bed, she realized that she smelled. The temperature in the room wasn't exactly ideal, either, and the shoulder areas of her top clung firmly to her, even darker with sweat. She peeled off her jacket quickly and tossed it onto the bed. Wiping the moisture from her brow, she looked around for a ventilation shaft that she could possibly open to air out the room. The surrounding walls of the room were strictly gray æsotech, without a speck of dust or dirt lining them. The previously black door, Eden realized, was also transparent from the inside. It looked like a plain sheet of glass encased by a thin white shell, but she felt that it had to be something more than that. As she touched a finger to it, the door vibrated, and let out a sound not unlike that of a tuning fork. She put her palm on the plate next to the door, but it generated no response. Even slamming the door didn't budge it, and she was left with nothing but the echo of that unnerving vibration.
“I'm trapped.” she whispered in horror, stumbling backwards. The room was empty except for the skinny bed. She now realized why. How could I have been so naïve?! She dropped to her knees in fear. Parallel dimensions...what was I thinking? They're going to keep me in here, she realized, tears began streaming down her cheeks. All those stories about women disappearing in the city...why me?!
Eden covered her face with her hands, breaking down, just as the door slid open. The Seneschal walked inside warily, wearing the same uniform he had been in previously. Eden figured no one had penciled a changing time in the man's busy schedule.
“Miss Gardener?” The Seneschal noticed the girl's unusual position and bent down next to her in concern. “Oh, dear. I had thought you were doing so well in accepting the truth, too -- I guess it was just a matter of time. Try not to worry...think of it as some sort of well-deserved vacation.”
She rubbed her eyes, staring up at him in fright. “You...you aren't going to rape me, are you?”
The Seneschal backed up, clueing in immediately to Eden's panic. “Rape you?!” he shouted, utterly flabbergasted. “Good heavens, child, what are you talking about?”
“You locked me in this room, without any food or anything. I thought I was being kidnapped,” she sniffed, wiping off the remains of her heavy mascara.
Tao smiled, placing a thin hand on her shoulders and pulling her up, holding her with the utmost care as if she was a fragile figure of sculptured glass. “It may seem custom in your dimension to have to deal with those kinds of crimes day after day, Miss Gardener, but here...you do not have to fear anything of the sort. Especially not under the watch of the Dimensional Knights.” He smiled confidently. “So please, feel at ease -- you are in good hands. I realize the past fifteen hours or so have been a shock to you, but you needn't worry.”
Eden smiled, her reddened face glowing once again. “Thank you,” she said, wiping the last remnants of tears from her face with her thin hands. “I'm sorry. But now, what do I do? Can I go home?”
“I'm afraid that would be a very bad idea, Miss Gardener,” he sighed. “You see, those men that were sent after you were mere flunkies -- their leaders alone are hundreds of times more powerful than they are. Someone out there wants you very badly...someone evil. To keep you out of harm's way, as well as to keep the assassins themselves at bay, we can't let them have you. Conversely, we don't want to attract attention by keeping you here. That's why I'm going to send you with Cliff to Despair to claim the third Clock. The area has already been inspected by Cliff's own 4th division, so there should be little danger there, I assure you. Not only that, but you'll get to see things you've never dreamed of. Overall, I hope it shall be a rewarding experience.”
Eden listened to the Seneschal's words, her face growing even more horrified. “No way!” she refused. “I'm not doing that tunneling thing anymore! You can count me out, there's no way I'm doing that twice!”
Tao stifled a chuckle and looked back at her with warm eyes. “Miss Gardener, I realize it was a large shock for you the first time...but please, you must realize it's in your best interest to go with Cliff. Besides, you'd have to tunnel through to get back to your home dimension, anyway.”
Eden, a bit less panicked, crossed her arms and returned Tao's gaze. “But, when I first met Cliff, he told me Despair was a horrible place.”
“That doesn't surprise me.” He rubbed his small tuft of a beard, in deep thought. “Despair is his home...he's had some rough times there. That's why I feel it'll be easier for him if you go too. He's taken a liking to you, as I'm sure you've noticed. I'm positive he'll feel less lonely with a companion.”
Eden looked down to her ruffled t-shirt, darkened with a mixture of sweat and tears, and her inner self began to speak once again. What am I doing? I feel so ridiculous standing here...an airhead teenager, being called to accompany a John Wayne counterpart to another dimension in search of a clock. Why can't I be back in my apartment right now...all I want to do is sit back and bask in my shallowness...I am so not suited for this!
“Alright,” the true Eden Gardener spoke, however smelly or ugly she felt without her makeup. “I'll do it.”
“Thank you.” Tao said, his smile growing uneasily larger. “You don't know how happy this makes me.”
“But can I get out of this room?” She sniffed her armpit, something she couldn't remember ever doing before. "I, uh, smell."
“Oh! Right, I'll lead you to a private bathroom. There's a vortex pool, a steamed bath...”
Eden smiled as she followed the Seneschal out of the room and into the comparatively cold hallway. He was trying so hard to make her happy. “Really, I just need a
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shower.” Vance mumbled as he rolled out of bed, falling to his knees and then slowly rising up. He scratched his long, messy hair relentlessly, as if searching for some unseen object. His half-open eyes stared back at him as he gazed at the figure in the mirror: a tall guy who was neither thick nor thin, with a small, yet developing gut. “Nothing special...” he muttered, as the remains of his own deodorant engaged in a losing battle.
He threw his comforter back on his bed and eyed the digital clock on his nightstand. 8 AM....what was he doing up so early? He walked across his room to the shades and shut them in a quick, boorish manner. His room was always a cluttered mess, but he felt it had gotten worse in the past weeks. He couldn't walk a few steps without stubbing his toe or tripping over something.
His eyes eventually floated over to his desk, and Vance nearly jumped out of his skin. When he first saw the hulking object sitting there so nonchalantly, it gave him quite a scare. Then he remembered.
The Clock.
From that moment on, Vance didn't consider the Clock as a mere inanimate object. It always seemed to be watching him, as if it knew exactly what he was thinking...like a brooding creature staring down its captor. Vance crept carefully over to it and grabbed it firmly within his hands.
“Gotcha,” he grinned.
The Clock's hands hadn't changed much at all -- it was supposedly 1:03:05. If I've slept for nine hours, though, then there's no way this thing is measuring the conventional hours of the day. How long has it been since I found it and brought it home anyway? It doesn't make any sense...there doesn't seem to be any sort of set pattern at all. He glared at the object, but he received nothing back – save the reflection of his own dark eyes.
You're saying it's all me, aren't you? He frowned. I must be going crazy. Vance grabbed some clean clothes and shambled out into the hallway, heading for the bathroom. His head shot quickly to the left as he heard the sound of glass shatter, remembering the night before. He heard the faint sound of Naomi cursing, and snorted thoughtfully. She was so predictable. He walked into the bathroom and shut himself in, leaning back against the door, in solitude, even if it was only for a second. Tossing his clothes onto the floor, he switched on the shower and slid inside. The water was warm and
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soothing, and Eden felt more relaxed than she had ever been in her apartment's Jacuzzi.
Maybe this won't be so bad after all. Just like walking through that hallway, like I was traversing the sky. It made me feel good. There is something for me here, I can just feel it.
I shouldn't keep Cliff waiting. I know he is dreading the return to Despair, so I have to be as supportive as I can to him, even though I barely know the guy. From what I can tell, he is a good person...but what Tao had said about his past makes me worry. What could have happened to him?
She stepped out of the shower, wrapping herself in a soft towel that felt like silk and stared in the mirror at a girl with fake, candy-apple red hair and piercing green eyes.
Look what I've done to myself...why did I ever dye my hair this stupid color? 'He' said it would make me look more 'presentable.' Is that what I'm supposed to be? Presentable? I'm so glad I dropped my purse in that alley yesterday. Now I can't possibly mask myself anymore...even if I wanted to. I shouldn't be worrying about any of this right now...I'm going to leave it all behind. I'm in a different world now, and I'll live in it as a different person.
The Seneschal had laid out a gray jumpsuit for her that he had borrowed from the smallest female employee in the custodial sector. He had told her she could wear it until she and Cliff got to the city, where he would give her money to buy whatever clothes she wanted. It was extremely unattractive, yet she slipped into it happily. Eden was anxious to see the city. If it was any bit as beautiful as the inside of the Guild, she would love it. The girl in grey stepped out of the
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bathroom and ruffled his hair. Vance didn't feel like combing it today. He smirked, walking down the stairs, feeling very desolate and dark in a drab white shirt and blue jeans, topping off his snazzy outfit with a rugged black jacket. Naomi had cleaned up the broken coffeepot on the floor, but it was still sticky with coffee residue. She was sitting at the breakfast table, stuffing a piece of burnt toast into her mouth and reading the paper. Another one of her favorite pastimes...eating, eating, eating...
“I think it's about time you got a haircut.”
Vance wrinkled his brow as he walked past her, opening the fridge and pulling out a carton of orange juice. “I don't think so,” he muttered coldly, popping open the top and looking at it deviously. He made sure he held the container in perfect sight as he began to drink, tilting high above his body like a rebel flag.
“Well, I called and made you an appointment this afternoon. You need to get rid of that rag. Just get a buzz or a crew cut, those are so much easier to deal with.”
“I like my hair how it is,” he replied, jumping through the same old hoops to try and keep himself under control. I've lost my temper with her so many times before, and what have I received in return? Nothing but the the devastated look of my father. What a pathetic excuse for a man...he won't take a side, he just sits back and watches us duke it out like a useless child. Her arguments are so outlandish, so illogical, and he doesn't do anything to help his own son. In a situation like this, when that bitch tries to control me...it takes everything I have to keep from stamping her out. He tilted the carton of juice even higher now, feeling the orange juice spill out from its container, flooding his cheeks and splattering violently onto the floor.
“Your father agrees with me, so that's the bottom line!” she declared, trying to find a point that would sell him.
Vance wouldn't give in. “I don't really care.”
“Hey, don't argue with me.” Naomi turned around, her lips furled. “You're just a stupid 17-year old kid. It's done, so stop talking to me.”
“No,” Vance grinned. “I'm going to get the last word this time.”
Naomi rose from the table. “Stop talking to me.”
"I'm going to get the last word."
"STOP TALKING TO ME!" she screeched.
Vance stood his ground with a smug grin on his face, his arms folded across his chest. He loved this. "I'm...going to get the last word."
Naomi walked up to him, raising a finger. “You're a horrible, horrible kid...” she muttered. “Go away, and don't talk to me ever again!”
“It has to be mutual,” Vance sneered. He could smell her breath, a cacophony of disgusting foods melded into one horrendous stench.
“Don't talk to me!!” She was livid.
“It has to be mutual, you can't talk to me either.” His smile widened. I'm really getting to her this time. Good. I wonder how she feels when someone nags her...
Naomi threw her arms up in frustration, utterly defeated. “Don't talk!”
“Naomi, I think I truly hate you.” The words rolled off his tongue so smoothly, and he savored the sounds. He had been waiting so long for this.
“You made me this way!” she insisted. “You made me this way, do you like me this way? You must, because you're the one who made me this way!”
Vance let out a shrieking laughter, his body rippling violently in rhythm. When he opened his eyes, however, the first thing he saw was Edward Dancougar standing in the doorway to the kitchen. Vance stifled it immediately and glared at his father, realizing that he'd been spied on the entire time.
“If you two are done bickering, I have an announcement to make,” he spoke, looking disdainfully on the broken coffee machine. “Naomi, you already know this, but Vance: tomorrow, I will start my new job as Edward Dancougar, Director of Public Affairs at the Zexaron Corporation.”
Naomi stood up, embraced him, and then stared over at Vance with piercing brown eyes.
So he's a big cheese now. Vance was surprised, to say the least. He's gone up to a position that rivals even Mom...but why? Why him?
“We'll be transferred to Bakersfield, California immediately.” Edward Dancougar, ex-47th secretary-accountant of the Zexaron Corporation explained. “They are relocating their headquarters to the oil fields there.”
“Oh! California!” Naomi hugged him harder, her cheeks nearly bloated. “How exciting!”
“Indeed,” Edward smiled. “And they'll be taking care of all our moving, so we can leave immediately.”
Vance said nothing and continued to stare blankly ahead.
“Aren't you happy for me, Vance?” Edward asked, putting Vance on the spot.
“Of course,” Vance replied. “It's what mom would have wanted, isn't it?”
6
Eden waited patiently for Cliff, standing alone on the open bridge to the transport station that would lead them down to Israfel City. The Seneschal had given her what seemed like more than enough money. In Midgarde, currency was handled through small, colorful diskette-sized modules known as Pads. All he had shown her so far was to check the balance of her synchs and make monetary transactions. The total was a thousand synchs, which she had learned was equal to a hundred in US dollars. The module could also keep track of addresses, connect and speak with other Pads, and probably a whole lot more. As she became more and more involved with the device, she felt a strong hand touch her shoulder. Eden turned around quickly to see Cliff's smiling, unshaven face staring down at her.
“How have you been?” he asked her calmly. She saw no signs of stress on his face.
“Fine.” Eden brought out a typical carefree smile, then quickly erased it and forced out one of her own.
“That's good to hear.” He adjusted his hat. “Nice clothes. The Seneschal gave those to you, didn't he?”
She looked down at herself, feeling more at ease. “Yep, he sure did!”
“Man, that guy has no sense of style!” He threw back his head, laughing a bit more than expected from such a simple statement.
“I guess so!” She couldn't help but laugh as well. The tall man and the young girl continued down the bridge into the tunneling station, a mismatched pair of cherry and blond. They were both insecure people who wanted to make the right choices, standing alone in a towering lift above the city of Israfel, in the sharp blue sky – and they were fine with that. Cliff kept Eden from falling off-balance as the lift began to descend, his large hands guiding her body as if she was a piece of fragile china. He smiled at her awkwardly as they were lowered down the transparent blue tube. She didn't realize how much it meant to him, to care so much for another after such a long time. He stared at her, already thinking about the future, and she stared back, unsure of what to do.
The circular æsotech platform sunk into the floor below, and Cliff and Eden stepped out of the lift into a domed hallway. She hadn't noticed their drop through the ceiling of the building, and began to wonder how far up in the sky the Guild really was. Cliff's smile never faltered as he led her down the hallway past the thick walls. He looked up at another silver sphere above a dark door that Eden assumed led out of the tunnel. A quick tap on the back caused Eden to tilt her head up as well.
“The Seneschal's added you to the system, so you'll be able to access the facilities around the city freely,” he explained, as the sphere let out a beeping noise.
Eden nodded, and the door slid open. Light flooded the hallway, and the two stepped out into the city streets. They were buzzing with hundreds of people, moving to and fro, talking, doing business, living. She looked up into the azure sky, the tower-like buildings rising up through the clouds. Everything seemed to be built in grids, so that each row was equal length away from the other. There were no street names, but instead flashing information indicators on each corner that displayed the viewer's current position, as well as markers to other points of interest. In certain spots were blue æsotech transport tunnels, leading up to the next level of streets and structures.
“Wow...” Eden let out a tiny gasp as she surveyed the people wandering through the street, smiling and greeting one another, and continuing on their way. The clothing they wore seemed small and frail, and it clung to their bodies, outlining their figures to the closest degree possible. The colors were strictly pastel, light shades of blue, purple, and green, mixed to create a soothing aura around each person. The fabrics seemed to be kept thin and light, to keep the limbs free and unobstructed. Everyone moved gracefully, from the shortest of children to the fattest of men. It was like they had a sense of enlightenment, as if they were not concerned with walking, and their minds were concentrated on some other, more important matter. Some women wore dazzling, shimmering tiaras, bangles, and different-colored lace around their arms, but not a spot on anyone's body was pierced. Their multi-colored hair was long and shimmering, and although they had make-up, Eden saw no color other than the 'clear' flavor she knew in her own world. The popular style in men's hair was slicked back, cut off at the neck. A few men had thin mustaches, but none had full-face beards or even the slightest indication of a goatee.
“It's amazing to see how styles differ and relate to my own world,” she gasped, simply stunned at the new world that lay right in front of her. It was true -- she wasn't lying, acting dramatic, or anything of the sort. Eden was breathless as Cliff led her down the main street. He smiled and held his palm slanted in front of his chest, what Eden guessed was a common non-verbal greeting in Israfel.
“Well, I suppose we'd better get you some new clothes,” Cliff said. “I know you're probably itching to check out the top stores in fashion in Israfel, right?” he grinned, tapping her on the shoulder lightly.
She didn't really want to go, but she smiled for him, and happily followed. I hate putting on a false image for him, but I've done it for so long...it's almost part of what I consider to be my 'true' self. And, well, it made him happy to get such a reaction, didn't it? So there was nothing wrong...
As Eden rationalized, Cliff kept on grinning. I'm making a girl -- no, a woman smile, something I have not done for a very, very long time. Things are looking up, and it seems ironic that I'm heading back to Despair just when things are going well again... He tried to put the thought out of his mind as he stepped through a light green screen into a clothing store.
“This is it.” Cliff said happily, still loitering in the lobby.
“What do you mean?” Eden questioned, admiring the elaborate seats and windows of the shop.
“This is what I live for. These times when I can laugh, smile, and not worry about whether I'm doing something wrong,” he chuckled a bit. “I'm a bit of a worrier, you know. This makes my job worthwhile.”
“It must be wonderful to live here.” Eden admired the shop's bright yellow walls and violet borders. The room itself stretched back far and had steps up to other sections. There were people perusing different display cases, but Eden saw no clerks.
“Oh, Cliff!” A tall man with slicked-back blond hair and a painfully-bright blue suit walked over to the Knight, giving him a friendly slap on the shoulder and nodding his head. “It's been a while since you've journeyed down to the surface, eh?" He slowly shifted his eyes to Eden. “Oh, and you've got a new lady friend too! Isn't this a bit young for you, you old pervert?” he chuckled, winking at Eden and then throwing back his head and letting out a loud laugh.
“That's enough, Johnny...” Cliff put his head down in disgust, simultaneously gripping the back of Johnny's neck. “She's a guest, don't scare her away!”
Eden, who had been busy laughing herself, stopped for a moment, and held her hand out to Cliff. “Oh, it's okay, Cliff, I didn't know humor existed in this dimension...you sure don't have any.”
“Oooh! She got you good!” Johnny cheered, laughing loudly as he patted Eden on the shoulder. “You learn well, little one!”
“Yeah, yeah, laugh it up...” Cliff muttered, shaking his fist in mock-anger. “I'll get you one day!”
Johnny grinned, putting his arms around Cliff and Eden. “I'm just giving you all the abuse that I've owed you for the time you've been away -- oh!” he shouted, stepping aside, and then taking Eden's hand. “I forgot to introduce myself in the presence of a lady...how typical of me!” He kissed her hand lightly, and then smiled at her with dark green eyes. “My name is Johnny Cable, a good friend and tormentor of Walden over there. And you are?”
“Oh, I'm Eden Gardener,” she said, trying to imitate the courteous nod as best she could.
“Alright, now that we've got all the preliminaries done, what's on the menu for you guys today? I take it you've come to get some new attire, eh?”
“Oh, you work here, Mr. Cable?” she asked, surprised since he looked nothing like the clerks of Earth.
“What's this 'Mr.' junk?” He peered down at her jokingly.
“She's from Earth.” Cliff blurted out. “Does she look it?”
“What?!” Johnny nearly had a heart attack. “Sheesh. I would have never known. You don't have that -- that 'look' that I've seen in all those pictures. Heh! Well, that's alright. Just call me Johnny, no one responds to those silly titles here. We're all equals. Now, come on, let's find you something nice to wear.”
Johnny led Eden and Cliff further into the store, and soon she was inundated with new styles, colors, and materials. Old memories began to flood back into her mind again, of trying on multitudes of different outfits, earrings, makeup, shoes...the list could go on for hours. It was true that she had an obsession with her looks, but she wanted to break free. It was a hard thing to do, but she felt as though she could. She wouldn't get caught up again. She wouldn't give
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in to Naomi. Even if he had to become a recluse for the next year, it would be all worth it to win in the end. Vance Dancougar stood in the center of his room, his dark eyes piercing past the blinds of his window through to the outside world. I hate this place...where everyone presents questions -- yet not one person will step up to answer them. I want to know why people had emotions and why other people enjoy toying with them. I want to know why humans are so easily broken – and why I want to be unbreakable. Discarding all physical bonds I have with this world is what I must do... why do I even continue to reside in this wretched house? Within me, there is no lust to remain in this reality...and I know you must have felt the same way, mother.
The night she died, Vance had had a dream -- only it hadn't felt like a dream. It had felt more like reality than anything else he had experienced before. He had been in a pearly white room with his mother...the two of them completely and utterly alone.
“Look out into this vast, empty space, Vance...” Victoria said. “This is the inside of your heart...the place from which you shall create your destiny.”
“What are you saying, Mother?”
“You need to leave, Vance, leave this world. I don't know how, and I thought I would have enough time to help you, but it was cut short because of a problem...there's nothing more I can do for you.”
Vance had wanted to turn and look at his mother then, but he felt he didn't have the power. “I, I don't understand. What do you mean?”
“Separate yourself from this world!” she commanded, her face still obscured from him – yet he could feel she was there. “You have the ability. I just don't know how strong it is in you.”
“Mother, I don't know what to do!” Vance shouted, desperate for a straight answer.
“Vance...you are not of this world. Separate yourself...it is all you can do...”
The rest of the whole experience had been fuzzy...but he was positive that those were her final words. From that night forward, Vance had tried his best to separate himself from the world he had grown to hate so much.
I still don't understand what she truly meant...but there is really only one possible answer at this point, isn't there? Death. That is the only true way to be reunited with my mother, isn't it? What other way could there possibly be...
And that's why, as he stared out the window into a muggy Sunday afternoon, a long, thick butcher's knife rested in his two hands. “Mother...I'll be with you soon,” he spoke, staring up at his ceiling, longing so badly for Victoria.
The clock ticked loudly, and suddenly it was 12:50:56. Vance breathed deeply, finally beginning to separate his mind from his body, and prepared to return to she who had made him. When the knife penetrated his skin, he would finally be free, and finally be at rest.
Vance couldn't have been more wrong.
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“How does it look?” Eden asked Cliff, stepping out from the cubicle where she had been allowed to create a holographic image of herself with the outfit of her choosing. The shoes the citizens of Israfel wore were odd but extremely comfortable. They preferred heavily-padded boots, with a soft flexible covering and soft fluff inside. The clothes were made for comfort, and Eden liked that.
Try not to worry about it...she told herself, remembering the decision she had made earlier to begin anew. I should just not think about it, and be happy for all that's happened so far.
“You look great, Eden.” Cliff smiled, nodding down to her in approval. “Is that everything you want?”
“Well, almost everything,” she wiggled her eyebrows, her high spirits getting the best of her. “We haven't picked out any underwear yet, though.”
“U...underwear?” Cliff stuttered, his face growing pale. “You mean...um...”
“I'm kidding!” Eden laughed, giving her friend a caring pat on the shoulder. “You really need to lighten up, Cliff. Otherwise you'll get wrinkles on your face before you know it.”
“I think that's the least of my worries.” Cliff winked back at her, laughing at his own awkwardness. He walked over to the counter to pay for the purchases, and Eden stepped back into a cubicle to slip into her favorite outfit of the five – a comfortable v-neck top with matching severed sleeves, complete with sleek white capris.
Suddenly, there was a huge crash from within the store. Eden put her new padded footwear on and rushed out of the aisle, staring at the rubble where the south end used to be. The entire wall was caved in, the roof beginning to follow...as if a huge wrecking ball had swung into the structure.
A few people screamed, but it wasn't like any rush Eden had ever seen in Earth. People moved out quickly, but made sure not to push anyone down. One young man even helped an older woman exit. Eden looked around for Cliff, who was weaving through the aisles, knocking down shelves of tops and pants as he tried to reach her. Johnny was ahead of him, at a quickened pace, his dark brown eyes slit and intense.
“Cliff!” Eden moved out into the center of the aisles, calling out for him.
“STAY BACK!” he shouted at her, his eyes blazing.
“What...” She was going to shout and ask him, but as her eyes drifted upward to the top of the hole, she felt as if someone had hollowed out her throat. Standing on the remains of a ruined roof was a huge, hulking man, with red, pupilless eyes and blazing, wild blue hair. His skin was dark and scarred -- stitches ran everywhere, from his nose to the tips of his fingers. He looked like a living rag doll. The only article of clothing he wore was a bizarre conglomeration of belts wrapped around his hips and thighs. Around the rest of his body, nearly converging with the scars, was a long, detailed tattoo of a dragon. He curled his fists with anticipation, sharp steel claws extending from his fingertips. Yellow teeth peeked through his purple lips as he grinned menacingly, his crazed glowing eyes staring straight down at Eden. She felt paralyzed, as if she was tied up and suffocating. Sweat ran down her forehead. Never in her life had she seen a person -- a thing -- this frightening.
Dammit! Cliff saw where the man's gaze was leading and turned around fast. I knew there was something odd about her, but I had no idea that these guys were so adamant...
“Who is he?!” Johnny asked, staring at his ruined wall in horror. “What is he doing here?”
“His name is Xarles Klavier Van Kaen.” Cliff explained, rushing back to Eden. “...the only member of the 12 Dark Zodiacs who has ever shown his face in public before.”
“A Dark Zodiac?!” Johnny screamed, his voice shrill with panic. “What the hell is he doing in my shop?! What kind of dirt did you bring in here with you, Cliff? Who is that girl?!”
“I...don't know,” Cliff confessed, turning around to him. “I honestly don't know.”
The muscles in Van Kaen's arms rippled with anticipation as he raised his bloodstained claws, preparing to jump down and sink his teeth into the girl below.
“GET DOWN!” Cliff shouted, diving for Eden. He hooked his left arm around her waist and rolled, using his right arm to pull a shotgun from his back and aim it up at Van Kaen.
The Dark Zodiac jumped down from the beam and slammed a claw into the ground, slicing through the tile and causing the foundation to rumble in response. He grinned sadistically at Eden, now in Cliff's arms, and then ripped both arms upwards mere inches away from the two, unearthing the floor with inhuman ease. He pointed at Eden, laughing crazily, running his other hand across a deep scar around his entire throat.
“Hey, asshole!!” Johnny's voice sounded from behind Van Kaen. “What makes you think you can trash my shop just like that and get away with it?” He pulled a long black cord out from around his belt, and slapped it on the ground with a loud smack. Van Kaen said nothing, simply grinning as he turned to face the shopkeeper. “There's a reason they call me Johnny Cable, buddy...should I make it any clearer for you?”
Johnny slammed the black cord down again, crackling with electricity as it slammed against the ground. “I'm not going to give you a chance to give up, so don't even think about backing down.”
“What...what is that?!” Eden shouted, witnessing the man's strange abilities.
“It's psynergy,” Cliff said, standing up and bringing Eden farther back towards the entrance. “In these dimensions, by centering all psychic energy to a certain focal point in the body, such as the hands, and mixing it with one's own raw energy, an unfathomable amount of power can be produced -- psynergy. Johnny's reached an advanced level of the art-- he's able to infuse lifeless objects with his own psynergy, thereby enhancing its power. There are even those who can surpass men like us, however...Van Kaen, for example.”
Eden stared at the two psynergy users, both of them engaged in a grueling staredown. “So you're saying...he doesn't even have a chance?”
“I--” Cliff's voice was cut off as Van Kaen leapt toward Johnny, gnashing his teeth and preparing to rip into the man's midsection. Johnny flung his whip at the beastly man's claws, wrapping around an arm and diverting the assassin's aim. Van Kaen rolled with the new momentum, spinning through the air and eventually coming to a halt as he crashed into a shelf of clothes, collapsing the entire wall. The Zodiac smiled, letting out another eruption of laughter as he brought himself out from the rubble – completely unscathed.
“Shut the hell up!” Johnny growled, lashing out with his whip once more. It wrapped around Van Kaen's stomach, and he yanked it downwards, smashing the Zodiac's face into the crushed tile and dragging it through the rubble.
“Good, good...” Cliff murmured, pulling his gun up to his shoulder and charging. “Just keep him busy for a little longer, Johnny...and then I'll have a perfect shot at this bastard!”
Johnny jerked his whip up commandingly, and Van Kaen was pulled back onto his feet. The assassin continued to grin at Johnny, pausing for a moment to spit a chunk of the floor from his mouth.
“Gotcha!” Cliff shouted, letting loose a large tan blast of psynergy from his gun, the psychic bullet flying and smashing into Van Kaen's shoulder. There was no visible effect, however – the Zodiac didn't even turn his head to acknowledge the attack. Smoke sizzled off his leathery skin, but it seemed as if Cliff's attack had been completely in vain.
“Why isn't he getting hurt?!” Eden cried, staring at the showdown in disbelief. “That...that isn't possible!!”
“Van Kaen is a monstrosity,” Cliff explained gravely, lowering his weapon. “He has been in countless battles, and he has so many artificially-grafted body parts and fake skin on him...it would be safer to call him a monster than anything else. The only thing that has remained in his body since his birth has been his brain -- which is barely working properly itself, as I'm sure you've noticed. He's a killing machine, and the amount of psynergy he is capable of manipulating is horrifying. I've heard stories about him leveling entire cities with his bare hands...but why is he after you, Eden?! I don't understand it, but...either way, we have to get the hell out of here!”
Johnny focused more psynergy into his hands, the surges pulsating through his whips and heading straight to Van Kaen's stomach. As they struck home, the beast started to shake and convulse, his body turning a pallid yellow. He threw his head back and screamed as his body continued to be electrocuted.
His deadly expression was unchanging. “Yeah, that's it...” he growled, emptying all the psynergy he had in his body toward the combined effort of taking this monster down. “That's what you get for wrecking my store, ya damn monster!”
As the electricity intensified, Van Kaen slowly began to lower his head, looking entirely calm. He penetrated Johnny with his eyes, and slowly...a wide, mocking smile began to spread across his face.
“Impossible...” Johnny gaped. “You should be dead!!”
Van Kaen reached down with his left hand and grabbed the cord, ripping it from his body with ease and tossing it onto the ground. Johnny gasped in horror as the monster began to walk forward, licking his claws excitedly. The shopkeeper dropped the remains of his whip, now tiny and useless, and backed up against the east wall of the shop in dread.
Eden gaped, aghast at the horrifying scene, and Van Kaen glanced at her one last time before springing forward wildly and ripping his hands into Johnny's stomach. A bloody cough sounded from the man's throat as Van Kaen followed through with the blow, ripping the man's body in two distinct parts. His long purple tongue shot out from his mouth and tried to catch the splash of blood as the man's entrails spilled from his body. He kept a firm grip on Johnny's insides, so as not to lose his freshly-killed prey.
Eden screamed in terror and turned toward Cliff's chest. Van Kaen pulled out Johnny's heart from the bloody clump that remained of the man's body, slipping it into his throat and licking his lips with enthusiasm.
This can't be...Cliff tried desperately to keep his body from shaking as he gripped Eden close to him, trying to give her even a little sense of comfort. Why is he here...why is he here, coming in broad daylight...so close to the Guild headquarters?! And how can she...he looked down toward the object of his affection, terror rising in his soul exponentially. How can she be so important to them?!
Van Kaen, finished with Johnny's remains, turned from the bloody mess and looked expectantly at Cliff.
“What...” Cliff called out, trying to bide any time he could. “What...do you want from us?”
Van Kaen said nothing and began to walk forward, his claws dripping with blood as he moved in for the kill.
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In the corporate world, there are those who get stepped on by others, and there are those who do the stepping. Frank Arazia, however, believed that he didn't fit into either of those two groups. He stared out the window of the 7th floor of the new headquarters of Zexaron Corporation, which sat smack-dab in the middle of the desert of Bakersfield, California. Just a few miles out from the window was the crux of Zexaron, a mess of machinery, pipes, and electricity, which stood in 'The Pit,' a desolate wasteland where oil mining supposedly took place.
Frank wrinkled his brow. He knew, deep down, that oil mining wasn't the main focus of Zexaron, a company that had appeared out of nowhere 20 years ago, and had immediately cut down the opposition in a flash. When Frank joined the company as a construction supervisor 10 years ago, he hadn't been aware of what horrible circumstances were on the rise. Victoria Vance had been the Vice-President of the company, second only to Sasuke Fukunaga, a brilliant Asian businessman who had started the Zexaron Project with Victoria years before Frank had even known about the company. His father, Chuck Arazia, had been an engineer, so Frank had picked up all the know-how and skills an engineer was required to have back in the day. His dream was never to work on site, however - Frank had always wanted to be a chief supervisor, and his dream had finally been fulfilled when he had applied for the job and met Victoria.
He still remembered talking to Victoria for the first time. She was a beautiful woman with dark hair and a porcelain complexion. He had wondered if she was taken at the time, but soon learned that she had gotten married to one of the on-site engineers years before Frank came along. He eventually met the guy when he was stationed in Pittsburgh: a tall, handsome man by the name of Edward Dancougar. Frank had respected him at first, but when Victoria died, Frank saw a huge change. He seemed morose...even morbid at times. Since then, Frank had always blamed Edward for Victoria's death, a subject that had been very hard for him to deal with. Victoria had been a sort of mentor for Frank, always caring, never harsh, even when his mistakes seemed unfixable. When she died, Frank marked that date as the true beginning of the demise of the Zexaron Corporation.
It was a total shock to the company. One day she was at her desk, smiling, greeting people, and the next...it was empty. No one knew anything. Edward hadn't come to work for the next two weeks, and Frank had made it top priority to question him about her disappearance the day he returned.
“Tell me where she is.” Frank walked into the room empty-handed -- no gun, policeman, or any form of defense. His light-brown hair was messily combed, and he hadn't shaved in the past two weeks.
Edward looked ten times worse. His baggy eyes indicated that he hadn't had a good night's sleep in days, and his greasy hair was wild and unruly. If Frank had looked at his eyes first, however, they would have explained everything.
“She's gone.” Edward raised his head, speaking in whispers. His eyes were squinted, his pupils reduced to small black specks beneath his rough skin, mere shadows of a broken man. “They didn't find any trace of her, not even a goddamn hair. She's gone.”
Frank had looked at him with empty eyes inside the office that day, and he realized that Edward Dancougar, a tall, handsome, black-haired blue- eyed man with a tiny hint of a mustache, was gone forever. As he soon as he was able, Frank had moved Edward to a secretary-accountant, if only to keep a close watch on him. He felt pity and toward the man, but he still didn't know how to rectify the situation.
Edward's son was a complete horror as well. Frank met him as a kid once when Victoria was still alive, and he had been a shy, yet happy young boy with jet-black hair, just like his mother. He had her light skin and dark hair, with the strong facial features of his father: thick black eyebrows, and a long nose. When Frank went to Victoria's funeral, his image of the small, happy Vance Dancougar he had seen long ago completely vanished. The boy had been 15 at the time, and his face reeked of vengeance and anger. Vance's white-and-black eyes were like bullets, and his face had thinned out and become much more grave. Long black hair fell on his shoulders, his shadowed countenance like that of a gargoyle. Frank had been horrified the day he saw Vance again, horrified of what lurked inside the kid's mind. He didn't understand why he felt such vibes from the young man, but he knew there was something deep inside the boy that just didn't feel right...something that wasn't supposed to be there.
If only Victoria was still here... There wasn't a thought in his mind that came up more frequently than that one. He loved his wife, of course, and his daughter Aileen, but the love he had for Victoria was something completely different. Of course, Sasuke had been a great man, but when his newly-announced Vice President, F. Douglas McCarthy, announced that Mr. Fukunaga had returned to his homeland of Japan, Frank knew something was up. He had spoken many times with Sasuke before, who told Frank that his homeland was neither Japan nor any other countries in Asia. Frank had found that a bit odd, but he trusted Sasuke. He held him in high regards, just as Victoria had. The week after Sasuke's disappearance, the eight council members of Zexaron Corp. had a meeting. Frank Arazia was the seventh out of eight advisors. F. Douglas McCarthy had always been a member of the council, but after Victoria's death, he was chosen to man the spot as Vice President. The other seven members of the council, (including Frank) were merely chief supervisors of different areas. Frank found this strange. He knew there were many more qualified people on the board -- and he didn't just mean himself.
Frank had always had a bad relationship with McCarthy, ever since he joined the company a few years after Frank had. The new President was a quiet man who didn't talk much, but always seemed to have a smug grin on that fat face of his. He jumped to Victoria's position too soon after she disappeared, and that was the first sign that Frank knew something was wrong with the man. The only other person he socialized with was Grayson Lee, a tall man with long blond hair in a braided ponytail. He always wore expensive grey suits to work, and it really bugged Frank to see him walking around in the same damned color every damned day. He socialized with everyone but a select bunch, of which Frank was undoubtedly included. Over the years, old council members had come and gone, and Grayson had been one of those that came and stuck. After Sasuke was declared dead, McCarthy became the president of Zexaron, and it wasn't long before Grayson had moved up to become McCarthy's Vice President – and systematically, his puppet. That's all there was to it, really: Zexaron was being taken over.
The worst part of it was that Frank was being ignored. At meetings, the speaker would never look him straight in the face, and no special announcements were ever handed to Frank personally. It had become a natural part of his day to go sift through new files in the database, in order to find out about plans he had 'missed out on' the nights before. He was being singled out, and he knew it. There was only one thing that happened to people who were singled out. He had seen it happen before to three ex-council members, each from South Africa, Saudi Arabia, and Germany. They disappeared. And they disappeared forever.
The Zexaron Corporation was no longer the miraculous company which was famous for 'developing vital energy sources around the globe'. It was a conspiracy, a dream that had slowly morphed into a nightmare.
I'm not going to let it happen to me, though. I'm going to be the loophole...the one that gets away. God only knows what happened to the other council members who they 'severed'. I don't want it to happen to Edward, either, so it was lucky that Grayson invited him to take a position on the council. Maybe somehow...somehow, we can both work our way out of this hell.
The main headquarters of Zexaron had been relocated to Bakersfield a year ago, when they discovered all the potential energy sources in the flat, vast valley. It was a plan they had been working on since Victoria's death. "A new start for a new age of Zexaron", F. Douglas had called it. Frank had moved, with the help of the company, and started in his new office in the hot summer. Since then, he had taken special note to intentionally snoop through the files in the system, searching for some information about Zexaron's true purposes. So far, he knew that the energy they had been pulling from the earth was not all going to public resources, oil franchises, or anything else that was remotely humane.
It's all going somewhere else...the input and output figures just don't match! Not only that, but there have been shady talks going on behind curtains, office cubicles, and other places, with the same people at the same times. There's been too many disappearances in the past few years, and I would have to be some kind of idiot if I didn't notice it by now. Zexaron is into something very deep, something very bad. I fear F. Douglas McCarthy, I won't lie about that...but I fear Grayson even more. That man's pale complexion...those hollow green eyes of his...they scare me more than anyone else I've ever met.
He was worried about his well-being, and even more importantly, his family's safety. Frank had never committed a true criminal act in his life. Of course, he'd done his share of drinking, drugs, partying, and lying, but he had been something very close to America's model father. He never hit his kids, came home drunk, or hurt his wife. He paid his taxes, worked hard, and didn't talk back to his superiors. He was a typical working-class white male in his late 40's, and went to church every Sunday -- that was it. End of story, no secret endings or second editions. Frank Arazia was simply a man on the inside, a steady follower of a company for years, a company which had now been turned into a monstrous corporate giant.
I'm on to something, though...I can just feel it. Something very large...and very dangerous. To sum it all up, I know too much, and I know they have to be on to me by now. If I don't act fast, though, there will be no one left to stop them. And then, finally, when all is said and done...their plan will be put into action, and the world as we know it will be turned upside-down...just as Mr. Edward Dancougar, a tall, handsome, charismatic man, was reduced to a self-loathing animal hiding in a man's body...with absolutely nothing left to live for.
9
Six figures stood in the dark void, their faces totally invisible to one another. Vision was not a concern for the members of this small organization, however – they all knew each other quite well enough not to worry about such things.
“So, Morrison failed, did he?” A gruff voice spoke up. “What a friggin' surprise. That guy's been nothin' but a joke since the day he signed up.”
“Not only Morrison, but his entire accompanying squad – they even managed to waste all the ammunition we sold them,” an elderly man's voice responded. “Needless to say, their contract is terminated.”
“And so you sent the Dragon in his place?” a woman's voice offered. “That seems a bit...sudden.”
“Hahaha...no, no, don't worry.” The older man chuckled. “He isn't there on the usual assignments we give him. He's simply to do surveillance on the target. At the point we are now, there really is no chance to pursue.”
“Surveillance, huh?! Surveillance for that guy is wiping out a whole city by the time he's finished doing whatever he was sent to do – if he even remembers in the first place. That bastard's a friggin' time bomb!”
“I trust that the Dragon shall carry out his duties carefully and to the letter.” The old man tried to calm his headstrong associate. “For the moment, secrecy and caution is of the absolute highest importance. We can lift our masks later...but for now, we must lay low.”
“Hmph,” the heavy voice mumbled. “I'm tellin' you, though, it ain't necessary. It's like deploying a navy to capture a friggin' rowboat!”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cliff stood his ground as Van Kaen approached. The highly wanted serial killer, mass murderer, and devil incarnate known as Xarles Klavier Van Kaen stood before him, and the Vice-Captain of the 4th division of Dimensional Knights knew that the assassin had only one thing on his mind.
He channeled psynergy into his shotgun, and prepared to fire. “I'm not going to let you take her.”
Van Kaen threw his head back, another string of maniacal laughter erupting from his throat. Then, in a flash, he moved forward, punching Cliff in the stomach with his left fist.
The shock hit him hard, and Cliff doubled over in pain, gasping for air. The blow stunned him, and he didn't even want to imagine what would have happened if Van Kaen had attacked with his right fist. He had to move fast, trying desperately to keep up with the man's incredible speed. He raised his shotgun to the same level as Van Kaen's chest and clenched his teeth in pain. Cliff pulled the trigger, and the muscles in his arm flexed, sending a blast of psynergy erupting from the barrel of the gun. It engulfed Van Kaen's midsection, sending the monster spiraling backwards into the rubble of the fallen wall.
Cliff picked himself up, his gun fixed in his hands with an iron grip. He had seen the beast's body fall into the debris...yet something told him the battle was far from over.
His intuition proved true as he felt Van Kaen's leg connect with his neck, sending him flying onto the ground. Cliff's head smacked off the hard tile, and bounced back once before his whole body hit the ground. How did he get behind me so fast?!
Eden watched in horror, screaming, as Cliff was beaten down. Where are all the police?! she wondered, as the faintest hint of teardrops began to materialize along her eyes. Where are the sounds of cars? Helicopters? How can something like that man exist...how?!
Eden had seen Van Kaen suddenly appear behind Cliff, mere seconds after he had been knocked away. He peeked at her again, smiling, and then proceeded with the attack. He gave the downed Cliff a sharp kick in the ribs, and the Knight rolled over with a grunt. His forehead was bleeding profusely, and his side was ripped to shreds. Van Kaen pulled his leg back up again, laughing all the way.
“Cliff!!” Eden got up and began to walk over to her savior, when he held a bloody hand up.
“Stop, Eden! Go back to the Guild...you can't let him get you!” he ordered, his sweaty palms moving the shotgun closer to himself. “I...will protect you.” He looked at her, and she stared back at him, their gazes locked for a brief period of time.
“I can't leave you,” she said. Deep down inside, it was truly how she felt. She had never seen someone put their life on the line for her before, and it awakened a part of her she thought long dead. For someone to sacrifice all they had for her -- she didn't think it was possible. As Cliff lay there, bloodied and nearly beaten, Eden vowed not to let him die either.
Van Kaen returned, opening his huge fists and baring his claws before his meat. His sharp metal teeth mirrored the light peeking through the ruined ceiling, as he prepared to rip Cliff to shreds.
At that exact moment, Eden's protector raised the shotgun once again. I'm going to put all I have into a final blast...He aimed the weapon straight towards Van Kaen's forehead and pulled the trigger.
A sandy-brown shockwave erupted from the shotgun, ripping the metal barrel to pieces as it exploded outwards. Van Kaen's body was once again thrown backwards, riding the front of the massive beam as Cliff drained his power into the shotgun.
The blast drove Van Kaen straight into the ceiling, rubble piling down onto the assassin's body as he fell into a ground, creating a parallel crater below the new hole in the roof. Smoke rose from the ground, and Van Kaen slowly picked himself up with ease -- with nothing but a small burn-mark across his artificial nose. He laughed off the attack, once again walking back over to continue the torture.
Cliff Walden was at the limit of his power. He dropped the ruined shotgun to the ground, exhausted beyond any hope of recovery. Blood from the exposed wound continued to run down his face and he closed his eyes, preparing for the end. I tried, Elendria...I honestly tried. It looks like we'll be seeing each other sooner than you expected.
Eden watched Cliff collapse, his psynergy drained. He's sacrificing everything he has for me...for me, of all people! I know I don't deserve it, and I don't understand why or how he could do such a thing...
She could do nothing but watch as the spectacle unfolded, the tip of Van Kaen's wildly-spiked hair singed a tiny bit as looked down at Cliff with that inhuman smile. He licked his lips, and without a pause, shoved one of his muscle-bound feet straight down into Cliff's stomach. Blood gurgled up from the man's throat, mixing in with that of his forehead's gash.
Van Kaen raised his foot again, this time angling it up slightly and slamming it down onto Cliff's chest. The Knight struggled to breathe as the wind was once again knocked out of him. His eyes opened and bulged, and he wanted to throw up. Cliff's body, however, wasn't in any condition to do so. The bile rose in his throat as Van Kaen damaged him further, that sick feeling ever-present within his stomach.
Why...? Cliff figured these were his last thoughts, as he lay inside a wrecked clothing store covered in blood. Why do I have to die like this?! After all that's happened, there's so much more I have to do...why does everything have to end so suddenly?!
For the third time, Van Kaen raised
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
the knife and pulled it closer to his chest. This was the final hour -- the clock read 12:57:05. It looked to be 2 o'clock that Sunday afternoon, but nothing else mattered to Vance. His eyes focused on the knife.
Vance could still remember the first day that he had gone to school after his mother's death. The places where he had once sat and smiled, blissfully unaware of everything around him looked like worthless space, a waste of life, just like himself. He had stared at the foolish people walking around him, the ones who thought they were so special..
They thought that they were important...that they could make a difference in the world. It almost makes me want to laugh out loud! How ridiculous. There really is no point to this world. This is just another place. It isn't "luck", as some people called it, to be born into their high-class families and million-dollar homes. There is no luck involved in it at all – they're just another worthless piece of the puzzle. They stand there, laughing, smiling, conversing, pursuing their dreams like they really matter...it all makes me want to puke. If there is no point to anything, then why do it? Why keep on living, when everything is so hopeless and disconnected?
Vance sighed in exhaustion – he had once again confused himself beyond belief. I really hate the fact that I am going to live 70 to 80 years of wasted meandering...all for nothing. I want to change the fact that I am so worthless, but it doesn't seem possible at this rate. And so, it always brings me back to the same damned argument...that's why there really is no point in caring about stuff like this anymore! Overthinking the situation...I'll leave that crap for my father.
He continued to stare straight at the knife, as his final thoughts rushed through his head. I still never found the answer to that question, did I? Why not? Why bother living, when everything you do has no point? Furthermore, why do I even have this feeling deep down inside that pushes me to strive for such an answer? I hate the ignorant...simply because I envy them. I wish I had such a closed mind as to be able to live life without questioning my actions...to walk blindly through life, stupid, but happy.
Is that the key? Happiness? No... He felt it now, his mind churning, ready to go on forever contemplating his meaningless existence. I have to make it stop. I'll be back with Mom soon, and it will all be over. It is time.
He pressed the knife into his chest, as the clock ticked to 12:59:39. The first drops of blood
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
continued to gush out of Cliff's forehead. I'm...losing it...can't even see...my body is...completely...drained...
Eden watched it all from afar. I have to do something...anything...even if I give my life trying...if it wasn't for him, I would be dead now. I have to repay him!!
Van Kaen cackled as he smashed his foot down on Cliff's right shoulder, the tip of his boot puncturing the skin. Eden could see him looking at her in anticipation, as if he wanted her to enjoy this as much as he was.
She stared
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
at the knife as it cut through his skin. He closed his eyes and dreamed of Victoria Vance Dancougar, waiting for him in heaven, in a lovely black dress. The clock ticked to 12:59:50 and Vance's arms were shaking
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
as she watched the death of Cliff Walden, Vice-Captain of the 4th division of Dimensional Knights. Tears rolled
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
down Vance's cheeks as he plunged the knife further into his chest. What if I'm wrong? No...how could I be?
He was still conscious as the clock chimed. Its tiny cedar doors opened wide, revealing the crystalline cuckoo he had seen that night in the antique shop, a night that now seemed months away. A blinding flash erupted from inside the clock then, engulfing Vance and his room. His eyes
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
lit up, and she could feel a strange, alien power course through her veins. Eden let loose a scream that she had been holding in for a very long, excruciating time, momentarily distracting Van Kaen from his attempt to crush the Knight's clavicle. He spun his head around to look at the citrus glow that had begun to emanate from the girl's body as she coasted towards him – suddenly gripping his neck with a surprisingly firm right arm.
Having no conscious understanding of what she was doing, Eden threw her other arm back, gathering an immense amount of psynergy within her hand. She shoved it into Van Kaen's face, the blast exploding in a dazzling array of orange light. Everything inside the clothing store was reduced to ashes in an instant, and the entire foundation erupted into an amazing, destructive, colorless flame. Eden felt herself separate
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
from his body. Vance threw back his head spasmodically, and let go of the knife, which was half-inserted into his chest. He felt like he didn't exist anymore – as if he was completely empty. He didn't feel, didn't see, didn't hear, and didn't know. He was everything, and yet he was nothing. He was creation and destruction, alpha and omega, the holy and the cursed. The millions of thoughts that existed in his mind were instantly reduced to nothing, and then he was only aware of one thing.
Is this...how it feels to be dead?
Log 03 : Blood & Thunder
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A young man stood on a cliff, overlooking the vast expanse of desert around him. He had soft brown hair, short and parted to one side. His face was round and boyish, and he had deep brown eyes with a perfect set of pearly white teeth. He wore an azure blue uniform, adorned with golden buttons and a silver pocket watch. Like so many times before, he had been sent here on a mission. There would be no trouble with this one, however -- he would get it done with precision and accuracy, for he was one of the elite now...he was unstoppable.
Suddenly, behind the loud blowing of the wind, another sound surfaced. It was an engine, which meant there was someone coming along this deserted road below the cliffs on which the man stood. He stepped off the edge and went sailing toward the ground. The twenty-five foot drop gave him no trouble, and he landed softly on the sand below, holding up his right hand to the approaching vehicle.
The name of the young man driving the vehicle was Kurt Daltzorne, another man with a mission. His vehicle, a sleek, metallic sand buggy had been lent to him by the sheriff of Land's End. For such an urgent matter, however, the sheriff had no problem in letting the man drive such a priceless piece of machinery. The pressure was really getting to Kurt as he neared his destination, and he neglected to look ahead to see the young man in blue drop from the cliff and land, perfectly fine, in the middle of the pass. Kurt's buggy continued to zoom along the road towards the other, who had just moved his hands into his pockets.
As the distance between the men shortened, Kurt finally took his eyes off the shivering speedometer, and quickly snapped back to reality.
“Holy--” Kurt shoved his left hand onto the emergency brake in a panic, wondering if he'd be able to slow down in time. The brake snapped forward sharply, and Kurt continued to push his weight onto it, his palm burning as it struggled with the metal. Eventually, it shot forward into its proper position, and the buggy came to a screeching stop. The man watched with disinterest as the bumper moved up to nudge his shins, and rolled his eyes upwards to Kurt.
“'The hell are ya doin', man?!” Kurt jumped out of the car, pulling his a shotgun out with him and pointing it at the man's head without a further thought. “If'n ya wanna die so bad, I'll just do it for ya!”
The young man, who looked to be in his early twenties, stared down at Kurt, his face showing no expression. He raised a hand and brushed dirt off the shoulder of his navy blue jacket and stood motionless, the gun inches from his body.
Kurt shoved it forward, and the man flinched. “What're ya doin' out here in the desert by yerself, anyway? Speak, man, speak!”
The man pushed away the gun gently, and parted his smooth lips. “You are inferior.”
Kurt backed up, staring at the man in disbelief. “Wha, what're--”
The man in the dark jacket put his hands into his pockets, revealing two normal-sized farming sickles, both bloodstained and gleaming in the desert sun. “You're in my way, insect.”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cliff flung his eyes open, expecting to see the demented face of Xarles Klavier Van Kaen staring down at him. He was surprised to see the green casing of a regeneration tank around his body, and when he tried to move his limbs, he found them both restrained. His entire body had been plugged into the tank, which was rapidly pumping in medicines and other materials to speed up his body's healing process. The blood had been washed off and filtered through the liquid, a warm transparent gel. The lower half of his face was covered by a mouthpiece, running back to the top of the tube with the rest of the wires. Even though he couldn't see through the casing of the tank, he knew he had to be in the Israfel medical building, not far from the...
I can't believe it. He looked down to his stomach, which was jagged and slashed, covered in lacerations and bruises from Van Kaen's boot. I hadn't been prepared...then again, how could I have prepared for that? I faced one of the Dark Zodiacs, the most feared assassins in over a hundred dimensions...and lived to tell the tale. Such a thing is unheard of! The Zodiacs always finished what they started...there were never any exceptions.
And he would have. Van Kaen would have killed me...if it hadn't been for Eden. Eden was who they were after, and her intervention was ultimately what saved me in the end...I firmly believe that now. And that...combined with the fact that the Dark Zodiacs are in pursuit of her...could spell some very troubling circumstances. Was I wrong with my initial claim? Could she really be...the...
It hurt Cliff's mind to think – it had been a rough day. He just wanted to close his eyes, and fall back to sleep. Unfortunately, though, he never got that chance.
“Mr. Walden?” A strong rapping came from the outside of the tube.
Cliff opened his eyes reluctantly, and knocked back on the side closest to his left hand.
“Ah, so you are awake. I thought our monitoring systems had gone haywire. It said your brainwaves suddenly jumped to activity...amazing. After only six hours of recuperation, you have returned to consciousness.”
With a slosh, the fluid began to drain out of the tube, and he soon felt very cold. The panel slid open, and a bald man in a blue jumpsuit began removing the wires from Cliff's body. The breathing apparatus was removed last, and Cliff was relieved as the taste of fresh, unfiltered air seeped in through his lungs. As he climbed out of the tank, he was a bit shaky, but eventually regained his sense of gravity and balance.
“Your clothes were taken and washed, but there were a few rips in your coat,” the man explained. “They're in there, though, if you still want them. Otherwise, we have fresh undershorts and clothes for you.”
“Thanks for the underwear,” Cliff nodded, hastily grabbing them and slipping them on. “But I'll take a raincheck on everything else. A man like me just doesn't feel comfortable unless he's in his own synthetics.”
The bald man smiled again. “I understand, Mr. Walden.”
“What's your name, by the way?” Cliff said, opening the locker to reveal his dust-brown pants and matching leather vest. His shotgun was in there, and after slipping on his overcoat, he slung it comfortably over his shoulder.
“Oh, I'm Bern.” Cliff's doctor outstretched a wrinkled hand.
Cliff shook it, smiling as always. “Well, thanks, Bern, for saving my life. It was your special med-force that recovered us from the accident, right?”
“Oh, no,” Bern shook his head in dismay. “That force is assigned only to speed healing in large areas...” he said. “A girl brought you in – no doubt a passerby who must have been hiding from afar...she had no injuries, after all. After we received your body, I found your Knight identification in your pocket and contacted the Guild. They were already on their way, however...and when I assured them of your safety, they told me to send you back there when you were in proper condition.”
Cliff's eyes went wide. “Eden...” he remembered, covering his mouth with his hand. "She...where is she?"
“The girl, correct?” Bern raised an eyebrow. “Last I saw of her, she was waiting outside.”
“Thanks again, Bern. I'm outta here, okay?” Cliff started to move fast, but suddenly stopped in his tracks as a sharp pain shot up through his stomach. “Uggh...”
“It seems you're not quite ready to leave yet...” Bern winced. “While most of the wounds in your stomach had already been healed by the regeneration tank, it seems like your muscles still require more rest. You will need to stay calm for the next day or so until your body is in top condition again.”
“Damn...” Cliff lifted up his vest and looked at his stomach again, this time in more detail. There was a huge scar running across his belly; the whole area was bruised and purple. Bern was right, I have to take it easy...but what about Despair?
“We'll bill the Guild for the treatment,” Bern continued. “It's good to know you're alright. The building you were in is nothing but ashes now. When they scoped out the situation afterwards, there was no trace of anything.”
“No trace...of...?” Cliff's eyes widened. Van Kaen...
“Something wrong?” Bern asked, curious.
“Nope.” Cliff moved to exit the small room. “Take care,” he called out, trying his best not to limp as he moved out into the main facility.
Sure enough, Eden sat in the lobby, her head positioned downwards, hints of Cliff's blood smeared on her shirt from her trek back from the clothing store. He immediately ran to her, grabbing her by the shoulders and hugging her.
“Eden...I...”
“I don't really know what happened...” Eden murmured, her head buried in his shoulder. “But...we're alive now, Cliff.”
Cliff let her go and looked into her eyes. “I'm so sorry, Eden. I'm sorry I had to drag you into all this...but if I hadn't...he would have found you even sooner.”
“I owe my life to you too.” Eden stared up at him with innocent green eyes. “But why...why are they after me, Cliff? What am I? What did I do back there?”
“I...” There's so many different things I could tell her right now...so many different ideas and theories I have about her actual origins...as well as the true part she plays in this universal catastrophe. I'm going to keep quiet for now, however...there's no need to complicate things any more than they have already become. I can't put her in any more danger.
So he lied. “I don't know, Eden.”
Eden hugged him closer. “I...don't know what I'll do if you're not around, Cliff.”
“Don't worry,” Cliff gritted his teeth in the pain of his lie as he held her closer. “I told you...I'll protect you.”
Eden put her arm around Cliff and stood up, and the two headed back to the Guild as
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
a scream erupted in the silence of the desert. Vance Dancougar opened his eyes and clutched his chest in pain, as his body convulsed with shivers. He felt like throwing up, but he hadn't even eaten anything. The sun's rays burned down onto him, pulling sweat from his pores and only adding to his strife. Am I in Hell? It's so...hot...and this hole in my chest is killing me.
“D--dammit...” he muttered, his dry mouth cracked and burning after speaking such a useless phrase. “Mother...”
I clearly remember stabbing myself...that much cannot be forgotten. He moved one of his sand-crusted hands down to his chest. The hole was still there; however the bleeding had ceased. The ground had stains of his blood on it -- the only explanation was that he had been lying in the sand, for quite some time before his sudden awakening. He moved his other hand around and grasped nothing but dust. Where is the knife? This doesn't make sense. It was all he could do now, lay amidst the dust and rubble...and think. There are two possibilities from what happened before I blacked out. One: I have died and descended into Hell. This is one very likely option. Two: I have somehow survived, and was transported to the desert by either my father or his wife...left for dead. Unfortunately, the second option is just as likely. But I refuse to believe that I have risen into Heaven...
“Hey, pa! I think I see him! I think I see Kurt!!”
Vance then realized what had brought him back from his unconsciousness. For the past ten minutes as he had lain on the ground, there had been a steadily-rising mechanical sound in the distance. Now, fully awake, Vance could hear it loud and clear from behind him.
“Right over there, yeah, he's a-lyin' there!”
Vance didn't know what was going on, and strained his neck as best he could to see what was coming for him. He could only keep his head up long enough to see a thick tire roll into his field of vision, before he dropped back down out of exhaustion.
“Hey, Kurt! Kurt, it's me, Ashton!” Vance felt some hands grab his back and flip him over. His hands were scraped along the rough sand, and he coughed up a mouthful of dust as his body was jerked around like a penny in a washing machine.
“Aw, wait...” The man who had flipped Vance over, a tall, muscular young man with a brown rat-tail and a chocolate-brown tunic, suddenly stared at Vance with a very disappointed look on his face. “Aw, wait, Pa, wait -- it ain't him."
"What?" A short, hobbling old man made his way over to Ashton and Vance, adjusting his dusty glasses to get a better look. As the old man looked over Vance as best he could, his tongue sloshed around in his mouth. “Yer right, Ash, it ain't him at all.”
“Hey, can you speak, man?” Ashton inquired. His strong arms shook Vance back and forth, shifting his dusty, sweat-plastered hair out of his eyes. “Are you with me? Are you with me, man?”
Vance's eyes shifted over to Ashton, and he cracked his lips apart once again, trying to say something, but it was to no avail. His mouth was so unbelievably dry; he had never felt worse in his entire life. Vance raised an arm up, practically buried in dust, and grabbed onto Ashton's arm, trying to support himself. His legs wobbled, and his body shook as he struggled to rise from the sandy hole. He knew he hardly had any strength left, and in this condition, it wouldn't be long before he fell unconscious again - this time, maybe for good. He decided to give up on trying to explain what had happened, and said the first word that entered his mind.
“W, water...”
“Pa...pa, he don't look so good,” Ashton realized, his brown eyes turning toward his father.
“Yes, I suppose he don't. Whaddya wanna do? Take 'im with us?”
“Well, he might know sumpin' 'bout Kurt.”
“I reckon he might.” The old man licked his chapped lips. “Toss 'im in the back, and let's high-tail it back into town. Maybe Kurt's arrived back by now.”
“Yeah, yeah, you're right, pa! Maybe he has!”
“Grab his ol' bones there and let's git on outta here.”
Ashton hoisted Vance up onto his shoulders, and the teenager was tossed behind the seats of the beat-up buggy. The old man got in after Ashton started it up, and twangy country music started to pour out of scratchy speakers on both sides of the vehicle. Ashton and his father began to whistle...and Vance realized he really had made it to Hell, after all.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“What?!” Eden and Cliff both shouted in unison, listening to the Seneschal's latest order. “We have to leave immediately?!”
“I'm rather surprised both of you don't remember me telling you earlier...you are scheduled to transfer to Despair this evening at 18:00. You've had the day to yourselves, and it is now five minutes to the hour. We'll be opening the gate soon.”
“But...do you even know what happened to us today?!” Cliff pleaded with his superior. "We were attacked and nearly killed by one Xarles Klavier Van Kaen! A man who, if you don't remember, happens to be a member of the ruthless assassin organization, the Dark Zodiacs!!"
“Fourth Division Vice-Captain Cliff...” Tao put two hands on Cliff's shoulders and pushed him back a little bit, a smile on his face. “This is a non-violent mission. All I'm sending you to do is accompany a town of miners to their local cave, where they have acknowledged the existence of a Clock. Once you acquire it, all you need to do is come back. No rescuing missions, no hostage situations, nothing. If anything, this should be a peaceful vacation for you and Ms. Gardener.” He winked, looking to Eden, who was wearing a new blue Guild uniform.
“Dammit...it better be,” Cliff sighed, turning to Eden. “Are you sure you're okay with this?”
“I'm fine,” she smiled. “Are you?”
Cliff shrugged, sucking it up and once again standing tall. “I'm not a Vice-Captain for nothin', am I? Come on, let's get out of here.”
The two of them had barely made their way out of the circular room when Tao called out: “Cliff!”
Eden turned, but Cliff waved her to keep moving. She spun around, frowning, and reluctantly walked to the platform alone.
“Good, I kinda wanted to talk to you by myself...” Cliff, said, moving back up to Tao. “You know--”
“Eden is in grave danger,” the Seneschal spoke quietly. “I knew it from the moment you brought her from that tunnel. I just didn't know if you knew.”
Cliff stared at his superior, stunned. “You're pretty perceptive, you know that?”
“Don't worry,” Tao assured him. “It was just...an impulse. The Zodiac that attacked you -- he was obviously after her, was he not?”
“Yes.”
“Then there's no need to worry about us here. A pig does not return to an empty trough. And since both of you are going to Despair now, it will be quite a while until you're discovered again. You had a near-death experience, Cliff...but I trust it'll be one of many. Just take care of yourself and Eden, and we'll worry about everything else.”
“...you're sure?” Cliff asked, turning back one more time to acknowledge Tao's decision. I feel like...because of what happened...I just can't nod out of here in a flash, when the HQ is in such apparent danger. It's as if I'm abandoning them...and I swore never to make that mistake again.
“It's fine,” Tao shook his hand, dismissing the subject. “Now, I am sending you on the mission to the dimension of Despair, to retrieve the clock within the catacombs of its earth. Fourth Division Vice-Captain, Cliff Walden, will you accept this mission?”
"Yes, sir." Cliff flipped Tao a thumbs-up, and then moved to catch up with Eden.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
The townspeople did not move to greet Eden and Cliff as they stepped out of the entrance to the oil refinery, the only piece of modern technology in the desert town of Land's End. Cliff shut the door to the chamber behind them, which doubled as storage room and dimensional portal.
“So, is this place positioned in the same coordinates as the chamber that we left Israfel in?” Eden asked Cliff, as she stepped down the shaky metal steps.
“No, this was a pre-dispositioned transport,” Cliff explained. “We have technology in Israfel that allows us to pinpoint the exact coordinates where we wish to arrive. Otherwise, we probably would have been tossed out into the desert somewhere, caught inside a twister or something.”
“Ah...” Eden nodded, stepping onto the ground softly as the sand filled her sandals.
Not one person came out of the row of houses that seemed to stretch all the way down past the horizon as the two stepped into the main street. The pipes from the oil refinery stretched around the housing area like a blockade, letting nothing save the sun penetrate its defenses. It wasn't some trick -- they weren't planning on catching Eden and selling her into slavery for money. He knew why they weren't coming out.
It's because of me.
“Eden...” Cliff began, “there's something I have to tell you.”
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As you know, this is my birthplace – even though no one considers me a citizen anymore. I took away all the shining hope that remained in this village. The little hope that these people had left...I destroyed all of that.
Her name was Elendria McNeil. She was a beautiful woman, with flowing blond hair, born into this village by her father, a poor miner named Jerome McNeil, and her mother, Christine McNeil, the town's premier dressmaker and tailor. As a child, she and I didn't socialize much. I played cowboy games with the boys, and she stayed inside, knitting with the other women. It wasn't until we were both teenagers that we truly became inseparable. I met her while at the Land's End annual social, and recognized her, but had never seen her outside of her normal clothes. She was wearing a beautiful gown, and, standing over there by her lady-friends, looked like an angel that had fallen from heaven. I was stunned, and from that night on...I made it my priority to become her beloved.
We lived very close to each other, so after a few weeks of talking and smiling, I finally decided to court her. Elendria's father was hardly home, so it was her mother who first authorized my seeing her. I was just Cliff, an orphaned farmhand, and she was one of the most popular girls in town. We had some great months together...Elendria truly was the woman of my dreams. After about half a year, we both were far past realizing that we wanted to marry each other. Her mother never said anything to me, but I know she approved of our relationship...which meant that all that was left was asking her father.
This wouldn't have been such a tough task for me, Cliff Walden, the daredevil of Land's End...but he was one tough nut to crack. He knew how reckless I was...the few times I met him, it felt like he was peering into my soul...and that he somehow knew of what was to come. As a father, he cared about his daughter with all his heart, and he must have somehow known ahead of time that she would later die. He wasn't home the day I decided to talk to him, so I sat there in the house, waiting with Elendria and her mother. When he didn't come home after dark, we figured something was amiss. I volunteered to trek down to the Lawson Mine to see if everything was all right, and Elendria demanded to come with me. I should have been firmer -- I should have said no, that it was too dangerous, considering the circumstances...but I loved her so much, and had done everything in my power so far to grant her every wish...that I was foolish enough to let her come with me.
We reached the mine about fifteen minutes later. Outside, we noticed nothing wrong. If I would have left her there, everything might have been fine. I led her in with me though, anxious for a chance to be heroic, save her father, and win his trust and respect as his daughter's future husband. When we entered the opening to the cave, I could hear some shouting from the back. You see, the way they set up mines here in Despair is a bit peculiar. They'll make a large opening in the front of the cave for storage, equipment and stuff, kind of like a lobby. Then, they thin out the passageway as the mine gets deeper, so that there's a straight line for drilling, explosives, etc. Hearing that shouting all the way from the lobby, I knew that her father must be in trouble. I took a shotgun from the arms rack and walked through the corridor to the working area. I told Elendria to stay there, and that I'd return if everything was safe. As I entered the deep catacombs of the mine, the volume of the shouting escalated. It was...it was such a stupid, insignificant problem. Jerome McNeil had been pinned up against a wall by some ruffian bandits. Bandits live all around the desert, and hide in caves with their brothers, attacking nearby mines every now and then. This kind of thing happened all the time, and was easily taken care of by the local miners, who kept firearms on hand at all times.
What should have been such an easy problem to sort out, however, proved to be the worst mistake of my entire life. Jerome was totally defenseless, and as his eyes looked to the opening, he gasped.
“Cliff!” he shouted, as the men with guns, now also aware of my presence, turned to me. “What are you doing here?!”
Feeling the adrenaline rushing through my body, I opened fire on five bandits, knocking all of them down before they could even get a shot in. I was known throughout the town as an amazing marksman, and was thrilled to use my skills to save my future father-in-law's life. He came over to me, his eyes wide with surprise.
“Cliff...” he gasped. “You came. How did you know?”
“I have to tell you something very important, Mr. McNeil...later,” I said, grinning the whole time. "Elendria's waiting for us at the entrance. C'mon, let's get going.”
“W, what?!” Jerome suddenly backed up, his surprised grin turned into an expression of utter horror. “You brought Elendria here?! Why?!”
“She begged me to come!” I told him, not losing my idiotic smile. "Besides, it's fine, I left her at the entrance. She's alright, don't worry.”
“You idiot!!” Jerome screamed. “It's a trap! They were waiting for the head miner to come through the entrance to help me so that they can kill him! Where is she?! Elendria!!”
He darted forward into the passageway, and I quickly followed. We reached the entrance only to see the rest of bandits, at least three dozen men in total, their leader holding Elendria by the neck. I shouted her name, and she looked back at me, tears in her eyes. She hadn't been hurt yet, but she was incredibly scared. I cursed myself, picked up my shotgun and held it out to the leader, demanding that he let her go.
“Heheheheh...” the leader, a dirty-faced man with a greasy mouth laughed. “It seems we got a'selves sumpin' better than a head miner, boys...” he guffawed, as Elendria sniffed her tears back. “We got a'selves a new girlie pal.”
I cocked the shotgun and held it straight toward his head, telling him once again to put her down. As I did so, the group of bandits raised their guns as well, and a huge wave of helplessness rushed over me.
“I'll distract them,” Jerome decided, preparing to dive across to draw their attention. “Kill the leader and save Elendria.”
“No, you can't!” I refused. “I'll think of a way to get us all out of here unscathed.”
“What makes you think I care about that?!” Jerome shouted. “You love my daughter, that's all that matters! Don't worry about an old fool like me. Now go!”
Without another word, Jerome dove across, and they immediately began to shoot at him. He was fast for a man his age, but no match for fifty pistols. Bullets began to strike him in non-vital areas at first, but soon he was cornered, and his body was reduced to shreds in mere minutes.
I had no time to waste in mourning, and turned back to the gang leader with ferocity. Jerome had sacrificed his life so that his daughter and I could be happy, and there was no way I was going to let his wish go unwarranted...or so I thought.
The leader raised his pistol to shoot me, but I was quicker. I pulled the trigger of my shotgun and shot off his left hand in a flash. He growled, and I figured he had no other possible defense against a second shot...so I pulled the trigger again.
The bandit grinned crazily and quickly turned his body 90 degrees to the side. My bullet struck Elendria on the left side of her body, ripping through her chest and piercing her heart in an instant.
I dropped the shotgun and grabbed my face in horror. The shrieking was unbearable, and I sunk to my knees, crying. I stared at her lifeless body as it crumpled to the ground, oblivious to my own pathetic howling. The rest of the bandits looked at me with malice and aimed carefully...but they never had a chance to fire.
I had shot all the extra bullets I had left for the shotgun, but even if I had had more, I doubt that I would have used them. I dove into into the crowd of bandits and heard nothing but gunfire coming from every direction. And then...I began to kill. And kill. And kill. Even those that had died due to their partners' misfires were just the same to me. I ripped every single bandit in that mine to shreds, and the funny part was...I did it with ease.
I knew nothing of psynergy back then, but today, I am almost positive that it was what I had used to destroy those men. Just thinking about it now awakens a frightening, primal rage that still lives deep inside of me. I can hardly remember it clearly, but I was positive that when I was finished, each and every bandit had been completely dismembered. I specifically remember coming to the leader last, his eyes wide in fear, sniveling, begging for me to have mercy on him. I spat as a reply and then ripped both of his arms from him...then his legs...finally finishing with his head. I did not feel regret as I did this...I smiled. I picked up Elendria's limp body in my bloodied arms, a blank expression on my face. After it was all over, I realized that there were about five to ten bullet shots that actually penetrated my flesh, but miraculously, none of them had struck vital organs or even broken a bone. I don't think it was a miracle, however. I think it was my fury that held them back. I had never felt so powerful in my life, and at the same time, I had never felt so completely horrible. Adding her father's body to my load, I carried both of them back into town. It took Mrs. McNeil a total of two seconds to scream and faint upon my arrival. I just placed their bodies on the floor in front of her, and calmly went over to the sheriff's.
I don't know what had overcome me that night. I neither cried nor screamed after killing the bandits. I couldn't assess what had happened...couldn't even fathom the extreme sadness and fury that had erupted within me. It overloaded my heart, and I was left with an empty soul. The only thing I had left from the terrible tragedy was my bloodstained shotgun...the weapon I carry with me even now – Sin – as a reminder of my transgressions.
After the incident, their bodies were given proper burials and I was asked to tell the sheriff the story. I did it quickly and efficiently...utterly emotionless. I told her how I had entered the mine with Elendria, how Jerome had sacrificed his life to give me a chance to save her, and how I had shot her in the heart. From start to finish, just as I'm doing with you, Eden. That was about the time when Christine attempted to strangle me. I let her, but she was quickly stopped by the sheriff, a kind-hearted woman by the name of Robin Cole.
“It's not his fault!” Robin insisted, ripping Christine's arms from my neck and placing her back into her chair. "He did all that he could, don't blame him!"
“IT IS HIS FAULT!” Christine shrieked, her eyes ablaze. “He put my Jerome into that situation, and he failed to protect my daughter!! He's an utter waste of life!!”
I don't remember all the things she called me that day, all the accusations that were thrown onto me – some of them true. They didn't mean anything to me, though. It had been three days since the incident, and I only felt one thing: that it truly had been all my fault. I dragged them both into that situation, they had both lost their lives, and somehow, I continued to live through it all. Christine left town a few days later, cursing me all the way. She was never seen again. Robin had been sympathetic with me the whole time, and I still thank her for that today. She was the only one in town who truly understood my plight, and although I didn't deserve the pity...she gave it to me. To everyone else, I was someone who took an unnecessary risk and killed two very important people in town. They all hated me. Robin, as the sheriff, couldn't side with me in public, or she would lose her job. Every time I looked into her eyes, though, it was almost as if she was saying she was sorry.
By then, there was nothing left in the town for me. I was an orphan, dumped in the town by my parents when I was only a child, and had lived in an orphanage until I could rent my own room in a house. After that day, my landlord refused to accept me back. I had nowhere to go.
I slept in the back alley behind the town jail. I was ostracized by the entire village, which in some ways, was good. No one spoke to me, but conversely, no one wanted me dead -- as far as the law went, it hadn't been my fault. The McNeil family was gone, so no one had a family vendetta against me. It was bad enough that the friends of Elendria and Jerome had been extremely angry, but now it was as if the whole town refused to acknowledge my existence.
A week passed...and soon I had gone without food for over three days. I was preparing to commit suicide...after all, there was nothing left for me. My true love was gone, I had no friends, no family -- nothing left to live for. But, it was in that darkest hour that I met my savior: Tao Fukunaga.
“So this is the famed marksman I have been hearing so much about.” He had been watching me for a while, I assumed, but this was the first time I had ever seen him. His small face smiled warmly at me and he stepped forward: “ hear your landlord threw you out.”
At first, I thought he was a traveler, with no knowledge of what had happened. I later found out that he had been in touch with Robin, who apparently had some history of contact with the Guild. He knew what had happened, but did not mention it to me. He offered me a place to stay, employment, food...basically the chance to start all over again. I didn't want to accept it...but there was something in his eyes that made me yearn for it. Despair, as a dimension, was relatively new to the Dimensional Alliance, but I had heard all about the Knights, their jobs, and what they did. In short...they protected. It was something that I had promised I would do for Elendria, only a short week after we first fell in love with each other. To protect...I needed to protect someone. I knew that I could never make up for the colossal crimes I had committed that night, but nevertheless, I wanted to try my best at protecting others again. Even if I could not be saved no matter how many people I protected after that, I still wanted to do it. I was going to atone for my sins, whether or not I had any chance of retribution.
When Tao contacted me that day, he brought me back to reality. No longer did I feel withdrawn from life. Yes, a horrible circumstance had happened to me...and it would have been wrong of me not to mourn for them. But I was missing that very important final step: moving on. Even if it was, in God's eye, my fault...there was nothing I could do but move on, and make up for what had happened. That was what I planned to do, then...live through it all. It was all I could do.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“Cliff...” Eden's face was wet with tears, and she held out her arm to him. “I had no idea...”
“Stop,” he turned from her to wipe off his own. “I didn't tell you that story for pity, or anything else. I just...just thought that you should know.”
Eden didn't know what to do. Ever since she had met him, she had just been going along with him, treating him like a superior, one who knew about her, but didn't feel the need to tell Eden about himself. This hadn't stopped her from growing feelings for him, and treating him as a true friend; but now, Cliff had spilled his entire past to her, and it almost seemed like he needed to depend on her. Someone to protect...had he been talking about me? She suddenly felt very afraid...this man had just completely humbled himself in front of her, opened up his darkest secrets to her. She didn't know how to react.
“Anyway,” Cliff stretched his arms out and looked forward. “Cheer up. That's all in the past. We need to stop at the sheriff's office first and tell them that we made it here okay. C'mon, I'll introduce you to Robin.”
Cliff and Eden made their way down the main street of Land's End, Cliff's brown cowboy outfit blending in perfectly with the atmosphere, and Eden's breezy clothes flowing in the dusty wind. They eventually arrived at the sheriff's office, a large wooden house that was connected to the jail, a stony old dugout.
They pushed open the rickety wooden door and entered the main lobby, a chestnut black-walled room with various stuffed animal heads mounted on the walls. A stone fireplace was built into the side, only adding to the old-western feeling Eden felt from the whole place..
Cliff looked around for any signs of life, but no one was behind the main desk. He motioned to Eden, and she followed him down into the back hallway. He turned the corner into the infirmary, the only open door, to see three people gathered around a covered body on a small bed.
“Cliff!!” The woman whom Eden guessed was Robin Cole stood up to greet her old friend. She was nothing like Eden had imagined -- a vibrant woman with curly blond hair, in her late 40s. She had an amazing hourglass figure, one that made the woman in Eden a bit jealous. Robin wore a white blouse tucked into tight brown pants, and her smiling, attractive face looked like anything but a sheriff's. She seemed very surprised to see Cliff standing in the doorway, and equally surprised to see Eden next to him.
“It's nice to see you again, Robin.” Cliff greeted her.
“Aw, don't be so shy, you scoundrel,” Robin said, moving up and giving Cliff a welcoming hug. “I know you missed me. Bet there aren't too many pretty girls up at that Guild, is there? You prolly just came back to see if I'm not taken yet,” she joked, turning to Eden. “Then again, I may be wrong on two accounts! This is quite a catch you got here, Cliff, quite a catch...didn't know you were into younger women, though...” Robin chuckled. “What is she? Fourteen? Fifteen?”
“Seventeen...” Eden whispered softly. This woman, however nice she looked, seemed very outspoken.
“Seventeen? What kinda scam you tryin' to pull, hon?" Robin arched back, laughing. “If'n I looked that good at seventeen, I'd a got me a rich husband and moved outta this hell hole. Well, at least, if I had no self-esteem!” she laughed even louder. “I'm Robin Cole. Nice ta' meetcha.”
Eden put her hand out, amazed at the woman's firm grip. Her arms were easily twice the size of Eden's, and she could feel Robin's great strength in just a simple handshake. Eden smiled and quickly pulled her hand back, rubbing it sheepishly.
“But you ain't lookin' too shabby yourself...” Robin turned back to Cliff. “You know, a lotta stuff's died down, if'n you know what I mean...” the smile faded from her face. “You came back at a pretty odd time, though. There's been some strange stuff happenin' round here.”
“We're here on business from the Guild,” Cliff explained. “The Seneschal said he got news that a few miners found a Clock buried in a nearby deposit...is that true?”
“Yeah, yeah, that's the bona fide truth!” Another person spoke up, turning Eden's attention to the other two people in the room. They were both men, and from the looks of it, father and son. The first speaker was an old, shriveled man, his tongue wagging like a dog's as he talked. “I'm the head miner of that there mine, and one o' my boys come up to me yesserday, and he say 'hey, pa' -- that's what evry'one calls me, they call me pa -- 'we got a'selves a peculiar little object buried in th' stratum, here.' So I goes down to the mining site, and sure 'nuff, there's a Clock sittin' in that there rock! Now, one of my boys speaks up, and he tells me that the Guild is lookin' for these kinda Clocks, an' told anyone who finds one of 'em to report it immediately. So, I says, 'leave it there, let's start somewhere else. Ashton' --that's boy's name, this one sittin' next to me here is Ashton-- 'Ashton, you go on back ta' town and make sure we report this to them Guild folks.' And sure 'nuff, when we all return to town that night, Ashton here tells us that ya'll be sendin' some folks to claim that there Clock the next day. Well, I says, 'that's awful nice, of em', so I tells my other boy Kurt, 'Kurt, be a pal, and next mornin', you take a hike up to that mine, and you bring the Clock on back for them Knight fellers when they come to pick it up.' I mean, you boys are awful nice, puttin' your lifes on the line all the time to make sure we're all nice n' safe, so I thought it'd be nice of us to haul it on up for you. So this mornin', I sent Kurt on out to get the clock, as lunchtime comes around, he ain't back yet! So this afternoon, Ashton and me, we go out searchin' for him, and instead, we find this here child lyin' face-down in the dirt, blood covered over his chest like he had been lyin' up against a red fence or sumpin'. So, I think, 'well, maybe this here boy knows where my Kurt is,' and we brang him on back here. An' that's the full story, sir.”
Cliff had trouble following the man's slurred speech, but got the main idea, even if it was a bit scattered. I remember this guy - Robert Daltzorne. He hadn't been as old and grey when I first left, but I still remember him, and his two sons: Ashton and Kurtis. It's only a coincidence that the old codger doesn't seem to remember me. Things are starting to look unusual, however...Despair has never been big on accepting technology from the outside. Most of the people here have always been stuck in their own ways, so not recovering the Clock was smart on their part. Desparians are often wary of technology, and I wouldn't be surprised if one of the rowdy miners would have inadvertently damaged the artifact on its way out. But sending a boy to pick it up, only to have him mysteriously disappear...I want to say it was bandits, but recent events make me think otherwise...
“It seems like our only clue is this here boy,” Robin pointed to the body that lay under the bedspread. “Hasn't said a word, yet, though. I looked him over, and he's been cut somethin' nasty...right around the heart. Prolly wasn't someone, though, but something. This boy has so much dust in and around his body, all I can guess is that the poor fool walked right into a twister!”
“Impossible!” Bob Daltzorne shouted. “If'n there was a twister, we'd a heard about it days before it hit our town! 'sides, I'd never send Kurt out there in the middle of a twister...who'd do the same to their son?”
“Wait,” Ashton, the muscular boy who had been quiet the whole time, piped up. “While I was setting up the equipment this morning, after Kurt had left, I saw a large dust cloud rising from the distance. It didn't look like no twister...it looked like an explosion.”
“Then indeed, he is our only clue to what happened...” Cliff deduced, staring at the body beneath the sheet. “He isn't dead, is he?”
“Naw, only tired and dehydrated. I bandaged up his wound -- 'twas directly in front of his heart.” Robin stared at the clump underneath the bedsheets. “Amazin', it was such a clean cut, and whatever had sliced him seemed to have gotten halfway through one o' his ribbones before it fell out.” She walked over and moved the sheets down from Vance's mouth, revealing his pale face. His dark eyes were closed, and his pale lips moved gently as he slowly breathed. “He was awake for a while, but then he fell back asleep. Seemed like he was sleep-walkin'. Whatever happened to him, it sure took a lot out of him. Then again, he ain't much to look at. He's pretty skinny, and got no muscle at all. Skin's pale as well, so maybe he was one o' those cliff-dwellers.”
“What are these clothes?” Cliff asked, removing the sheet from the bed and staring at Vance's attire. “These are his original clothes?”
“Yeah. When he was awake, we let him alone to get dressed and wash up in the bathroom, and he just walked on out and fell asleep in this here bed before we knew it. Pretty peculiar clothes...definitely not your standard desert wear.”
The youth was wearing a black leather jacket with a blank white t-shirt underneath and a loose pair of jeans. The clothes were damp from being washed, yet there were still traces of sand and dust on them.
“Hm...” Cliff pondered. “Eden, come over here. Are these Earth clothes?”
Eden moved over to the boy lying asleep on the bed. She moved down to look at the inside of his jacket, to check the designer label, and suddenly, his face came to life. His eyes were stranger than any Eden had ever seen before – dark, void-like pupils, with a tiny black ring around them, encasing a white iris. A confused expression slowly began to form on his face, his lips parted, and then he spoke:
"Who the hell are you?"
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Vance vaguely remembered being taken out of the truck and dragged into a small rickety house. They had given him water, which he had drunk greedily, and then let him use the bathroom as he pleased. He had nearly fallen asleep in the shower, so happy to feel the coolness of the water against his aching skin. Afterwards, he guessed that someone had washed his clothes. Vance didn't really care at this point...he was relieved just to be alive and breathing, even though he had lost much blood. The dust had been removed from his clothes, but they were still wet, and his shirt had a large bloodstain on it. He felt as if he were in a dream, but couldn't really tell. All he was focused on at the moment was the strange girl who was inspecting his jacket.
“I said, who the hell are you?” he repeated, looking around. So we got several more people here: some cowboy reject and what I guess is his wife, even though she looks more like a prostitute in a cowgirl outfit. Who's the skinny little thing next to him? A mistress? Oh, yes, and then we have the colorful old, wrinkly man, and his bodybuilder son -- the two hicks who picked me up in the first place. Vance had no idea what was going on, but as usual...he didn't really care.
“You know what, on second thought, I really don't wanna know,” he changed his mind, getting up out of the bed and turning to leave. “Thanks for saving my life and everything; do any of you know where I can catch a bus or something to get out of here?”
The five people in the room stared at Vance, all at a loss for words.
“As I suspected...he's not from this dimension after all...” Cliff moved forward to Vance. “Tell me your name, and where you come from.”
“Why should I? Sorry I don't have any money or anything to pay you guys for saving my ass, but I think I was just dumped off in this place by my idiot parents, who most likely think I'm dead. So if you don't mind, I'd like to get the hell out of here so I can go file a case of child abuse.”
“Hey! You've got some attitude, kid!” Cliff shouted, his anger rising. He grabbed Vance by the collar of his bloodstained shirt and looked him in the eye. “Let me clue you into something here: you aren't in your own world anymore! I don't know what happened to you or where you're from, but wherever you think you are, you aren't! So just tell me what you last remember before you were in the desert!"
Vance looked Cliff in the eye. He looks like a cowboy, that is for sure, what with his dirty-blond hair hanging under his hat, to his leather vest, and his ripped-up chaps. But there's another thing -- this guy looks kinda dangerous. I can't place it, but he has a serious aura about him. The skinny girl, the guy's wife, and the two hicks...maybe I just better tell them something...otherwise, I could very well be wandering the desert for the rest of my life.
“Fine,” he grunted, stepping down and adjusting his shirt. “My name is Vance Dancougar. I live in Murrysville, which is a suburb of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, zip code 15668. I don't know what happened to me. I tried to commit suicide by stabbing myself, but obviously, we can all see that didn't work. My guess is that my parents found me, thought I was dead, and tossed me out into the desert.”
“So that explains the cut...” Robin raised an eyebrow. “Vance, I'm Sheriff Robin Cole. Them two guys found you out in the desert, covered in dust. D'you remember being caught in a twister or sumpin' like that?”
“No.”
“Vance, why would your parents do that?” Cliff continued to question him. “By the way, I'm Cliff Walden, the Vice-Captain of the 4th division of Dimensional Knights.”
Cliff's last sentence blew straight by Vance, and he simply concentrated on the question. “Well, to tell you the truth, I don't really know. My mother died a few years back, and my dad remarried. My stepmother hates me, so I wouldn't be surprised if she did it. My dad...I just don't know who he is anymore.”
“You're from Earth, aren't you?" Cliff inquired, becoming more and more anxious by the minute.
“Cliff...” Vance watched as the girl who awoke him moved and grabbed the Knight's arm. “Maybe we should leave him alone for a while. He just woke up, after all.”
Are they a couple? She has trashy fake red hair, but look at those bright eyes...Vance saw Eden give him a concerned glance, and he couldn't help but feel attracted to her. She looks kinda skinny – and not a day over 15...but what the hell?
“Just tell me,” Cliff persisted, “You still haven't answered my question. Are you from Earth or not?!”
Vance looked at the tall blonde cowboy, completely confused. “What do you think, smartass -- I just stepped off the moon? Why are you interrogating me, anyway? I just want to get out of here.”
Cliff grabbed Vance's arm as he turned to leave. “You can disbelieve me if you want, but once you exit that door, you're on your own. This isn't your world. It's not our fault if you wander back into the desert and starve... that's your decision. But if you want to cooperate, answer our questions – and maybe even find out something about what happened to you -- then throw out the bad-boy attitude and stay put.”
Once again, Vance Dancougar and Cliff Walden locked eyes. Cliff was a few inches taller than Vance, but not enough to impose on him. They started to stare each other down, and Vance finally rolled his eyes away, looking to the girl with the red hair. “So. If I'm not on Earth, someone's got to tell me where I am.”
“I'll tell you,” Eden approached him, and Vance almost immediately felt an urge to move back. These kind of girls are dangerous...manipulative monsters that only want to emotionally destroy me. She seems no different – except there is something in her eyes...no, her entire face. It looks concerned, genuinely concerned -- and more than anything, familiar...but how can I really trust her?
“My name is Eden Gardener, and I'm also from Earth. However...I was saved by Cliff when I was in danger. I really don't know how to explain this to you. It was a shock at first for me too. But as a fellow Earthling, I think that it'll be easiest if I tell you.”
Vance crossed his arms and looked at her skeptically, not daring to show any signs of interest. “Oh yeah?”
“I know you're afraid,” she said, reaching out to him. “I was too...but it's okay to show it. I can tell that there's something inside of you, holding you down. You just need to open up.”
“Get away from me!” Vance yelled, pushing her soft arm from him. “What are you doing? I don't need to open anything up! Just tell me what you need to tell me and let me go!”
“You can't go anywhere,” Cliff told him. “This is Despair, one of the many dimensions that co-exist with your Earth. It's a dimension composed almost completely of sand, and this particular town just happens to be surrounded by miles of desert on all sides. No matter where you run, you'll be dead. I need to know how you got here. Your appearance here can't just be some coincidence.”
“I'm not stupid,” Vance glared at Cliff. “You're telling me that I've hopped dimensions or something like that, aren't you? I've seen those stupid movies...people going into alternate dimensions and stuff. Is that what you're trying to say?"
“Well, I guess I don't have to now,” Cliff shrugged. “I don't know how you got here, but the fact is...you are here. Like I said, I'm from the Guild of Dimensional Knights, on a mission to reclaim something very important. I need you to tell me if you know anything about the Clocks.”
Vance's eyes widened. This whole time, he had been regarding this Cliff guy as a total lunatic, just spouting off random nonsense to earn cheap, fake trust. Except just then... the way he said that word...just the tone he used...there was no mistaking it. He's talking about the very same Clock that I took from the antiques shop. But then, if that's so...
“The Clock,” Vance gasped, the revelation hitting him dead-on. “It was the Clock.”
“What?!” Cliff grabbed Vance's shoulders and shook him. “You know about the Clock?! Who told you? Or did you find it yourself?”
“I don't know what clock you're talking about...” Vance started, “but last night, I found a Clock with 13 numbers on it in some old store, and I took it home with me. This morning, when I tried to kill myself -- I'm almost positive that it struck thirteen.”
“Huh?” Cliff stepped back, stupefied. “I didn't think one existed on Earth, but that has to be it...”
“Eh?!” Robert jumped up as well, not wanting to miss the action. “Does he know sumpin' bout my Kurt?”
“No...” Cliff said, putting an arm up to stop Robert from moving forward. “What else do you know, Vance?”
“I told you, nothing. It was that damn Clock,” he said, truly taking in his surroundings for the first time. “I've been transported to another dimension...the knife must have been left back on Earth, while my body was moved here. And that's the only reason I'm alive right now. Because of that Clock, I was able to remove myself from the world...”
“But...but how did you?” Cliff's mind roared into overdrive. “How could you utilize the Clock? You had to activate it to jump dimensions. I realize now that it was just chance that you turned up where you did -- it's some distorted kind of luck. I'm eternally grateful we got to you before the Dark Zodiacs did.”
“What do you mean, activate it?” Vance asked, suddenly interested. I can save being wary until later...ever since I found that Clock, it's like I became obsessed with it. Cliff seems to know a lot, and maybe he can tell me what that thing is all about...even if it does put me at risk. “I found it roughly 24 hours ago. It was already ticking then. But...it wasn't going on the same frequency as a normal clock. It was slower, and steadily rising to 13.”
“So someone activated it before you. That makes more sense.” Cliff's hand lightly scratched his stubble. “Then it wasn't just a coincidence that you popped up here. Someone must have already entered the exact coordinates for the tunneling procedure. But...according to our research, only the Bearer can make true contact with them. This is strange. It's hard to get clearance into Earth, but this is an extenuating circumstance. I'll contact the Seneschal and have a scout sent out to retrieve the Clock at once. ”
“Cliff, you mean there's more of those Clocks?” Eden spoke up.
“Yes. According to the legend, there were twelve Clocks created, each one to represent the souls of the followers of the original man who caused the initial Collapsing. The Bearer, a special person who has the gift to bear the Clocks, may use them to travel through the universe unharnessed. No limits, no recharging needed. It can be done instantaneously, without breaks. And it is said, that if all twelve were to be used in unison...it could open the doors to the Space-Time Continuum.”
“What is that?” Eden asked. Vance did not speak, but still did not move his eyes from Cliff, anxiously awaiting his answer.
“The crux of the universe. Originally said to be the 'first' dimension, it is that which holds together every other dimension. In the legends, it was also the place where God resides.”
“The place where God resides...” Robin echoed. “I remember hearing about it. So that's why they want the clocks -- the Dark Zodiacs, I mean.”
“Yes. Unlocking the door to the Space-Time Continuum could potentially mean...” Cliff's voice wavered uncertainly, “...unlocking the power of God.”
Vance was dumbstruck. Everything I thought I knew...all my opinions, all my theories...are they all wrong? My whole world is crumbling in front of me, and yet at the same time...it's expanding.
“Vance, you must tell me,” Cliff begged. “Who did you get that Clock from?”
“I didn't get it from anybody...” Vance sighed embarrassedly, “I stole it. There was something about it...it seemed to call to me.”
“Yes. It was the psynergy. All the clocks have psynergy emitting from them. You were just following your natural instincts.”
This boy... Cliff thought, amazed. I can sense that he has a psynergy aura of his own -- and he doesn't even know it! I wish I knew who he was, because he can't be -- he's definitely no Earthling, that's for sure.
“Who was the man you stole it from?”
“I dunno.” Vance shrugged. “Some old guy. I looked at his journal...his name was Edgar J. Caskett.”
“Doesn't ring a bell,” Cliff pursed his lips, “but the Seneschal might know. Vance, if you want to have any hope of getting back to your world, come with me.”
“Screw that,” Vance shrugged. “I don't want to go back to that hell hole. This place seems more interesting, anyway.”
“If you say so...” Cliff eyed the boy oddly. He has a definite attitude about him...not that I expected anything more from an Earthling. And yet...beneath that dark exterior of his, there's something else...and I know he's here for a reason.
“Well, I don't know so much 'bout what you folks're talkin' 'bout,” Robert said, looking up, “But dya'll know where my Kurt is?”
“Yeah,” Ashton stood by his father. “All we really want is Kurt.”
“I can't tell you,” Cliff said, turning to them. “After we get back from the mine, though, we'll definitely tell you about anything we find.”
“What are you going after?” Vance asked.
“There's a Clock buried in the bottom of a mine. I was sent here on a mission to retrieve it before anyone else does.”
“Okay then,” Vance brushed his hair back. “These Dark Zodiacs you were talking about...they're pretty bad, huh?”
“They're a band of assassins, who have laid waste to entire countries on their own. If they opened the gate to the Space-Time Continuum, I don't need to tell you that it would be utterly catastrophic.”
“Heh. Sounds pretty interesting to me. So they're gonna be at that mine too?” Vance asked mischeviously.
“Hopefully...they won't be,” Cliff answered Vance gravely. “At least, they shouldn't know it's here yet.”
“I see.” Vance nodded. “Well then, I'm gonna tag along.”
“Me too,” Eden piped up, making sure she wasn't forgotten. “I'm not going to sit around here while you guys have all the fun.”
Cliff looked to her reluctantly. “I don't know if it's such a good idea.”
Eden returned his gaze with determination. “Are you forgetting what happened in Israfel City, Cliff? You don't have to protect me.”
Cliff said nothing and looked away, hurt. “Well...do you know anything about psynergy, Vance?"
“What the hell is that?”
“Hm...I'll explain it to you on the way,” Cliff said, amazed that a boy with such a powerful aura could know so little. “Robin, can we borrow your buggy?”
“Sorry,” Robin shook her head, getting up from her seat, where she had been patiently sitting during the conversation. “I lent it out to Kurt this morning...and he sure as hell ain't brought it back yet.”
“Okay...” Cliff bit his lip, looking around. “Is there any other mode of transportation we can use? The mine in question is rather far from here, isn't it?”
“It's about an hour's walk,” she answered. “You up to it, big guy?”
Cliff sighed. “Well, I suppose it will give us time to talk. Vance and Eden...you two can make it, right?”
“Well, we don't have any other choice, do we?” Vance shrugged.
“He's right.” Eden shook her head. “We should just get going before it gets any darker.”
“Alright,” Cliff turned and headed down the hallway. “Let's move out.”
“Hey,” Vance whispered to Eden as Cliff headed into the street. “Are you and he--"
“So what if we are?” Eden interrupted cleverly, mocking his own defiant attitude.
I can't tell if she was being serious, or confusing me on purpose...Vance frowned. Man, I hate women.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
The moon glimmered as Cliff, Eden, and Vance made their way to the abandoned mine. Cliff's psynergy explanation to Vance was just coming to a close as they reached the large rocky outcropping that stood in front of the cave.
“Now, Eden, I want you to try focusing your psynergy into your right fist,” he ordered, looking to her.
“Alright...” she said nervously, holding out her fist, and staring at it, concentrating. After a few moments of silence, a faint orange glow covered it. She looked at it in surprise, and then suddenly it disappeared.
“That's good for your first time.” Cliff gave her a smile of encouragement. “Most of the time people can't even concentrate it into a certain part of their body. You did well to figure that much out. Now all you need is firmer power. You'll get it all down eventually, so keep practicing.”
“If she punches someone with her fist concentrated like that, it'll have more force behind it?” Vance asked, interested.
“Exactly,” Cliff confirmed. “Watch, I'll demonstrate.” He held up his fist and closed his eyes. After about three seconds, it erupted into a glow of bright tan light, illuminating the otherwise dark landscape. “It can also be used as a light,” he noted. “Now Vance, let's see you try it.”
“Alright,” Vance said enthusiastically, eager to have his turn. He stared at his fist intently, tightening it as much as he could, centering all of his mental efforts around the power within his fist. Soon, his whole arm erupted in a purple blaze. “Ahh!” he shouted, waving his arm in fright and consequently losing his concentration. That feeling...it's so nostalgic for some reason. And yet, at the same time...it's really frightening.
“Holy...” Cliff watched Vance's arm, now empty and hanging limp at his side. “It was as I expected...you have an incredible amount of psynergy inside you, Vance. If only you could learn to concentrate it better, you'd be incredibly powerful.”
“Interesting,” Vance grinned, flexing his arm again. Powerful...I can't say I don't desire power. He looked up at Cliff, who was still in awe at what he had just seen. “Thanks, I guess,” he diverted his eyes from the person he was thanking, “for you know, teaching me, or whatever.”
“Now, all you're doing so far is creating a little light.” Cliff explained, as the trio walked under the outcropping and the gaping mouth of the mineshaft came into view. “If we run into anyone, I want you to let me handle it. If anything, all you're able to do is pad your fist or arm for a normal punch. You're not able to truly enhance it with psynergy, an act that's vital for dire situations. Hopefully, there won't be anything dangerous in here, though.”
“Man, stop getting all dramatic on us!” Vance scoffed, rife with excitement and agitation. “Who cares? Let's just go in and get the Clock, and then get out. Whoever's in there can come at me, I'll kick his ass.”
Cliff angrily watched Vance walk calmly towards the cave's entrance, concentrate psynergy into his arm, and move fearlessly inside.
“Well...maybe he does have a point.” Eden shrugged, following her fellow teenager's lead. “You said it yourself, we're good for beginners.”
Cliff bit his lip, irritated. Not only is he ungrateful and aloof, but now Eden is on his side. It's not because he's charismatic, though...that kid is just so weird. I can feel it too. There's such an enigmatic aura about him. I can't help being envious of the guy, even though he disgusts me at the same time. He quickly walked through the crater and caught up with Eden and they both entered the cave, following Vance's faint trail of light.
“Vance, wait up!” Eden called, not wanting to be left behind.
“Yeah, slow down, we have to stick together,” Cliff added, quickly joining Vance. “Don't waste your psynergy if we don't need it, I don't know your body's limitations. Here, allow me,” he said, taking advantage of a chance to sway Eden's interest. He quickly powered up his fist, creating a smaller, yet significantly brighter light source than Vance's arm had produced. “I don't know what this mine looks like, so we'll just have to wing it from here,” Cliff stated, regaining the leadership position.
Sure...Vance might have slipped a good one in on me...but I haven't even begun to fight yet. I've been doing just fine by myself with Eden, but he's been trying to screw it up ever since we started walking. I don't even know if he's doing it subconsciously or not – but the point is...I've gotta keep the upper hand over this kid.
They continued down a straight passageway, slowly drawing them deeper and deeper into the mine. The walls were grey and rocky, supported only by some weak wooden slats nailed together into a frame. Eden looked around uneasily, following Cliff's bright light. Vance seemed bored, his hands still jammed in his pockets, kicking up dirt and rocks as he moved downwards, utterly unimpressed. They finally reached the bottom of the slanted passage, which opened up into a slightly larger, square room. As Cliff stepped forward, the light spread through the room and illuminated it.
“I can send my psynergy out in streams,” Cliff elaborated. “Anyone can do it with a little practice. It's hard to control, but for purposes such as this, all you need to do is send it in one direction, and it will come to a stop against any solid object. In more extreme cases, you can make it destructive.”
“Hm...” Vance held his arm out, lit up his fist, and then, after a few minutes of concentrating, shot a tiny, marble-sized ball of psynergy at the wall. It smacked into the wall as if it had been thrown, leaving a small burn mark in its wake.
“How did you learn to do that so fast?” Cliff spun around to Vance, amazed.
“I was practicing concentration when we were coming down here.” Vance shrugged. “I can do it in my arms, legs, and head now.” Vance grinned conceitedly. “Channeling the psynergy seemed pretty easy, but I didn't wanna try it and embarrass you without letting you explain it to us first.”
“...right.” Cliff wrinkled his brow, his mouth falling flat into a scowl. Alright, now he's really pissing me off! His uninterested, elitist attitude is infuriating! Cliff shoved his hand into a fist. I could give him a psynergy lesson he wouldn't forget, he grinned, regaining a sense of superiority. He's not so tough.
Cliff raised his arm up, trying to look around the room to see any type of entrance deeper into the mine. He saw a passage to the left, and as he turned to look straight ahead, he saw someone.
“Ah, finally...” a man's voice cooed, as the figure stepped into the light. “I was wondering how long you were going to make me stand here in the dark.”
A man with pale blond hair and handsome features stepped forward, now in the center of Cliff's makeshift spotlight. His blue-and-white scholastic uniform glimmered, and to Vance and Eden, he looked like a college student who had just graduated from a prestigious private university. He smiled invitingly, raising a hand to his chest.
“I am Winslow Bandeaux, the 11th member of the Dark Zodiacs.” he bowed courteously, his voice reeking of snobbery. “I'm pleased to make your acquaintance. I have gathered, from overhearing your conversation, that you are all novice psynergy users, with the possible exception of the tall man with the dirty clothes,” he gestured in Cliff's direction. “I didn't need to hear anything to know that you are here to claim the Clock that was found in the bottom of the mine. Needless to say, you will not reach it. I advise you all to turn to back immediately, or I shall need to use force to remove you from the premises. Do not attempt to fight me, as I will easily crush you. I have graduated from-” Winslow stopped abruptly, turning his eyes to Vance, who was sitting on the ground, letting out a loud, obnoxious yawn. “Excuse me, you inferior trash, but are you even listening to me? Your very lives depend on my grace and pity. I would advise you-”
“I would advise you to shut the hell up!” Vance shouted, turning his head to face Winslow's. “I don't care where you graduated from. You're an egotistic prick, and I hate you already.”
A gasp escaped Winslow's lips. “How dare you?! Do you realize how much stronger than you I am? I spent years within the legendary Psynergy Research Institute. I have achieved such a level of skill that you could not even fathom!”
“Yeah, I don't really care.” Vance shrugged. “If all these Dark Zodiacs are as arrogant and idiotic as you, I might have to beat the crap out of them as well,” he grunted, standing up and stretching.
“For your information, I joined the Dark Zodiacs because they were the only ones who could possibly stand up to my amazing power. Killing punks like you is my way of giving back to the world...by cleansing it of garbage.”
“You really do have a death wish, don't you?” Vance chuckled dryly. “We want through there to get that Clock. It seems like you were here before us, but I don't really care. I'm sick of practicing that psynergy crap without a punching bag to try it out on. I think you'll work perfectly...” he sneered.
“Vance, get back here!” Cliff demanded, the moment he realized what was about to transpire between the two hotheads. “This guy is stronger than you! He'll kill you! Let me take him!”
“Screw you!” Vance retorted, turning to Cliff. “I've dealt with bastards like this guy all my life. Egotistic jerks who think they're better than everyone else, and never seem to get any punishment for it. I'm taking this guy...and I'm going to make him beg for mercy,” Vance declared, cracking his knuckles forebodingly.
“No!” Cliff shouted. “You don't know what you're getting yourself into, Vance! Stop! Help me out here, Eden!!”
“I dunno...” Eden shrugged skeptically. “That guy doesn't look too strong, you know. I think Vance could take him if he really tried.”
“I don't believe this!!” Cliff grabbed his head in vexation. “Vance, you have to stop! You'll get yourself killed!”
“You stay out of this!” Winslow demanded, his face warped into a delusional rage. “Now, kid...you have a very smart mouth for someone who just barely managed to learn how to channel psynergy. Allow me to know your identity, so I may create a proper gravestone for you after I mutilate your worthless body.”
Vance smirked, taking off his jacket and tossing it onto the ground behind him as he answered Winslow. “All you need to know is this: I'm the guy that's gonna kick your ass.”
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Frank Arazia moved closer to the door on the eleventh floor of the Zexaron building. The room behind the door was a very important room in the complex -- a room that Frank had suddenly felt the urge to enter.
The urge struck him early that morning when he had initially arrived at work. He had received a call early in the morning, and the voice on the other line had nearly shocked him out of his skin – it was none other than good ol' Ed.
“How are you doing, Frank?” Edward's voice sounded dusty over the cell phone, shakier and faker than ever.
“Just fine,” Frank replied, his eyes staring out across the dusty expanse of the Bakersfield desert. “What can I do for you, Ed?”
“Well, I'm on my way to Bakersfield,” Edward answered, and Frank thought he heard a hint of a smile.
“Let me be the first to congratulate you then, buddy!” Frank had actually heard about Edward's promotion a few days ago. He was one of the advisors, it was his business to know who was going and who was staying. He had let out a gasp of relief that day, when he saw that Dancougar's name had stayed on the list. He didn't want to think about what a guy like that would do when his own job was ripped away from him.
“Thanks, but I really can't celebrate just yet. It's my son...”
“What's wrong?” Frank leaned closer to his phone, beads of sweat beginning to pour down his forehead.
“He disappeared yesterday,” Edward told him, almost as if it was a thing of the past. “In fact, we weren't planning on coming...except for that man's call.”
“Who?” Frank's number of questions only seemed to grow with his fear. This sounded like a genuine kidnapping – but who would kidnap such a sour grape as Ed's son?
“I forget his name...Lee, isn't it? The blond guy who met me at the diner a few days ago -- actually, the guy who promoted me in the first place.”
Grayson. It had all come back to square one then, a moment that would never be erased from Frank's mind. It was the beginning of the end.
“G, Grayson...” Frank croaked through the cell, “what the hell does he have to do with your son?”
“He said they know where he is.” Ed spoke, his voice cracking. “He told me not to worry, and just to get my ass out to California as soon as possible.”
“So what did you do?” Frank felt his own voice beginning to waver.
“Well,” Edward paused, as if performing a mental shrug. “I'm coming to California.”
The conversation had struck Frank as almost darkly funny, as if no matter how many times he had tried to look for places within the company where Grayson Lee's shadow was absent...the man's influence only seemed to grow ever stronger. That's why, right now...I'm planning to break into a part of my own company.
He moved up to the door, running his hands through his pockets and desperately searching for the key he had received when he was first ordained as an advisor.
Dammit...he cursed, finding his pocket empty. Sheesh, Ed, looks like you shook me up more than I thought.
Frank left the eleventh floor and returned to his car. Or maybe...this is some sort of omen? Is fate saving me from getting myself wrapped in something far too big for a little man like me to take? No, get ahold of yourself, Frank...that bastard Grayson's up to something, and now he's even drawn Edward into his plot. I may have to wait for a little while longer now, but...I swear, I will get to the bottom of this.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Vance and Winslow stood deep within the abandoned mine, both of their bodies pulsating with rage.
“I'll make you regret ever speaking that way to me!” Winslow called out, reaching into the pockets of his sports jacket and withdrawing two silver scythes. With his mouth taut and closed, grinning a boastful smile, he launched both of the blades towards his opponent, each of them flying at an incredible speed.
Vance was, without a doubt, surprised. Besides a few jostles with some of the idiots at his school, he had never been in a real fight, and definitely never in real combat using psynergy. He just managed to duck in time and the sickles flew right over his head, sending a chilling breeze down the back of his neck as they continued their flight. Winslow's smile did not falter.
Vance stood back up, staring at Winslow with an arched eyebrow. “That's all you got?”
Winslow's grin widened, and suddenly Vance could hear Cliff's voice. “VANCE!! DUCK!!”
He whipped his head around to face the south end of the cave, just in time to see the two sickles racing back towards him, at an equal if not greater speed. He stepped to the side, but the right sickle's blade sliced cleanly across his shoulder, causing a trickle of blood to run down his arm. Vance turned back to look at Winslow in confusion.
“I'm sure you know what a magnet is,” Winslow began. “Well, the nature of my psynergy is a bit like that. Instead of using north poles and south poles, however, I deal strictly with the force of my own power. I can draw all sorts of metals to my body, but my personal favorites are these beauties you see right here.” He spoke calmly, looking straight towards Vance while the sickles curved back around. He stuck his arms out and caught them by their chipped wood handles with trained precision. “Look at you...you haven't even got a weapon. I guess your genius teacher over there didn't tell you that one's psynergy is greatly amplified when infused into objects containing volatile elements -- such as these metals here.”
Vance was utterly flabbergasted, and Cliff could only sigh. “I told you you weren't ready.”
Vance turned back to Winslow, his eyes narrowed and his determination heightened. “I don't need any of that stuff to beat a tightass like you.”
“Now who's being the egotistical one?” Winslow mused, twirling the scythes around his hands, his fingers glowing with psynergy so as not to injure himself.
“Shut up!” Vance dashed forward, summoning up his psynergy as best he could in his right hand. He swung it at Winslow's face, and Winslow brought the two sickles up sideways to block the blow. Vance pushed, and his opponent pushed harder. The teenager found himself falling backwards and was soon thrown to the ground, his left shoulder burning.
“What a waste of time...” Winslow scoffed. “I had hoped you would have provided me with more amusement than this. How pathetic.”
Cliff began to dash forward towards the two fighters, when Vance held his hand out. “Don't even think about it, cowboy.”
“He's going to kill you, Vance!! Don't you see that?!”
Eden looked at the three men, her eyes flittering back and forth like a drunken butterfly. Cliff was right...this man is way out of Vance's league. Even so, though...I want Vance to win so bad. There's something so strange about him, this person who just appeared out of nowhere from the desert. Even in this short time I've known him...it seems to me that he's somehow different from anyone else I've ever met.
Winslow brought down the sickle fast, aiming it straight at Vance's throat to make a clean kill. He had done it so many times before, preying on men such as this had ceased to be any sort of exercise – now, it was simply an act of self-indulgence. It all began when he was six years old, many years away from his debut at the Psynergy Research Institute. His parents were out often, attending important political meetings and other things that were common for people of high-society. He had been eating dinner – roasted chicken, but could not cut it with his kiddie plastic fork. As a baby, he found, by accident, that he was able to call certain things toward himself just by concentrating hard enough -- light things, like magnets and nails. Psynergy was something every man needed to possess to live a successful life, so his parents had applauded him at his early discovery of it.
That's why, when he called a kitchen knife towards him, accidentally impaling his nanny straight through her heart and killing her in a matter of seconds, he did not feel repulsed or disgusted by the act. In fact, when he looked at the shiny blood on the knife, and then to the grown woman laying on the floor...he felt proud of himself. The ability to crush people, just like his hero, his own father – the grand judge of the Vonnornoth courts. Winslow wanted to make them bow to him, make them praise his power, and let everyone know who was truly the superior one.
Vance, however, had other plans. As his foot connected with the center of Winslow's backside, the powerful psynergy prodigy felt no pain -- but he was very, very, surprised.
“I'm sure that didn't hurt, seeing as you probably had it softened up with your colleagues in between classes,” Vance snickered as Winslow stumbled. The boy from Earth hopped to his feet and his laughter began to escalate, a sound that was not so different from Winslow's own.
Wasting no time, the Dark Zodiac swirled around, lashing out with his sickles once again. Vance had anticipated this, though, and weaved and swerved through both of Winslow's blades, feeling the breeze once again as they passed beyond his body. Concentrating his psynergy in his legs as best he could, he twirled around Winslow's side and grabbed the man's arms, twisting them backwards, meanwhile moving his legs to envelop Winslow's own, rendering him motionless.
“Let's see how those blades work on you, Mr. Bandeaux!” Vance smiled, beaming at his own genius. He looked back to make sure Cliff was watching. Wouldn't want that worrisome cowpoke to miss this one either -- maybe he could even take some notes.
The sickles swirled around and came back in a straight line, each one heading for one of Winslow's lungs. The Dark Zodiac said nothing, showing no signs of resistance.
The sickles closed in, and then, as if someone had shut off the imaginary electric current carrying them, they stopped and fell lifelessly to the ground.
Vance was speechless.
“You really are an idiot...” Winslow grinned, perfectly comfortable in Vance's grasp. “You think that I, a Dark Zodiac, would use such dangerous implements without being able to fully control them? The first time someone tried that on me was when I was 12: it was my own trainer, trying to restrain me before I killed him. Of course, I succeeded.”
The sickles slowly came up from the ground and revolved around Vance, his eyes agape as he witnessed the true horror of this man's power. They don't even seem like weapons anymore...but almost like independent entities...sentry robots guarding their tyrant master. They moved quickly and hooked themselves around Vance, pulling him from Winslow's body and ripping bloody gashes in his arms.
“Vance!!” Cliff screamed. There's no doubt about it this time...he's going to die!
Vance hit the ground for the second time. Hey...maybe this was a bad idea, after all...
“No games this time, pal.” Winslow crossed his arms victoriously, his sickles still patrolling in a foreboding circle. “I have things to do, because I am a very powerful man -- something you will never be.”
Vance gritted his teeth in rage, but he was stuck. If I stay here, these things are gonna rip me to pieces. If I get up, though...they're also gonna rip me to friggin' pieces. His mind was filled with two things -- anger and fear.
The sickles moved closer, like metallic sharks sizing up their prey. And then, just at the last second....
“Rooster.”
Vance craned his neck up to see what was going on. A man with long, black hair and a wry smile on his face had somehow appeared behind Winslow, with a long pale arm gripping the Rooster's shoulder. Winslow turned to look at the newcomer, and didn't seem too happy to see him. Vance was so enthralled with this that he didn't notice the sickles drop to the ground, quivering as they did so.
“A...Averyl...” Winslow shivered, a bead of sweat running down his forehead. “I thought we decided this was going to be a solo job--”
“Yes...that is correct, Rooster...” The man called Averyl smiled. His eyeballs looked completely and utterly black, as if he just had two large pupils that had devoured everything else around them. His mouth curved upwards like some kind of demonic elf, tattooing the bottom of his long, pale face. Trailing down to his waist was long, ink-black hair, matching his heavy, dark cloak. In his left hand, he held a half-eaten pear. “...but you took too long, so I was sent to retrieve the clock...as I have already done...” he whispered, moving his other hand to poke the Clock out of the pocket of his cloak. “....we can leave...now that I have done your task for you.”
As he spoke, Vance's eyes were stuck on the man. Averyl's face faltered not one bit as he spoke to Winslow -- there was no sign of anger, fear, or any other emotion on his face. Even that condescending, devilish smile of his did not change.
“Yeah.” Winslow looked entirely different from his boisterous appearance before as he stumbled backwards. “So, are we going to...going to uh, set up a portal now?”
“That will not be necessary...I have set one up a few meters down that hallway. It should remain open for the next few minutes or so...so I urge you to use it while I clean up this little situation here.”
Winslow's mind jumped back into place. “No, don't worry about it,” he insisted, regaining his composure and turning back to Vance. “This punk initiated the battle with me -- I should be the one to send him to Hell!”
“Winslow...” Averyl's grip on the Dark Zodiac's body seemed to tighten, although there was no sign of it on the man's face – except the impossible widening of his grin. “Go.”
Winslow stared back at Vance once more, the rage like a dying flame in his eyes as he walked away. He drew the sickles back towards him and they obediently hid themselves again within his coat. Finally, he disappeared deeper into the mine.
This is bad...Cliff's body shook violently, on the verge of breaking down into tears as he stared at the figure in front of him. I had doubts whether I could have taken Winslow himself, but just looking at this guy – this guy who had pushed Winslow around like his own personal manservant...it seems just like Van Kaen all over again. He looked to Vance and was about to speak...when Averyl beat him to the punch.
“You are very lucky...” he spoke whimsically, floating to the downed body of Vance. “Mr. Bandeaux is the newest member of our little gang...” he explained. The smile that shone down on Vance this time was a different one than the wan one he had used when addressing Winslow -- this one almost seemed jovial, and full of glee.
“He was involved with a little accident concerning the previous 11th, who had been under the influence of alcohol and was not in his best condition. Either way, though...he was slain, and thus Winslow was admitted to our group. The reason I am telling you this is to let you know that he is still a novice...albeit a bright one. You are lucky that his mind was clouded and unable to focus on his real task...which I have already completed. I am also advising you against pursuing us...because, if you, my friend...” he said, pointing a long, bony finger out to Vance, “were to engage in a battle with a true Dark Zodiac...you would not last more than a single second.”
The words sunk in with Vance, and he did not doubt them for a moment. Cliff and Eden listened in silence.
“I do not intend to harm you...because there is no reason for me to do such. And besides...” he leaned down towards Vance, their faces a few inches apart. “...you intrigue me. What is your name?”
“Vance Dancougar.” It shot out of his mouth like a bullet. There's no way I'm gonna dick around with this guy.
“Ah, I see, so you really are Vance...” he took a large bite from his pear. “We will keep in touch...I hope...” he winked, before twirling his cloak and walking back down the hallway. He raised his hand, but did not turn his head, and whistled in his unsettlingly gentle pitch as he too disappeared into the abysmal hallway.
The three remaining people in the cavern let out huge, empty sighs, and Cliff and Eden collapsed to their knees, feeling defeated and weak. Vance did not move from his position on the dirty ground, the sense of fear slowly evaporating from him. His wounds continued to bleed...but what hurt more than anything was his pride.
Log 04 : The Sundered Warrior
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Grayson Lee sat cross-legged in his simple black swivel chair inside his simple white office. The chair wasn't really that bad. Grayson had tried it out numerous times, and found that the swiveling level of the chair was not to be questioned. It was one of those things that did exactly what it was supposed to, nothing more, nothing less. Grayson had a smug appreciation for these types of things. They caused him no torture.
People, however, did. Time and time again, he witnessed them doing more than they needed to, less than they were supposed to, or somewhere in-between. It was unnervingly frustrating. They seemed to believe that they were above the rules somehow, in their own little worlds where they could do as they please. It made Grayson furious.
Patrick Sherman was a prime example. Mr. Sherman was in the cubicle directly outside of Grayson's vice supervisor office, not more than five steps down the hall into the main corridor. Grayson saw him almost every day. He also, much to his disgust, talked to him almost every day. Patrick was a short, skinny man, with fuzzy blond hair that came onto his fair-skinned forehead, just above his mousy facial features. After Grayson first met Sherman, (around the time that Grayson first entered Zexaron Corp. for real) he was soon able to predict which clothes Sherman would wear each day. It was as if he had them set up in a certain order in his closet. In fact, Grayson wouldn't be even the least bit surprised if that was actually the way Mr. Sherman's closet was set up. He wouldn't really care, either. Because it didn't really matter one way or another if Patrick Sherman, on every Monday morning, really did reach into his closet with the intent of pulling out the baby blue shirt and white tie that he always wore on the day after the sabbath. Grayson was going to kill Patrick Sherman, and that was that.
He wasn't really sure himself when he had decided to kill the waste of life that sat across from him. It could have been anyone, really. But Grayson had set his sights on Mr. Sherman. It could have been a result of the wonderful display of groveling Patrick had demonstrated in front of him. Grayson had been tempted to kill him right there, in the midst of his own anger, but didn't feel like spoiling the moment that would eventually come. He wanted to make it sweet.
Patrick had been afraid that due to Zexaron's headquarter relocation, and the large amount of rearranging that was being done throughout Zexaron's employees, he would be demoted -- or worse, cut out altogether.
So he had dared to come into Grayson's office, his arms hanging uselessly at his sides, his face in a painful grimace, no doubt trying to hold back tears. And he told his sad sad story to his boss, Mr. Lee.
“I-I-I have three kids, sir,” he whimpered, nearing the end of his sad spiel. “One of 'em's entering college this year. I gotta support them! You understand, don't you? I know a wise person like you has to understand, sir.”
Had Grayson not already met Patrick's wife Lauren, he would have had his doubts as to whether this whimpering pile of flesh had ever had the ability to talk to a woman, let alone marry one. But alas, there are miracles -- and Patrick's wife was not ugly. She was a petite woman, there was no doubt, but she was certainly not ugly. Grayson had eyed her up and down many a time at the bi-monthly cocktail parties for his division's workers. He had realized that after he eventually slaughtered Patrick, Lauren might be next. He just wondered if she was as much of a crybaby as her husband.
“You can look at my status reports, sir,” Patrick Sherman continued. “I mean, this is just my humble opinion, but I really don't think I'm doing poorly in any areas...certainly not enough to merit being fired!” He said this last line with a bit of desperation.
“I agree with you.” Grayson spoke flatly, pulling apart his crossed fingers enough to raise them up uninterestedly. And it was true, Grayson really did agree with him. In fact, Grayson had made all of Patrick's ridiculous status reports himself. And there was no reason for the man to be fired...which made the fact of Patrick bringing them up even more pointless.
“Really?!” Patrick cried, tears almost leaping from his eyes. “R-really, sir? I knew I could count on you! You're the man!”
Grayson hated being called the man almost as much as he hated being called sir by insipid fools. At that moment, he could have easily leapt up from his desk and strangled Patrick, then and there. No one would have heard a thing. The door was closed, and Patrick would have been dead in an instant. But it was simply not the time.
“You must do one thing, however,” Grayson said, standing up. He flicked his thick braid over onto the shoulder of his grey pinstripe suit, adjusted his thin clear glasses, and stepped out from behind his desk. Then, he raised one of his black shoes in Patrick's direction. “You must lick my shoes.”
If it had been any of the other employees that worked under Grayson, they would have looked at their boss in shock, and then he would have broken into fake laughter, coupled with a fake smile. He would tell them that he was joking, which was a lie, slap them on the back, and then send them out of his office and tell them to have a nice day...although that was a lie too.
This was Patrick Sherman, however -- and what did Patrick Sherman do in this situation?
“Y...yes, sir...” he whimpered, kneeling down onto his wobbly knees, camouflaged well by his oversized brown slacks. He lowered his head and began to lick Grayson Lee's black shoes, as if he was a five-year-old girl eating strawberry-chocolate ice cream on a hot summer day. By the time he was finished, Grayson's shoes were covered in Mr. Sherman's saliva, covered to the brim. It made him want to laugh, and so he did. He broke into a loud, long, high-pitched laughter. If someone outside heard him and wanted to make something of it, he'd just have to kill them later. It didn't matter to Grayson right now. This was just too unbelievably funny.
“You're done, Mr. Sherman!” Grayson shouted down at Patrick, a thin smirk on his face. “Now get your ass up off my floor!”
Patrick stood up, wiped a bit of dribble from his chin and stared at his boss, blinking as if he had been under some strange sort of mind control.
“Erase yourself from my office, and don't ever whine to me again.”
But of course, Patrick had continued to whine. He had continued to grovel, and he had continued to be a walking disgrace to the human race. Grayson just wasn't going to put up with it anymore, though. Thus, the events that would eventually lead to Patrick Sherman's death were set into motion.
Grayson Lee had just finished his morning swivel, and was feeling quite energetic on this beautiful Tuesday morning. He opened the blinds and looked out the window of the tenth floor of the new Zexaron Headquarters, in the middle of the Bakersfield desert. They had positioned themselves around the largest oil depository in the Kern Valley, right smack in the middle of the expanse. The twelve-story building was a good half hour from any sort of civilization. At night, when employees drove home, they would find themselves staring back at the neon enigma...wondering if the strange place ever shut off its energy-consuming lights.
The Zexaron building could have done well without twelve floors. It would have been fine with six – but Grayson was a man who embraced symbolism. It was a declaration. A declaration of something very important that was coming very, very soon. The first few floors were public, the next few storage-related, and the final few offices and discussion rooms. The top floor was the President's, as well the meeting room for the eight advisors. Of the current eight, Grayson, Frank Arazia, and now Edward Dancougar were the only three stationed at this office. The other five were in other areas of the world, controlling Zexaron's smaller sub-companies. Whenever the president called a meeting, Grayson was to alert all the other seven advisors to report to the headquarters as soon as humanly possible...for the President was not a patient man.
This was all beside the point right now, though. The matters concerning Patrick's death were not even going to take place within the building. They were connected to the building itself, though. It was a flawless plan. A plan that someone like Patrick Sherman would fall into without hesitation, as quickly and smoothly as a knife through skin.
Grayson approached Patrick's stark blue cubicle, his black shoes echoing softly on the tiled floor. Patrick was hunched over his computer screen, his arms gripping the chair's armrests as if he was in some sort of horrible pain. Grayson looked at it and immediately identified it -- the company-wide notice of all staff changes made in the past week.
Patrick was just getting to the part regarding Edward Dancougar's recent promotion to the council of advisors, when Grayson put his thin, pale hand on the man's shoulder. Patrick nearly jumped out of his seat, let a small gasp escape from his lips, and quickly turned around to face his assailant.
“Mr...Lee!” he shouted, his lips trembling. “I-Is something wrong, sir?”
“Come with me. This is important,” Grayson spoke, waggling his finger and exiting Patrick's cubicle. He walked swiftly down the hallway, his legs taking long strides and moving as fast as possible to see if Patrick would follow in time. He made his way to the south end of the hallway and pressed the down button for the elevator. He turned around and looked for Patrick, pleased to see that the man was right behind him. Patrick was staring at Grayson with a wide-eyed expression of horror, sweat running down his face, and not just from the brief sprint he had run to follow his boss.
Grayson entered the elevator speechlessly, and Patrick followed obediently. The two stood in silence as the elevator made its way down to the first floor of the building. They moved out quickly -- well, Grayson did -- and found themselves in the turquoise lobby of the first floor.
There were a total of four elevators that made their way up the floors of the Zexaron building. All of them stopped at floor eleven; not one elevator continued on to the twelfth floor. The only way to get there was to take the hidden stairwell, located behind the lobby desk, in a back room behind a bookshelf. Only the secretaries and a select group of higher-ups knew about the stairwell, but absolutely none of them had ever been up onto the twelfth floor itself. The door to that place was locked by three separate passcode machines, located on the top, middle, and bottom of the door itself. If one successfully entered the three passcodes, (each comprised of five letters and/or numbers) the door would open to a final stairwell that went up to the twelfth floor. Technically, this twelfth floor was high enough in the building to be considered a thirteenth floor, leaving the twelfth layer of the building completely unused and nonexistent.
He and Patrick made their way down the wide foyer of the Zexaron building, covered in bright turquoise tiles that clashed with the metallic walls and ceiling. The place was lined with lush azaleas, sprouting up from the two rock gardens on either side of the main pathway. Directly behind them were stairways to the elevators and the front desk underneath that. Finally in front of them was the large glass opening to the tower itself.
The two successfully exited the building, Grayson excitedly shoving open the doorway and taking in a large breath of the dusty desert air outside.
“Ahhh...” he breathed out, stretching his arms and causing the sleeves of his suit-jacket to ride up on his arms. “Feel that fresh air, Patrick. Breathe it in, breath it in like it's a part of you.”
Patrick eyed his boss nervously and then took a large sniff of the air. “You're right, sir, no bad smells here. It's really a miracle, considering all the oil rigs surrounding this place.”
“Do you always have to be so damn negative, Patrick?!” Grayson shouted. “Stop ruining the moment.”
Patrick was silent for a bit, and then spoke again. “S-So what did you call me out for, sir?”
Grayson looked behind his back quickly to make sure that there were no secretaries or employees inside gawking at them. There were not. It was the secretaries' lunch break, and soon it would be the employees' as well. It was too far of a drive for anyone in the meager hour that they got for lunch, so no one would be rushing out to their car to leave. They were alone. And although they were now standing in the parking lot, they were still hidden by the shade of the office entrance. No one knew that either of them were down here...for the time being.
Finally, Grayson turned to face Patrick. His face was surprisingly solemn, his eyes piercing deep into Patrick's own. He raised his arms and set them onto Patrick's shoulders.
“Patrick,” he whispered, “You're one of my favorite workers in the building. Possibly even the best. That's why I'm giving you this mission.”
Patrick was speechless and continued staring at his boss, afraid to say anything more.
“There is a bomb in the building,” Grayson explained slowly. “I know where it is, and I think I know how to defuse it. Right now I'm going to go alert everyone to its danger and try to get rid of it. But before I do so...I need to send someone to the police for backup. You see, the telephone wires were mysteriously cut about ten minutes ago, and we have a field around our building, as I'm sure you know, that scrambles cell phone calls. We need someone to go to the police themselves.”
Grayson guessed Patrick didn't know that there was a field around the building that scrambled cell phone calls. He had never personally used his cell phone within in the building, which was lucky for Grayson, who was of course spinning an enormous lie. Mr. Lee was confident, however, that even if the little maggot had used his cell phone before and felt like speaking up about it, Grayson could just insist that it was recently installed and that would be the end of it. But Patrick's current thoughts at the time were probably far from the subject – most likely centered upon the amazement and pride he felt at being Grayson's chosen elite messenger, heading off to the police to save the day from evil terrorists and the horrendous bomb that wanted to destroy his company.
“You are going to the police, Patrick. There's no one else I would entrust with this job, not even myself. Please, you have to go to the police as fast as possible, to save us all!”
Patrick nodded, his eyes in a dream-like state, watching his boss spin off the incredible yarn. "Yes...sir." And then, something dawned on him. “W-wait!”
A small vein began to pulse on Grayson's forehead. Had the little pissant caught on to it? Impossible.
“I left my car keys back in my cubicle!” Patrick shouted, his face red with fear.
Grayson's vein disappeared. He had been waiting for this. “You fool!” he shouted in Patrick's face. “What kind of an idiot leaves his car keys in his desk, huh?!”
“I'M SORRY SIR!!” Patrick screamed, genuine tears now beginning to run down his face.
“Well, take my car then.” Grayson was trying so hard not to smirk at this point that it really hurt his face. He pulled his car keys out of his pocket and tossed them at Patrick. He, of course, missed the catch, and they tumbled to the ground with a foreboding clink. Patrick reached down quickly and snatched the keys back up, turning back to face Grayson one last time before dashing to his boss's car.
It was a sleek black Lexus, sparkling clean as if it had just been washed and waxed by a professional. It shone against the morning sun like a black diamond, and Patrick was starting to feel more and more nervous every second. He slid the silver key into the front seat door, pulled it open quickly, and immediately slammed it into the door of another car, a red Volvo. He cringed and looked back at Grayson, ready to be berated.
“JUST GET GOING!” Grayson shouted at Patrick, but not loud enough for anyone inside the building to hear.
“Yes, yes, sir!” Patrick panicked, sliding into the driver's seat of the car and shutting the dented door behind him.
Grayson stared at the car door with eager eyes, now free to let his smirk beam across his face.
Patrick slid the key into the ignition and turned it, immediately setting off the car bomb that Grayson had installed in his own automobile that morning. The Lexus burst into flames, shooting the car and the now-incinerated body of Patrick Sherman sky-high. Flames erupted from the burning metal coffin and splashed onto the neighboring cars.
By that time, Grayson was already heading back inside, walking calmly towards the back room behind the lobby desk. By now, at least someone would have seen or heard the commotion from outside, making outside no longer any place for Grayson to be. When he first thought of his plan to kill Patrick Sherman, it hadn't been anything like this. He had modeled it as his classic way of slaughtering -- usually slow torture, ala the tasty bum he had played with during his vacation to Pittsburgh. After thinking about it for a while, however, the truth of what killing Patrick Sherman would be like began to dawn on Grayson. Usually, listening to men and women blubber and scream as he inflicted pain on them was comforting to him, but with Patrick, it was a completely different matter. Every sound that came out of the man's mouth would remind Grayson of the maggot's weakness, his complete uselessness, and that would drain all the fun from the act. That is why Grayson eventually settled upon the parking lot idea -- because not only would he be able to turn Patrick Sherman into a flaming piece of death...he would be able to net the insurance for a brand new car in the process.
The secretaries gave a gasp of surprise as Grayson rounded the corner to their back room. They were each middle-aged women, wives of the engineers, who were hired simply because they weren't a problem to deal with.
“How are you doing today, ladies?” Grayson asked, looking them both in the eye. Both of the ladies, Janet and Marianne, had crushes on the young, strapping Mr. Lee. He was much younger than the two of them, as well as tall, built, and handsome. Just the way he walked drove them crazy...the quick, attentive, preciseness of it all.
“We're doing jus' fine, Mr. Lee.” Marianne smiled. They had elevator music blaring from the office speakers, and even being this far back from the parking lot within the thick walls of the building, they would have had to try quite hard to hear the chaos going on outside. It was not unusual for Grayson to pass through here, either -- this was the way to the stairwell, after all.
“Well, stay that way.” He winked at them and continued down the hallway. They were ignorant, just like everyone else. That's how it was, and Grayson would see to it that it stayed that way.
There had been a small bug in Grayson's plans, however. The little insect had run out to his car to find his own keys, which he needed to enter a certain high-security chamber. He came late, and because of that, his car was parked in the back of the lot, farthest to the west side of the building. As he turned the corner, he had seen Grayson and Patrick talk and had watched as Patrick entered the car. Then, the car had exploded. The little bug ran for his life after that, back to the rear of the building, and prayed that he didn't run into Grayson on his way back up to his office. This was it, though – this was the final piece to the puzzle.
And so, Frank Arazia's suspicion of Grayson Lee was finally realized.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Vance lay exhausted in the same bed he had been in when he first met Cliff and Eden. It had been a rough walk back to Land's End, but upon his return, the woman named Robin patched him up and ordered him to hit the sack immediately. Had Vance been in a more animated mood, he would have resisted, but other things were on his mind at the moment.
At this point, the fact of his loss to Winslow was just water under the bridge. What was troubling him now -- what was sincerely trying his soul -- was that man who had apprehended the “Rooster” of the Dark Zodiacs. He seemed just so much above Winslow...so much more dangerous...he could have picked me off as easily as a fly. How can that be? When I met Winslow, everything was fine. The conceited prick had fit perfectly into my image of how those self-righteous assassins would act and look. But then...when he showed up...everything went out the window. For the first time in my life, I had felt genuine fear...without a drop of hope or confidence. The pure aura I felt from him...just the feeling that emanated from his body...was of nothing but death and destruction. How can such a person exist...how can any of that be possible?!
“Vance?” It was the voice of Cliff, standing in the doorway to Vance's quaint wooden bedroom. He had apparently taken a shower, and his hair was still damp from the water. A large, brown duster was also wrapped around his body, and swung about his broad shoulders loosely. He was staring at Vance with tired eyes. “I see you're awake.”
“I haven't even slept.” Vance turned over and away from Cliff. “I told the woman I didn't need any rest.”
“Right.” Cliff sat down at the end of Vance's bed, slumping with his elbows on his knees and staring out of the doorway.
“Look, what do you want?” Vance muttered, not moving from his position.
“You made a mistake today,” Cliff began, “but you were not the only one. I made one as well. And so did Winslow.”
Vance said nothing.
“Two of these mistakes were products of the first – mine. I should not have taken you with me, Vance. I should not have taken Eden with me. Furthermore, I should not have let you fight.”
Vance spoke up. “Are you done? Get to the point already...if you even have one.”
“What I'm trying to say is, after I report the failure of this mission to the Seneschal, I was planning on requesting my next one to be to escort you both home to Earth.”
“I'm not going back there,” Vance said quickly. “I left for a reason.”
“Well,” Cliff let out a deep sigh. “If you're saying that Earth is not your home, then I agree with you.”
“What?” Vance rolled over suddenly, facing Cliff with wide eyes. “What the hell are you talking about?”
“Eden brought it up after we came back. She figured it out even before I planned to tell the both of you. She had been sitting silently in the kitchen for some time, and I was beginning to wonder whether there was some kind of problem. I was still shaken up by our humiliating defeat, but she seemed to be concentrating on something else altogether.
“Then, she spoke. 'Cliff,' she said suddenly, keeping her head down, her voice quiet, 'I thought you told me that Earthlings can't use psynergy.' I guess I let this small detail slip by earlier in my explanation, Vance: no Earthling we have ever come in contact with has ever exhibited signs of being able to use any powers. We believe the cause of this is what happens to them when they are born on Earth, the only dimension we've been to where psynergy is vacuumed away. Because of living and growing up in such an environment, is extremely difficult for humans to learn and develop their powers – and by the time they become adults, it is far too late for them to begin. That is to say, Vance, if you were an Earthling, the possibility of you even being able to use the Clock, let alone travel with it...would be entirely out of the question.”
Vance stared at Cliff, his eyes wide open, a smirk beginning to creep across his face. “You're telling me...” he said slowly, as if hypnotized, “that I was born somewhere other than Earth?”
“Yes.”
Vance laughed, his face wide in a grin. “This is the best thing that's ever happened to me! Cliff, you're my savior.”
Cliff looked at Vance sadly, and then stood up and began to leave. “In any case, Vance, I don't know what to do. We'll ask the Seneschal once we return to the Guild. For now, stay put and get ahold of yourself.”
Vance did not respond, and instead stared forward into space, the delusional look still cemented upon his face. In his mind, he seemed to be running around frantically in the dark, searching for some sort of reason, some sort of loophole that would make everything clear to him. So much had happened in these past four hours, though, that it seemed pointless for him to try and put everything together at once.
Mother...he thought to himself, staring up at the room's bare, wooden ceiling. When you told me to separate myself from the world...this is what you meant, wasn't it?
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Deep in the darkness, nine figures stood congregated.
“The Snake and the Ox are not present, due to conflicting business schedules.” An elderly man began to speak. “However, the Monkey...”
“...he always does this...” another deep, gruff voice interjected.
“Worry not for such a frivolous jack,” the voice of a middle-aged, youthful man spoke up. “Thy grief yields naught but thine own sufferance.”
“It's about protocol...” the first, dusty, low voice continued. “But apparently our friend the Monkey seems to think he is above the rules.”
Their conversation digressed as Winslow stood in the darkness, along with the other eight Zodiacs. The first time he had been sworn in to such a meeting, he was left utterly confused. First of all, the place they stood in – known only as 'Pandemonium' - was absolutely pitch black. On top of that, everyone seemed to stand in the most abstract places, rather than in a circle like most logical people would.
It took him a few meetings to figure this out, and he was still getting the hang of it, but it was the only other option to which the other Zodiacs could distinguish one another: they were simply visualizing their teammates' psynergy.
It required an immense amount of concentration for Winslow, but he found himself getting better and better with each try. Instead of straining his eyes to visualize the physical forms standing about the void, he looked for auras, for their psynergy itself. Sure enough, he gradually began to see. After all, psynergy came from one's own body, and therefore there had to be a core from which the psynergy flowed out. Winslow was now able to focus on a single core every time he moved his head and concentrated for a few moments.
On top of that, due to each member having a different application or 'psynergy flow' than the next, the color and texture of the auras themselves were also entirely different – like a psychic thumbprint. Since he was still out of the loop with most of the topics discussed during the meetings, Winslow just sat back and practiced, examining each of his new allies' auras.
As the discussions continued, Winslow noticed a fierce red aura move up to a pale blue one. He had never heard the fierce red aura speak, and because of that, had ruled its owner out as Xarles Klavier Van Kaen, the horrific mass murderer. Winslow still had yet to see the Dragon's face up close – there hadn't ever been a time so far when all members had gotten together for one large group mission -- and as far as Winslow knew, the Dark Zodiacs were really just a club of 12 people who each did their own thing and occasionally collaborated when things got complicated. But it couldn't be so...the intense companionship and understanding Winslow felt from one member to the other made it seem like it was something much, much larger than that.
“What is it, Dragon?” Roufas Ernst, bathed in the opal aura, asked Van Kaen dismissively. Winslow could tell that Roufas was not exactly fond of his psychotic co-worker, and Van Kaen returned those sentiments to a certain degree.
The two were silent for a moment, and Winslow could see streams of psynergy interflexing between the Dragon and the Rabbit. Telepathy...those two, who were so familiar with each other's psynergy auras, had actually achieved it. Maybe that's why Winslow had never heard Van Kaen speak before.
“I see...” Roufas trailed off, apparently skimming the papers. “You want us to forget about Averyl, and instead work on finding a way into the upcoming tournament that's being held in Enmetropolis. A man of action, as always...” he seemed to scoff at that last line. “Well, what does everyone say?”
There was a long silence, and if there were any innocent bystander watching, they probably would have figured that the Dark Zodiacs were simply taking their time thinking. Winslow, however, knew otherwise. In the world of assassins, silence was everything. Silence meant agreement. To speak up was to put yourself at risk, to reveal yourself in more than just a physical sense.
I've figured that much out, at least, in these past few months...even if I don't totally understand. And then, that trouble I ran into in Despair...simply unbelievable! At this point, however, the fact that my prey has run free doesn't really bother me that much...it's the fact that Averyl saw me...Averyl corrected me. I inadvertently set myself up in a situation that put me at a lower reliability rating, when compared with the rest of the veteran members. And all because I ended up getting in a fight with a drunk guy. Everything I've done up to this point...have I been making some very big mistakes? Look how deep I've gotten myself into this...look at what a dangerous world I've thrown myself into. At first, I felt ecstatic and prideful, but as time went on, and especially now after Averyl contacted me...I think I'm finally beginning to understand the true danger of it all. I'm in league with a bunch of professional killers...who for some reason decided to deem my power worthy. There's no way out now – hell, they've destroyed entire empires together. There is still a huge gap in power between them and I...a gap that is immeasurable even to myself.
Sometimes, though, to undermine a devil, you needed to become one yourself. And what better place to start than in the darkness?
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“Well, bye fer now,” Robin smiled, patting Cliff on the shoulder at the entrance to the tunneling chamber. “Don't forget to stop by'n see us hicks once in a while, okay?”
“You betcha,” Cliff said, turning around and smiling back at her. “Honestly, Robin, thank you so much for all your hospitality.”
“Don't mention it.” Robin winked at Eden. “It's part of a sheriff's duty.” Her eyes narrowed as she moved from Eden to Vance. “Although...I still don't believe that you're in any shape to leave, boy.”
Vance rolled his eyes. “I told you, for the millionth time, lady, I'm fine. Hell, I could've left last night.”
Robin scoffed. “You're going to get yourself killed one of these days, boy. And if'n you keep acting like this, that day'll come vurry soon.”
“Let's go.” Vance muttered, moving further into the chamber.
“He's right,” Cliff sighed exhaustedly. “We do need to get going. We failed our mission, after all...”
“Don't say that!” Eden frowned, gripping Cliff's shoulder. “We did the best that we could. There was no way for us to beat them like that!”
Cliff let out another sigh, and led Eden into the room, closing the door behind them. I wonder if...the captain has returned by now.
“Ya'll come back again, okay?!” Robin called one last time, before the three disappeared into the dimly-lit foyer of the small chamber.
“So, we're going to another dimension, or what?” Vance peered around the small room.
“Yeah,” Eden answered. “It may seem a bit weird, but I'm sure you can get used to it, tough guy.”
Vance snorted. “Right. If you can make it through something like this, then I guess I'll be fine.” He rolled his eyes, sliding into one of the extra pods in the back. “Whenever you're ready.”
Cliff pressed a few buttons on the control panel, setting the coordinates, and then got into his own pod. “Here we go.”
Whiteness overcame Vance's vanishing vision, paralyzing and elating him. He felt as if his body, mind, and soul were all being rearranged into places they didn't belong. It was different from when the Clock had transported him...much different. He felt forced, and his inner body was rejecting it. He felt dead, alive, holy, cursed, infinite. And when he opened his eyes, he was sitting in a strange blue room.
Cliff jumped up from his pod and stretched out an arm to help the youth to his feet. “Welcome to the Guild of Dimensional Knights, Vance.”
“I don't need your help...” Vance muttered, clambering out of his pod groggily. “Just tell me what the hell that was.”
“Tunneling. We hopped dimensions manually.” Eden answered, swiftly moving across the room. I really don't have time for his attitude right now. I feel like I've changed so much in this past day...all my previous worries about being my true self have simply evaporated. But now that I know what I do, it just seems like I'm even less clear...
Eden watched as Vance stepped across the room, scowling and avoiding eye contact from his two companions. I can tell that Vance is really getting to Cliff as well. Plus, poor Cliff always takes on everyone's problems like that...blaming everything on his own actions...and honestly, that's starting to get on my nerves too.
Vance, on the other hand, was not feeling particularly strong-willed at the moment. The trailer trash back at Despair had been right, after all. I need more rest, because after that jump, I really don't feel too hot. Lightheaded...I can hardly hold myself up...it's a miracle that my knees aren't shaking. Is this the after-effect of straining your own psynergy capabilities, like Cliff was talking about? Dammit...there's no friggin' way I'm going to admit I had been wrong after all to these two, not at this point! I've had enough humiliation for one weekend.
“We have to report to the Seneschal at once.” Cliff started marching out of the room. Everyone was tired to begin with, their morale was down due to their pathetic defeat, and now they had to go deliver the bad news to the man himself. The only thing that kept Cliff's legs moving towards the center of the Guild was the hope that his captain would be there, waiting for him.
“Is...he going to be angry?” Eden moved closer to Cliff, creating a barrier between the two of them and Vance, the outsider.
“Of course not!” Cliff continued forward, his eyes staring ahead. “But this isn't a matter of simply pleasing a superior, Eden. The Zodiacs are now one step closer to their ultimate goal. We've just lost one of our finite chances at recovery.”
“But that can't be our fault!” Eden raised her voice now, stepping away from Cliff. “How could they have expected us to...to beat those guys?”
“The Seneschal assigned it to us for a reason, Eden.” Cliff's voice became graver by the second. “It's not our place to say whether or not his judgement was flawed.”
Eden frowned and moved forward again now, her steps quicker and more furious. “I can't accept that!”
“Shut up, would you?” Vance spoke up, his eyes pinpointed on Eden from behind his dark locks. “Why do you think people would care if you don't accept it? Don't make me laugh. This is above your head, in case you haven't noticed yet.”
Eden refused to turn around; she couldn't talk to him right now.
I've made a horrible mistake...Cliff walked silently, his eyes straightforward, his mind focused on Vance and Eden. They don't belong here. They don't have anywhere to go, as a matter of fact. But then why the hell did I get stuck with them?
Eventually, the hall opened out to the large, circular center of the Guild. People were everywhere, rushing from one screen to another. It seemed so much busier than the last time Eden had arrived.
Vance looked around, a hand on his side. Although he wouldn't admit it, he was completely overwhelmed. By the look of it, this place was centuries above Earth in terms of technology. Everyone wore unusual, shimmering, soft-looking clothing. Their hair seemed to be as multi-colored as their clothing as well. A man sitting a few feet away from them, typing at a console, had short, solid green hair, the type that didn't look like it had been dyed at all. Little things like this intrigued Vance, although he tried not to show it.
Cliff, whether he did or didn't notice Vance's sudden interest in his environment, had not the time to explain things over again. He rushed forward to the center pedestal and whirled his head around. “Seneschal,” he called out. “It's Cliff Walden, reporting back from Despair!”
Out of the crowd of surveyors lining the screened walls, Tao made his way out, moving gracefully over to the pedestal. “Cliff!” he called happily. “I'm glad to see you made it back safely. How did it go?”
“We failed to recover the Clock, sir. In the cave, we were intercepted by two Zodiacs. One did battle with a boy we had rescued from the desert earlier, and the other had already taken the Clock by the time we were aware of his presence.”
“I...see...” Tao murmured, staring at Cliff. “We lost the third Clock. Did you recognize the two Zodiacs you came into contact with?”
“I've never seen them before.” Cliff said. “But, I'm sure Captain Azuka would be fami-”
“We'll talk about that later.” Tao said, raising a hand to stop Cliff. “That's another topic entirely. First, how is Eden?”
“She didn't get any injuries during our stay,” Cliff reported. “However, I...I made a shocking discovery.”
Tao narrowed his eyes. “Do tell.”
“She, along with the boy we rescued in the desert...can use psynergy.”
Tao's eyes moved down to the ground, and he brought a hand to his chin. “I see. So you're saying she's not an Earthling.”
“Yes.”
“Does this really come as a surprise to you, having known that the Zodiacs were after her?”
“Ah...” Cliff let out a small gasp, realizing his error.
“They want her for a reason,” Tao reminded him. “Don't cut out any possibilities.”
“I understand, sir.” Cliff spoke firmly, although in his mind he was panicking.
“More importantly,” Tao continued, “is she skilled at using psynergy?”
“Well...” Cliff thought for a moment. “Combined with the strange power she displayed during the attack by Van Kaen, and then the demonstration I gave her in Despair while we were walking in the desert, I'd say she has potential.”
“I had a feeling about that.” A small smile managed to squeeze its way through Tao's lips. “Anyway, you mentioned finding another boy?”
Cliff turned sideways and pointed behind him. There stood Vance, his arms crossed with an annoyed expression on his face, staring at the two by the pedestal. “My name's Vance Dancougar,” he muttered. “Nice place you got here.”
“He's completely different from Eden.” Cliff said, turning back to Tao and talking as if Vance weren't there. He leaned closer into the Seneschal's ear. “He has a horrible attitude, and won't follow any of my directions. But somehow, he can also use psynergy. In fact, he seems to be a natural.”
Tao smiled, moving his head away from Cliff's. “And what dimension is he from? Do you know?”
“He claims to be from Earth, but...” Cliff paused, “It doesn't make sense. It's too much of a coincidence.”
This time Tao couldn't hold it back, and let out a small chuckle. “It seems as if fate itself has given you a task to carry out.” He grinned, patting Cliff on the shoulder.
Cliff didn't see the humor in the statement. “Sir, I-”
“Wait just a moment,” Tao said, holding up his hand again. “Vance, could you come over here?”
Vance stepped up to Tao, his arms still crossed. With their bodies inches apart, Vance stood a good half-foot taller than the Seneschal. He looked down at the Asian man with disinterest.
Tao looked back up at Vance, and then suddenly, a wave of deja vu rushed over him. As he looked into Vance's thin, dark eyes, with those tiny black pupils, the Seneschal remembered.
Those eyes...he realized. They're her eyes!
“What are you staring at?” Vance growled, noticing the expression of surprise on the Seneschal's face.
“N, nothing.” Tao said, wiping perspiration from his forehead, his scholarly smile quickly returning to his face. He has her eyes...that could only mean...
“Anyway, I know I'm not an Earthling...” Vance sighed, looking from Tao to Cliff, “and that's fine with me. I just wanna know where I did come from -- and who my real parents are.”
The truth could be more startling than you think... Tao's eyes glowed. “Well,” he continued, “Cliff has told me that you show potential with your use of psynergy. You and Eden both. In that case, I will have no trouble in letting you accompany Cliff on his next mission.”
“Another one so soon?” Cliff raised an eyebrow. “What's wrong? What's happened since I left? And where's the captain?”
“That is exactly who this mission concerns.” the Seneschal explained, moving a step in front of the three to stare up at a glowing, blue panel, a detailed coordinate map spread out along its wide screen. “We haven't had contact from your captain for over a month...” Tao spoke slowly, his back to the trio. “In fact, the dot right there on the screen that represents Captain Azuka hasn't moved significantly in the past week at all. This leads us to believe that the 4th Divison has run into some 'resistance' with their mission. The other captains have returned from their jobs and are currently preparing their next orders. With the Dark Zodiacs on the move, as well as the Belmarcian Tournament coming up...we can't afford to have one of our strongest Knights off, busy with some unrelated activity.”
Cliff listened to the Seneschal's every word, staring at him with dire eyes. The captain is in danger....
Tao, as if he was psychic, placed a hand on Cliff's shoulder, smiling. “Cliff, don't get all worked up. We both know Azuka's power...I'm sure there's no mortal danger involved. But we can't waste any more time. Things are going to get much busier around here soon, and I need to call back all the forces I can. Captain Azuka was stationed in the dimension of Tartoch, accompanied by ten other 4th division Knights. Their orders were to shut down a large organized crime syndicate that was known for contracting large numbers of assassins out to other criminal groups, the Dark Zodiacs included. Through an information leak, we were originally notified of the location of the organization's base: the mansion of an aristocrat in a high-class housing district.”
The Seneschal stopped for a moment to clear his throat, and his small but attentive audience kept their eyes on him the entire time. After a moment, he continued.
“When I first sent the 4th Division, it seemed that they should have been able to complete their mission within a week or so, but, the estimated completion time began to stretch, and the frequency of their communications began to lessen. I had one of my finest intelligence operators handle the organization of this mission, so I felt confident that this would be a fairly low-profile operation. If information had been leaked, there was the chance that other criminal groups would realize that one of their best suppliers of disposable agents was going to be shut down...and if that was so, they would not stand for it.
“It seems as if my fears have come true,” Tao lamented, pacing around the room at a frightening pace. “The only possible reason for this kind of sluggishness from Captain Azuka is that many other criminal organizations have sent their own men to counter-act this assault on the underground market. Seeing that it is your captain and mentor that is in danger here, Cliff, I felt it was best if I left this mission to you.”
“I understand, sir.” Cliff bowed, and turned to Vance and Eden. “I suppose...”
"Seneschal Fukunaga," Eden spoke up suddenly, before Cliff had the chance to cut her off. "If I may be of assistance in any way, then I request your approval to accompany Cliff on this mission."
"Wait, Eden!" Cliff shouted. "After what just happened, how can you say that? There's no way--"
“I see!" the Seneschal interjected. “If that isn't a statement of dedication to the Guild of Dimensional Knights, then I don't know what is! Eden, I am going to place you, as well as your friend Vance, under the temporary jurisdiction of Captain Azuka in the 4th Divison of Dimensional Knights. You are granted general access to all the facilities in Midgarde, as well as your own personal rooms and accounts with the Guild. Since Captain Azuka is not present at the moment, your orders will fall to the next person in charge, which happens to be Vice-Captain Cliff Walden.” Tao outstretched his hand to Cliff, as if waiting for him to proceed with the orders.
"What?" Vance's eyes bugged out. "Hey, who said I wanted to get stuck again with this--"
“Yes, wait just a moment!” Cliff shouted, turning sharply to Tao. “Normally, when a Knight is inducted into the Guild, they are required to serve at least one month in the training facility before they are allowed to participate in official missions! And besides, there's no way they're ready for this! Doesn't our loss at Despair mean anything?"
The Seneschal turned his back to Cliff. “Yes, it does mean one thing,” he said, beginning to walk out of the room. “All three of you need to try harder – as a team. That is crucial.”
“Wait, sir!” Cliff shouted. “You can't be serious!”
“You are scheduled to leave in two hours,” Tao smiled, making his way out of the room. “I'd make use of the time to prepare if I were you.”
“But sir!” Cliff ran after Tao, reaching out his large arm, catching the small man on his shoulder. He lowered his voice. “You...you were planning this all along, weren't you?”
Tao looked up at the Knight with wise, crafty eyes. “This is your mission to carry out, Cliff. When you return with Captain Azuka, we'll take care of the paperwork concerning your two new comrades. For now, lead them. And teach them.”
The Seneschal began to move again, finally disappearing down an exit corridor from the main hallway.
'This is your mission to carry out, Cliff...'Tao's words echoed through the Vice-Captain's head. It wasn't the rescue mission he was referring to, it was something else entirely. But why wouldn't he explain what was going on? Why did it have to be so hidden, so cryptic?
“Leave behind your past, huh?” Vance turned to Eden, his interest with Cliff fading away. “What's that supposed to mean?”
“It's not important.” Eden moved towards him sharply. “I'm not asking about yours, now, am I? We're both from Earth, though, and since we can use psynergy, it means we don't belong there. Don't you think that's odd?”
Vance snorted. “Surprisingly, I don't. I've never really felt like I fit in there, you know.”
“Stop being dramatic.” Eden rolled her eyes. “That has nothing to do with it. What I meant was: don't you think it's odd that out of all the people and dimensions out there, we came in contact with each other, and on top of that, became partners?”
Vance frowned. “What are you getting at?”
“I don't know, I was asking you.” Eden said, a serious expression on her face. It seemed as if it didn't belong there, those large, full eyes, suddenly taking on an unhappy look.
“It's just a coincidence.” Vance shrugged. “Why do you have to question everything? Does it really matter? We're here now, aren't we? And this is a hell of a lot better than being back in Earth.”
“You have a very unusual outlook on things,” Eden said, exasperated. “When I first came here, you know, I was pretty upset.”
“I kinda like this stuff.” Vance grinned flexing a fist, a purple glow beginning to radiate off from it. “It makes me feel at ease."
Eden continued to stare silently at Vance, trying to figure out exactly what he was all about. And then, after what seemed like an eternity, Cliff returned.
“Well, you two...” he said finally, his voice carrying an unexpected lightness behind it. “How do you feel?”
“I'm excited, Cliff.” Eden smiled, looking back at her savior. “But I'm also scared. In Despair, we only had one enemy, and look what happened. Where your captain is-”
“Don't worry about that,” Cliff interrupted Eden. “We're a team now, remember? And we'll be with Captain Azuka very soon. As long as you both act intelligently,” he said, turning towards Vance, “we should be out of there in no time.”
"I won't make the same mistake again." Vance stared up at Cliff with confident eyes. “Don't worry about me.”
"You should be using this time to heal yourself, Vance." Cliff said. "Come on, I'll show you where the medical facility is."
Cliff led Vance down the hall, feeling a little better now that Vance had apparently learned from his mistake. Deep inside the dark youth's mind though, nothing but vengeance stirred.
I won't get beat again...Vance grit his teeth, the loss with Winslow repeating over and over again in his mind's eye. The next person that threatens me, whether it's Cliff or a Dark Zodiac...is going to pay for it.
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Roufas Ernst, the eldest member -- and unspoken leader -- of the Dark Zodiacs, scratched his chin impatiently. He was sitting in the back of The Vanguard, an old-fashioned bar in the slums of Enmetropolis, the large neon empire that acted as the center of interdimensional trade in the dimension of Belmarc. Roufas had been there quite a few times before, and every time he always came out hating the place. It was dirty, with far too many bright lights and loud music. The Vanguard was blaring some strange noise right now, which Bruce had once referred to as 'techno.' Roufas simply thought of it as frivolous junk, created by lazy fools that lacked the proper talent to compose true music.
The Rabbit absently palmed at his violin, which sat slanted to one side on the booth beside him. Running his thin, calloused fingers up the neck, he caressing the familiar strings. D'Ambrosio. The Rabbit had received it for his sixth birthday when he entered primary school, over 50 long, bloodstained years ago. His parents had given it to him as a gift, after he had shown a deep interest in music as a child. It wasn't simply that, though – he hadn't been spoiled. His father had been a professional bassist, who often played in an orchestra, traveling across the country and entertaining millions with beautiful masterpieces of classical music. It was his father's passion for the symphony that pushed Roufas's dear mother Odessa to make the purchase, an expensive one for that time.
It was then that Roufas discovered the joy of playing a musical instrument, learning all of the amazing things one could do with a violin – with the help of psynergy, of course.
The violinist's train of thought was suddenly derailed as the rumbling voice of Bruce Wernhart cut through the atmosphere. “Roufas!”
To call Bruce a large man would be an understatement. When he stood straight up, he was a towering seven feet tall. He had beautiful, unscathed ebony skin, rippling with muscular perfection from every angle. His hair alternated between lines shaven bald himself, mixed with barely-visible black strips of tiny hairs. He always wore thin black mirrored sunglasses, even inside murky bars such as this. His clothing was always interesting, as he had to spend more time shopping than most men due to his immense body size. He was currently wearing a silk black vest, unbuttoned in the middle to display his massive pecs, with dark blue jeans that billowed down around his humongous legs. He sat next to Roufas, a mere twig in comparison, and took another swig of his fourth beer.
“Is he gonna come or what? I have better things to do than sit in this trashy bar all day, you know.” Bruce paused just long enough to get another gulp in. “You said this was going to take an hour or so, so what's the big hold-up?”
“Have patience, Tiger...” Roufas whispered. He pushed a grey strand of hair from his wrinkled face and turned to his partner. Both of them looked completely out of place with each other -- Bruce with his immodest apparel, and Roufas, with his classy light blue suit and dark purple tie. A line of unshaven grey hair protruded from his pale chin, either the product of forgetfulness, or, more likely, indifference. “And do not forget that we are in public as of this moment. We must not refer to each other by our real names. It's protocol.”
Bruce took another violent swig of his alcohol, slamming the glass mug down on the table and sending small cracks splitting up its sides. “Protocol, yeah...” he mused. “Averyl's been gone for the past three days, and you're talkin' to me about protocol.”
“This isn't the time for that.” Roufas' sunken blue eyes coasted around the room carefully. There were people of all types in here, from short men with robotic arms to tall, cloaked warriors with long, flowing hair and even longer blades. In most bars, no matter what dimension you went to, there were always rules against combat and violence. The Vanguard was no exception – when you had a problem with someone, you always took it outside. Most pubs would employ their own enforcers to keep such rules intact, in the case that trouble would arise. Roufas had already identified the pub's two enforcers – one was a tall man with what seemed to be a steel jawbone that wrapped around the bottom of his face. He had a heavy red cloak that wrapped most of the way around him, revealing a bit of his golden-brown skin. There was obviously a weapon under the cloak, and from the shape of the psynergy aura flowing into it, it seemed to be some sort of metal contraption.
The other enforcer was standing by the door, just as inconspicuous as the first. He had thick, green hair that spilled down off his head and around his ears, nearly covering up his large crystalline goggles. Between the goggles and the ornamental scarf that wrapped around his nose there was little that could be seen of the man's skin. He was wearing a large navy blue battlecloak with two large metal shoulderguards on each side. The darkness of the cape combined with the dim light of the room prevented Roufas from getting a decent idea of what the man was packing, but he could sense a large deposit of psynergy from within.
All this Roufas sensed almost instinctively. When in a new environment, he would always seek out those with the strongest psynergy signals and make note of them for future reference. Sensing psynergy was no different than breathing to him, having been an assassin for the past 35 years of his life. It was only when he encountered those that could cloak their true psynergy signals that he ran into difficulty...but he doubted that men of such caliber would reside around these parts.
The violinist's eyes were suddenly drawn to the door of the bar, which had opened slightly, letting a sliver of light pierce through the darkness. It swung open wider, and soon, the figure of a young man came in, quickly blotting out the light and eventually shutting it off with the door.
He was wearing a dirty-looking grey jacket with a white tank top underneath and ripped blue jeans. His greasy blond hair framed his sweat-covered face, and he stumbled into the bar, looking around frantically. In his hurry, and possibly due to the darkness into which he had just blindly entered, he hooked his foot around the leg of a chair, causing him to slip and lose his balance. Trying to secure himself by pulling on the top of the chair, the man managed to pull himself up far enough so that he was falling forward instead of to the side.
If the chair had been empty, the greasy youuth would have had a place to fall and would have escaped the mishap with little more than a bit of embarrassment. However, as fate would have it, there was indeed someone sitting there. He was rather large, the hams of his legs practically spilling off the seat. With the man's girth, it was quite surprising that the chair could even support him at all. Dirty blue overalls lined with stains covered his massive body, and a metal helmet with a drop-down faceguard was currently raised up above his head. He looked to be some sort of industrial worker, probably done for the day and sitting at his favorite bar, relaxing.
The blond one went crashing forward, almost like a feather bouncing off of a brick wall. The fat man didn't even budge, and the youth went flailing down to the ground. At this point, the bar was silent, everyone's eyes slowing drifting to the developing scene.
“That's our man.” Roufas noted, pointing to the slumped body of the person on the floor.
“You gotta be kidding me,” Bruce sighed. “He's supposed to give us the information on the tournament complex?”
“Well, apparently he helped design it.” Roufas lowered his voice considerably, noting the sudden drop in volume of the room. “Not only will he show us how to get within the complex, but he will tell us where the committee and the item will be located.”
“Yeah, well what should we do?” Bruce grumbled, moving to raise himself from the bench.
“Wait just a moment.” Roufas placed his withered hand upon Bruce's enormous bicep. “Not yet.”
The big man heaved himself off the chair and turned his flabby face to look at what had just disturbed him. The messenger was picking himself up from the floor, rubbing an injured arm. He raised his head up, and for the first time, the two made eye contact.
“Ya bumped into me,” the fat man spat out, slobber glistening from his thick lips. “Ya gotta apologize.”
The messenger staggered to his feet, craning his neck to look up at the column of flesh in front of him. “S-sorry.”
“Sorry ain't gonna cut it, punk!” the fat man shouted. “No one bumps into Earl Majester and gets off with a 'sorry'! Do you know who I am? I'm the 10th-time champion armwrestler in Enmetropolis! I'll make fish paste out of you, you-”
“Earl, calm down,” the voice of a middle-aged man with a brown handlebar mustache called. “It was an accident.”
“The little prick tried to push me out of my seat!” Earl dribbled. “I saw 'im!”
“He's drunk...” a man who Roufas couldn't see spoke softly. “You know how he gets when he's drunk...”
“I'm not drunk!” Earl shouted, banging his fat fists on the table. “I'm not drunk, it's this little pissworm's fault! He--”
At this point, Earl had taken his vision off the messenger, who had taken that as a signal to escape. He was just beginning to leave when Earl whirled back around. “Where d'ya think you're going, huh?!”
Earl's fist managed to grab the back of the blond's jacket and he quickly yanked the youth back, pulling his feet off the ground and sliding him onto the wooden table where Earl was currently eating. Plates and glasses went shattering to the floor, the messenger's body taking their place on the table.
“You're gonna die, you little--” Earl was raising a fist with a silver knife in it above his victim, who was now laying on the table, shaking in fear, when it was suddenly grasped by a thick, hairy hand.
“Earl, settle down, now...” It was handlebar mustache. At some point during the commotion, he had come from his side of the table over to Earl's, and managed to restrain his friend. “It's not worth it. You'll get more than you've bargained for...”
Earl struggled to pull the fork down, and handlebar mustache flexed his own muscles in return, trying to keep the man at bay. “Earl! Don't do this, man!”
The messenger wasn't going to miss this chance, and he pushed himself off the table with his hands and sprang to the floor.
“Oh no you don't!” Earl, in an amazing feat of agility, turned his massive frame sideways, heaving handlebar mustache over the width of his back. The man went soaring across the table, crashing into three other men sitting against the wall.
Earl looked straight ahead to the boy, darting away into the crowd of diners and bystanders on the opposite side of the room. He lumbered forward, sweat billowing down his forehead, intent on reclaiming his prey.
Roufas had not been watching all of the action, and was instead focused on the two enforcers, still standing stiff as a board in the exact same positions. In fact, neither of them had done so much as twitch the entire time. And yet they weren't copies or fake bodies, because he could sense their psynergy, their inner life force, emanating from within.
“EARL!” The three men dropped their mustached friend and got up to pursue after Earl. They caught up with him in a matter of seconds, as he wasn't exactly the fastest man in the room.
“Earl, just settle down!” Handlebar mustache once again began grappling with the huge man now, this time with the help of the other three. They all growled like trainers trying to keep a stampeding elephant at bay, but were losing ground quickly.
“You idiots can't even keep your fattie friend down?” A tall, heroic-looking teenager with red hair stood up from a table near Earl. He looked around the pub, grinning, and then turned back to the five men. “Allow me to do the bar a favor here – I'll silence your pal for you.”
He pulled a sword from his back -- a thick, silver broadsword, with golden inscriptions on either side. As he held it with both hands, a fierce red aura appeared, bathing the sword in a fiery glow. “This attack has slain many a dracone in the dimension of Elysiana...” he declared loudly, as if speaking to an audience. “If it could take down those beasts, it should be more than enough for you!”
“Get 'im, Tristan!” Another young man's voice called out from the crowd that had appeared behind the warrior.
“Dragonslay-” Tristan's war cry was interrupted, and his sword froze in mid-swing, caught by the left hand of the enforcer with the brown ponytail. Roufas had watched him move, reasonably quickly, across the bar and in front of Tristan as the boy was preparing his attack. Likewise, the green-haired enforcer had shot through the crowd like a dart, appearing behind his partner and creating a shield between Earl's group and the others. Roufas just wondered why it had taken them so long.
“This has gone far enough...” The enforcer's metal jaw vibrated as he spoke, staring into the eyes of the young dragonslayer. “No one shall make another move.”
“Gghh..” Tristan struggled to push his sword down, but it seemed to be impossible. There he was, his sword's tip out in a straight line from his forehead, his hands grasping the hilt at his stomach, and that guy had the nerve to catch it! With one hand, no less! This can't be happening...he thought to himself, panicking. If it ends this way, my entire reputation will be ruined!
In a last ditch attempt, Tristan let go of the sword and dashed below it in an attempt to administer a punch to the enforcer's gut. Suddenly, out from the enforcer's red cloak came two large steel balls, held together by a chain in the man's right hand. Tristan's hand connected with the chain, and his heart skipped a beat.
"Attemping to assault me was a big mistake," the enforcer spoke calmly, pulling the chain back. The steel balls fell across Tristan's upper arm in an instant, and the chain was quickly pulled taut around his wrist. The enforcer yanked backwards, and Tristan's hand was severed from his arm in a bloody mess.
“Tristan!!” The warrior's fans cried out in horror as he stumbled backwards, blood pouring from the stump on his arm. Tears ran down his face as he realized his days as a dragonslayer were over.
“You monsters!” A girl stood up, with autumn brown hair and a mousy face. She clasped her hands together for a moment, and in a burst of light, produced a ball of psynergy. “Don't think we'll let you get away with this!”
“Put the slob out of commission and come back me up,” the steel-jawed enforcer called to his partner. “Now.”
“53rd Seal of the Cursed Talon: Mind Crash.” The green-haired enforcer whispered at a breakneck speed, his hands still on Earl's body. Instantly, the man fell to the ground with a large thump.
“Hey, what the hell do you think you're doing?!” Handlebar mustache shouted, advancing towards the green-haired man. “What did you do to Earl?”
“17th Seal of the Cursed Talon: Red Hazard.” Roufas now realized that the man was making some sort of signs with his hands, no doubt using it as a medium with which to channel his psychic-based psynergy. The three men were clueless, and suddenly, crimson poles appeared from the ground beneath them, slamming each of them in the chest and sending them sprawling.
Meanwhile, on the other side of the bar, the mob of Tristan's comrades had formed a large circle around the enforcer with the red cape, each of them prepared to launch their own personal attack against him.
“You do know that you can't win...?” the enforcer growled. “This is our job.”
Tristan had now been dragged from the floor and was being tended to in the back of the bar by a healer. “If you think we're going to let you guiltlessly chop up our partners, you've got another thing coming!” A fierce woman called, speaking for the crowd. “ATTACK!”
“This is ridiculous!” Bruce roared, getting up and placing a foot on the table. At this point, Roufas was now the only man still seated. Everyone had either already escaped from the bar or joined up in Tristan's mob against the enforcers. “He's supposed to tell us some important information, right? Are you just gonna sit there and let him get crushed in that lynch mob?”
“Hmmm...” Roufas honestly didn't have an answer. I like to avoid fighting at all costs, but I shall not hesitate to kill if the need arises. Still, these days, getting involved with such clumsy novices is such a bother...
“Dammit, forget it, I'm not waiting around for you to make up your mind, old man...” Bruce muttered. “I'm taking them out.”
The Tiger pushed off the wooden table with an amazing leap, sending it flying to pieces merely from the force of his jump. He swung his legs out in front of him, psynergy burning like orange flames around his body. A random man from the crowd was caught off-guard and Bruce's legs hooked around him, driving his head through the stone floor with a sickening smash. Bruce landed on his knees, not a scratch forming on his psynergy-guarded skin. Some of the crowd fell behind in the chanting, stopping to look at the new arrival.
“Sorry to interrupt.” Bruce grinned, his long white teeth glistening in the darkness. “But I'm going to have to shut you all up before you do something stupid.”
The rest of the crowd couldn't hear him over the commotion, and continued to rush at the enforcer, smothering him immediately.
“Hey...” Bruce growled, sucking in a deep breath. “LISTEN TO ME, YOU BASTARDS!”
Bruce's neck jerked forward, his mouth gaping open, and let out a deep roar. A huge fireball appeared from his lips, flying forward into the mob in front of him. It initially smashed into the back of three attackers, turning them into nothing more than smashed flies on the front of a flaming meteor. The flaming mass continued its descent forwards, eventually crashing into the epicenter of the mob. Chaos erupted in the previously orderly group of attackers, as burning bodies began running around left and right.
“I told you, you should have listened to me!” Bruce shouted, as he heaved backwards and let out a long, deep, guttural laugh.
“Bruce!” Roufas cried, from the other side of the bar. “Stop! Find the messenger first!”
Bruce wasn't listening, however, and prepared to strike. Three swordsmen had seen what had happened to the central mob, as well as where it had come from. Wasting not another moment, they dashed towards Bruce, preparing to put him out for good.
“Don't blame me if I kill you!” Bruce warned, grinning and waiting for his prey to come.
One brave swordsman swung out at the Dark Zodiac, his blade swinging across towards Bruce's midsection. Bruce quickly centered some psynergy around his palm and sent it straight towards the blade. It struck with a loud smack, the blade cracking into pieces on impact. Bruce's hand hadn't been affected in the slightest.
“You're a thousand years too early!” He laughed, kneeing the man in the chest. Bruce swirled around and smacked the next swordsman with the back of his hand. The man twirled around, but kept his ground and charged. Bruce tensed up his chest and lit it aflame with orange psynergy, breaking another sword instantly.
“For you, maybe 950! ” Bruce laughed, punching the second man in the face and sending him flying backwards over the bar, in a ridiculous display of strength.
He's getting too excited... Roufas shook his head exhaustedly. He's not like some, however, who revel in the act of killing. It's simply the joy he gets from matching his power up to others that gets him going. I suppose I will have to act after all, just to keep him under control, though. What a pity.
Roufas stood up, pulling his violin to his chin. I shall play a song to lighten the mood for everyone...an elegy should be more than appropriate.
Roufas pulled his bow from the inside of his suit, and set it lightly on the strings. A soft, haunting melody began to float from the violin. Roufas swayed with the music, his violin glowing softly with a pale, ghostly aura. Little by little, the violinist's playing speed slowly began to rise with the volume of his music.
“Your madness ends here.” Bruce was in the middle of shoving an old drunkard's head through the stone wall, when the voice appeared behind him. He turned around quickly, dropping the lifeless body, to see the green-haired enforcer that had cast the binding spell on Earl a while back.
“You wanna go?” Bruce grinned, swiveling around with unexpected speed. “You should be pretty interesting.”
“20th Seal of the Cursed Talon: Air-” The man had started chanting immediately, even as Bruce was finishing his own sentence, but he was cut off at the last syllable. A column of fire appeared from Bruce's palm, flying towards the thaumaturgist and engulfing his body on the spot.
“That won't work on me, you idiot!” Bruce anxiously tried to peer through the flames to eye his kill.
“-Snipe.” The enforcer's voice was barely audible from inside the fire, but Bruce heard it. He stared upwards, to see about a dozen small psynergy blasts materializing above him.
“Heh.” Bruce watched the blasts start moving downwards, but he did nothing – not even raising a hand to block it. The small blasts converged into one large spear-like beam which came raining down upon him, engulfing him in light as the attack reached its climax. Some stragglers in the crowd who were still standing near Bruce were sent flying simply from the excess psynergy dispelled from the attack.
The enforcer stepped out from the column of fire, his battlecloak wrapped around him, also ablaze. He threw it off himself, psynergy surging around his body and attempting to minimize the damage. Underneath his clothes he was wearing a leather bodysuit, small knives strapped to easily-accessible areas around his body.
He approached the blast area and watched Bruce's body as the smoke cleared. The big guy was still standing, his head pointed up towards the sky.
“I told you...” Bruce said, waving the smoke away. There was a large red mark on his forehead where he had taken the blast -- not a single drop of blood had been drawn. “...that wouldn't work on me.”
The enforcer began chanting again, oblivious. “41st Seal of--”
He was again cut off this time, but it was not by fiery Bruce. Roufas's chilling music had finally become audible through the chaos that was being wrought on the east side of the bar. Everyone began to look around, in fear, grabbing their ears as if they were in unbearable pain.
“Aw, man...” Bruce sighed, crossing his arms and staring down to Roufas. “He's always gotta ruin my fun.”
Roufas's bow stopped abruptly, mid-note, and the Rabbit opened his eyes. He stared down at the mob, psynergy spilling out from his violin, his eyes grave and unwavering. “Now that I have your attention,” he spoke slowly, dreamily, his voice sounding much firmer and stronger than he had before. “We can truly begin. Sorry, though, I don't have time to play with you all. We'll just have to pick up the pace.”
About half of the people were shivering in pain, clutching their heads as if they had a colossal headache. Bruce noticed one off to the side, a slender, scrawny young man with blond hair and a torn black jacket making his way out of the crowd. It was the messenger. The old man's still got it, even after all these years...Bruce thought to himself, turning his attention back to his elder. Amazing.
“Sing, D'Ambrosio!” Roufas screamed, his bow now merely a blur on his violin, surging with psynergy. “Blood Crescendo!”
Bruce rolled his eyes, his fingers plugged in his ears, lit with power. The psynergy-charged sound waves materialized at this point, ripping through the bodies of the bar's patrons, exploding in a medley of blood and gore. Still a show-off, too...
Roufas finished off his melody and slouched back down on to his bench, peering down toward the ground, his face invisible behind his grey hair. “Bruce...” he muttered, “...finish them off.”
The Tiger stared at the remaining mob, the bunch of them now scrambling for the exit. “You didn't need to tell me before, and you sure as hell don't need to tell me now,” he shouted, breaking into a laugh again. “The fun's just beginning, pals!”
17
Naomi Dancougar climbed the steps to her house, now partially bare and vacant as a result of the move. After her husband had been whisked out to Bakersfield last night on “urgent” business, she was left to pack up the house herself, along with two incompetent movers. Their two cars had already been taken and were arranged to be sold to a partner of Zexaron. Edward would gain access to a company car upon arrival, and as soon as they were all snug and tucked into their new gigantic house, they would receive the payments for their new luxurious automobiles.
Everything seemed to be going perfectly, and to top it all off, her stepson had run away. That alone seemed too good to be true; the kid had been so intent on making her life a living hell, after all. Sure, it had knocked Edward off-kilter a little bit, but he'd get over it. She'd help him get over it. And when all said was and done, they would live happily ever after in their spacious Californian house. She was going to fly out there tomorrow morning, ready to say goodbye to the state of Pennsylvania forever.
In the unlikely event that Vance came back, she was prepared. The doors were all locked, and they weren't friendly enough to anyone in the neighborhood for him to go for them to help. She had also given orders to the movers not to answer the door, as well as not be afraid to get rough with any 'suspicious' visitors. The woman looked good for 46, and they listened to every word she said as if it was the meaning of life. It gave her confidence to still manipulate men at her age.
Naomi tittered lightly to herself, shoving open the door to Vance's room. Let's see what sort of presents you left for me in here...She began looking around the room, her eyes boxed in by light blue eye shadow, sucking up all of her surroundings.
In an instant, all of the music posters, strewn clothing, and crumbled-up papers seemed invisible to her. She didn't even notice the glittering knife on Vance's bed, covered in dried blood. What Naomi was focusing on was the object that Vance had brought home from the city two nights ago, the object now sitting on his desk, the antique clock with 13 numbers tattooed around its face.
The first thing she noticed was how the time was way off. It was pointing to 11:00, yet it was only 2:00 in the afternoon. Whether it was referring to AM or PM didn't matter, it didn't change the fact that the thing was totally off-kilter.
Nevertheless, she moved closer to it, running her long, fake nails over its sides, rotating her head around it to look at it from every angle. She didn't understand it, but there seemed to be something about it, something incredibly unique that set it far apart from everything else in the room. And yet she couldn't figure out what it was.
Well, well, at least he was good for something, she thought happily, wrapping her spider-like hands around the thing. She'd take it with her to California, oh yes. All the rest of his useless junk could stay here – she'd listen to Edward's whining later – but the clock was coming with her. There was no question about it.
She took the artifact with her and made her way downstairs. As she placed the clock on the table, her cell phone suddenly vibrated. Naomi pulled it out and stared at the Caller ID -- it was no one she recognized. She reluctantly flipped the top open and placed her ear to the receiver. “Hello?”
“Hello, Mrs. Dancougar.” Naomi was barely able to recognize the voice on the other side, but it eventually registered. It was Mr. Lee, the man they had had dinner with two nights earlier.
“Why, hello, Mr. Lee,” she replied happily. “I want to thank you again for all the help you've given us with the move. I'm just finishing up packing.”
“Splendid!” Grayson emulated her tone of voice perfectly. “There is actually a topic of discussion I would like to bring up with you.”
“Oh, really?” Naomi asked, pacing around the kitchen and twirling her hair in her fingers. “What about?”
“Well, it concerns your husband.” Grayson's voice returned to its slick, professional tone. “You see...”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Vance sat on the edge of his bed in his small cubicle of a room, running his hands through his damp hair in relaxation. He had spent the past two hours walking around the Guild, observing, watching, and taking in everything it had to offer. It felt so great to be here, away from everything -- truly in a completely different world. For the first time since her death...I finally feel like I'm living again! It's as if something is opening up inside me...something that has been otherwise closed for a long, long time. It feels weird...but a good weird.
When they had split up to prepare, earlier, Vance had told them he was going to nap and take a shower. Of course...so they wouldn't be suspicious. And he had showered, just ten minutes earlier, in his small private bathroom. There was only one uniform in the room, an azure blue tunic with breezy white pants. It seemed to be some sort of casual wear, and it fit fine on Vance, so he wore it -- with his black jacket overtop, of course.
The place was massive, to say the least. In the past hour or so, he had probably only seen a peek through the keyhole in regard to how many tunnels and alcoves the place had to offer. He had been up and down the current floor he was on, which consisted of mostly lodging rooms, numbered through hallways 1-7 with twenty rooms down each side. It was almost like a hotel...a hotel with impenetrable walls and amazing technology, that is.
The floor above this one was the top, as far as Vance knew, as well as the command center. It was where most of the Guild's private tunnelers were, as well as all the communications equipment -- and of course, the Seneschal's room. I really feel like taking a peek at what that Seneschal guy is up to. If he has the ability to control this whole place, he must be a pretty bad-ass guy...or at least, way stronger than Cliff.
Cliff...here I am thinking about that uptight prick again. Well, alright, maybe uptight prick is a bit much. The guy did save me, after all. And he did teach me more about psynergy. I probably could've figured it out on my own, though...
The truth is, I want to like the guy. Even moreso at this point, when it seems like we're gonna be partners for a while. But there are just so many things about him that I just can't stand! He's a mindless dog, always bowing and licking the heels of his master, taking everything so seriously, always looking down on me. And most of all, I can tell that Cliff doesn't want me around...and that really pisses me off. I don't know how far Cliff and Eden go back, but obviously, he's seriously trying to get with her. It's almost too obvious, in fact...
Vance stood up, frustrated, and punted the transparent plastic trashcan next to his bed across the room. It bounced off the wall and fell to the ground with a soft thud, leaving the room once again soundless.
I still feel freakin' mad. he sighed, pushing out through the door to his room and heading towards the tunneling station. I wonder if he'll
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
like this one...Eden was proud to be displaying her new outfit as she moved down the hallways of the Guild – the one that she had bought in the past hour herself down in Israfel City. I was a bit afraid of going back to the city...especially after what happened last time. Nonetheless, I have new clothes, and I can't help feeling beautiful and happy for myself. Besides, after all that had happened, don't I deserve it?
She was wearing a muted orange top, with white stripes down the sleeves. It was the type of fabric that clung to her body, and at first she felt strange wearing it. Just slipping it on had reminded her of clothing on Earth, and the millions of times she had changed outfits, day after day, trying to keep up and look great. That part of me is gone, now, though, and the emotions I'm feeling right now don't even come close to how I felt on Earth. I'm proud of how I look...not proud of keeping up with fashion or staying within people's expectations of me. I'm my own person, now more than ever...now that I've discovered my true heritage.
Besides the clingy top, she was wearing white capris, although they weren't made of the typical jean or cotton material that she was used to. They felt like a stronger material, yet they were softer and easier to move in than jeans or pants. It doesn't make sense, but I'm not one to argue. If I hadn't gotten used to being confused about things by now, though, I'm going to be in a heap of trouble in the future.
She looked down at her hands and made a fist with her right hand, trying to channel her psynergy. Vance had been simply ecstatic about our newfound abilities, but the sort of responsibility that comes with such things scares me more than anything. I've seen the destruction that accomplished psynergy users can make...Van Kaen, Winslow, and the other man in that cave. Even Cliff had been affected by his powers! I can't imagine what it would be like...if suddenly everyone on Earth had the chance to use their body and psychic energies in such a way. It would be...to put it bluntly...total anarchy.
She felt psynergy rush through her arm, igniting her fist, and flexed it to see what would happen. Her light orange aura glowed softly, and she tried shifting it around to different areas of body. Wherever she did it, she began to feel warm, and in some way, it really did feel natural.
“There you are, Eden.” It was Cliff's voice. She looked up, to see that she had arrived at the entrance to the tunneling station, where Cliff stood waiting. “Are you ready to leave?”
“Yep.” Eden looked up at him, smiling. “I've been practicing psynergy a lot. I hope I can get better.”
“You will,” Cliff said warmly. The apprehensive atmosphere surrounding him had dissipated, and Eden felt the same safe feeling that she had when he had first rescued her, three days ago. He was back to normal now...and everything would be okay.
The truth was that Cliff was scared out of his mind. I never thought that there could be a worse situation than the one on Despair...unless it was three Zodiacs instead of two...but of course, somehow, a worse one had been thrown to me. I have to 'rescue' my own captain. Captain Azuka, my leader and mentor...is counting on me this time. The Seneschal is putting so much pressure on me...just the right amount that I usually crumble under.
One of his favorite things about being a Dimensional Knight was that, as a Vice-Captain, no one truly relied on him for anything. Of course, he was obligated to fulfill the missions that Tao assigned to him, but that was different. I never had someone coming with me, 24/7...to protect and watch over like this. Now, I have two people to protect – one of them who seems to intentionally endanger himself – and on top of that, I have to go rescue the single person I respect most...is this some kind of cruel joke? What if we fail? Would I have to be rescued on my own rescue mission? Am I that pathetic at this point?
Now, he stared down at Eden, the girl with whom he had fallen hopelessly in love. He remembered the morning on Despair, where they had both woken up at the crack of dawn, already well-rested, and enjoyed a delicious breakfast of scrambled eggs, sitting out on the porch together. It had been almost surreal how wonderful that had felt.
And now, once again, it's all crashing down upon me. The funny part is, though...through all the problems and worries I have, one certain topic seems to stand prominent among all of them: Vance. Vance had appeared, literally, from nowhere, coincidentally in the middle of our mission, and had technically been a catalyst to our failure – not that I thought I could have taken the two Zodiacs alone, that is. It drives me mad! How could a person like Vance, who always seems to disregard any sort of danger or consequence imminent, come this far? Especially when someone like myself who always plans ahead, tries to be a team player and cooperate...seems to have suffered so much more than that dark-haired miscreant?!
He tried to etch Vance from his mind. Eden's here now, and it's just the two of us. I shouldn't be wasting such precious time worrying about that insignificant kid. He looked down at her, and he started to feel at ease again.
“Oh, there you guys are...” The dull voice seemed to shoot out from the tunnel and strike Cliff in the heart. He looked up, and there was none other than Vance Dancougar, wearing a set of Guild pajamas, his black jacket looking very out of place with the whole getup.
Eden turned around quickly to face Vance. “What'd you think of the place?”
“It was...” Vance started off enthusiastically, but quickly dropped his tone down in defense, returning to the dark mumble of his usual speech. “...interesting.”
Cliff looked down to Vance, trying to keep a neutral face. “By the way, the scout we sent out to the location you described came back. He said the house was deserted, and there was no Clock to be found.”
“What?” Vance asked. “But that doesn't make any sense.”
“I agree,” Cliff said. “It's suspicious. But unless you have any other ideas, it looks like we're at a dead end.”
Naomi... The thought drifted up into Vance's mind. But I don't want to go back there now...I can't. Things are just starting to get interesting here...I'm not going on sime wild goose chase just to find that bitch.
“I guess you're right,” Vance shrugged, unnaturally agreeing with Cliff's suggestion.
Cliff eyed Vance oddly, but let it go. “Well then, are you ready to leave?”
“You betcha,” Vance said, smashing a fist in his palm. An aura of purple psynergy rose from it, engulfing his arm. “I feel like I've become stronger.”
“Well, that's all and good,” Cliff sighed, his eyes frozen with Vance's. “But remember what happened on Despair. Don't let your ego get ahead of you this time.”
Inside, Vance boiled with rage. My ego?! And what does Cliff call his own superior attitude?! He's trying to act like my superior....you know what, I don't care what the Seneschal says...this guy is never going to order me around. I'll surpass him, it's just a matter of time. I'll prove that I'm the better one between the two of us.
Cliff, however, was not prepared to lose to Vance. He made neither a smirk nor any other expression...he simply stared forward.
Eden could feel the tension growing between the two men, and she stepped in to finally get them all rolling. “Your captain could possibly be in danger, right, Cliff?”
“You're right.” Cliff adjusted the strap that kept Sin on his back and turned to face the tunneling station. “We're headed to Gate #76, which should be down this corridor...” he said, instantly weaving his way through the tall columns that all contained a different tunneler inside, each one configured to a different dimension.
“Imagine all the years it would take to explore each and everyone of those gateways...” Vance couldn't hold himself back, speaking out loud and marveling at the expanse around him. “It's hard to even think about the sheer magnitude of the universe.”
Eden overheard him and turned around quickly. “You're being serious?” she asked, staring at him. His mouth was popped open in an expression of wonder, and the pupils that had seemed so alien and cold before suddenly had a dreamlike quality to them.
“....yeah.” he gulped, thinking of nothing but all the worlds around him, just waiting to be opened up.
“That's how I felt too...” she whispered softly, as if only talking to herself. She fell to the side of Vance and walked beside him, watching him, amused at his child-like curiosity to everything around them.
It took the trio about fifteen minutes to navigate their way to the current gateway, and during that time, Eden explained to Vance all that Cliff had told her. He swallowed every word, simply fascinated.
“This is it!” Cliff tapped on one of the blue cylindrical capsules. He had heard bits and pieces of Eden's explanation to Vance and had been quite pleased with himself. I never thought of myself as a teacher...but I guess I did a pretty good job of teaching Eden. Finally, I can give something back to the world...
He stepped into the chamber, now gaining confidence as a leader. Eden entered next, quickly catching his eye.
“Did you notice him?” she whispered quickly, taking her seat in the small compartment.
Cliff nodded quickly as Vance moved in.
“What is this?” the raven-haired youth asked, easing himself into the seat warily. It was that same crystalline blue as most everything else was in the Guild, with some sort of large restraining instruments on either side of it.
“It's a tunneler.” Eden said. “Ah, I forgot to mention it to you while we were walking! It's a man-made way that opens gates to different dimensions, making it much easier to travel through freely.”
“They're basically machines that rip holes in space and time,” Cliff added.
“As long as two of these machines are linked up at the same two positions in space and time,” Eden continued, undaunted, “it will transport the user from dimension to dimension in a flash. Even if they're just a tiny bit off, though, the whole procedure could result in total failure.”
“You know, you really sound like you've been here for more than three days...” Vance raised an eyebrow, smiling a bit at Eden.
“What can I say?” she beamed. “It's interesting.”
Vance's smile grew wider, and he sat down. “How do you strap yourself in?” he asked, yanking on the hard restraints to no avail. “Is there some sort of button?”
Eden giggled at Vance's unexpected clumsiness with the machine. “It's automatic. It'll restrain you when the jump happens.”
“You laughing at me?” Vance slowly turned his head to face her.
“So what if I am?” she said playfully, sticking her tongue out. It's too late for you now, Vance Dancougar. You've opened yourself up to me, and there's no turning back...you don't scare me anymore.
“Whatever...” Vance tried to look aloof, relaxing into his seat and awaiting the jump.
“We all ready, then?” Cliff tried to stay impartial to Eden's experiments with Vance, although it was tempting to make a comment. He made sure they were sitting properly, and then moved to the rear of the room. The 4th division Vice-Captain hit a button on the console, and quickly jumped in his own seat, closing his eyes and bracing for the rush.
Don't worry, Captain Azuka...he concentrated deeply, resting his head back as the space around them began to rupture. We're coming for you.
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Vance wrenched his eyes open, white knuckles gripping the sides of the seat in terror. Even though it was the second time, that transportation still scared him to death. It felt as if he was being ripped apart. He stood up with a shudder, looking around his new environs. They were in a small room made of dark red bricks with a cement ceiling. A dusty yellow light bulb dangled down from a choppy hole in the ceiling, barely illuminating the room.
“Damn, do you guys always go to the most backwater places?” Vance turned his eyes to Eden and Cliff, who had already been standing up.
“Well, Midgarde is one of the most advanced dimensions out there, so basically anywhere we go will be less 'modern.' However, remember that for this dimension, all you see here is the current trend.”
“Why haven't dimensions like Midgarde exported their technologies?” Eden inquired.
“Well, there's a few reasons for that.” Cliff said, leaning back against a wall. “Firstly, you have to note that each dimension has its own special materials and natural resources; no two dimensions have exactly the same elemental make-up. Second to that, while humans and other small objects can fit through the rifts between dimensions, we've had bad experiences tunneling materials with large masses. So, if you're talking about exporting large amounts of æsotech here, it's just out of the question. If a rift is stretched too wide by its cargo, it could crack, possibly destroying the entire dimension itself. Not a good idea!”
“So you're telling me there's no place that's capable of doing the stuff that Midgarde is?” Vance asked, offering up some resistance.
“No, there is, there is...” Cliff explained. “However, most developers of advanced technologies aren't going to give out their secrets for free, and this creates problems for poorer dimensions who can't come up with the capital needed to buy their way forward in progress. Then, you have those dimensions that are just ethically against another dimension influencing their people that way.”
Eden pursed her lips thoughtfully. “I see...how complicated. How would you even keep track of so many worlds, anyway?”
“That's a good question.” Cliff said, running a hand through his hair. “I know the Church's network consists of well over 500,000 representatives, and who knows how many workers. Basically, they try to keep track of all dimensions who wish to be a part of the program."
“Huh...” Vance made a small sign that he was listening, staring down at the tunneler. Rather than the nice, æsotech ones that they had left in from Midgarde, these seemed to be made out of clunky iron, with thick black belts used for restraints -- yet they had come through fine. “How is it possible for these to work, then?”
“Way to be attentive, Vance...” Cliff grinned. He had to give credit to Vance. It took a good bit of attentiveness to catch on to the possible paradox that existed with the tunneling process. “I don't know if Eden explained this part to you, but the science to tunneling doesn't involve the products that the seats are made out of, at all. The first rift was opened by channeling psynergy towards the fifth dimension of space, the other four being height, width, depth, and time, in that order. By utilizing that fifth dimension, our forefathers created a device that would act as an outlet for that psynergy.”
Cliff reached under his seat, and after a few moments pulled out a long, crystalline tube, two dark blue triangles marked on each end. “This, guys, is a tunneler. The seats you see are merely shells of their true power.”
“What in the...” Vance gasped, genuinely surprised. “That thing isn't living, is it? How can it have an aura?”
Cliff smiled, replacing the device under the seat as he continued. “Once you develop your powers more, you will find a niche into which you fall...a certain category in the way your psynergy is created, flows, and ultimately appears. Some people are gifted with the ability to imbue their psynergy into certain objects, whether it be weapons, or in this case, machines. The Church of Holy Truths owns a school of these types of psynergy users whose job is to imbue their power into the tunnelers to allow them to function. Once a tunneler is created, the Church will install the minimum amount of them in any allied dimension. And then everyone's happy.”
“You were right...” Vance turned to Eden exhaustedly. “This is damn complicated.”
Cliff threw his head back and laughed, then turned back to the two, who were now speechless. “Well, anyway...I'll tell you more about this later. For now, we have to get going -- the captain is waiting for us.”
“Fine by me,” Vance shrugged, moving over to the door and trying to open it. “Huh? It's locked.”
“Of course.” Cliff produced moved over to the door and passed his hands over its psynergetic barrier. “These tunnelers lead straight into the heart of the Guild. We can't just have anyone using them all the time.”
“But if someone really wanted to get in, they could just destroy this stupid shack and use it anyway.” Vance smirked, trying to agitate Cliff.
“Yes, they could, but in this close range, they would end up destroying the tunnelers as well. Within them lies a potent concentration of psynergy, so they would react proportionately.” he grinned, turning back to Vance and then yanking the door open.
Vance expected a flash of color to surge over him, but the actual result was quite the opposite. He was staring at a drab town, its buildings colored in browns and greys, with cobblestone-lined streets. The sky was dark and grey, rain pouring down from every possible angle, accompanied by a chilling wind.
They were located at the top of a tall brick building, suspended a few stories above the streets below. Their only exit seemed to be a rusty steel ladder, dangling from the flimsy steel platform that extended from the doorway.
“I thought we were traveling to different dimensions, not different time periods.” Vance rolled his eyes.
“What are you saying?” Cliff spoke as if he was genuinely confused.
“This looks like it was straight out of a photograph from the 1930s.” Vance turned around to Cliff, raising an eyebrow. “I think I just counted five different Model T ripoffs in the past minute or so.”
“Oh, so this dimension shows similarities to that of your own...” Cliff mused thoughtfully. “I've heard of this before. It seems as if the cycle of human thoughts and ideas has its own similarities, no matter to which dimension you travel. For example, the present that exists in your dimension now could be the past of a dimension that seems far advanced from your own. You follow me?”
“Yeah.” Vance said, turning back around and staring at the city. “So every dimension could be a clone of Earth, except accelerated at different rates of time?”
“No...not exactly.” Cliff was starting to feel confused himself. “You can't think of Earth as the main dimension that everything springs from, Vance. Don't be surprised if we go to a dimension one time where what you see as your present actually happened a hundred years ago their time. Dimensions are all intertwined somehow, in many more ways than we probably realize. And the total number of dimensions is probably infinite if you think about it. We believe outer space to be infinite, which means that each world is infinite. So, if each world is infinite, then why shouldn't the space in which those worlds exist be infinite? Am I right?”
Vance and Eden nodded slowly.
“We're not trying to go explore every dimension,” Cliff said. “It's probably impossible. What we are searching for, though, is not the end, rather, but the beginning: the first dimension. The Space-Time Continuum...where all was created, and where all can be destroyed.”
Vance looked outside. Raindrops had been sneaking their way into the small shelter, and he was getting sick of standing there and just taking it while Cliff droned on and on. “I thought you said we had to get going.”
“Right, right.” Cliff ushered them outside of the door, resealing the psynergy barrier behind them. “I believe we're in the Industrial District.” he said as they began to climb down the slippery ladder. “This city is called Petro, which is a very-well-to-do city in its own right. Of course, it has its share of bums and peasants, but it also houses some of the wealthiest men in the dimension of Tartoch. Most of them are, of course, funded by the local mafia – the same mafia that has been funding assassins. Captain Azuka should have had no trouble getting rid of them, though...” Cliff trailed off, his worrisome thoughts surfacing from the depths of his mind.
“So, there was obviously something that happened that they hadn't anticipated,” Vance guessed. “I mean, what other explanation is there?”
“Yeah...” Cliff nodded, setting foot on the ground with a splash. “But what could it be?”
The trio now stood in an alleyway which opened up left and right to opposite streets. Strange foreign letters adorned the wall of the building they had just descended from.
“Hey, these guys don't speak English?” Vance said, pointing to the wall with curiosity.
“It's not their native language, that's true.” Cliff said. “Although you'd find that most of the aristocrats have a general understanding of the common dialect, due to its constant usage in important affairs. Captain Azuka was born in a place that also speaks this language, which is why the 4th division was assigned to this mission.”
“Wait a second!” Eden said, taking a good look at the paint on the brick wall. “Nordpetro Stahlmühle...Vance, this is German!”
“German, huh?” Vance squinted. “Well what does it say?”
“I can't read it all,” she said meekly. “but 'nord' means North, and you see how it says Petro on the end? There's no doubt about it! It's German.”
“German, huh?” Cliff said. “So you guys have this language in Earth, too? Interesting. Around these parts, we call it Doitzish.”
“That's actually similar to how Germans call their own language.” Eden pointed out. “Deutsch.”
“Amazing.” Cliff said. “But where did you learn this?”
“I took German for three years in high school.” Eden shrugged. “I don't remember that much, and I never learned that much in the first place, but I still remember a little!” With that, she abruptly turned to Vance. “But Vance! I'm embarrassed at you! You couldn't even identify one of your own dimension's languages?”
“Oh, come on, gimme a break.” Vance sighed. “How in the world do you expect me to know this? I never took German in school.”
“German is a widely-practiced language! It's common sense.” Eden teased him. “You're not representing Earth very well.”
“Well, I'm not an Earthling, so that's none of my concern, now is it?” he retorted.
“You were still brought up there!” Eden argued back. “It means you're a reflection of our culture.”
“Whatever.” Vance shrugged. “Say all you want, it doesn't make a difference.”
“Don't worry about it.” Cliff smirked. “All I'm getting now from you two is that Earthlings argue a lot.”
“But...” Eden pointed a finger frantically at Vance.
“You have some serious problems, Eden...” Vance muttered, beginning to move forward out of the alley. “Serious problems.”
“By the way, that says 'North Petro Steel Mill'.” Cliff began to chuckle, clapping Eden on the back playfully. “Come on, don't worry.”
Vance was the first to step out from the alley. He was forced to look at the town from a different perspective at this point, being on the bottom rather than above it all. Smoke billowed from factory buildings along the street, and many passers-by would stop to warm their hands above steaming sewer grates. A heavy breeze cut through the air, and it was getting pretty chilly.
“Maybe we should have brought heavier clothes.” Cliff shivered.
“Where are we headed anyway?” Eden complained. “I'd rather not just stand here in the rain like this.”
“Alright, alright. Follow me.” Cliff began to walk down the sidewalk. “While most of the organization's activity is carried out in the city, here, the actual headquarters are located in the north sector, in a closed-off private housing area. Since we're arriving rather late, I doubt we'll have trouble getting in. Although it will interest me how they managed to keep a wide-scale war from the attention of the government.”
“There better be some flunkies left,” Vance muttered. “You don't know how long I've been waiting to try this stuff out...”
“Be careful what you wish for.” Cliff turned back to Vance for a moment, before continuing.
A man with ear-length blond hair was moving quickly down the street, almost as if he were attempting to dodge the rain. He was wearing a heavy brown coat with olive green suspenders underneath. As he walked, he adjusted his glasses, keeping his head up and his nose out.
“Entschuldigen Sie bitte,” Cliff said, suddenly stopping in place and interrupting the man, “aber sprechen Sie Allgemein?”
The man looked up at Cliff, adjusting his glasses. “Yes sir. How may I help you?” His accent was thick with Doitzish tones and pronunciation, and he seemed to be rather friendly.
“Great! Thank you very much. We're looking for the private Kantor District--”
At the mention of the name, the man paled. His eyes grew dark, and he suddenly continued forward, shoving Vance out of the way as he did so.
“Hey,” Vance shouted, “watch where you're going, idiot!”
The man did not respond, and turned a corner as soon as he was able.
“What's his problem?” Vance said. “All we did was ask him directions.”
“It looks like the townspeople are going to be less than cooperative with our efforts,” Cliff sighed. “I suppose the Kantor District's reputation precedes itself around here. Either that, or the situation has grown public.”
“Well, if it's progressed that far, then we have even less time to waste, eh?” Vance shook his hands excitedly.
Cliff was quick to stifle Vance's enthusiasm. “Don't get ahead of yourself. For all we know, the disaster in the Kantor District has been finished, and the captain is elsewhere.”
“But I thought that the Seneschal said the tracking signal hadn't changed for the past few weeks...” Eden interjected.
“Yes,” Cliff chuckled. “But think for a moment. If that was true, then it means that Captain Azuka was in the exact same position for that long period. Our tracking displays aren't that advanced. The dot was simply stating that its target still resides somewhere in the Petro region.”
“How annoying...” Vance groaned. “So we could be wandering around these streets all day?”
“Not quite.” Cliff was far from ready to give up. “We may just have to start at a lower level of information, this time. Watch.”
They kept moving, until they encountered another person: this time, a middle-aged woman with streaks of grey in her hair holding a large brown umbrella.
“Traurig,” Cliff began again, “aber sprechen Sie Allgemein?”
“Ya, I speak.” The woman looked up at Cliff with curious eyes.
“Would you happen to know the way to the nearest police station?”
Vance moved, as if he were about to say something, but held himself back at the last second.
Meanwhile, the woman replied. “It is right around the corner and to the left. You can't miss it.”
“Vielen dank.” Cliff nodded. The woman returned the gesture with a smile, and continued on her way.
“Hey, Cliff,” Vance opened his mouth, remembering what he had meant to say earlier. “Aren't we going to cause unnecessary attention to ourselves by going to the police station? I mean, they can't possibly approve of what's happening.”
“Correct, Vance, they would not approve.” Cliff frowned. “However, I'm not entirely sure that they are aware of the danger yet. That man obviously knew some things about the district, but this could've been for a number of reasons. He could have heard a rumor that the mafia is heavily concentrated around there and suspected we were connected with it somehow. On the other hand, he could have been a lower-echelon mafia member himself, in the process of fleeing from the carnage.”
Vance followed Cliff's long explanation with a snide remark. “Has anyone ever told you that you overanalyze things too much?”
“You may be right,” Cliff sighed, “but better safe than sorry.”
Vance shrugged. “I guess.”
“Are you saying you trust me, Vance?” Cliff smirked as they began to turn a corner, revealing the wide main avenue of Petro.
“If it makes you feel better, you can believe that.” Vance quickly shot back, soon followed by the sounds of Eden stifling a laugh.
Now well past the state of being soaked, Cliff, Vance, and Eden began to quicken their pace down the sidewalk, building after building.
“I thought she said 'you can't miss it.'” Vance seemed eternally irritated.
“It's right down there.” Cliff pointed to a tall, looming, stone building. The front held two large arches that stretched upwards, eventually cut off by a stern flat roof. “It says police up there on that inscription.”
“So, how should we approach them then?” Eden asked.
“Just do the same thing you both did before.” Cliff placed a palm on her shoulder. “Let me do the talking.”
“And if you mess up?” Vance challenged Cliff yet again.
Cliff wiped a mixture of rain and sweat from his forehead as he started up the stairway to the police station. “Let's try not to think about that.”
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Cliff swung open the heavy wooden door and stepped inside. Rain dripped off his waterlogged threads, adding to the pool started by his drenched boots. He pulled off his soggy hat, placing it under his arm, and sauntered up to the main desk.
“Hello, I seem to be rather lost,” he spoke, taking on a pathetic demeanor. No Doitzish this time, since the police undoubtedly speak common. On top of that, if we do end up running into trouble, it would be to our advantage if the police force thought the three of us couldn't understand the language.
A tall policeman in a slick black outfit buttoned straight down the chest with a matching hat looked up at Cliff. “Where may I direct you, sir?” His accent was the most polished they had come across so far.
The door creaked shut again for the second time, as Vance and Eden caught up to Cliff at the front. As water began to puddle from the teenagers onto the enlargening puddle on the ground, the policeman looked less than happy.
Cliff took a deep breath. Alright...the two main outcomes this time: One, the police force is not aware of the situation. If that's the case, then everything will proceed smoothly. In the event of two, however – where the police force is indeed aware of the city's imminent danger, and taking the proper precautions...then we will immediately be suspected as assassins. If it goes that far, I just hope they'll trust my sincerity as personnel from the Guild of Dimensional Knights. That is...if it even means something to them. If they already have been poisoned by the mafia, then all is lost.
He blinked, snapping himself out of it. This extended silence must be the most suspicious of all!
“Can you direct me to the Kantor District?” Cliff tried to speak the line as fluidly as possible, despite his immense trepidation.
The tall policeman kept his eyes fixated upon Cliff. His hand flinched, moving towards the inside of his jacket. “Who are you?”
Cliff took a quick pause. He was about to reach in his pocket for his Guild of Dimensional Knights identification, then realized that such a move would definitely work as a signal of danger. I should have had it in my hand from the very beginning! “I am Vice-Captain Cliff Walden of the 4th division of the Guild of Dimensional Knights. The two at my side are also Knights, accompanying me on this mission. We have come to recover others from our division, who were previously assigned to a mission in the Kantor District. We would appreciate any help at all towards our cause.”
The policeman eyed Cliff for a moment, saying nothing. Cliff stared back with a stone-cold expression, his eyes rectangular mirrors on the wall of his face. Vance and Eden looked at each other nervously, unsure of what to do.
Finally, the policeman made a move. “...you three may be the ones we've been waiting for.”
He turned for a moment and headed through a door in the wall behind the counter. They heard some muffled talking for a bit, and then the policeman returned. “An automobile shall pull up to the front. The driver there will take us to the Kantor District. On the way, I shall tell you what we know so far.” The policeman started forward, making not even a single gesture or glance to follow him.
Cliff looked to Vance and Eden. “Looks like we're ready to go.”
“Seems like it was too easy,” Vance said. “For all he knows, we could be assassins.”
“Maybe...” Cliff realized, “but even if we were, it wouldn't matter. At this point...they have nothing else to lose.”
Confused, Vance followed Cliff and Eden outside. At the bottom of the stone stairs that led up to the police station was a vintage black Ford two-door sedan, complete with a massive grill and a small, four-seater passenger compartment.
The policeman climbed into the front seat next to the driver, waiting for the three Knights to climb into the back.
“This is going to be a tight squeeze.” Cliff grimaced, pulling the door to the backseat open and sliding in to the right side.
Vance moved in next, and already between the two of them, there was hardly enough space left for another person. Eden put her foot in, and tried to slide as much of herself onto the seat as she could. She got about half of her body in easily, but had to shove Vance and Cliff against the right side of the car with a few sharp elbows.
“This sucks.” Vance complained, his body sideways against Cliff, whose head was jammed in the upper corner of the car. Eden managed to stuff her arm in between herself and Vance, keeping a minimal amount of distance between them.
The tall, humorless policeman watched them through the rearview mirror. “My name is Josef Stein, the chief of police here in Petro. We were alerted to the secret war being raged in the Kantor District about a week ago by a massive explosion coming from the area. We immediately sent the police force over to check it out, and most of them were killed. The ones who managed to escape were barely able to do so with their lives, without even landing a single shot on the enemy. With our remaining troops, we attempted to rescue the survivors in the district and create a barricade around the perimeter in hopes of keeping the public safe.”
Josef stopped for a moment and turned to look at the scenery. They were passing out of the city now, and what were formerly dark, dirty buildings slowly changed to expansive green fields. Not far ahead was a large concrete wall, noticeable damage and cracks all around it. There were two iron gates enclosing houses within, patrolled by armed guards. The sign on the gate read “Kantorbezirk”.
“You see, criminal activity had always been underground here, Vice-Captain Walden,” Josef continued. “The underground groups did what they did and stayed out of our way...we in turn kept out of theirs. Crime against common civilians was at an all-time low. Most of their activity had been strictly in the illegal exporting of assassins and other resources to outside dimensions. We figured if it was a large enough problem, the higher-ups would have done something about it.
“Never before have we seen such a level of destruction, of utter chaos in our city, Mr. Walden. I have lost over half of my men, most of them on the first day. From what we have learned so far, however...the instigator of this violence seems to be the Guild itself.”
Cliff did not turn to Josef, still staring out the window as the car pulled up to the gate. “Our call to duty cannot act as a scapegoat for your city's apathy,” he said sternly.
“I will be honest with you...” Josef countered. “I do not care what is going on inside there. It does not concern me; it is above my head. All I care about are my men and the safety of this city. I brought you here so you can finish what you started.”
Cliff popped open the door to the car, stepping out. The rain had lightened up a bit. “Thanks for the ride.”
“Wait a second!” Vance shouted, regaining his composure. “Cliff, you're going to take that from this punk? How can you let him continue saying those things?!”
Josef's eyes were pointed at Vance, a look of disgust on his face. “I believe that you people definitely bit off more than you could chew this time.”
“Shut the hell up!” Vance shouted, suddenly reaching out and yanking on the collar of Josef's shirt. “What do you know? These guys put their lives on the line for stuff that has nothing to do with them just because they want to keep the peace, and then a selfish bastard like you has the ignorance to throw the blame on them?!”
Eden stared at Vance in surprise. His outburst might have been uncalled for, especially in a situation in which they should be thanking the man who just helped them out.
“All you Knights are the same,” Josef scowled at Vance. “You think you can solve everyone's problems, and the moment you hear otherwise you're thrown into a fit.”
Vance kept his grip tight on Josef's collar. “It's people like you that are causing the prob--”
“VANCE!” Cliff interrupted Vance's tirade with a booming yell. “Get out of the car right now. Or are you abandoning the mission?”
Vance let his grip relax on the man's shirt as he looked at Cliff through the open car door. His mouth was agape in surprise. “You're yelling at me?”
“Just get out of the car!” Cliff shouted.
Vance frowned, quickly exiting the vehicle.
“Th, thank you for the ride,” Eden said softly, avoiding all eye contact with the police chief. She felt sorry for him, despite his earlier statements.
“How could you let him get away with that?!” Vance confronted Cliff, his arms spread wide in amazement. “He just completely denounced the entire Guild! I thought you had pride in your--”
“You don't understand, Vance...” Cliff muttered. His eyes were fixated on something beyond the gate: the charred shell of what was once a mansion. Dead bodies were littered across the private driveways and gardens of the enormous houses. Craters lined the street, covering the ground where houses had once stood.
“What don't I understand?!” Vance asked angrily. “The guy was a total prick!”
“Do you really think this is the first time I've run into this sort of situation?” Cliff finally turned to Vance, his eyes ablaze. “Moreover, do you really think that you're the sort of person who could completely change the opinion of another by screaming at him? He doesn't care what you think. No matter how much you tell him, he will just continue living his life like this, throwing the balance awry. There's nothing we can do about it. Corruption reigns in all dimensions, just like yours. You need to learn some self-control if you ever want people to take you seriously.”
“You're a bitter pessimist!” Vance spat. “If you don't think you can make a difference anywhere, then why do you go on doing what you're doing? I thought you guys had a mission to make the world a better place! I didn't know all the Knights were a bunch of broken-down cowards who can't even stand up for their own organization.”
“The only missions we have are the ones that are given to us,” Cliff replied, refusing to raise his voice again. “If you wish to stay a Knight, Vance, I suggest you worry solely about that.”
“You're no different from the policeman. All you care about is yourself,” Vance shot back.
“And what about you?!” Cliff gave in, and began to shout again. “You have total disregard for anyone's thoughts or opinions except your own! You won't listen to directions, you're an utter--”
“STOP IT!” Eden shrieked, breaking Cliff's sentence into pieces. “Stop it, both of you! What are you saying to each other? We're supposed to be a team! A team! It doesn't matter what either of you say at this point...we made a deal! We have to stick to the plan and sort out our differences later. People are counting on us!”
Cliff turned back to the gates immediately, regaining his composure. His unbridled anger towards Vance was momentarily stifled as he remembered just who it was he was coming to save. Captain Azuka...we are almost there.
Vance shoved his hands into his pockets, his body seething with angry psynergy. First guy I see in there is going to die.
“We're going in there,” Eden announced, moving up to the two policeman standing guard in front of the gate.
“You joking.” One of the guards spoke up, an elderly man with a thick, soggy voice. Unlike Josef, his language was quite poor. “All enter...dead.”
“We'll take our chances,” Eden pointed to the gate. “Are you gonna open it or what?”
The guards slowly moved to the chain-links on their respective sides of the gate, in disbelief at what they were hearing. Vance and Cliff joined Eden as they waited for the spiked gate to rise from its position.
“There,” the guard shrugged to his partner. “You want death, die.”
The three moved under the gate and stepped into the Kantor District. It slowly creaked to a close behind them.
“Hey, what do you think you're doing?” Vance asked suddenly.
“What?” the guard replied, offended. “Too dangerous! You come back alive, we open.”
Vance snorted at the man's choice of words, and they continued onward.
“Just let them feel safe...” Cliff muttered. “We all know that flimsy gate wouldn't stand a chance against anyone who's made it this far.”
“It doesn't look like anyone's here, though.” Eden took a look around. "Like the big fight already happened."
“This is simply the result of the attackers being pushed out.” Cliff surveyed the land as well. “The real base is underground.”
They were standing on the entrance street to the private housing district, which now looked as if it had suffered a nuclear explosion. Debris lay everywhere: dining tables, furnaces, automobiles, septic tanks. Only the houses on the outskirts of the small development were still intact, and anyone could see that it had once been quite a beautiful area.
Cliff noticed the circular pattern to the ruins, making the source much easier to detect. Indeed, the angle at which the houses had been hit, combined with the spots where the chunks of their walls and foundations now resided made it obvious where the attack had started.
He stepped forward into a charred front yard. The blood-splattered ground was void of any corpses. Cliff went into the burnt frame of what remained of the house, looking for any sort of clue as to which direction this came from.
This level of destruction means...Cliff stepped over the smashed tile that remained of the foyer. ...we're not dealing with the standard fare. Some terrible forces are lurking here...fighters packing an advanced level of psynergy control along with them.
His boots crunched on the broken glass littered about the floor as he moved through the living room and reached the remains of a spiral staircase. There were only about four steps left now; Cliff imagined that the upper steps had all caved in when the second floor was blown away.
“It couldn't have happened here, could it?” Vance calmly spoke, following Cliff. “The entire ceiling seems to have been pushed forward away from something. It's past this one.”
“Yep.” Cliff stepped over a crumbled brick wall into the backyard. A swingset had been sliced in half by something, and now lay in two pieces on the ground. A large hole had been smashed through the back fence, and torn pieces of black cloth were snagged on the splinters of wood.
“What happened here?” Eden moved slowly, turning full circle more than once, amazed at the utter decimation that now surrounded her.
“Assassins fighting other assassins for no reason,” Cliff shook his head. “Most of them don't care whether or not someone is truly in their way or simply passing by...their job is to kill.”
Vance, feeling impatient, climbed through the hole in the fence and moved into the next house. This one's bottom floor was still in one piece, except for a wide hole moving straight along the center as if an 18-wheeler had plowed straight through.
“We're getting closer.” Cliff followed Vance's lead and moved ahead. “You should both be on alert. From this point forward, we could be attacked at any moment.”
“How can you tell we're close?” Eden asked.
“To a certain extent, one can sense the psynergy of another simply by using their own as a sort of satellite. It's hard to distinguish certain auras, but as with anything, you get better with experience. I used to practice it by closing my eyes and allowing my psynergy to do all the work. See if you can create mental streams and reach out to the signals that you feel nearby. Try with mine, first.”
Eden closed her eyes and did as Cliff said. She felt her own body surging with psynergy, but everything else seemed dark. She tried to let her psynergy stream off her, but it didn't work as easily as she had anticipated. She visualized the aura around her body -- bright orange -- and imagined the streams of the power licking and leaping from her. She saw them tendril out, like smoke, reaching their way through the darkness around her. Then, a fierce glow cut through the darkness: a fuzzy aura, the color of soft sand.
Cliff. Just from how it felt, Eden knew it was him. She allowed her psynergy to spread further around, memorizing its signal.
Soon, a new aura phased in. Eden changed the direction of her psynergy, searching, and felt herself shudder. The new aura was a dark, cold purple, pouring out with a vengeance. An intruder had broken in on her solitude...Vance. His cold, pulsating aura was the polar opposite of Cliff's large, soft one. And there she was -- a small, orange glow, merely a speck on the barren wasteland in which they stood.
She sighed and opened her eyes. Cliff was staring at her, smiling. “How did it go?”
“I...I think I got it,” she said, wiping sweat from her forehead. “Can you only do it when your eyes are closed?”
“You should be able to feel it in your consciousness even with your eyes open, as your skills increase,” Cliff explained. “Don't sweat it, though. You're doing great so far.”
Vance was standing by during the entire ordeal, listening to Cliff's every word and trying to sort it out himself. He wouldn't take the route that Eden had, and had forced himself to sense both of his teammates' auras with his eyes open. There was still one integral thing missing from this experience, though. He wanted to know how to infer his opponent's strength as well. There had to be a way, otherwise, the event that happened in the mine would have played out much differently. There must be some way to do it.
Cliff had been sensing Vance's aura the whole time he had been with them, and every time he did so, he grew to fear it even more. The height to which it had grown when Vance had grabbed Josef's collar had been the most powerful Cliff had ever seen it. Vance has an atomic temper...but he does have the power to back it up. The kid is pretty much a walking time bomb. I'm just thankful that he was too clumsy to take control of it back when we were fighting Winslow, or things would have taken a turn for the worst. But if we continue working together like this, and Vance continues developing his psynergy...the day will come when he learns to control that strange, lurking energy that's hiding deep within him.
Although Vance had been making a convincing show of paying no attention, Cliff had felt Vance increase the range of his aura in order to check theirs.
“Any questions, Vance?” he swirled around to face his partner.
Vance had been leaning against the collapsed wall of the second house, and a guilty look flashed over his face for a moment as he saw Cliff staring at him. “Hmph. So you can tell when others do that, huh?”
“Only when they're inexperienced...” Cliff spoke cleverly. “There's a way to master it so that you don't need to increase your aura at all – it becomes natural.”
“Well, then,” Vance shrugged, “I might as well ask. How do you distinguish someone's strength through their aura?”
“Good question.” Cliff began, “In fact, we're all going to need to utilize this once we enter the base in order to examine any enemies we come across, and flee if we need to. There are going to be people stronger than us in there, I guarantee it.”
Vance and Eden nodded.
“There is no general 'scale' with which to measure someone's power. This isn't a chemical formula or a math problem -- it's the living spirit of another person. The first step, though, is to be familiar with your own. Know your aura, know its intensity, know its feeling and flare. When you pick up another psynergy signal, look at its intensity, its color, its feeling, and compare it to your own. You'll be able to figure out the rest intuitively. Do you understand?”
“Gotcha,” Vance murmured in approval and began to study Cliff's aura again. Without a doubt, he has a much larger concentration than me. Moving from Cliff to Eden, though is a gigantic difference. Her bright, orange aura is nothing compared to his. The funny part is, though...I can't tell which one is greater, between she and I. There is something about hers, it just seems so radiant, so full, that it almost clouds my vision entirely. What is she?
They stood in silence analyzing each other, the three of them forming a psychic link. After a few minutes, however, their concentration was broken, and an explosion rocked the earth beneath them.
“What the hell?” Cliff looked around frantically. “There're still assassins on the surface?”
“Let's find out where they are, and then get them.” Vance said calmly, taking off through the house, jumping over the bushes in the back, and moving out onto another street. Cliff and Eden followed him quickly, searching for the location of the sound.
“It's over there!” Cliff was the first the two distinct signals coming from behind him. Psynergy was radiating from the area like a beacon, and he couldn't believe that he hadn't felt it until now. It has to be the entrance to the base.
“Cliff, I feel it too.” Eden said, looking up at him for some sort of confirmation. “There's two of them, right? Who are they?”
He could feel the energies fluctuating, which could only mean one thing. “They're fighting. One must have just escaped from the base, and the other one was pursuing him. That's why they're on the surface.”
“Let's go!” Vance was nearly salivating.
“No.” Cliff shot down his proposal immediately. “I can feel more signals, which means they're also around the entrance. We'll approach quietly, and wait for them to either leave the vicinity or do each other in. Only then will we proceed.”
“Alright...” Eden nodded, “but won't they notice us?”
“I'm hoping they'll both be too preoccupied for that.” Cliff advanced. “While fighting, they need to channel their psynergy for both attack and defense, leaving their surveillance abilities rather weak. If they're advanced users, well...I'll have to deal with them.”
“We'll have to deal with them,” Vance corrected him.
“Hmm...” Cliff quickened his pace, concentrating psynergy around his feet to lessen the impact it made, quieting his steps and subsequently increasing his momentum. Vance and Eden soon caught on, following his lead.
As they moved across the street, they noticed the general area growing more and more barren. A huge crater enveloped the entire surrounding area, taking the place of where six or seven houses would be standing. Smoldering ash and rubble lay in a large heap in the front yard, creating the perfect hill for them to hide behind and watch the goings-on.
A huge curved blade went flying into the sky, twirling around in the air and then returning in the same direction from which it came. At the bottom of the crater, two men danced around each other, dashing from side-to-side in perpetual motion. The first was wearing a black top hat and a long cape. It was hard to see, but it looked like he was wearing even darker plainclothes underneath. In each hand, he carried a large card bearing an indistinguishable symbol. He looked to be middle-aged, with a long black goatee and bushy eyebrows.
The caped one seemed quicker than his opponent, a young man with a long mane of ice blue hair. He was wearing a heavy leather mantle with a skin of white fur draped around his neck. Leggings and gauntlets of chains were wrapped around his hands, each holding one of those strange curved weapons he had sent flying earlier. He had dark eyes and was smiling evilly, juggling his weapons. They had a short, thick blades curved like crescent moons, mimicking the talon of a gigantic hawk. Their unique shape seemed to be what allowed them to return to their owner each time they were thrown, and grim memories from Winslow's attack began to flood into Vance's mind.
“The man in the cape's aura is...like paper,” Eden noticed. “The texture, I mean.”
“Yeah,” Vance added, “I felt that too. And he has a much stronger concentration of psynergy than that idiotic beast-man.”
They're learning incredibly fast, Cliff stared at the two in amazement. I explained this to them ten minutes ago, and they're already getting the hang of it. But how...?
In the crater, the man in the top hat finally made a move. In a flash, he threw a card from his hand, aiming to sever the other man's leg. The beast man stumbled, pulling his leg quickly out of the way of the flying card. It just barely touched him, slicing a superficial line along his calf.
He threw his head back, a shrill laugh escaping from his mouth. “You missed, pal! But those are some sharp cards ya got there. Allow me to pay you back tenfold!” The beast man raised his arms, preparing to shred his opponent.
“The big guy doesn't use too much psynergy,” Vance observed. “I wonder if he makes up for that in brute strength?”
“I wouldn't be surprised,” Cliff's eyes were unwavering. “There are a lot of different fighters out there, many of them too lazy to sit and dedicate time into the intense meditation it takes to increase one's psynergy. They feel that raw power is always the most direct route to take.”
The beast man brought his right arm down hard, his weapon like a shining stake. The man in the top hat stood perfectly still.
“He's going to get cut!” Eden whispered.
“No!” Vance corrected her. “Look at his hand.”
The hand holding the remaining card began to glow as he brought it up, parrying his attacker with no trouble at all.
“He blocked a dagger with a playing card?!” Eden was stunned. “How is that possible? And he hardly had any time to charge his psynergy!”
“For some, like the Zodiacs, charging enough psynergy to destroy a mountain takes only a second...” Cliff spoke. “Remember that when facing our opponents.”
“That's...” Eden couldn't bear to finish her sentence. Maybe we really have bitten off more than we can chew...
At the same time, the man in the ice-blue hair had his own revelation, while gaping at the man's strange card. There was nothing special about it; it looked just a bit larger than usual. The only other peculiarity was the mark on the face of the card – a glowing white eye.
The beast man brought down his other arm this time, preparing to slice the right side of the caped one's body off instead. Then, in an instant, he was pushed completely off-balance. The blue-haired man fell to the ground with a crash, turning his head to stare at his right arm. There, across his upper bicep, was a bright red gash. Although it was larger than the papercut, it was still such a tiny wound – which didn't explain the enormous impact he had just felt moments before.
“Did you see that?!” Vance said quietly, not without a bit of excitement. “The cape guy just sliced that dude's arm off with a little card!”
“He has some speed,” Cliff pursed his lips. “I wonder what his secret is?”
The cloaked man with the top hat stood a few feet away from the fallen body, the reddened playing card still held out in front of him. He turned around and moved back to the man with the ice blue hair, staring downwards with little interest.
“Although you were a fool, you had courage.” The caped man spoke in a dusty, monotonous voice that reminded Vance of a history teacher. “And so, to mark our meeting...I, the magician-assassin known as Black Rylan, shall bestow a gift upon you!” The oddly-named magician raised his gloved hands and began to swirl them around in the air.
The beast man began scrambling quickly on the ground, climbing to his feet to face his enemy. “Too slow, grandpa!”
Vance's eyes widened. “He's dead.”
As the man lay on the ground, a blue mist had slowly formed above him. Now it was large, and, more importantly, energized. In a flash of psynergy, playing cards began spraying downwards one after another, not just cutting into the man, but cutting through him. The psynergy-generated cards continued to pour out of the cloud until the man's body could no longer support itself, collapsing to the ground in bloody defeat.
Rylan sighed through his nose, and turned towards the north end of the crater. There, next to a large boulder, was a hole with a thin steel ladder descending into the darkness. A while ago, when there was a house here, it would have been found in the basement behind the workbench, hiding under two heavy iron crates.
“Oh my God,” Eden covered her mouth and turned away from the scene. "That's...horrible."
Vance's eyes, though were still fixated on that blue cloud. The beast guy's definitely dead...so why hasn't that thing gone away yet?
Cliff opened his mouth to say something, but Black Rylan beat him to it.
“Now that I've gotten one troublesome rat out of the way...” the assassin swerved, staring all the way from the bottom of the crater up to the barely-visible trio. “...it's time to take care of our spectators!”
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Edward Dancougar arrived at the Bakersfield airport punctually at 1:00 am. To his surprise, he was met there by Grayson Lee, who had cordially welcomed him and taken him to his house. Mr. Lee informed Edward about his new position as an advisor, reminding him that he had authority over every other member of the company...except for Grayson and the President, of course.
“It's a pleasure to be working side-by-side, Mr. Dancougar...” Those had been Grayson's final words before the mysterious man left Edward to his own devices.
And so, Edward sat down in his bare house and unpacked his suitcases, all alone. A makeshift cot had already been arranged for him to sleep on, probably by Grayson, but other than that there was not much in the house besides a few left-behind decorations.
None of this was really important to him, though. All he had thought about for the past twenty-four hours was his son Vance, the last remaining link he had to his old life. Naomi had done little to console him, and it disturbed him when Grayson mentioned that he knew the whereabouts of Edward's son. If it had been a few years earlier, he would have become enraged, and Victoria would have been right by his side, helping him to regain their firstborn son.
Right now, though, he felt so empty, a discarded shell of his former self. He hadn't done anything to try and find his son. He had, in fact, moved to the opposite side of the country, on the same day of his son's disappearance, no less. And yet, he felt neither disgusted nor worried about any of this...because he had the company, and they knew where he was. It made perfect sense to Naomi as well, so what other opinion do I need?
Wait...where did that thought come from? Why did I feel comforted at the fact that the company had taken care of everything? It doesn't feel like my train of thought, but yet...it goes so smoothly in my mind. It was only that slight aftertaste that lingered on in his there that had clued me into the unusualness of it all, like waking up and remembering that you dreamed something and then suddenly forgetting it in a second.
He didn't really remember exactly when he had fallen asleep that night, but it had been somewhere around three in the morning. Having nothing else to do the next day, he called up Grayson, and asked if he could come into the office.
“Why, of course,” Grayson responded across the line. “We'd love to have you today. Are you sure you're up to it?”
“Yeah...” Edward muttered listlessly. “I just want to know, Grayson...where is my son?”
“He ran away,” Grayson replied quickly, too quickly. “We have people on it, though. They'll bring him back. He'll be back to us in no time.”
“Oh...okay...” Edward said, somehow feeling like there was no need to press further.
Eventually, he arrived at the Zexaron Building, the mirrored obelisk that stood tall in a wide range of nothingness. He noticed that half of the parking lot was totally empty, along with scattered pieces of junk and charred metal. The far side still contained cars, however, so they had to drive over there to park.
“There was an accident around lunchtime yesterday,” Grayson explained. “A car exploded...mine!” He added that last part with humor, stepping out of the car they were currently in and tossing the keys to Edward. “This car is yours to use until you buy your own. Please don't abuse your privileges.”
The morning went quickly as Edward was introduced to the many floors and offices of the Zexaron building by some of his new co-workers. He was given the instructions and preparation he needed for his new job as an advisor to the President -- all in all, it had been a busy day.
Frank Arazia was busy as well -- working on his own private project, one in which he neither needed nor wanted any help. He had seen the disaster yesterday, watching the meticulousness with which Grayson had covered up the damage. It was quite amazing, actually. His car would have contained incriminating evidence had it been found. Grayson, however, had ordered some of the workers to clear the mess from the parking lot before the police came. Car parts were intermixed, charred remains were crumbled together...and then most of it was hoisted into a truck and taken off, all to be forgotten. It seemed that Zexaron had a considerable grip of influence on the police force as well, so when they showed up, they 'saw no problem with the course of action that had been taken'.
I'm lucky I parked so far away from the building that day...but it's not just my car I got lucky with. My life had been on the line as well...not only from that explosion, but also from the ever-watchful eye of Grayson Lee. Hell, I watched him direct his own underling to a car...where it proceeded to detonate. If that isn't the grounds for calling someone a psycho, well, then...the world's really gone to Hell. Frank ran the images of the accident through his mind over and over again, stepping cautiously towards the darkness of the records room.
That had been the project today – finding the correct code with which to enter the records room. Frank knew that keeping records and other documents filed in the correct spots was Grayson's job, and Grayson would never let anyone take over such a responsibility.
There had to be a reason, though...and I'll figure it out. I know I missed my chance to say hello to Edward, but that can wait. If I don't act soon, after all...Ed will just be another robot under Grayson's control.
It had taken him a fair amount of time to scrounge up all the information he needed to find the reference room. The initial problem was learning of the room's location itself. He accomplished that task by taking a trip to the basement and getting ahold of the master floorplan. The location of the reference room was not public information, and although Frank had known at one time, he had long forgotten it by now. It turned out that it was on the fifth floor, one of the only storage floors that had restricted access. He had a feeling it was up here, but even if he did come up, he couldn't have been sure which door it was. This was the headquarters of a worldwide corporation, which meant that they had an abundance of materials lying around at their disposal.
After he took the map, Frank made his way to the fifth floor, to see if he could get into the room right then and there. It would probably take him a long time, so he first stopped in at his office on the eleventh floor and told his secretary to hold all his calls and visitors until he returned. He made some story up about going to inspect a new construction site -- something he couldn't even remember at this point. His mind was solely focused on getting into that room...and uncovering what it was that Grayson was truly planning to do with this company.
When he made it to the fifth floor the first time, he found it was locked. This created some more problems, because he didn't know where in the world he was going to find a key for a room that only one man used.
So he returned to the first floor, being very careful to create an alibi in case Grayson happened to walk by at that very moment. The first floor boasted two large, curving staircases on either side, leading up to a row of elevators. Underneath the elevators' outcropping, however, was another room behind the area for the secretaries. Frank had seen Grayson walk in there many times, but he had never known the reason. If there was a place for a key to be, it would have to be in there.
The problem is getting in. If I could only have one time in my life when I'm quick with words, God...I pray that you make it now!
He moved up to the two secretaries at the desk, Janet and Marianne, who were ditzy, but did their job as they were supposed to. Hopefully the less valuable of their qualities will come in handy now.
“Excuse me, ladies,” he placed his hands on the counter gently.
“Hi, Frank, what do ya need?” Marianne asked, spinning around in her sunflower-print shirt.
“Grayson sent me down to pick up some keys for him.” Frank figured he'd just be as truthful as he could with them. No use in walking out with a huge set of keys after telling them I was going to get some papers.
“Oh...okay,” the two eyed him strangely. This was, after all, the first time they had ever heard of Grayson ordering someone to come into 'the room' for him....he always came himself. Frank had to be believable, however, since he was the next-in-charge.
“Thanks, you two,” he said, pushing open the gate to the back room and moving inside.
There was not much to see inside the back room. It had banana-colored walls with a calendar, notices, and the women's jackets hung on them. The only other things in the room were two lockers and a file cabinet by the left end. That must be it.
Frank peered over his shoulder to make sure no one was watching, then crept over to the locker. He slid the first one open as silently as he could and looked inside...nothing. Well, that was simple enough. He opened the second one...also nothing.
A wave of panic rushed over him. Is this some kind of trap? Is Grayson expecting me to come snooping around in here? No, that's impossible. More than a day has gone by since the accident...if Grayson saw me then, I would have known it by now. I have to keep moving.
He had finally opened the file cabinet and found what he was looking for. The only unlocked drawer was the bottom one, boasting a ring of six keys inside. He took it, breathing a sigh of relief, and slid the cabinet shut with his foot. I'll check what's in the other drawers later...although I doubt it's as important as what lies in the reference room.
Frank returned to his office once more to grab a flashlight, just in case, and then returned to the fifth floor, the map and keys in hand. For some reason, the lighting was unreasonably dim in the hallway. It seemed foreboding, as if he was in the lair of some ancient beast -- just a step away from its nest. Frank slid what he thought was the right key into the lock of the door, and successfully unlocked it with a soft click.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Grayson took a broad stride out of the elevator on the first floor, grinning and showing off his pearly whites. It was a wonderful day – Edward had come to work before his scheduled time to begin...according to Mr. Arazia's secretary, Frank had gone off on an inspection...and best of all, Patrick Sherman was dead.
He nearly slid down the banister of the staircase to the lobby, but decided not to frighten any visitors and continued down serenely.
“Hello, my dears...” Grayson cooed, coming around to Janet and Marianne, his favorite zombie employees. “How are you both this fine day?”
“Just perfect, Mr. Lee!” They smiled, each of them standing up straight as a whistle and staring at his luscious, green eyes.
“How perfect!” He grinned with an open mouth, throwing his head back in mock laughter and wrenching open the gate to the back room.
The secretaries shook their heads, smiling at their grand employer. “You're sure happy today, Mr. Lee.” Janet called out. “What's the occasion?”
“Ohh, nothing.” Grayson, his back now to them, was able to smirk. “Just picking up my keys.”
Janet and Marianne looked at each other in confusion. “Wh...what? But you just sent Frank down here about an hour ago to get them, didn't you?”
He ignored them for the moment, tacking it on to idiocy. Why would I send anyone down for my keys, of all things? Especially those keys. It's...preposterous...
Grayson Lee stared at the empty drawer of his file cabinet, his mouth agape. It was impossible. It couldn't be. Why, why, why would Frank take his keys...? The very idea seems like a ridiculous joke. Even if his future self had come back to the past to tell him that very thing, he would have laughed and kicked himself in the face. It seemed to be a definite impossibility.
And yet, it had happened. His keys were not where they were supposed to be. In addition to that, the secretaries themselves had told him that Frank had not only lied through his teeth to the girls, but had also sneaked into Grayson's private room and taken the keys himself.
The very thought of the scenario excited Grayson beyond belief. What is this strange feeling? Is it...anger? I can't tell...it's been so long since such a waste had caused such a feeling within me...Frank, how amusing you are!
Grayson remembered the immolation of Patrick Sherman, and how he thought he had seen something out of the corner of his eye that day. When he looked, though, there had been nothing -- but it had stuck in his memory nonetheless.
It seems as if I have an admirer.
He moved out of the room casually, turning back to Janet and Marianne with a smile on his face. “You're right!” he laughed a genuine laugh, although its pitch seemed a little shrill at the end. “How could I ever have forgotten? Frank must have gotten busy with his work, so he forgot to check back in with me. Sorry to trouble you, ladies. Continue as usual!”
He moved off in his normal, precise fashion, zipping up the stairs and into the elevator at the top. Although they would never publicize it, Janet and Marianne could sense an obvious discord with the situation. Never, in their entire history of working under him, had they ever, ever seen him forget something. He was unbelievably exact in his orders and with his memory. And such a blatant thing as forgetting that he sent his most trusted man to pick up the keys was utterly unthinkable!
“Maybe we should just forget about it, Marianne...” Janet said, patting her friend on the arm. “It's none of our business, after all.”
Marianne managed to tear her eyes away from the elevator Grayson had just enclosed himself within, but the feeling lingered on. “...yeah, you're right.”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Frank tore through the boxes and shelves of papers and files in a violent frenzy. He wasn't even paying attention to which way he was moving now, his body completely without direction. He wanted his body to explode, taking the room – no, the building with it, disappearing into nothingness. There was nowhere else to turn, now. All of this theories, suspicions -- all he thought he knew -- everything had been thrown out the window.
The papers were blank.
Not just the top boxes, not just some of the folders, everything. There was not one document containing information of any kind in the entire room. While it was stacked to the brim with boxes and containers, there was not one piece of valuable material in here at all.
He collapsed into a heap in the pile of papers he had created, crumpling them into his fists in defeat. How could I have been so stupid? Grayson has been planning for this the whole time...there's no way he would leave his secrets out in the open like that!!
Then it struck him. If Grayson truly was planning this, then it was only a matter of time before he realized what was happening.
I have to get out of here. I crossed the line...ruined my entire career in the pursuit for truth...and I failed miserably, to boot.
Frank fled from the room, slamming the door behind him and high-tailing it down the corridor. He didn't even pick up the keys from where he had left them on the disheveled floor. There was no point in locking it -- everything was out in the open now.
He ran down the passage back to the elevator corridor, entering it seconds before Grayson arrived. Zexaron's Vice-President stepped out of the other elevator calmly, surveying the hallway in front of him. Nothing was out of the ordinary. Out of the six locked rooms of the many that existed on this floor, there were five fakes. Some of them contained fake papers, others contained fake machinery. There was one, however, that was not to be seen by the public. It contained things that, while integral to this company...could never see the light of day. Not for now, at least.
He moved systematically through the rooms, opening them all, looking for any evidence that the floor had had a visitor. This gave Frank enough time to make it from the building to his car. Janet and Marianne had shouted to him on his way out, but he paid them no heed. He had lost his innocence; all his ties with the company had been severed in an instant. Grayson is on to me.
Back upstairs, Grayson kicked open the first of the locked doors. Nothing. He decided to skip all the open ones and head straight for the remaining four locked ones. Frank wasn't stupid, he knew where he was going – as did Grayson. The second door was empty just as the first, but when he kicked on the door to third, he found it swung open much quicker and easier than the others.
Unlocked...huh? Grayson surveyed the room, a twisted smirk beginning to form on his lips. So Frank had joined the party yesterday, after all. And he was just here, presumably looking for information on moi. How exciting.
It's a good thing he hadn't found anything important. That would have been troublesome...Grayson's smirk grew ever brighter as he dashed back down the hallway. Now the games can truly begin. I'm coming for you, Frankie...
Outside, Frank swerved his car around the parking lot with an unintentionally loud screech, peeling out and skidding in the wrong direction. He smacked the steering wheel in frustration and got back on track. I don't have time to waste like this!
As his car was disappearing down the dirt path to the Zexaron headquarters, Grayson shoved open the building's wide glass doors.
“Mr. Lee! What's wrong? Should we call the police?” Marianne's voice was quickly silenced as he shut the doors behind him, dashing into the parking lot.
“You're not getting away, Mr. Arazia!” He sang happily, opening the door to one of the company cars and quickly starting the engine. It was a sleek black Benz, his favorite of the rental lot. Backing up with perfection, he shot down the dirt pathway, a huge cloud of dust exploding in his wake.
Frank was amazed at Grayson's sheer speed. He caught up to me in almost no time...how could it even be possible? It was almost as if the guy's sub-human.
Grayson pulled out his cell phone and hit the #6 on his speed dial. “Janet!” he shouted into the phone.
She answered immediately on the other line. “Yes, sir?”
“There's been a crisis,” Grayson said. “Frank and I will both be leaving for a short while. In our absence, I want you to hand over all command to our newest advisor, Mr. Dancougar. Do you understand?”
“Yes, sir!” Janet replied obediently.
Grayson hung up with a sharp click, excited to focus back on his game. If I'm lucky, I'll be able to catch my mouse in the next hour or so. Frank is a feisty man, and he shall have to be taken down in the feistiest of ways.
Frank sped down the path, his foot flooring the pedal with all its might. His tiny Geo was no match against Grayson's machine, and in a straight race like this, it was only a matter of time before his pursuer caught up. He'd have to take alternate measures.
And so, Frank swerved off the pathway into the desert, his tires rolling wildly over the dunes. The car was jostled down a small hill, where it continued over the barren wasteland ahead of him.
Maybe this is for the best, Grayson...Frank stared into the rearview mirror. We'll be able to settle this by ourselves, man-to-man.
“There's nowhere to run, Mr. Arazia!” Grayson called out with glee, the setting sun glinting off his spectacles like mirrors. “You're my prey now.”
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The sun began its descent, plunging the sky around the Kantor District into darkness. Cliff, Vance, and Eden stood on the foot of the crater, watching their malicious new opponent below rush towards them.
“He's coming to attack us?!” Eden shouted, panicking.
“Eden, I want you to run to the left, around the perimeter of the crater.” Cliff quickly began to hand out orders. “Vance, you go to the right. Both of you have to work on getting rid of the cloud, as well as any projectiles that come out of it. Practice expelling your psynergy from your body. I'll take him head-on.”
Eden and Vance immediately began running in their assigned directions, circling around their new enemy. Black Rylan smirked at their attempt to thwart him, keeping his eyes firmly fixated on Cliff.
He's smart, Cliff thought. He's already taken into account each of their psynergy signals and has deduced that mine is the strongest. This assassin is planning to eliminate me first and deal with the small fries later...a predictable plan. Cliff pulled Sin from the strap on his back, cradling it firmly in his arms. I have the high ground. Besides, there's no way he stands a chance against the three of us.
Nevertheless, Black Rylan continued, his steel-toed boots digging into the dirt beneath him as he ascended the crater's slope.
“I am the Vice-Captain of the 4th division of Dimensional Knights,” Cliff said, trying one last-ditch attempt at peace. “I mean you no harm. I am simply trying to recover my captain.”
“Splendid!” Rylan mused, dashing upwards. “I work for the actual syndicate in this dimension, myself. I'm more of a janitor than an assassin, really, as it is my job to clean out the trash on the surface level. My superiors were able to sample the first wave of Knights who entered here...I envied them greatly.”
They were but a few feet from each other now, and Cliff carefully listened to every word the man spoke. The dread that had been stewing in the back of his head began to act up again, spreading throughout the catacombs of his mind.
Black Rylan brandished two brand-new cards from the confines of his jacket, each of them glowing with psynergy. Cliff hastily channeled his own through the shotgun, aiming the small tan orb that had formed on the end of the barrel towards his attacker. He fired, and Rylan held up his right card. The blast collided with it, striking the center of the glowing eye, and was dispelled.
Nullified...so he's channeling his psynergy through the cards somehow...and their power alone is greater than the volume of my shotgun blasts. I'm going to have to stop playing around here...
Suddenly, Cliff noticed that the strange blue cloud was now producing more cards, and had just launched three towards him. He had no choice but to jump back, giving Rylan time to prepare another attack. The Dimensional Knight fired his shotgun, canceling out the three projectiles. But there would be more – Cliff was positive of that.
Vance and Eden each tried their own attempts at dispelling the illusionary cloud. Vance cupped his hands together, trying to summon up as much power as he could to create a blast worthy of nuking the cloud. The first time, he lost his concentration and it disintegrated, but the second time, he was able to make a fist-sized ball of energy. He launched it at the cloud, and while his aim had been right on, to his dismay, the orb passed through completely. Eden had tried the same with a ball of equal size. She missed the first time, and even when she 'hit' the target a second time, it still went right through the ghostly illusion.
Since the cloud was parallel to the ground, each time the two of them shot a blast, they risked damaging each other. Vance had to jump quite nimbly to avoid Eden's second attack, or he would have been hurt.
Eden was becoming frustrated, her anxiety only heightened as she watched the three cards deter Cliff's attention from the true danger at hand. Even if we can't destroy this...we still need to protect him somehow!
The cloud produced another pair of cards, and Eden quickly took the initiative and tried to shoot them down. She created two small orbs in each of her hands and tried to aim carefully. The first one missed entirely, but the second hit a target. Unfortunately, though, it simply smashed into the card, dissipating on impact. The two missiles flew forward, five more phasing in behind them.
“Too weak!” Vance smirked, shouting across the crater. “Put some more force into it!”
She watched as Vance powered up his own right hand, holding the same arm with his left hand for stability. He was able to produce a decent melon-sized ball, launching it with all his strength at the next group. Not only was it powerful, but its size allowed him to take out two of the cards.
“This will take forever...we're just wastin time!” Vance began to lose his patience. “That thing came out of that guy over there, so it's obviously a part of him. We should attack the core itself first.”
The three remaining cards flew at Cliff, and he did his best to shoot them down as he had done with the past four. Black Rylan quickly took advantage of the Knight's sacrificed defenses this time, tossing a card of his own into the mix. It cut into Cliff's upper arm, producing another tiny wound, sending him sprawling backwards as if he had been hit with a bowling ball.
Cliff skidded to his feet in surprise. So it's not the material itself of the card that he's altering, but the force behind the cards itself. That must be his forte.
Rylan brought out yet another card. “You were unwise to separate from your allies.”
“Thanks, but we already figured that out.” Eden was running around the side of the crater, her arms splayed in front of her charging a bright orange blast. “There's no use attacking your illusion, is there?!”
“Hah,” the magician-assassin scoffed. “You think you can beat me with that measly thing?”
“No....” Vance's voice sounded from the left side, his own purple blast in tow. But you're going to have to block one direction, aren't you?
“Vance! Eden!” Cliff shouted. I hadn't even noticed them either...their psynergy signals were far too subdued.
Vance was the first to launch his attack, which Rylan spun immediately to block -- once again, using his card to cancel out the attack. He was barely able to spin again and catch Eden's blast in time, smoke rising from his gloves as he barely kept the ball from damaging his body. By that time, though, it was far too late.
Cliff was inches from his assailant now, holding his shotgun at his hips like a fire hose. A stream of golden-brown psynergy erupted from it, slamming into Rylan's side. He was thrown backwards, involuntarily riding the head of the serpentine stream through the air. As he neared the center of the space above the crater, Cliff abruptly cut off his attack, violently ripping the shotgun from its place at his side. The psynergy disappeared into the air, and Black Rylan fell to the ground.
It was a long drop to reach the bottom of the crater, and Cliff was not surprised to hear the sickening smack that sounded when the assassin made contact with the earth.
“You two,” Cliff smiled, his panic disappearing, “you just can't listen to directions, can you?”
“Wait...” Vance stared ahead, his expression unusually serious. “The cloud hasn't disappeared yet.”
Sure enough, still lingering above the place where the assassin had dropped, was the transparent blue cloud.
“He must not be dead.” Cliff peered down at the assassin's body, lying in a crumpled heap on the ground. Did he really have the time to cushion his body with psynergy? Adding in the factors of our surprise attack, plus the amount of time it would take him to gather a decent amount...it isn't possible, is it?
Then, Cliff remembered Rylan's amazing save versus the beast man. Maybe it is possible after all. The entrance to the base stood undamaged on the northern slope of the crater. We're so close...
Black Rylan raised his head from the ground, a mixture of dirt and blood trickling downwards. Some of his bones were broken, teeth had been lost...and yet, a grin appeared on his face. “You're planning to go in there, aren't you?” He coughed. “And to think, I was going to let you get away with such painless deaths...”
These are the words of a defeated man, Cliff thought, turning away. “Let's go,” he said to Vance and Eden, moving downwards into the crater.
The magician-assassin squeezed his fists, the only things that he could possibly move in his current condition. “You'll die in there! Die, I tell you!”
“We'll take our chances,” Vance muttered, as the trio made their way to the bottom.
“Wait,” he shouted, abruptly changing his strategy. “Wait, help me! You can't leave me here like this, in all this pain! It's too cruel!”
“Allow this to be a time of reflection on your crimes.” Cliff spoke sternly as the three made their way past Black Rylan. “We'll pick you up on our way out.”
The man's screams, cries, and death threats all began to fade as the three descended the thin ladder...passing through into the underground world of the Kantor District.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“So that idiot still hasn't come back yet, huh?” Bruce Wernhart was standing on the balcony of one of the most prestigious, expensive hotels in all of Enmetropolis, the Neon Mirage.
I can do things like this because I'm not a careless bastard who lets people get away, like Van Kaen. Sure, the bastard's strong, but he's incredibly freakin' sloppy. I have my rampages from time to time...but at least I have some taste! Like the one around lunchtime...that was a perfect example. Not one of those weaklings could've made it out alive...in fact, I saw to it that every one of them had their skulls crushed by the end of it all. Roufas got his little information boy safely out of harm's way, and we got what we needed. I guess in retrospect, it was good that we had let the punk get roughed up a bit. He had seen what us Zodiacs were truly capable of, which meant that he wouldn't hold back any information, thinking that he could get away with it or something.
Sure enough, the messenger hadn't held back at all. Later in the afternoon, he told them the full story, giving them the lowdown on all the members of the tournament committee. Five main committee leaders total...two women and three men. Of course, each of them is in charge of their own branches and groups of flunkies, and the best part is, the kid memorized them all. As usual, Roufas had chosen the perfect guy for the job. The kid can draw out the entire map of the tournament facility on the spot and tell us about any sort of security systems or guards that were stationed there. It's a dream come true.
They would be in Enmetropolis for a while, scoping out the tournament locations themselves, as well as training for the upcoming battles. Sure, the tournament wasn't for months, but Bruce liked Enmetropolis. It was a dark, shady city, full of crooked cops, sneaky con men, and dark alleyways. And the city itself was enormous. Bruce hadn't even explored it in all the many days and nights he had spent here.
He slid back through the sliding glass door into the hotel room and picked up the glass of wine he had left on the table. And they never run out of alcohol, either.
Bruce turned to face his roommate for tonight, his partner-in-arms and drinking buddy, Saffron Morrigan. Saffron was lying back on his bed, relaxing, with thick cotton long-johns on. His gnollkrafted armor lay on the floor, covered in the sturdiest iron that could be found in his homeworld of Elysiana. Bruce would never be caught dead in the archaic stuff, just as he doubted Saffron would ever have the pluck to try on any of his designer threads. Saffron also spent an unbelievable amount of time in the bathroom every morning, loading gel, hairspray, and all kinds of other crud into his hair to make himself 'presentable.' I oughta kill whoever introduced hairspray to that guy. Hell, I keep telling him to just shave his head like me -- so much easier to deah with...but I guess that poor sucker just loves himself too much.
Despite their obvious differences in fashion, however, they were actually quite similar. They both enjoyed the simple things in life -- fighting and drinking -- and were able to trust each other in dire situations. They became quite a pair, creating a bond between two true warriors.
“He hath yet to return from his lengthy vigil...” Saffron replied, absently filing his fingernails.
“That bastard's still missing? When was the last time you checked?”
“Roufas questioned me about the knave's whereabouts yesterday.” Saffron moved to his left thumb.
“Who the hell does he think he is?” Bruce growled. “When he gets back, we're gotta confront him. He does this way too much.”
“That is most certain,” Saffron continued staring at his fingernails. “However...I do not believe it is Averyl's aim to skip out on the exciting event that awaits us in the future. Whatever he is doing, wherever he is off gally-vanting...I believe he shall return before the festivities begin.”
“He sure as hell better!” Bruce shouted. “This is a big-scale operation.”
“Forsooth.” Saffron smiled, finally moving his blue eyes up to meet Bruce's. “Lest we forget, however...he is the one who brought us back the Clock.”
“I guess...” Bruce grunted. “I know we shouldn't have trusted that damn brat to deal with it on his own.”
Saffron didn't offer another comment, but instead hopped from the bed and entered the bathroom. His mess of blond hair bobbed on his head, spiraling out every which way down to his shoulders. It really was something.
“So, what's everyone else up to?” Bruce stretched out his massive arms, staring out the window again to the city. Night had fallen over the glowing labyrinth of buildings, the moon shining like the eye of a minotaur.
“Roufas hath taken leave to an opera tonight, while I believe our other comrades are off in the midst of their usual vices...” Saffron's voice echoed from the bathroom.
“Alright...” Bruce yawned. “Just trying to stay current with the news.”
Saffron finishing shampooing his hair and wrapped a towel around it, getting ready to head up to the spa. He had a soft, pink face which he tried to keep in optimum condition. Ever since he had made the first jump from his homeworld so many years ago, he had been introduced to so many amazing products: face wash, toothpaste, hairspray...
He began to scrub his face with cream now, making sure to hit every edge and crevice. He'd probably wash it again before he went to bed. Changing from his long-johns to an extravagantly royal purple robe with gold trim, ancient letters lining the sides, Saffron admired himself in a mirror – a virtual king.
And a king he was, in his own way. He had the power of pain and death over many people, as well as his own personal band of hired assassins to call on at his disposal. Saffron Morrigan could go wherever he wanted and do whatever he liked. Right now, though, he simply felt like soaking it up in a hot tub.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“Rylan said he was a guard for the surface level,” Cliff explained as they descended deeper into the earth, “which means he was the weakest of the weak.”
“I didn't know you were so powerful, Cliff...” Eden commented. “I guess now that I've been practicing psynergy, I can truly appreciate seeing such an amazing shot like that last one.”
“Anyone can do it with practice.” Cliff stepped off the ladder. “It wasn't the sort of thing I could do versus Van Kaen, since I didn't really have that much time for preparation...he seriously caught me off-guard. Repeatedly.”
Vance snorted. “What was the deal with the guy's cloud, though? It was like, invincible or something.”
“Not invincible,” Cliff corrected him, “but illusionary. He was able to teleport his own psynergy through it, somehow. I think its purpose was to distract the opponent from the real target – the controller himself. I don't claim to know everything, though.”
“Alright, alright.” Vance let Eden step off the ladder and then followed.
They were standing in the middle of a long, wide iron catacomb. The ceiling rose high off the floor, lightbulbs following it down into oblivion. Each panel of the wall was fastened in with large, rusty screws, although by what method was anyone's guess. Some of them were haphazard and clumsily connected, revealing the rocky foundation beneath. There was only one way in which to go – deeper into the ground.
“This is a pretty shoddy base,” Vance complained. “What exactly do they do down here anyway?”
“Not sure.” Cliff stepped forward. “Just keep on the lookout for any danger -- and be sure to sense for any psynergy auras.”
They didn't have to move far to find their first corpse: a plain-looking man in a suit with multiple stab wounds. As they moved on, the body count piled up, and the walls became more wrecked, even completely destroyed in some places.
“There's a lot of freakin' dead bodies here.” Vance wrinkled his nose. “They just leave 'em to rot here like this?”
“I don't think that's at the top of their list of priorities right now, Vance,” Eden answered sarcastically. “Besides, it doesn't look like they've been here long.”
Cliff was lost in thought. It seems as if all the fighting is already finished, and the two we met back there were just stragglers. But if that's so, then why are you still here, Captain Azuka? Why the holdup?
The scenery did not change, nor did the linear nature of the tunnel itself. It had neither a turn nor a door at all...as if this was constructed to be a long, endless gauntlet to challenge its visitors.
After another twenty minutes of walking, they finally came to a fork in the road. The hallway continued forward one way, but now also branched out to the right and left.
“It's a maze?” Eden asked curiously.
“Don't be stupid. This is their base; why would they build a maze in it?” Vance berated her.
“They would, and this is.” Cliff answered Vance's questions, trying to see as best he could down the three passageways. “This will slow down our progress considerably.”
“Well, we can always split up!” Vance quickly removed himself from the group.
“That's out of the question.” Cliff turned to him sharply. “Don't even think about it, Vance!”
“See ya later, guys.” Vance waved his hand one final time, before breaking into a run down the right passageway.
“Vance!” Cliff shouted. “Haven't you learned anything yet?! You can't survive on your own!”
“Don't worry about it, I can take care of myself!” Vance called back, his figure growing smaller and fainter.
Cliff grumbled, turning towards the same way Vance left. “We're going to have to go after him.”
“Maybe you should just let him go,” Eden shrugged. “We need to concentrate on getting your captain back. He's not stupid...he won't get himself killed this easily.”
The truth was, Eden wanetd a break from Vance now more than anything. What I said isn't a lie, though...I trust in his abilities, so why should I feel guilty if he finally gets what he deserves for his recklessness?
“You don't know that.” Cliff was unconvinced. “We were just lucky with Winslow. And if he runs into a Zodiac here...”
“Come onnnn...” Eden insisted, consoling Cliff and leading him down the middle passageway. “What are the chances of that?”
Log 06 : Violate the Dead
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The moon had long since conquered the starless night sky as Frank continued driving through the desert. They had hit a few highways in the past half hour, but he managed not to run into any accidents crossing over them. Despite Grayson's obvious advantage over him in the area of speed, he had been able to make up for it by taking very sharp turns and keeping the man on his toes.
I don't want to die yet...that's why I have to keep running. How much longer I live depends on my gas tank – and it's already half-empty.
Right now, he had his cell phone pressed to his ear with one hand, the other hand gripping the steering wheel and trying to keep a straight course as best he could. Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, the ringing on the other line stopped, and someone picked up.
“Edward,” Frank began, “it's me, Frank.”
“...Frank?” Edward's voice was worse than Frank could have imagined. So, Grayson's influence has already spread that far, in so little time...
“I'm sorry we couldn't get together today and catch up,” Frank said, trying to do away with the niceties as quickly as possible. “But I've been incredibly busy. In fact, I have a favor to ask of you. Are you still at the office?”
“Y-yeah.” Edward replied, sounding as utterly confused as he did soulless. “I have nothing else to do.”
Frank decided to ignore Edward's hopelessness for a moment, due to his own personal time constraints. “Great, then you'll be able to help me immediately. I need you to go to the fifth floor and take care of some business for me, but I need you to do it fast. Do you feel up to it?”
“I dunno, Frank.” Edward sounded shaky. “Grayson told me that I should organize all my projects and get to know my workers before I go doing favors for other people.”
“Get ahold of yourself!” Frank screamed into the phone. “Grayson's a dirty son of a bitch! Are you going to let him tell you what to do?”
Edward didn't know how to respond.
“There is a certain room I need you to go into on the fifth floor. You won't be able to miss it, as it has tons of blank papers strewn around carelessly.”
“Okay.” Edward said. “Bye, then.”
“Wait!” Frank screamed, nearly swerving his car off its current path as he did so. “You have to stay on the line. There's no need to talk, because I have to concentrate on driving right now. But when you find the room, or if you need help finding it, you must talk to me!”
“Okay,” Edward repeated again, and Frank could hear his footsteps moving from his office.
Please, Edward...Frank prayed to himself, relaxing his grip on the phone and focusing on the road. Grayson's Benz was easily visible even through the dust cloud behind him, its figure much bigger than it had been when Frank had first started off. He was catching up. Slowly but surely, he was catching up.
Grayson tuned his radio, as he held the steering wheel lightly in place with his other hand. He eventually settled for a classical jazz station, spinning the volume dial up as far as it would go.
He sighed happily, relaxing his shoulders, and staring into the clear blue sky, as if he were out on a Sunday drive. Life was good! But in a few more minutes, life would be even better.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Vance dashed down the right passageway, concentrating psynergy into his feet to increase his speed. I'm finally free! Without Cliff and Eden around, I can take out one of these pathetic assassins all by myself...
A few minutes back, the path had hit a right angle, changing the direction from right to upwards. It meant that if the other two had continued, they would both be going in the same direction. That's kinda reassuring...just in case I happen to run into some kind of trouble. Although I'll never admit it to his face...Cliff is pretty strong.
He continued down the passage, on a bit of a runner's high. Vance could now send psynergy to any part of his body at will, which he felt quite proud about. He still couldn't produce any of the football-sized blasts that he had seen Cliff do, but it would all come in time. What he liked more than anything was charging his fist up with psynergy and then punching something – like one of the iron walls that currently surrounded him. He had been able to punch a huge dent in it with one punch and eventually break it with a couple more. Since the psynergy was concentrated in his fist, it not only added power to the attack, but also created a sort of barrier to dull the pain. He realized that there were two ways in which to channel his psynergy, depending on whether he wanted more defensive or offensive power. The offensive psynergy was like the streams they had sent out earlier to read each others' signals – they flickered like flames, leaping from his body, which were much harder to control than defensive psynergy.
As Vance continued exploring the extent of his powers, he suddenly felt a disturbance in the atmosphere around him. After some concentration, he could feel it out: two distinct signals, each of them quite close.
There really were no hiding spots in the tunnel, so he tried to collect his psynergy as best he could and await the attack. He positioned his fists on his sides and kept on the balls of his feet, prepared for just about anything.
A few nerve-wracking moments passed and he saw two figures, each of them clad in black suits with even blacker ties. The first had brown hair that came down to his ears and wore a dark green bandanna on his tanned face. The second one had darker skin, with long braids that fell past his shoulders, each of them adorned with multi-colored beads. As the duo came into view, they stared eagerly at Vance.
“What do we have here, Lyle?” The brown-haired one asked his partner, stopping a few feet in front of Vance and crossing his arms across his chest.
Lyle flicked his braids over his shoulder and sized up Vance. “Looks like a lost kid to me, Kiev.”
Kiev squinted his eyes to look at Vance. “I thought we cleaned up everyone on this end, though. How'd this little runt survive?”
“Goooood question.” Lyle smiled some more, yellowed teeth peeking through his stretched lips.
“We're from the East Razon brotherhood.” Kiev said, bowing slightly. “We owed a favor to the Kantor family, so we came to help out with the defenses – which means...you are one of our targets.”
At this point, Vance had charged up enough psynergy in his leg that he could practically feel it blazing. He made a pre-emptive strike and jumped at Kiev, leaping off the ground with tremendous force. Twisting his body sideways in mid-jump, Vance brought his foot around to hopefully connect with the right side of Kiev's head.
“Woah!” Kiev brought his hand up, first blocking Vance's strike with his own arm, and then quickly grabbing Vance's calf with an iron grip.
Minor change of plans, Vance thought, as he used Kiev's hand as a focal point, spinning his body around and bringing his left foot down towards the top of the man's skull.
“He's not half bad!” Kiev laughed, his left hand quickly sliding into the gap between the top of his head and the heel of Vance's left leg. The psynergy the man commanded proved to be much stronger than Vance's own, and he felt his body beginning to fall. Power still rushing through his body, Vance swung his arms out beneath him, pushing off the ground and wrenching his right leg free. Although it was a rather clumsy maneuver, Vance's hands acted as a pivot with which to propel himself backwards and onto his feet again.
Lyle leaned back against the wall of the tunnel, chuckling at the sudden turn of events. “You want me to just leave 'im to you, Kiev?” he asked his partner.
“Yeah, if you don't mind.” Kiev grinned, waggling his fingers out in front of himself in anticipation.
They're taking me too lightly! Vance thought to himself in disgust. Why won't they both fight me at once?
He tried a different approach this time, taking a boxer's stance, and ran towards Kiev. Vance released a flurry of punches, dividing his psynergy in two parts.
Kiev kept his palms open, catching each of Vance's blows with ease. Small sparks of energy flew off both of their bodies as their auras clashed. Although Kiev was taking little damage on his hands, Vance's could tell that the force of his blows was having an effect. The assassin's body started to slide backwards, his heels skidding against the tunnel floor.
Vance continued punching, watching his opponent's movements and trying to figure out a certain pattern or reason for the way he moved. He looked for an opening, but saw none. In fact, Vance didn't even know what exactly it was he was looking for, let alone how to expose it.
“Just sock 'im already!” Lyle called from the sidelines. “You gonna let him push you around like that?”
“But he's trying so hard.” Kiev somehow had the power to laugh as his eyes followed Vance's movements. “I didn't want to hurt his feelings.”
Vance felt a startling new sensation, and in a flash Kiev's foot found a new place in Vance's chest. He tried to scrounge up some remaining psynergy in time, but he had been ill-prepared. Pain seared through his body and he fell backwards, crashing to the ground in a crumpled heap.
It was the first time he had ever felt a strong, physical blow straight to his body. Winslow's sickles had been sharp, but they had only fought for ten minutes at best. Vance's stomach muscles screamed in pain and he curled over to his side, trying to ease his suffering in any way possible.
“Are you done already?” Kiev moved over to Vance's curled-up figure, placing one of his feet on Vance's unguarded side, near his right kidney. “I didn't even get to throw a real attack, you know.”
Vance felt the force from Kiev's foot increase, and soon it was being driven into his side, amplifying his pain. He clenched his teeth shut as his eyes began to tear up. I'm not going to scream for these bastards...
“He looks like he's starting to cry.” Lyle pointed a finger at Vance playfully. “I can't believe it, he's actually crying, Kiev!”
“It's far too early for that.” Kiev mused, raising his foot and stomping down hard on Vance's ribcage. “We like to have fun with our opponents.”
Kiev raised his foot again and Vance tried to crawl away, but he wasn't quick enough. The foot came down a third time, nearly paralyzing Vance from the waist down. He had now taken four unprotected psynergy-enhanced hits to his body...and he wouldn't be able to to take much more.
Say it...a voice began to whisper inside his clouded mind, a voice that reminded him of dark streets and parking garages. All you have to do is say it, and your pain shall disappear...
Could he really say it? After all he had done so far, did he really have the right...the nerve to say it? Would it even matter at this point?
The foot came down a fourth time. Vance couldn't hold back at this point, and a blood-curdling scream exploded from his throat.
Say it! The voice echoed louder. It's just two words! That's all it takes!
He could barely hear the laughter of Kiev and Lyle now, and his vision was beginning to blur. I have no choice. I'm going to die! And so, he opened his mouth.
“HELP ME!!” He shouted with all his might, spittle flying from his desperate lips. “SOMEONE...PLEASE HELP ME!!”
Almost immediately, Vance saw a brilliant red flash explode from above. He noticed that the laughing had ceased, and Kiev's foot was no longer stamping down upon him. He turned over, staring up at the bodies of his two attackers.
Each of them were impaled in numerous places with long, silver blades. Every one of the gargantuan knives shined like brand-new mirrors. They all lacked hilts, as if they had been propelled from some strange device, each blade measuring to about four feet long. The eyes of Kiev and Lyle were staring upwards around the blood-splattered hallway, their faces contorted in horror, as if pleading with a god they abandoned for some sort of holy retribution.
Their bodies stood still for some time, and Vance felt as if he had been frozen in time, perpetually lost in this violent spectacle. After a few moments, though, the blades faded away entirely, and both bodies crashed to the floor. Vance craned his neck, and squinted, because he thought that he was seeing something entirely too horrible to be possible. Not only did it seem completely absurd – but the very thought of what he had seen made him almost wish he was back with Kiev and Lyle, being crushed mercilessly under their feet.
Gliding down the alleyway with a shiny red apple in one hand, was none other than Averyl, the Monkey of the Dark Zodiacs. His long coat rippled as he floated forwards, his long black hair twisting and twirling behind him. The man stopped nearly inches from the corpses, his inky black eyes staring down upon Vance. Averyl's shiny lips were curled upwards in a demonic smile, and he seemed to have not a care in the world.
Vance didn't know what was going on -- why blades had suddenly appeared in the bodies of his assailants – but what confused him more was the fact that Averyl was standing here, right in front of him...acting as if nothing was out of the ordinary. The teenager's body was frozen with a mixture of pain and fear as he felt all the hope drain out of his body.
Minutes passed, and the two were still. Vance tried to read some sort of emotion on Averyl's face but could find nothing. Finally, his curiosity gave in, and he spoke.
“What are you doing here?”
Averyl opened his gaping mouth, throwing Vance a curveball by actually answering the question. “...I've been following you.”
Vance, amazingly enough, felt quite relaxed at the unexpected answer. It was as if he had become so frightened that he could no longer fathom the height to which his emotions had skyrocketed. “But where're all your teammates? You know, Winslow and them?”
Averyl raised a thin, black eyebrow. “I do not follow...”
“You're a Dark Zodiac, aren't you?” Vance shouted, becoming a bit confused himself. "What are you, like, the leader?"
Averyl smirked, his lips nearly severing his chin from the rest of his head. “No...I'm afraid you're mistaken, Vance. The Dark Zodiacs have no leader, you know...”
“No leader?” Vance asked. He was trying to waste as much time as he could in hopes that someone, anyone, would come and interrupt them. Averyl's conversational nature was scaring Vance to death. “How is that possible?”
“The Dark Zodiacs are more like a group of friends than a guild...” Averyl explained in his unusually light, dreamlike way of speaking. “...although some members do have more influence than others...”
“So...why were you following us?” Vance couldn't resist. If anything, it'd be a distraction.
“Not those...” Averyl said, referring to Vance's companions as if they were some sort of material item. “...because you're interesting...I've been following only you...since around the time you entered the Kantor District...” he reminisced, tapping his long face with a bony finger. “Yes, I believe that was when I first saw you...”
“That far back?!” Vance shouted in disbelief, only to hear Averyl chuckle in response.
"In fact..." Averyl arched his eyebrow at Vance. “...had you not screamed for help twice, I doubt I would have saved you..."
Vance was speechless, truly at a loss of what to say. He...he seems to be playing a game with me, but why? Not only that, but it seems like I'm doing most of the talking. What is going on? “Alright, alright, whatever. In that case, can you help me up?”
Averyl complied, reaching down a long, pale arm to the young man. Vance grasped it, and immediately felt a chill rise up from his body...for Averyl's hand was unbelievably cold.
Suddenly, it occurred to Vance. Averyl approached me from the opposite side of the passageway...which meant that he couldn't have been following me in close proximity, right? But if that was so, then how did he hear me scream? And how did he escape being seen by Eden and Cliff? It makes no sense!
Vance tried to stretch out his arms and legs, twisting his body so as to check out its current condition. His side still hurt, but other than that, he could move uninhibited.
“Hmm...” Averyl looked Vance up and down. “Are you going to continue? Or...”
Vance sighed, staring at the two corpses on the floor. “You know, I think I'd better go catch back up with Cliff and Eden.”
“Oh...and why is that?” Averyl had devoured most of the apple by now.
Why is he asking questions all of a sudden, especially when I don't feel like giving answers? Vance complained to himself. “Well...you know. I shouldn't be running around by myself. It's not really, uh, the best idea,” he said, trying to avoid the truth as much as possible.
“Hmmm...” Averyl turned around and looked back, tapping himself on the cheek again. “You know, that tunnel converges with the other two, up that way...” he raised his arm, the black cloak drooping from his thin limbs. “...would you like to accompany me?”
“Didn't you just come from that way?” Vance asked, becoming more than a bit irritated.
“Yes, but I'm following you...” Averyl declared, gently gliding back down from where he came.
“What? Hey, wait up!” Vance grumbled in a frustrated tone, stomping down the hallway behind Averyl.
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Cliff and Eden sped down the northern corridor. They had run into some lost assassins on the way, but Cliff made short work of them, Eden trying her best to back him up. Cliff was not a relentless killer, though, and there were two instances in which they had been able to negotiate their way out of trouble without needless violence. Now, they had been running for a good ten minutes at full speed, and Eden was finding it hard to keep up. She tried to send more psynergy into her legs to help alleviate the fatigue she was feeling. Cliff was showing no signs of tiring at all, and she figured he wasn't even feeling the slightest bit sweaty yet.
They eventually came to a four-way intersection – the path they had been following the entire time continued forward, but now split off into two seperate hallways to the left and right.
“This place is probably just a preliminary maze to allow a buffer zone for the mafia.” Cliff examined the new corridors. “Those must be the end of the two from earlier.”
“That means Vance should be coming here soon, right?” Eden asked, looking for any sign of him. “Should we wait?”
“We're so close, though.” Cliff tried desperately to decide a plan of action “It's not that I'm not worried about Vance, but...I'm also worried about my Captain.”
“I understand,” Eden said. “I'll stay here then.”
“What?!” Cliff shouted. “But what will you do?”
“We've cleared the way so far, haven't we?” Eden pleaded with him. “I'll just wait for Vance and make sure he's okay, and then we'll come meet up with you.”
“I don't like it.” Cliff said warily. “Then we'll all be split up.”
“Cliff, can't you just let me go this once?” Eden insisted. “You let Vance go without a second glance, but you think that it's too dangerous for me? Come on! Stop treating me like a little girl. You saw us out there. Neither one of us is stronger than the other!”
Cliff turned around in silence; he just couldn't think of anything else to say back to her. I have been giving Eden special treatment, but I thought that's what she wanted. So then why is she exploding at me like this? I'm just being a friend to her...just trying to care for her...
“Alright!” he finally said, throwing a wave over his back to her. He spoke in his best uplifting voice as he moved down the passageway. “Don't let me down, Eden!”
“Thank you, Cliff.” Eden embraced her new mission happily, watching her companion disappear into the light ahead.
Cliff continued on his track, trying to put Eden out of his mind and concentrate on his Captain. I should be reaching the end any minute, now. Hopefully, I'll have everything under control even before Vance and Eden return. If it turns out that there is a real danger, though...then maybe not. For if it was an enemy that even the Captain had fallen to...
It can't be...such a thing is unthinkable. Captain Azuka taught me everything about fighting. It just couldn't happen.
The tunnel curved around a bit from its original direction, and Cliff soon found himself at the entrace to a spacious meeting hall. There were two more small doors on the back wall, but other than that, it looked to be a dead end. A chandelier hung from the ceiling, decorated with a multitude of diamonds. The room itself was about as long as a hockey rink and about twice as wide. Four pillars held the ceiling up, which made it hard for Cliff to see beyond where he was standing. There was a large, golden throne against the back wall, directly in line with the entrance to the room...and it was vacant.
Cliff noticed another peculiarity – the floor was littered in dead bodies. Some looked to be in similar uniform, while others were completely unrelated. It seemed as if this room was where most of the combat had taken place – but who had survived?
He scanned the room for any sign of a psynergy aura, and yet he felt nothing. Were we wrong after all? Is Captain Azuka actually somewhere else?
It was tough to navigate through the makeshift crypt, and Cliff tried his best not to disturb the dead on the floor. He started to feel a bit uneasy and stumbled suddenly, looking for something to grab onto and steady himself. His arms flailed about, grasping nothing but air, and Cliff fell backwards. Instinctively, the Knight pushed his hands back to steady his fall, and they smacked off the floor, sending sharp pain up through his arms. His head was flung backwards, and he felt the soft material of a corpse's jacket beneath himself.
Great...he thought, turning over and moving to push himself up. Then, he noticed the familiar blue shimmer of the Guild's Dimensional Knight uniform poking out from beneath the mound of bodies.
He shoved the top corpse off, another black-suit, and looked at the body underneath. The azure blue material was unmistakable, but even if he had not been wearing the uniform, Cliff would have recognized this man anywhere.
His name was Leoford Gungir, one of the best and most experienced men in the 4th division. He was in his late thirties, and a brilliant strategist -- yet here he lay, buried in this puddle of bodies, among the worthless, despicable trash who called themselves assassins. Cliff squeezed his mouth shut and grit his teeth, humbly allowing himself to close the eyelids of his comrade. Something horrible had happened here, something unfathomable, or else Leoford would not be here, lifeless and cold.
Cliff stood up, wiping dampness from the corner of his right eye. Maybe it was for the best that I left Eden behind, after all.
Before he could make another step, however, he felt the crackle of psynergy. Cliff quickly scanned the energy for any new auras...but still found nothing.
Suddenly, a raspy feminine voice filled the room. “You're one of the new intruders, aren't you?” It didn't sound like it was coming from a particular direction – as if it was emanating from everywhere at once.
That's impossible, though – I haven't sensed a single thing.
Cliff ducked his head around the pillars, trying to search for the source. “Who are you?” He tried to sound as peaceful as possible. “What happened to all the people here?”
“Some of them are dead.” the voice replied complacently.
“Some?”
“Yes, not all of them are completely lifeless.”
“Then what the hell...where is everyone? Where are you standing?” With all the spinning he was doing, Cliff was starting to feel dizzy.
“You're pretty strong, you know that?” the voice called to him. “I think I might add you to my collection.”
“Stop playing games...” Cliff growled, bringing Sin from his back into his hands. “Reveal your location.”
It was then that Cliff saw the shadow of a body rising from the other side of the nearest pillar. He dove around the side, regrettably using the bodies as a cushion, and fired immediately. His ball of psynergy crashed into the standing corpse, crushing into it and sending the body flying backwards onto the pile.
That corpse has no aura at all...Cliff scanned the environment. So why is it moving?! They're all dead...they have to be!
A few feet away from Cliff, another one stood up. And then another, directly behind him. They shambled towards him, and the one behind him reached for his left arm.
Cliff instinctively spun around and raised his gun to his attacker's head, with the intent to fire. This time, though, at the other end of the barrel was Leoford, his eyes still tightly shut. The man's arms continued to move, though, and his legs were standing strong. Cliff shoved his shotgun into his former comrade's chest, pushing him away sharply. The body crumpled back into the pile.
The other person was approaching Cliff, and he quickly fired another blast at the corpse's midsection to keep it at bay.
What in the world? He quickened the pace now, dashing around the room, searching for the owner of the voice he heard earlier. As he moved, more bodies began to rise.
“Don't try to resist,” the woman's voice chimed in again. “It just wastes time for both of us.”
A dozen bodies were now heading for Cliff, their expressionless faces and glazed-over eyes staring into his soul, pleading with him to join them. He charged more psynergy into his shotgun, releasing it in a wide spray and hitting most of the risen warriors, returning them once again to the ground. As soon as they fell down, though, it just seemed as if even more stood up. At this rate, it wouldn't be long until they overwhelmed him.
“My name is Cliff Walden, from the Guild of Dimensional Knights.” Cliff called out. “I am merely looking for the other members of my squad, nothing more! Please, I wish to do you no harm.”
“Oooh...” the voice cooed. “Another Dimensional Knight...how lucky for me. The other ones fell for this one just like you did, too. I should have known.”
“What?” Cliff asked suddenly. “Where are they now?”
“Most of them are right under your feet.”
Cliff pulsated with rage, his body trembling.
“Let me find them all for you!” The woman continued happily. “It could be entertaining.”
The bodies of ten 4th division Knights rose from the ground. Some of them had a few bodily injuries, but most of them looked completely unscathed. Yet...they were dead, weren't they?
Cliff's eyes scanned the room, searching for the Captain. If the ten soldiers that Azuka brought are here, then surely...
Then, Cliff felt a hand on his shoulder. He spun around, immediately pointing his shotgun in what he believed to be the direction of the stranger.
In front of his eyes was a tall woman, wearing an extravagant black hat covered in roses and feathers. Dark brown curls flowed out from it, winding and twisting around her emaciated figure. A Victorian-style gown with black lace covering the entirety of her lanky body, her waist tied taut and firm, with hints of a corset beneath. The dress mushroomed outwards below her hips, enveloping a wide arc around her. There was a white porcelain mask of a child's face covering her own, leaving not one speck of skin visible. Her hand, clothed in a soft black glove, lightly dug into Cliff's shoulder.
“What are you?” Cliff made sure to keep his shotgun firm.
“Sshhh.” the woman's deadly voice sang to him. Cliff believed she was living, even if he couldn't sense her psynergy aura at all. He noticed thin string-like traces of psynergy running from her hand, crawling across his body, invading him.
He tried to pull away, and then realized that he could no longer move.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“I found it.” The sound of Edward's voice finally echoed back through Frank's cell phone, like music to his ears. “There's blank papers everywhere.”
“Good, that's great, Ed!” Frank eyed his rearview mirror in fear. Grayson's car had gained a considerable amount of ground since he had first called Edward, and things weren't looking too good. If this lasted more than another half hour, he would definitely be caught. “Do you see the keys? We don't have much time.”
Frank heard the ruffling of papers as Edward began to speak. “What's this about, anyway, Frank? I feel like I'm doing something I'm not supposed to.”
“I'll tell you about it later.” Frank quickly dodged the subject. “For now, make sure you find those keys.”
Edward sighed. “Alright.” A few minutes passed and Frank changed his direction again, scrambling for the advantage in what little time he had left. Finally, Ed spoke again. “Hey, I got 'em. They were under this big pile in the back.”
“You're doing absolutely wonderful, Ed.” Frank felt a wave of relief wash over him. Maybe I'll have time to learn the truth, after all. “Alright, now it gets tricky. There are a total of five locked doors on the floor you're on right now. The one you're standing in is one of those, so that means you only have to look for four more. I need you to go find those four rooms, and see if they have anything in them besides blank papers. Got it?”
He heard the faint sound of a door swinging open. Ed was moving outside. “Hey, Frank, some of these doors look like they were broken open.”
Grayson...Frank thought sourly. “Just make sure you peek in each of them once. I'm looking for some sort of reference papers, history books, anything.”
On the other side of the line, Edward began exploring the hallway. He was careful to look into every busted doorway and pull on every doorknob to see if it was a locked one.
“Frank,” his voice came on a moment later, “I found a locked door.”
“Alright, unlock it, unlock it.” Frank glanced at the road, and quickly slid his forehead across the sleeve of his jacket. He was sweating like crazy, his body pumping with adrenalin. “What's inside?”
“Woah.” Ed's awestruck voice popped into Frank's ears.
“What, what?” Frank smashed the phone into his ear. “What is it? Are the files in there?”
“Yeah, yeah, there's some files in here.” Ed moaned, as if in a dream. “Dear god, Frank, this place is huge.”
“What are you talking about?” Frank's eyes were staring ahead, but he was doing anything but watching the road.
After opening the door, Edward had actually descended a flight of iron stairs into a dark vault with grey walls, much unlike the rest of the building's aesthetics. Spread across wooden tables were some types of paper that Edward had never seen before, marked over with unusual purple ink. The shelves held strange instruments of the likes that the Earthling had never laid eyes upon. In fact, in this place, just the existence of such things were an outright impossibility.
He moved over to the table, picking one of the files with his free hand. “What the hell is this stuff, Frank?” Frank noticed that his voice was beginning to strengthen..it almost sounded like the Edward he once knew. “Clocks, holes, the Space-Time Continuum...what does this all mean, Frank?”
“I dunno.” Frank said. “Read it all over, just narrate everything to me as you read. We have to figure out what's going on here, and we don't have much time left.”
Grayson could finally see the features on Frank's face now, reflected through the Geo's rearview mirror. This would be over in no time, then! They had been driving for quite a while, and his car was running very low on gas. It was all for the best, then.
As he closed in, Grayson's sharp eyes noticed the shiny glimmering object to the side of Frank's head, lightly obscured by his short grey-brown hair. A cell phone, perhaps?
“Two can play at this game, Mr. Arazia.” Grayson smiled, flipping a slim silver cell phone out from his pocket. “I don't know who you could possibly be talking to, but...”
Then, it suddenly occurred to him. Edward? Could Frank actually have gotten in touch with Edward? I had thought that Mr. Dancougar was already far past the point of 'recovery' at this point. It seemed as if lying about knowing the whereabouts of his son didn't even do the trick...
He selected the top button on his speed dial, and the other side picked up in the middle of the first ring.
“President McCarthy?” He spoke into the phone, his eyes gleaming through his glasses. “Are you busy at this moment?”
“Nope,” the voice of a small, 11-year old girl answered. Some electronic music sounded in the background. “What's up, Grayson?”
“Hey,” he spoke into the phone sharply, “what do you think you're doing?”
“Sorry, sorry,” the same person answered, this time in the voice of an aged, older man. “Anyway, I'm glad you called. You hadn't contacted me in a while, I thought you had forgotten me or something.”
“No, no, of course not.” Grayson spoke soothingly. “You know how to keep yourself busy, don't you?”
“Yeah,” the voice replied. “Thanks for buying me those new videogames.”
“I'm glad you enjoyed them.” Grayson continued his buttering. “Now, we must get down to business. I'm away from the office at the moment, but I have a crisis of sorts that I need you to handle for me. How do you feel about that?”
“What do I have to do?”
“I'm assuming he's somewhere on the fifth floor. It's late now, most everyone else has gone home, so there is no one else up there. And depending on the circumstances, he might be in that room. I need you to go take care of him.”
“Alright.” F. Douglas McCarthy responded uninterestedly. “'zat all?”
“Yes indeed.” Grayson paused for a moment to look down, ensuring that his foot was still grinding the gas pedal into the floor of the car. “Now go have some fun.”
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Eden had been alerted to the presence of the man around the corner for the past three minutes, but she had absolutely no idea what she was going to do. If I tried to run, I could possibly run into more trouble -- and besides that, if Vance was crawling around, bloodied and hurt, what would happen to him?
If I stay here, though...just what exactly will happen to me? I had been able to beat the man in the top hat outside since Cliff and Vance were with me, but I still have yet to fight a single battle by myself. And while it's not like I have a bloodlust or anything...I'm kind of anxious for a chance to give it my all.
It seems kind of funny. Are these really my true feelings? It's as if there are two Edens in me -- the Eden from Earth, and this new, alien Eden, who had appeared when I first escaped from my home with Cliff. The old Eden fears these new powers that have been bestowed upon her, but the new Eden...well, it seems like I'm more invigorated than anything. And even with the fear that still remains from my previous self, that only seems to add to the excitement I feel.
Fear creating confidence? It doesn't make much sense. But even though I can't believe it, all these fears surrounding me – the fear of my identity, my powers...even this new fear now about the man around the corner – they are all working together to charge me up and set me free.
Eden was prepared to defend herself as the man whom she had sensed finally made his way around the corner of the far left corridor. He had a grungy aura: a pall of lead-gray energy that cast a dark shadow over his body.
He was not very large in height, but had very broad shoulders and thick arms – everything covered entirely in metal. Large bolts and screws were stuck all over his armor, apparently in crucial places, grafting the large chunks of steel to the thing's shoulderblade. Where his fist should have been was a shiny silver sledgehammer, the width of it easily three times the size of Eden's body. The man was scavenging the bodies of the dead that lined the eastern hallway, searching for any equipment he could plunder.
“Hello,” Eden called out, her voice wavering. If he had already sensed her, she wanted to make sure he knew that she had sensed him too.
The thing swerved abruptly, the small slivers between the metal in his helmet letting out nothing but darkness where the man's face should have been. He didn't have the large volume of psynergy that Eden had sensed from the magician-assassin; in fact, Eden guessed that most of the man's prowess lay in his brute strength. If that is the case, then I think I might be able to get out of this one alive.
That was not to say that she wouldn't first try the diplomatic approach, however. “Do you need help looking for something?”
The armored one stared at Eden, saying nothing, and then began to move towards her.
Oh no...Eden thought to herself. For a second there I thought that I had finally found someone who wasn't completely psychotic. Then again, I guess this is the absolute worse place to be looking for such people...
As the metal assemblage approached, Eden noticed some letters inscribed on the top of the sledgehammer: 'TORNEO.'
“Nice to meet you, Torneo.” Eden said, trying to catch him off guard. “My name's Eden. What can I do for you?”
Torneo began to raise the sledgehammer over his shoulder.
Good, Eden thought to herself, her eyes analyzing Torneo's every move. He's slow.
Eden had already begun gathering psynergy into her feet, and as Torneo began to bring his hammer down, she dashed off, squeezing in through the gap between Torneo's massive right leg and the wall. Her opponent was still in mid-swing when she had arrived at his back, and by the time he had finished and began to turn around, Eden had finished her preparations.
She placed her hands on Torneo's back, allowing her psynergy to flow out through his armor. A sharp, flat square of psynergy exploded from her straightened palms, cracking against the man's back with a loud pop.
Torneo was not flung across the room or anything remotely spectacular -- but he did scream in pain, and his balance was momentarily lost. As he wobbled forward, he swung one foot out in front to try and steady himself. Lurching sideways, the monster whirled his hammer arm around in an arc, trying to smash Eden and pull himself back on balance.
Eden saw this coming and ducked instantly, watching the man's leg carefully. If she had had a thicker, stronger leg, she could have tripped him herself. For now, though, she would have to settle with using psynergy.
As Torneo's hammer crushed a panel of the wall into pieces, Eden let loose a small, apple-sized ball of psynergy toward his leg. She doubted it would do any damage, but if she could get him on the ground, it would make this a whole lot easier. Luck was on her side, for as Torneo shifted his weight to pull his right arm out from the wall, her blast struck the heel of his foot. A yelp of surprise echoed from the metal, and he stumbled backwards, the back of his helmet cracking sharply against the stone floor. His arm slipped from the wall and landed on the ground, coming to rest beside the still body.
“Phew...” Eden was careful to step around the man she had just defeated, and returned to her sitting in the center of the crossway, waiting for Vance to show up. “Well, that wasn't too bad after all.”
The armor shell of Torneo was still and lifeless, like a heap of garbage that someone had thrown away. Eden turned her eyes away from it and began to stare down the passageway that she figured Vance would be coming from. She felt spent, but also very excited. Even just with that little scuffle, she had proven what she was capable of doing on her own. She wasn't a little girl anymore – but in a certain way, though, she was glad about that.
As Eden was drawn deeper into her thoughts, she failed to hear the small creak of Torneo's breastplate being removed. It did not come off entirely, rather, swung open on hinges – it was the service door to the robot, after all. The operator of Torneo climbed out of the cockpit, a small man in his sixties, standing no more than two feet tall. He was losing most of his hair already, and had no more strength in his bones -- save for his dexterous fingers. It was what had led him to invent the robot Torneo: an enormous, yet controllable metal masterpiece that allowed him to scavenge all sorts of interesting materials from other dimensions.
The man himself was named Rhoberrage Shizzurd, a retired inventor from the dimension of Achitophel. All those in his home dimension were 'midgets,' as others so affectionately referred to them. Truthfully, though, Rhoberrage didn't really care much about that. He was an inventor, and he was seeking out the materials he needed to create the ultimate robot to fuse his body to...so that he could someday live forever. He had originally intended Torneo to be the aforementioned capsule, but his research proved that he needed much more advanced materials than he had used with this piece of junk. It was because of that that he was here, under a temporary contract to a ruins scavenger of his own home dimension, in hopes of finding some rare, illegally-traded goods to sneak back home.
That was...until he had made an amazing tactical error. She had looked so helpless, standing there, as if she was lost. Her psynergy signal was unbelievably low, and even her attacks hadn't done that much damage. She was smart, though, and she was quick. He made a mental note that his next creation would have to be much faster, without a doubt. Nuisances like this could not be allowed to impede his progress with such ease.
He silently moved from the robot, clutching a dagger half as big as his person. It was branded with the seal of his family, the dagger itself having been passed down through eight generations of blacksmiths.
While it was rather small for a human of her size, it would suffice. He had the element of surprise and all he had to do was shove it through her soft, white throat...
Eden's eyes perked up as she returned to center of the intersection. Her eyes were not focused on the approaching Rhoberrage, however, but at the two faint figures coming out from the western passageway. Her eyes were immediately glued to the familiar figure of Vance, overlooking his new companion entirely.
“VANCE!” She called, waving her hand enthusiastically. “You're okay! We were worried about you!”
All the negative feelings she had harbored for Vance had dissipated, as a result of her recent victory, as well as finally being able to get the team back together. He isn't all that bad, she thought to herself. He's just misunderstood. Like I was.
“Hey, Eden,” he called back, just loud enough for her to hear his voice. His arms were shoved in his pockets, and he looked absolutely unconcerned about all the worrying she had done for him.
She decided to think nothing of it, and then her eyes were drawn to the shadowy figure that was walking beside him...and her heart jumped into her throat. It was...him. The man they had encountered in Despair, the man who had scared Winslow enough to make him stop his assault on Vance. And yet, now, Vance was walking with him, as if they were partners! Where did he come from? What was he here for?
Behind her, Rhoberrage raised his knife, just in the right position to cut her neck to ribbons. It was fortunate that she was sitting down, because otherwise he would have had to take some drastic measures to ensure her death. But enough was enough -- it was time to make her scream.
Eden continued to watch Averyl approach in horror, wondering what could have ever happened in the hallway to result in such a drastic turn of events. She turned back to Vance, only to see him aiming a dark purple ball of psynergy toward her. Her mouth fell open as a shocking revelation began to pour into her mind. He was with them all along...oh my God! That's why we had found him out there, all alone in the desert -- he was a spy the entire time! Their first assassin had failed, so they had sent Vance in his place. And now...he's going to kill me!
“Why are you doing this...?” Averyl asked, as Vance prepared to launch the blast. “...Do you have feelings for that woman?”
“No, don't be stupid,” Vance retorted. “I just feel like beating on something.”
“Ah...I stand corrected...” Averyl mused, covering a developing smile with his hand.
“EDEN, ROLL TO YOUR RIGHT!” Vance shouted, tossing the blast straight at her.
Eden, utterly confused as to why Vance was telling her to dodge his own attack, obeyed happily. She quickly spun to her right, and as she twisted around, everything came together.
She only caught a glimpse of the small, withered old man before Vance's attack collided with him, launching the midget from the ground and sending him careening backwards into a wall. The supports of the affected area were smashed, and the foundation around the iron plates began to collapse, smothering Rhoberrage Shizzurd entirely.
“Vance...I...” Eden scrambled for words with which to thank Vance, but she found none. She placed her palms on the ground, supporting herself as she leaned over and hid her eyes from him. I lost my faith in him. It didn't seem serious, and it had only been for that one moment...but even for that one moment, I truly betrayed him. We are supposed to be a team – I had shouted it myself when we got out of the car! And now...look who's gone against her own word!
“Hey.” Vance walked up to her, grabbing her head lightly and pulling it up. “Don't get all weird. From the looks of it, you took out that huge thing by yourself, didn't you? That's amazing; it's better than I could say. I had to have this guy help me out...” he rolled his eyes, thumbing to Averyl, who promptly gave Eden an ambiguous wave.
That's right! She thought to herself, immediately backing up from the two. “Vance,” she gasped. “why are you with him?!”
Vance shrugged, brushing his hair behind his ears. “The guy followed me, and then he had the nerve to save my life. What was I supposed to do, say no?”
“He saved your life?” Eden was in a state beyond disbelief. “But he's one of the Dark Zodiacs!”
Vance shrugged. “So what?”
He has a point. There's so much we don't understand about these worlds...who am I to argue? She picked herself up at last, straightening out her clothes, and looked at the two. “I was waiting for you.” She looked solely at Vance. “Cliff went ahead to see if he could find his captain.”
“Why did that idiot leave you here by yourself?” Vance frowned. “Didn't he realize you were going to get into trouble?”
“I made him leave me.” Eden said bluntly. “He didn't want to, but I forced him to. I was afraid you would be in trouble or something, and I didn't want us to get too far apart. Besides, I was fine.” She smirked, eyeballing the remains of Torneo.
“Fine my ass.” Vance grumbled. “You would have died if it wasn't for me!”
“And you would've died if it wasn't for him.” Eden pointed to Averyl, but did not make eye contact with him. “And then we both would have been dead. So no arguing, Vance! We both made mistakes. From now on, we to have stick together at all costs. The way we made quick work of that magician is a perfect example.”
Vance was silent for a moment. “Whatever. Let's go catch up with Cliff.”
“Okay,” Eden started down the northern hallway. “He might need our help.”
“Oh, quit it with the teamwork crap!” Vance whined, following her. “Enough is enough, Eden.”
Averyl followed them both, once again covering his mouth with his hand.
“Is he really going to follow us...?” Eden whispered into Vance's ear. They were both walking side by side, Averyl closely shadowing them.
“What, who cares?” Vance replied back, but not in a whisper. “This guy does what he wants, there's no use talking to him. Trust me, I tried it already.”
Eden grimaced, hoping that Averyl hadn't started looking at her, and kept her eyes pointed straight ahead. He doesn't just make my skin crawl...I can feel my heart shuddering, too.
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Edward had been reading excerpts of the files to Frank over the phone for the past fifteen minutes, but every word he said just seemed to further complicate the issue. “Frank, this doesn't make any sense. There's a chart here that shows all the digging activity that's gone on in the past two years. It's been so sporadic...but why? There's no pattern at all...in fact, half of these places should be completely devoid of any sort of natural resources. Why in the world...?”
“What was that thing you read about the Clocks?” Frank asked. “Is there any more information there? What are they?”
“It just says that there are twelve Clocks in all.” Edward tried to paraphrase the confusing text as best as he could. “They must all be collected and channeled, through the help of psynergy and the Bearer, to gain access to the Space-Time Continuum.”
“What the hell?” Frank was stunned. Money laundering, drug trafficking, embezzling, all those I could see. But this...this just makes absolutely no sense at all. What is this, Grayson? Even when we discover all your secrets, we still can't figure out what you're up to...you son of a bitch.
Frank glanced nervously into the rearview mirror. The man in question was now barely three car lengths away from him, and Frank could see his face gleaming at him through the tinted windshield, his glasses shining like flames. Time was up -- if he didn't do something now, it would all be over.
“Ed,” Frank began, “I'm going to have to hang up for a bit. I want you to keep looking around in there, gather as much information as you can. Hopefully, I'll call you back again soon. For now, just keep doing what you're doing, okay?”
There was a pause on the other end, and then Ed finally spoke: “Okay.”
“Good.” Frank closed the cell phone, dropping it to the ground, and returned his other hand to the steering wheel. This is it. He took another sharp right turn, the last one he would make in this car, and waited for Grayson to take the bait and follow him. As soon as Grayson started to move into the turn, Frank slammed on the e-brake, pumping the brake pedal furiously, and swerved the car around in a sloppy half-circle. As he turned, Frank popped open the driver's door and leaped into a tuck-and-roll. He went flying from the car as it screeched to a stop, slanted, yet still directly in Grayson's way.
Frank stood to his feet and began to run for his life. Run, run, run...just in case it doesn't work.
Grayson had no time to react. He had been so busy trying to keep his car under control during the turn that he had been caught perfectly by surprise when he saw Frank's car blocking the trail ahead of him.
The front of Grayson's car dug into Frank's Geo, the two cars smacking together with an deafening crash. Their fronts rippled as they began to crush each other, the back ends of each car rising off the ground with the impact.
Grayson, who had never been a strict follower of traffic safety laws, had not been wearing his seatbelt. He was not only launched through his own windshield, but also through the windshield of Frank's Geo.
Just keep running. Frank tried to convince himself to just keep going, not to look back no matter how much he wanted to. But I have to know. I couldn't just run away, and then leave everything unsettled like this...I have to see Grayson's death with my own eyes! Frank stopped in his tracks, turning to watch Grayson's body fall between the seats of the Geo as Grayson's car began to rise from the ground.
The Geo, being the smaller car in the collision, and due to the speed at which the Benz had been going, had not only crushed the engine of the Benz, but embedded itself within the car's frame. This acted as a pivotal force in the collision, redirecting the car's momentum entirely. The devastated front of the vehicle sunk deeper towards the ground and the back began to fly upwards, taking on all of the expelled force from the impact.
Frank watched as the Benz did a front flip, falling onto his Geo and sandwiching Grayson between the two automobiles.
Silence.
It was over; it was finally over. Frank figured Grayson's body was most likely a pancake now, if the glass hadn't already killed him. Although he wasn't worried about the evidence, he decided he'd do what he could to make it harder to determine what had happened here. Frank had won.
He lit a match, and tossed it over where he saw his gasoline leaking out of his Geo. He missed, and the match was snuffed in the tan dirt.
“Dammit...” Frank said, ripping out another match and trying again. This time it hit head-on, and the fire began to leap across the gas in a dazzling array of red and orange.
“Later, Grayson.” Frank grimaced, and began to dash from the scene as fast as his middle-aged legs could take him. After a few moments, he heard the cars explode, and he could feel the heat of the flames rush over his body. He was liberated, and it felt great. He didn't know where he was now, lost in the desert, but that didn't matter. As far as he was concerned, he was home free.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
For the past ten minutes, Edward had been devouring the papers in front of him, trying to pinpoint some sort of meaning to it all. There were a certain amount of Clocks, it seemed...that when collected with the proper items, would lead the way to the Space-Time Continuum: the original 'dimension.'
He had come across that term many times, which meant -- according to these reports -- that there were many dimensions coexisting with Earth. It was throughout these other dimensions that the aforementioned Clocks were supposed to be hidden.
Then there was the papers about E. J. Caskett, a well-known archaeologist and explorer who had fled to Earth after being chased after due to his extensive knowledge of the Clocks, their history, and their uses. At the bottom of the last page of these notes, there was hand-written addendum: “The situation has been temporarily resolved.”
It all seemed so bizarre, so ridiculous, but what was it all doing down here? This was obviously a well-protected room, but there was nothing of apparent value inside. It couldn't be the papers...could it? What did this have to do with Zexaron Corporation?
Edward found his eyes drawn back to the chart of the dig sites, and all the places in which they had done extensive mining. Is this the company's true purpose? Is President McCarthy some sort of cultist maniac who is using his fortune to pursue an impossible dream?
Vance's father felt a wave of anger rush over him, and suddenly he felt much more awake than he ever had in the past years. Memories of Victoria returned to his mind: how excited she had been when the company was doing well, how much she had encouraged everyone to do their best and believe in their own strength as a corporation...
He remembered all her dreams, her ambitions, the gleam she got in her eyes when she had a good idea, and he missed her more than ever. He remembered when they had first met, twenty years ago, in a small cafe in the city where he was a local construction worker. He had been passing by, and he saw a beautiful woman in the window, with long inky hair, wearing a simple black dress and sipping coffee. She had a natural beauty that Edward had never laid eyes on before, and he was suddenly compelled to go in there and talk to her.
For some reason, Edward had never seen her in the city before, and she told him that she had recently moved there from her original home, which was far in the south. She had these beautiful eyes – a thin black ring around each dark, sensual pupil -- that he immediately fell in love with. She was starting a partnership with her childhood friend, Sasuke Fukunaga, that she hoped to work into a worldwide oil mining company someday. He had never ever imagined her as a managerial businesswoman, though. She had always been Victoria Vance -- the woman that made him wish for nothing else in the world other than her companionship.
After their first meeting, a few months went by, and Edward felt as if he would never see her again. He hadn't even had the guts to ask her for her number, something he felt he would regret forever if he didn't have another chance to meet her. Edward was a good-looking, athletic young man, with Italian features that he inherited from his grandmother. He could be a bit quiet at times, but there were no glaring areas of his personality at which people would take offense. Yet, throughout his years before he met Victoria, he was never fully able to connect with anyone the way he was able to with her. They had formed a special bond that day, and every day he prayed that he could see her again.
That moment came, one day as Edward was walking home from work. She was walking with another man, a middle-aged, quiet-faced Japanese man, whom Edward would later learn was Sasuke Fukunaga, the man who originally thought up the idea of the Zexaron Corporation. He had immediately thought of Sasuke as a threat, until he found out that the man had been married for thirteen years and respected Victoria as a business partner – nothing more, nothing less. While he never became good friends with Sasuke, who was usually extremely busy, he came to trust the man as if they were family.
On that day, he had asked Victoria for her number, and she had happily obliged with a child-like excitement. They fell in love, and after a year or so of courting, were married. They lived a quiet life, Victoria busy with her work, and Edward at home taking care of their newborn son, Vance. He had insisted on naming him after her, and since they hadn't had a girl, they had decided on 'Vance,' much to Victoria's embarrassment. Edward thought it was a fine name. It had a certain poetic quality to it, and would forever be a reminder of their bond together.
As Vance grew up, it was no question about whose looks he had inherited. His eyes were uncannily his mothers, as was his thin, streamlined face and oily black hair. Edward treasured his time at home with his son, and they had made countless memories together. When Vance entered grade school, Edward was able to go back to work, and entered as a field worker for his wife's company.
“Doesn't that drive you crazy?” One of his co-workers had asked him. “I mean, your wife pretty much orders you around, doesn't she?”
Edward had just smiled and shrugged. He had never really thought about it, and even if it was so, he didn't care. His life was perfect, and he had no worries whatsoever.
And now, here he was, staring at these papers, the desecration of his deceased wife's dreams. What have I been doing these past two years? I had remarried, for reasons that I still do not understand, and my son has not only disowned me...but fled from me entirely.
I'm not going to stand for it anymore. I am so disgusted with myself...for allowing whatever outside forces had intruded on me to turn my head away from everything...as my son go uncared for, and my wife's wishes are dumped down the drain. I will do something about it...no matter what it comes to! Edward slammed his fist onto the table as if to underscore his feelings. He had been idle far too long. When she died...I felt like I died too. What a fool have I been! A man is supposed to protect his wife...and after being taken care of by her for so long, I must have completely overlooked that. There's still time left, those...time to make up for all those losses.
Suddenly, Edward heard footsteps coming down the stairs. It was well past eight o'clock, there shouldn't have been very many people around...so then who was it? He swerved around, just in time to see Grayson Lee make his way down the stairs to the reference room.
“Mr. Dancougar...” Grayson folded his hands as he moved down, looking at Edward through his silver glasses. “What are you doing here?”
“Grayson?” Edward crossed his arms over his chest, which had softened considerably since his days of lacrosse. “Just the person I'd like to see.”
Grayson raised an eyebrow. “Is that so?”
“You mind telling me what all this is?” Edward gestured towards the mountain of files on the table. “You mind telling me what the hell you're trying to do to my wife's company?”
Grayson coughed lightly, looking at Edward with a blank expression on his face. Had the real Grayson Lee been in that room at the moment, he would have been quite shocked at the sudden change in attitude from his new advisor. The fake Grayson, however, was content to stare blankly at his target, adjusting his slipping spectacles every now and then. How did the real guy even manage to wear those things, anyway?
“Well?” Edward pressed.
“Look, you're not supposed to be in here right now,” the fake Grayson said bluntly. “I'll tell you later, come with me.”
Edward started to notice the difference in the man that stood in front of him now, as well. His mannerisms, the way he spoke, even just the way he looked at Edward all seemed a bit off. What is going on? It's as if I've been teleported into a completely different world...
“I want to know where my son is, Grayson,” he continued, in a demanding tone of voice. “And I want to know where Frank is, too. We can do the paperwork later, just tell me where they are, right now!”
Grayson eyed Edward confusedly. His son?! What in the world is he talking about? Grayson didn't tell me anything about his son! And he looks pretty serious, too. Man, what am I gonna tell him?
“Um,” the fake Grayson started, “I can't tell you where your son is just yet. President McCarthy told me so. But your friend Frank is in a lotta trouble. He broke into a room this afternoon and stole a bunch of money, and then he ran away. We're trying to track him down right now.” Grayson stopped for a moment, and then had an idea and kept going. “Wait, did you talk to him recently?”
“Yes.” Edward said. “He's the one who told me to come in here. We're both very confused as to what--”
“Well, don't worry about him.” Grayson interjected. “He did something very foolish, and now he's probably getting punished for it.”
“No.” Edward reached out and grabbed the collar of Grayson's shirt, pulling him closer. “No more games, Grayson. I want the full story, everything, right now.”
What is this guy doing?! The fake Grayson began to panic. I thought Grayson had him under control already! Man, I don't really feel like doing this. I haven't even eaten dinner yet..
“Alright, alright.” the impostor threw Grayson's arms up in exasperation. “Have it your way. What do you want to know?”
“I told you.” Edward did not loosen his grip on Grayson's collar. “I want to know where my son is.”
“See, now that is a problem,” Grayson said, scratching his head reluctantly, “because I don't really know where he is. You know, personally. I mean...”
Edward swung his fist back, preparing to punch Grayson across the cheek. He moved forward, but at the last minute, his punch was caught between the fake Grayson's hands.
“Woah there, pal.” Grayson's grip surprisingly tight. “Even though I'm in this form, I can still feel pain, ya know.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Don't worry about it.” Grayson ripped his body out of Edward's grasp in a flash, scooting back a few steps. “Anyway, are you going to settle down now? Otherwise, I'll have to quell you.”
“Are you threatening me?” Edward shouted in disbelief. “Are you threatening your own co-worker?”
“Maybe.” Grayson smirked, raising his foot for a kick. “This would just be so boring any other way.”
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Deep in the wasteland of Bakersfield, miles off from the Zexaron headquarters, smoke continued to billow into the sky. It rose up steadily from a dying fire composed of charred metal and two smoldering automobiles.
I can't believe it...Grayson thought amusedly to himself, staring up at the sky. He really did it. He destroyed my Benz!
Grayson was careful to keep his body still during the crash, because if he moved or shifted something around, his aura would have been disrupted, and he could have been seriously hurt. If this had been in any other dimension, it would not have been a problem. In fact, it would have been quite simple to knock both cars aside with ease. This, however, was Earth. There had always been that unbelievably large vacuum here, and Grayson had found it very uncomfortable and difficult to gather psynergy. In addition to that, even when he did so, what usually took a split-second to charge a ball of psynergy took ten times as long -- as well as ten times as much concentration.
He had barely made it this time, although he hated to admit it. Frank had caught him off guard. As Grayson had flown through the wreckage, though, he had summoned most of his strength, and was able to produce a considerably thick layer of psynergy around his body, cushioning himself from the second crash through the windshield, and finally from his own car falling on top of him.
That had been like a sharp blow to the head, and if there was anything Grayson hated, it was sharp blows to the head. He was reeling after that, but had tried his best to keep steady and his aura up around him.
He hadn't been able to see what Frank was doing, but when he felt the temperature starting to increase, he realized what the little bug was up to. He was trying to get rid of the evidence!
Grayson hadn't minded the fire -- that was no problem for him these days -- but he didn't like the idea of the two large chunks of metal suddenly expanding and exploding around him. If he had only had three or four minutes of preparation before hand, this would have been a cinch. But Frank had really done a number on him. That was two strikes, now.
As the flames began to smother the automobiles, Grayson had channeled some more psynergy into his hands, trying to lift the Benz off himself. In another dimension, all the psynergy he had used so far would have been sufficient to destroy a city -- even a small continent. Due to being on Earth, however, Grayson had to work so much harder just to remove himself from something as insignificant as an automobile accident.
And so, although it felt like someone was drilling into his brain as he did so, Grayson had summoned up the strength to push up with his hands and his back, keeping the Benz from completely sandwiching his body within the blazing mess.
This was about the time the cars had exploded, and Grayson hadn't been able to block well against the force of the blast. He was thrown a good fifteen feet from the explosion, landing on a dusty hill in the distance. His glasses were caked with ash, his suit in tatters, and worst of all, his hair had been singed.
My body hurts awfully bad...my back aches as well, and I think I've dislocated both wrists to boot. And I also have all these gashes and cuts to deal with...I suppose my barrier wasn't as strong as it could have been.
Grayson craned his neck upwards from the ground, and could see the flames of the vehicles dying down beneath him. Far off in the distance, an ant-like figure was running away.
I'll let you get away this time, Frank...Grayson thought, in good humor. I have to say, you've done an exquisite job of outdoing yourself. You deserve a little vacation.
He slipped one of his aching hands into his suit, pulling out his cell phone from the inside pocket. He flipped the top open and pushed '1' on speed dial, just as he had done before, and held the phone up to his ear. It had rung once already, yet no one had answered. How unusual...
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
The fake Grayson could hear his cell phone ringing as he kicked Edward square in the jaw, sending the man stumbling backwards into a table. He didn't feel like answering it, nor did he want to answer it. Finally, on the fourth ring, he gave in and whipped out his own cell phone: a small, pink, wallet phone with multi-colored straps attached to the antenna.
“What?” On the other side, Grayson Lee could hear his own voice speaking to him. If he hadn't been completely devoid of all energy, he would have crumpled a fist and smashed something.
“Madeleine...” Grayson spoke darkly into the phone, his otherwise smooth voice suddenly sharpening. “What have I told you...about taking on my form? It is to be used for emergencies only. Or have I mistaken my own rules?”
There was a bit of silence on Madeleine's side, and finally Grayson's fake voice began to speak again. “I figured it'd be the easiest thing to bring Edward back with. I mean, he trusts you a lot, doesn't he?”
“Did it work?” Grayson asked.
“...actually, no. The plan backfired completely.”
Grayson sighed, his head sliding deeper into the dirt behind him. “Well, what is his condition right now?”
“I had to knock him out,” Madeleine replied. “The guy was ranting and raving about wanting to know where his son is. I don't know how much he knows now, but it seemed like he got a good look at most of those files.”
“Interesting...” Grayson chuckled. “Well, we can't lose him. There are too many ways he can be utilized in the future.”
“Whatever you say,” Madeleine responded listlessly. “Want me to take him back home?”
“That's a good idea,” Grayson replied. “Then, I want you to come pick me up.”
“Pick you up?” Madeleine sounded confused. “Why, what happened?”
“Some complications.” Grayson said. “Just get going, before Edward wakes up. I think I'm somewhere off of Route 483.”
“Where's that?”
“Look it up.” Grayson replied flatly. “I am injured, and not in the best condition to be explaining the complications of this city's geography to you.”
“Hah!” Madeleine chuckled. “YOU got injured? What were you doing? Did you get into a fight or something?”
“My car fell onto me, and then it exploded.” Grayson spoke humorlessly.
“....oh.”
“Focus, Madeleine, focus, and get going. We have no time to waste – Frank got away.”
“Is that so?” Grayson could tell Madeleine was smirking as she said this line – and in his body, no less. “Well, are you just going to let him go like that?”
“No, of course not.” Grayson's tongue flickered through his lips. “However...maybe it is best if we had one more person at our disposal. I can't continue our operations if I'm playing around with these fools everyday."
“Whatever you say, Snake.” Madeleine chuckled, and the line went dead.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cliff could feel the last bit of power he had drain away, as the strength of his body's muscles was sucked out of him. He had lost the use of his legs much earlier, and had since then been studying the corpses on the floor -- as well as his own body, trying to figure out exactly how the woman's powers worked.
It had taken him a while, but eventually he realized what was going on. Attached to all different sorts of places on every corpse were thin, nearly invisible psynergy threads. When she touched him earlier, her psynergy had spread out from there and caught him too. They were very small, very fine, and unbelievably firm. It was obvious that she could somehow control bodies -- not just of the living, but the dead as well.
Now, Cliff realized how his captain could have gotten trapped. Yes...it all seems so simple now. A few of the Knights made the same stupid mistake I did and then the woman brought them back to the captain as a lure...and bam. Right into the jaws of the beast...
He cursed himself. I had the chance to do something -- to make a difference -- but I screwed it up again. The whole situation, the whole atmosphere, just completely threw me off! Whoever this woman is...she's quite experienced. And that is without considering the fact that she can mask her own psynergy -- the sign of a highly advanced user.
The worst part of it all, though, is that here I am...captured and at the end of my ropes...and I still haven't even found out the whereabouts of Captain Azuka! After all this time...I've just reached another dead end.
As of now, he could still think for himself, and for that he was thankful. I just hope Vance and Eden are both still --
Suddenly, he could feel two familiar auras making their way to the room. There was no mistaking them: the cold, purple aura of Vance, and the radiant citrus aura of Eden were both on their way, heading straight for their deaths.
I can still save them!
“Vance! Eden!” he shouted, as loud as he could, racking his throat. “Don't go any further!"
Down the hallway, Vance and Eden stopped in their tracks.
“She can control your bodies with her psynergy! You have to watch out for yourselves!” Cliff continued, his voice sounding strained. “I'm trapped! You must be cautious!”
“What the hell?” Vance looked to Eden. “Do you know what he's talking about?”
“No...” Eden's eyes stared forward, unwavering. “But we have to save him. Can't you feel his aura, Vance?”
Vance closed his eyes and tried to feel it out, and after a few moments, he seemed to snatch it with his mind. It was Cliff's, alright, but it was barely tangible, blocked out by something much larger, as if he was caught in a net.
“There is something wrong with him,” Vance replied. “His is the only aura I can detect, though.”
“Come on, let's go!” Eden broke into a run. “We'll be careful, but we have to save him.”
“Alright, alright.” Vance moved to catch up with her. “Let me go first.”
“Actually...” Averyl spoke up, briskly stepping up and blocking their path. “Allow me to go in your place...I think I know what's going on here...”
Vance arched his eyebrows, but he didn't argue. He looked at Eden, shrugged, and began to fall in line behind Averyl.
“You're being noisy, you know.” Beyond the three in the hallway, the woman appeared once more before Cliff. “I didn't know you had such resolve. I'll definitely have to silence you before your friends get here. And while you're sleeping...I'll prepare the perfect toy for them.”
She ran two fingers over his lips, and he could feel her corrosive psynergy spill out onto his skin, contaminating it. In a matter of seconds, Cliff's consciousness was completely dissolved.
Half a minute later, Averyl, Vance, and Eden stepped foot into the open graveyard.
“Look at all these bodies...” Eden placed her hand over her mouth in horror. “What happened here?”
Vance was uninterested in the bodies, as was Averyl. They were staring at the figure in front of them, a woman holding a long wooden shinai sword. Her body was brimming with white, iridescent psynergy, and she stared at them with lifeless black eyes. Her blonde hair contrasted unusually with her almond eyes and peach skin, making for a beautiful combination that Vance had never seen before. She wore a plain white kimono top, the ones with the wide sleeves that cut off at the shoulder, which came to a tight V at the neck, outlining her toned, athletic body. The kimono fell to her waist, connecting to a thick, pleated skirt that spread out from her midsection and continued to her feet – a blood-red samurai's hakama.
“Who are you?” Vance ventured, hoping to get a response.
The woman said nothing, and raised her shinai. She was preparing to attack.
“What's going on?!” Eden shouted. “Who is that?”
“...Out of the way.” Averyl shoved Vance aside. He fell into a pile of bodies, standing up barely in time to see what happened next.
The woman brought down her weapon, and in a flash, Averyl's hands met it in mid-air. The two stood there in silence, neither of them showing any signs of faltering. Yet the force of psynergy that Vance felt from the attack was astonishing. How could people become that strong? How is it possible?
“This woman...is not in control of her own actions...” Averyl explained. “...Although, I know why this is the case...”
“What?” Vance asked. “How is she being controlled?”
“Look closely...” Averyl spoke methodically, the shinai vibrating in his grasp. “...There are traces of psynergy connected to her appendages that are not her own...”
Vance and Eden both squinted, trying to see what Averyl was talking about. Eventually, they began to see it: thin green lines of psynergy, with green, sticky spheres attached to the woman's arms and legs. It was as if someone was using her as their own private puppet.
Eden let out a gasp and Vance immediately snapped to attention, his eyes wandering behind the woman's figure in search of what had startled his teammate. Then, he saw it: behind the blonde, further back, slumped in a golden chair, was Cliff...his eyes staring lifelessly ahead.
“Cliff!” Eden shouted, immediately dashing towards him.
“Eden! Wait, you idiot!” Vance threw his arm out to grab her, just a moment too late.
She continued running towards the chair, and Vance and Averyl both took note of the bodies rising on either side of her.
“Those guys are different from this chick.” Vance watched them rise from the mountains of flesh in confusion. “I can't sense their psynergy at all.”
“That's because...they are dead...” Averyl emotionlessly watched them arise. “They must have been rather weak or of no use...unlike this woman here, who has an unusually strong psynergy aura...so they were killed off. When a living person is controlled, their body must be placed into stasis so they can survive without eating, defecating...all those inconvenient things. This takes much more psynergy than controlling a dead corpse. However, on the other hand, if a living person is caught and controlled...all of their psynergy is at the puppetmaster's disposal...”
“We have to help her.” Vance grunted, charging up a psynergy ball. As he was doing so, he noticed a long, silver blade fly past his face, impaling the zombie that was nearest to Eden.
Where the hell does he get those things? Vance wondered, looking up nervously to Averyl, still gripping the shinai with no trace of strain on his face. He thought nothing more of it, squeezing his psynergy into a decent-sized orb and tossing it towards a group of three men who were closing in on Eden. The blast hit one head on and dispersed, knocking the other two away momentarily. The zombie who had been hit was thrown to the ground. I'm getting stronger...I can feel it.
Eden made her way to the throne, placing her arms around Cliff. “Wake up!!” she shouted, trying everything she could to rouse the Vice-Captain.
“We're wasting time.” Vance sighed. “We need to find whoever's controlling these things, and just kick their ass. That's the quickest way.”
“Hmmm...” Averyl smiled coyly. “I wonder if it'd be that easy...”
Vance slanted his eyes up towards Averyl. “Alright, come on, spill it. What's going on here?”
“Well, for one thing...” Averyl focused his eyes on the far left corner of the room. “...she's right over there.”
Vance followed Averyl's finger, saw a figure who looked much different from the other torn-up bodies rising from the dead. The woman that Cliff had seen earlier stood midst the undead, her shiny, white doll mask staring back at Vance.
“Mephistoclessia...” A warm grin spread on Averyl's face. “What a pleasure it is to see you here.”
The woman ignored Averyl's comment, stepping coldly across the dead as she approached. “Why are you here?”
“Wait a second...” Vance said, staring at the enigmatic entity in front of him. “You're the one who did all this?!”
Mephistoclessia nodded her porcelain face.
Vance looked at Averyl with angry eyes. “What are you trying to pull here, man?! Don't act all friendly around her – she tried to kill two of us already!”
“Indeed, she has...” Averyl beamed. “...She is a Dark Zodiac, after all.”
“A Dark Zodiac..." Vance stared at Mephistoclessia in disgust. Embroidered across the back of her glove in red thread was the silhouette of a mouse.
“The 7th member of the Dark Zodiacs, Mephistoclessia...she is that which lives in the darkest, most abominable places, scurrying around and feeding upon the dead: the Rat.”
Mephistoclessia palmed her cheek with her hand and bent her body backwards in mock embarrassment. “Oh, Averyl...you beslaver me.”
A twisted smile snaked its way onto Averyl's face, and as his eyes seemed to drill through the woman's mask. “...that is something I cannot help, I am afraid.”
“Silence.” Mephistoclessia abruptly changed her attitude. “Just what are you doing, Averyl? No one's supposed to know I'm here.”
“...I did not come to meet you, although this is a pleasant surprise.” Averyl showed no signs of faltering, while his glass-eyed foe seemed to be on her last legs. “I was simply accompanying a friend of mine on an errand he had to perform...” Averyl gestured to Vance, who had been speechless the entire time.
“Your friend?” Mephistoclessia spat out the second word, her choked-up voice making it sound more like a cough than anything. “Since when did we decide that making friends with Dimensional Knights was a good idea, Monkey?”
Averyl turned to Vance innocently. “You're a Dimensional Knight?”
“Yeah, just this morning.” Vance shrugged.
Averyl looked back to Mephistoclessia, a comical look of revelation covering his face. “How interesting...well, this certainly complicates things...”
Vance noticed the sticky green aura begin to form around Mephistoclessia's gloved hands. “Stop screwing around...” she growled. “I came here by myself to find some new toys to add to my collection. And not only are you in my way...but you're contributing to the opposition!”
“Oh, is that so...” Averyl said with wide eyes. “...do you wish to make me your plaything as well, Mephistoclessia?”
The Rat did not move from her position, and even brought her hands up in front of herself in a defensive stance. “If you mean no harm, then leave now.”
“Okay...” Averyl nodded. “Well...you heard her, Vance, shall we be off...?”
Vance moved behind Averyl as he began to speak. “Not without Cliff or Eden.”
“Well...” Averyl said, tapping his chin as if he were in deep thought. “...this is indeed a problem.”
Mephistoclessia twitched her fingers, and the zombies that had been momentarily frozen continued, making their way towards Eden, who was still desperately trying to free Cliff from his captivity.
“I'll tell you what, Mephistoclessia...” Averyl said, a good idea suddenly dawning upon him. “Free the man with the shotgun...and I shall leave with no further disruption. I'll even give you a kiss goodbye...”
“No.” she said quickly. “Now leave, Averyl.”
“Come on, just let him go!” Vance suddenly spoke up. “You can't be so weak as to need that guy, can you? I only need to bring him back so that his boss doesn't have my head. None of us really care about him. It's all about integrity, right? You should know something about that, if anyone...especially working with this idiot right here.”
Averyl couldn't help but smile at Vance's clever comments, watching as Mephistoclessia focused curiously on the boy. She said nothing, neither accepting nor dismissing his statement. She looked back to the throne -- Eden stood around Cliff protectively, furiously kicking and beating the zombies away from him.
“Hmph,” Mephistoclessia scoffed. “Fine, take that worthless excuse for a Dimensional Knight. He's too weak to belong to my collection, anyway.”
With the flick of her pinky finger, Cliff's body became warm again, and Eden could feel his heart beating against her. “Cliff!”
“Eden, stay back.” Cliff's eyes were staring ahead, wide-eyed and entranced. He pulled out his shotgun, firing three spray blasts and devastating the mob of zombies in front of him. As pieces of the dead rained to the ground, he stepped off the throne and placed a hand protectively around Eden's shoulder.
“Alright, you're okay.” Vance waved hurriedly for Cliff to come join them. “Let's get out of here, alright? We made a deal with this woman, you see...”
Cliff didn't even acknowledge Vance's words, and stared ahead down the center of the aisle, as if he had been thrown into a trance all over again. Vance followed his gaze down to the entrance to the room, back to the frozen woman in the middle of the hallway whom Averyl had disarmed earlier.
The Vice-Captain stumbled forward, his arms splayed out before him, and embraced the woman tightly to his own body, burying his head in her shoulder. The shinai dropped from her grasp, and Averyl moved back, raising an eyebrow. Despite Cliff's sudden display of emotion, the woman he embraced displayed no emotion, her paralyzed body lifeless in his arms.
“Captain Azuka...” he murmured. “I finally found you.”
"Aha..." Averyl commented, shifting his eyes to Mephistoclessia. "Problem."
"Finally, Cliff..." Eden smiled. "Our mission's been completed."
"You gotta be friggin' kidding me..." Vance sighed. "Your honored mentor...is a chick?!"
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Cliff raised his head from his master's shoulder and pointed his shotgun at Mephistoclessia. “Release her.”
“I knew this was going to happen.” Mephistoclessia groaned, raising both her hands in a sudden burst of psynergy. Every corpse in the room suddenly began to stir, countless bodies rising to their feet. “Oh well.”
“Wait!” Eden shouted, realizing the imminent peril. “We can work things out, just hold on a second!”
Mephistoclessia stepped backwards into the crowd, allowing the zombies to form a solid barrier around her.
“Now what do we do?” Vance asked Averyl, hoping that the man had thought of some way to get out of this.
“Maybe...” Averyl rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “...you should run...”
Vance looked ahead. Cliff was blasting the dead to pieces as they attempted to wrench him from Captain Azuka. Eden had climbed on top of the throne, and was making a feeble attempt at shooting them down.
“Is there any way to destroy the psynergy strings around her?” Vance pointed to Azuka. “If we did that, we could leave easily.”
“...hmm...” Averyl studied Azuka, quickly smacking a zombie away with his hand as he did so. “Yes, there is a way. Let's try that, then...”
Averyl reached into his coat, producing two more of the shiny blades that Vance had seen earlier. He dashed forward, the weapons at his sides, and began to cut through a horde of shambling corpses. Arms, legs, and heads flew left and right as an explosion of blood erupted in Averyl's wake, as he murdered through the dead mob.
Tossing the blades to the side upon arriving next to Azuka, Averyl extended a bloody hand. “Allow me to have a look at her...”
Cliff eyed Averyl ferociously, repositioning the barrel of his shotgun. “You keep away!”
Averyl frowned. “That's not very nice...”
Vance quickly ran through Averyl's carnage. “Wait, Cliff! Averyl is going to help her.”
“Why the hell would he do that?!” Cliff shouted angrily. “Vance, do you know who this is? He's that woman's ally!”
“No, he isn't!” Vance screamed back.
“Actually...I am her ally...” Averyl corrected the teenager.
“He knows how to remove the psynergy from your captain." Vance went on, ignoring Averyl. "We could have her back to consciousness in no time. Then we can get out of here!”
“It's no use...” Cliff dropped his head in despair. “She's been killed...just like the rest of them.”
“That's not true...” Averyl lightly placed his hand on Azuka's shoulder. “...You can feel her psynergy...can't you?”
“Yeah...” Cliff watched Averyl's every move. “But that's just because of the woman, isn't it?”
“No.” Averyl stared at Cliff. “When a person is killed, their psynergy is instantly extinguished, like a flame...like their own soul. Mephistoclessia likes to leave strong, skilled warriors alive...so that she can use their talents as she wishes. It would have been a waste to kill someone as strong as your captain...her body was merely frozen...”
Vance saw hope begin to return to Cliff's eyes, the intensity that he had seen before when they had made their journey to this place. We're gonna be okay...
“Fine.” Cliff ignored his urges and backed away. “How can you remove the strings?”
“Vance...this may take a moment or two...” Averyl cradled Azuka's body carefully in his hands. “...Make sure Mephistoclessia isn't watching.”
Vance turned around to look, immediately coming face to face with a zombie. The dead man shot toward him, and quickly channeling his psynergy, Vance jump-kicked it in the face. For the moment, it was out of his way, and Vance tried to scan the perimeter for any sign of the Dark Zodiac. His eyes were inevitably drawn to Eden, still madly firing psynergy blasts at the crowd around her. Crap...I need to save her ass first.
He stepped around Cliff, whose eyes were glued to Azuka, and coated his fists with psynergy. There were nine zombies in between them, and he'd have to go fast if he wanted to grab her and make it back before more found out what was happening. Seizing his chance for a pre-emptive strike, Vance punched the first zombie in the stomach as hard as he could. The effect was less than he had wished for, but his target worked as an effective decoy for the rest of the group, stumbling backwards into the others.
The remaining zombies quickly turned around as if they had noticed him. They have no sensory perception...Vance realized, yet they reacted to what was happening. That means she must be watching from somewhere close...
He looked past the two large pillars to the left and right of himself. She isn't standing in the corner...so I can't be in any immediate danger, right? Vance pressed on, energizing his foot to kick the next zombie. As he followed through with the attack, the puppet not only ducked, but spun around and grabbed his leg.
“Wh..what?” he tried to shake his leg free, but the grip of his assailant was far too strong. He tried not to lose his footing, but his efforts soon proved in vain, and the zombies began to close in on him.
One sunk its teeth into Vance's elbow, and he cried out in pain, desperately trying to yank it free while more decomposed hands reached out toward his body.
"No...dammit!!" Vance screamed, his eyes wide in fright as they swarmed over him. He struggled as he best he could, trying to concentrate his
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
psynergy as Averyl began to diagnose Azuka.
“Mephistoclessia's power allows her to control the synovial joints in a person's body, surrendering all their motor skills to her...in the event that she controls a living person, however...she must subdue their brain as well.”
Each of her joints had been affected one way or another -- all three-hundred and sixty of them. There were five main focal points, however, that the green psynergy was dispersed from.
He lay her upon the ground, stretching out her appendages. Azuka's arms were strong and muscular, yet her body retained a unique feminine shape. Cliff had never felt sexual lust for Azuka, as she had always been more of a motherly figure to him – but he still considered her to be stunningly beautiful, nonetheless.
Averyl held up his pinky finger, and it suddenly began to glow with a dark purple aura. His control was amazing – within seconds, the aura had straightened out to form a sharp point from his fingernail.
“This way...Mephistoclessia cannot retaliate when she realizes what we're doing...” Averyl lowered his finger slowly, focusing on the green line of psynergy that stretched into the joints of the woman's arm. "I must cut it precisely at the point of intersection...so as not to risk cutting her arm completely apart..."
While the psynergy he currently held was small in size, its power was quite potent. I shall not make any mistakes...for I know it would disappoint you, Vance...
Averyl cut through, taking it very slowly and carefully. The materialized knife sliced cleanly through the thread, and the green psynergy was severed and dissipated.
“One down...” Averyl whispered, “...five to go.”
Cliff was becoming
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
unbelievably tired. Eden had been firing at the bodies for the past ten minutes, and she really felt as if her energy was going to become drained completely. Even worse, Vance had just been swallowed by a mob of over twenty zombies.
She summoned up the last of her strength, and tried to release it into one big blast, aiming for the group that was attacking Vance. Orange light exploded from her hands, enveloping the group and ending up with an effect different than what Eden had originally intended. Instead of simply smashing into them, the psynergy seemed to be...flowing through them, somehow.
The flesh of their bodies began burning, but the dead could not feel such things. After a few moments, the psynergy dispersed from the charred bodies, leaving them smoking and immobilized.
Vance screamed in frustration, purple thunder exploding out from his body as he lifted a mountain of corpses from his body, blood and sinew showering across the ground in his wake. He heaved, trying to get ahold of himself as he recovered from what he thought had been his final moment.
That smell...he tried to shake it out of his head as he pulled his battered body upwards. There was nothing but death for me there...and the smell of rotting flesh...Vance's eyes drifted up to his ceiling, and suddenly he realized how Mephistoclessia had kept such close watch over the situation -- she was hanging from the ceiling by her own thick green psynergy cords, arms busy controlling her dead army.
Vance couldn't tell if she was looking at him due to the strange mask that obscured her face, but he decided to take his chances. She shouldn't be able to dodge that quickly...now's my chance.
Gathering psynergy into his hands, Vance took a deep breath. Making sure not to take his eyes off Mephistoclessia, he brought up the large orb, which took two hands to control, and aimed it at her menacingly.
"And what are you going to do with that?" Mephistoclessia taunted him.
Vance smirked, and then let loose the blast below his feet, propelling his body upwards into the air, in a straight line towards the Zodiac.
He watched Mephistoclessia, but saw her do nothing in defense. Once I rip you down from that ceiling, it won't matter...he thought in anticipation, keeping his arms stretched out as he shot upwards.
"Gotcha!" Vance screamed, finally making contact and wrapping his arms around the Rat. "You're going do--"
"What..." Mephistoclessia murmured, her body unmoving as Vance clung to it in mid-air, a look of incredulosity spreading across his face. "...are you trying to do?"
Dammit! Vance panicked, trying not to lose his grip as he realized his plan had been far too naive. I can't leave her empty-handed...
In a last-ditch effort, he raised his right hand up towards Mephistoclessia's mask, covering it in psynergy and preparing to rip it off.
"Hah." Mephistoclessia's left arm flew out, stopping his hand in an iron grip and ripping him downwards. "Pathetic."
The force was overwhelming, and for a moment, Vance could not control his body, and soon he was falling, downwards toward a new mob of meat puppets ready to tear his body apart.
It was then when he saw the green, sharp-looking psynergy fly towards him from Mephistoclessia's body. He tried to dodge and move out of the way, but in the air, it was just too hard. Just as sudden as he had been thrown down, he abruptly stopped mere inches from the ground, as the Rat's threads spun around him. Soon, he could suddenly no longer feel his left leg....then his right leg....then his left arm...then his right
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
arm was freed. Azuka's joints had been completely released from Mephistoclessia's psynergy now, and there was only one last thread to sever.
Cliff's shotgun ripped through the skull of another assassin as he kept the Rat's soldiers away from Averyl and his captain. He noticed that through his constant defense, the number of moving bodies was beginning to drop significantly.
"Hey!" he felt a sudden shift in Azuka's psynergy, and whirled around to face Averyl. "What happened?!"
“Silence...this is the most complicated one...” Averyl stared at the large green glowing thread above Azuka's head, his small psynergy blade still aglow. “If I push too hard, I'll enter her skull...just in advance, if I mess up...sorry!” he grinned eerily.
Cliff stared at Averyl, frozen in fear. The dark-haired man turned back to Azuka, placing his knife on her forehead. Cliff's eyes were screaming, pleading
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with him to stop. “VANCE!” Eden shouted. “Get ahold of yourself! Don't let her control you like this!”
Vance flexed his arm, causing a huge blast of psynergy erupt from it, ripping up the floor, sending bodies flying into pieces, and finally slamming through the wall and fizzling to a stop.
This control is unbelievable...Mephistoclessia thought happily to himself. And what destructive capabilities...just what have I gotten my hands on?
Eden had barely evaded his last blast, and shook her head in disbelief as Vance raised both hands this time, targeting her once more. It's really happening...vance is really going to kill me!
A dark purple orb began to form in Vance's hands, crackling with psychic death. The young man's face was blank, boring through her soul with those tiny, black pupils as he moved in to slaughter her.
Mephistoclessia watched from above, controlling her zombies to form a protective perimeter around the two. This is a fine trade indeed...she smiled, marveling at Vance's abilities. He has much more than I expected...
The Rat was totally oblivious as Averyl successfully snapped the last of her restraints on Azuka, freeing the 4th Captain of the Dimensional Knights from her grasp.
“Captain Azuka!” Cliff shouted, as he watched his superior open her eyes and sit up. She took one look at Cliff, then Averyl, and then quickly stood.
“Wo ist dieses weibchen?” Azuka spoke in a deep, masculine tone, scanning the scene with the precision of an experienced warrior.
“Captain?” Cliff asked again, waiting to get some recognition. “It's me, Cliff! What's--”
In a flash, Azuka had shot off from the ground, her legs burning with psynergy. Cliff stared at the burn mark that was left where her feet had been. She's pissed.
Vance pulled his arm back, a mass of psynergy growing ever larger along his arm as Mephistoclessia continued to charge his body. Eden tried to move, but his other arm was now clamped around her throat. His skin felt so cold and lifeless – it seemed as if it was sucking the life from her very body.
“Weißer Schlag!” Eden suddenly heard the deep, guttural shout of a woman, and she was instantly blinded by a flash of white light. Vance's body was blown to the side, the fresh psynergy dissolving in the air as it was swallowed by Azuka's blinding flash. An intense breeze rained down upon Eden, and as she regained her sight, she noticed the shadow of someone standing above her.
On the top of the golden chair stood Azuka Ingram, Captain of the 4th division of Dimensional Knights. Her feet stood perfectly balanced on the golden edge, as she slid her shinai back into the gap of her cloth belt.
It had taken Cliff a second or two when Azuka had leaped to once again get used to the speed of a captain. That sort of speed was something that needs to be followed not only with the eyes, but the mind...and, of course, psynergy. If you even thought about blinking, you'd miss it all. When I first entered into the Guild, all of the intense concentration it took to follow such movements had overwhelmed me. I can barely do it now, but that...that's just impossible!
Azuka stared up at Mephistoclessia -- still hanging pretentiously from the ceiling, unflinching.
“Hey, bitch...” Azuka spat to the Rat, her body brimming with that same iridescent psynergy that Vance and Eden had seen earlier. “...ready to die?”
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“This is so exciting...” Averyl stared at the freed Dimensional Knight, his eyes lit with anticipation. “I wonder what will happen...”
Cliff, on the other hand, watched his mentor in horror. I've only seen Captain Azuka this angry a few times before, and they were all incredibly brief. What exactly happened between the two of them?
“Killing my own men and then using them as bait to ensnare me...”Azuka dropped her head, as if giving a prayer to those who had fallen before her. After a moment of silence, she slowly looked up, both eyes pinpointed towards Mephistoclessia with a deadly vengeance. “UNFORGIVABLE!”
Once again, the woman took to the skies, leaving an enormous dent in the side of the chair she had shot off from.
“Grüner Schrägstrich!” she screamed, slicing diagonally twice with her shinai and producing two strong green slashes of psynergy.
Mephistoclessia didn't move an inch, instead producing her own shield with which to block the attack. The two clashed, their psynergy dissipating into the atmosphere, and Azuka landed swiftly back on the ground. Mephistoclessia gave the female captain no time to recover, quickly letting her threads loose.
“Blaue Sperre!” Azuka spun around, her sword producing a round blue barrier enveloping her body and successfully repelling Mephistoclessia's strings.
Meanwhile, not too far from the violent clash, Eden stood frozen in Vance's sights, the 17-year old still under the psychic control of Mephistoclessia.
What can I do...? Eden thought frantically to herself, as Vance started charging another attack. We're too far from Cliff and Averyl, if I try to run he'll just hit me. If only I could remove those threads!
Suddenly, Vance let the blast loose, and a violet explosion ripped from his hands, crashing towards Eden, who could do nothing but place her hands before her in fear, trying to channel her psynergy as best she could. The blast struck, but her guard held, enhanced by a smooth, albeit thin covering of psynergy, spread completely across her body -- reminding her of what had happened against the zombies earlier. Rather than a concentrated beam like Vance's attacks were, her psynergy seemed to seep out, covering her like a protected shell.
Soon, she realized she could step forward, and no matter how much psynergy Vance continued to pour from his hands, it would just deflect from her body. Somehow...it was weaker.
It didn't take long for Mephistoclessia to sense that her psynergy was being wasted. After blocking a strong upper blow from Azuka, she kicked off the woman's body with her dainty feet, propelling herself backwards, using the brief moment of time to check up on her remaining puppet.
Curses... Mephistoclessia lamented, touching down on the ground. There's something about him--but with this annoyance I have now, there's no way I can figure out how to use him properly. First the woman, now the boy...
The rat raised her pinky finger, and a sharp cutting sound was heard. Psynergy seeped back into Mephistoclessia's hand, returning to its source, giving her just the upper hand she needed to stop another one of Azuka's crescent-shaped katana swipes from slicing her body in two.
"You know, this is really a shame..." Mephistoclessia turned back to her true foe. “I really wanted to add you to my collection. But, I guess you don't always get what you want. I'll just have to settle for killing you."
Deeper phlegm-colored slivers began to rise from her body, much thinner and sharper-looking than the threads she had been using before. She let one loose on the nearest pillar, smoothly cutting through the gargantuan slab of rock as if had been composed entirely of styrofoam. The upper half crumbled down, crashing down on the dead and further cluttering the ground.
“Hm.” Azuka watched the slivers return to Mephistoclessia thoughtfully. So she converted the psynergy that had been previously used to control her puppets into raw attack power...this could be troublesome.
Vance groaned, stirring slightly as Eden roused him to consciousness. She gently placed her hands on his face, trying to comfort him and bring him back to reality at the same time. After a few seconds, he opened his eyes, stared at Eden, and then ripped her hands from him.
"Wh...what are you doing?!"
Eden smiled. "You're alright..."
"Of course I am..." Vance stood up. "What happened back there? Once minute I was falling, and...wait, what the hell?!"
Vance stared in amazement as he watched the clash between Azuka and Mephistoclessia, each of their bodies paling in comparison to the massive waves of psynergy they were firing at each other. Azuka tore through the sky with her blade, her body aflame with psynergy as she slashed outwards. Mephistoclessia, raising her own charged leg in return, sent the Knight flying backwards. In mid-air, Azuka managed to straighten her body out, kicking off the wall instead of crashing into it, and sailing down the ground with the agility of an acrobat.
"It's Captain Azuka." Eden said.
"...insane..." Vance whispered, still awestruck.
"Anyway, we need to get out of here!" Eden grabbed Vance once more, pulling him back towards the center of the room.
"You're right..." Vance agreed, scanning the room for Cliff. "Hey, Cliff!" he shouted. "Our mission wasn't to exterminate the Zodiac, right? Grab your captain and let's beat it. I've had enough of this place!”
“It won't be that easy.” Cliff murmured, as he watched Azuka jump at Mephistoclessia again. “She's beyond my control.”
“Oh, come on...” Vance shook his head. Not far from Cliff was Averyl, his eyes following the two women as if they were tennis balls. "Hey, Averyl!" Vance yelled. "Isn't there something you can do? She is your ally, after all.”
“Must you insist...?” Averyl frowned, looking down at Vance with eyes of disappointment. “...this was just getting interesting...”
“What is that sword?” Eden pointed at Azuka's glowing shinai. “The psynergy surrounds it always seems to change.”
“That is Captain Azuka's weapon, the Prisma.” Cliff grimaced briefly as the two women clashed again. “If I forgot to tell you this already...a large factor in what determines one's psynergy at birth is genetics. If your father or mother had a certain type of psynergy ability...chances are, you will have something similar to that. In Captain Azuka's case, her family's psynergy has always been that iridescent color. Of course, no two psynergy auras are the same...Azuka has spent all of her life perfecting her powers and strengthening her abilites. The Prisma is a family heirloom that has been passed down generation after generation to the strongest warrior of the Ingram clan.”
Azuka brandished her weapon once more. “Braun Zerspaltet!” she cried, slashing the sword upwards and sending a large brown strip of psynergy flying towards Mephistoclessia.
The Dark Zodiac dropped from the ceiling immediately, landing softly thanks to her psynergy. The crescent slammed into the ceiling above, shaking the foundation and loosening the thick bars that held the cave from collapsing in on its inhabitants below. Iron, dirt, and cement began to rain down on Mephistoclessia, but she merely sent more of her psynergy strings up toward the largest chunks, connecting with them and redirecting them away from where she stood. Running her fingers through her heavy curls, she tried to filter the dirt out, then turned back to her opponent.
The two women had entered into an apparent standoff, so Cliff began to speak again. “By chanting different incantations, Captain Azuka can channel her previously neutral psynergy into different attributes chosen by the Prisma. All of the basic colors are under her command, each of them with their own specific traits and effects.”
Suddenly, Mephistoclessia flexed her fingers, sending a volley of neon slivers towards Azuka. Cliff's mentor brought up her shinai protectively, the wooden blade glowing with inky psynergy. “Let me show you a magic trick.” she winked, and then a dark black-and-pink rectangle appeared, covering her body. The Zodiac's wiry psynergy slammed into the barrier, slashing through and demolishing it.
“No!” Eden shouted, watching in horror as Azuka's defenses crumbled.
Averyl smirked. "Cute..."
“It's an optical illusion.” Cliff muttered, entranced. "She must have jumped out at the crucial moment when Mephistoclessia was too focused on the rectangle..."
Mephistoclessia, seeing that she had been duped, scanned the room desperately. Dammit...she tricked me!! Where did she go?!
“You're more naive than I thought!” Azuka called out, as her body sailed down from the sky, shinai raised high.
“Mitternacht!” Azuka propelled herself forward, a trail of black psynergy pouring out from her weapon as she fell down. The two collided with a bone-shattering sound, Azuka's psynergy nearly sucking up the entirety of the Zodiac's dark attire.
“It's as if she's being swallowed alive...” Vance gaped. “That's freakin' awesome.”
Mephistoclessia's body exploded from the darkness, flying across the room and landing hard in the center of another wall. She picked herself up shakily, a few seconds before the large wall crumbled in on itself.
“B...bitch...” the masked woman coughed, brushing rubble from her glowing body. “You just made a huge mistake!!"
“Ooh...” Averyl stepped forward, looking antsy. "This isn't good..."
“What are you talking about?” Vance turned to him suddenly. “Azuka's just about to kick her ass!"
“No, no...” Averyl smiled. “You don't understand what's going on here...”
“What are you talking about?! What's Mephistoclessia going to do?” Vance pressed.
“It's time...for you all to say goodbye now...” Averyl stepped past them, turning his head back to look at Vance once more. “I'll see you again, Vance...I enjoyed your company. As a parting gift...I shall let you four escape from here...with no further hassles...”
The phantom was off in a flash. Azuka suddenly felt a hand on her shoulder, and in an instant, she was tossed backwards to the rest of the group.
For the first time, Cliff realized just who he had been standing with for the past few minutes. He just threw Captain Azuka...what the hell is that guy?!
Azuka caught herself in mid-flight, skidding on her sandals and coming to a stop right in front of Cliff, looking more than a bit distraught.
Slime-green psynergy had been pouring from Mephistoclessia for quite some time now, and soon it had developed into a makeshift cyclone, engulfing her body completely. Averyl sighed, stepping up calmly to his partner.
Vance couldn't help but notice two shiny blades once again within his grasp. Where the hell does he get those things?!
“Come on.” Cliff waved his arm toward the exit, not wasting any time in making his leave.
"And abandon my battle?" Azuka responded sharply, her eyes still focused on Averyl in confusion. "No...I still have to settle the score."
"The Dark Zodiac is helping us...for some reason." Cliff said. "Trust me, I feel your pain, Captain, but -- if he changes his mind and tries to target us too..."
Azuka reluctantly turned around, still trying to shift out such an unforseen turn of events in her mind.
Cliff felt sympathy for her, still quite unsure of what happened himself. It might be simply because he has a strange liking for Vance...but either way, this is a chance for safety we shouldn't give up! He signaled to Vance and Eden, and the four Knights began to escape from the domed room.
A huge explosion sent tremors down the tunnel as they continued their escape, being careful to keep their balance on the vibrating ground.
“Who was that man?” Azuka asked Cliff, loosening his grasp from her arm. “And who are these two?”
“We're not sure,” Cliff gulped, “All we know is that he's a Dark Zodiac.”
“What?!”
“I don't really understand much about that either. But more importantly: say hello to Eden and Vance, two rookie Knights that have been inducted into our Division.”
“Oh...” Azuka craned her neck to get a good look at them, and for the first time, Vance and Eden saw a look of gentleness appear on her face. “Nice to meet you both.”
“Same here.” Vance gave her a sly smile. “Thanks for saving me back there, too.”
“Of course.” Azuka nodded. “You were in trouble, so as a captain – your captain -- it is nothing but my foremost duty to protect you.”
Oh man...Vance couldn't help but roll his eyes. Now I know where Cliff gets it...
“Why are you here, anyway, Vice-Captain Walden?” Azuka said, speaking to her protege in an unusually professional tone.
“I was sent on a mission from the Seneschal to rescue you, and...” he choked up a bit, but did his best to continue the sentence as he continued to jog. “And rescue the other Knights of the 4th division...”
“I see.” Azuka briefly turned her own face away from him. “I understand. Well, Cliff, allow me to be the first one to commend you on a job well-done.”
“It was nothing, Sir.” Cliff's smile returned suddenly. “It was an honor to come to your aid for once...since most of the time, it is the other way around.”
“Such is my duty.” Azuka immediately countered, narrowing her eyes to him, “And I would not have it any other way.”
“As you wish, Sir.” Cliff nodded.
“How long have I been...'missing'?” Azuka asked reluctantly.
“Around two weeks, I believe.” Cliff took a glance at his Pad. “It is currently 12:18 am, a Tuesday morning -- and boy, am I tired.”
“We can probably slow down now, you know.” Vance shouted from the back as the four reached the second intersection. “I doubt anyone's going to come after us.”
“That reminds me...” Cliff fell back to Vance, allowing Azuka to take the lead. “I'm not going to yell at you or anything, Vance...because in the end, the man saved our lives...but honestly, what in the world were you doing with that assassin?”
“Averyl?” Vance raised an eyebrow. “That guy followed me...I told him to leave. He kept saying how interesting I was. It was really creepy, you know, now that I think about it. Anyway, I'm glad he stayed back there. He really got on my nerves!”
Cliff chuckled. “So the Dark Zodiacs get on Vance Dancougar's nerves...you never cease to amaze me.”
Vance shrugged and turned his head away, trying not to smile.
Azuka's mind was on other things. “Mephistoclessia...In all my years, I have never once come in direct contact with one of the Dark Zodiacs. She has proven herself worthy to fall by my blade, and I vow that the next time we fight...it shall be her last.”
“Captain Azuka.” Cliff spoke up. “You seemed to be doing quite well, even against such a powerful foe as a Zodiac...are they truly that weak?”
“Hm.” Azuka turned to face Cliff, looking mildly surprised. “You obviously weren't watching her very well...were you, Cliff?”
“What?” Cliff asked. “What did I miss?”
“You all should have noticed that she used those gloves to create her psynergy threads, and in turn control her dead soldiers.” Azuka explained. “Well, during our fight – although I hate to admit it...she was only using one hand the entire time.”
Cliff was shocked. "What?! But..."
“It's true." Azuka nodded her head. “She was as powerful as she was despicable.”
Cliff dropped once again into disappointment. I figured, if the Dark Zodiacs had been that easy to take one on one...that we might actually stand a chance against them someday. He decided to press the subject further. “Captain Azuka, if your fight had continued...do you think you would have won?”
“It's hard to tell, because I could tell she was holding back,” Azuka continued her analysis. “If things had become continually strenuous, though, I think the fight would have gone either way.”
“E...either way?!” Cliff shouted. “But Captain...that's entirely too vague!”
Azuka chuckled politely. “As usual, you take things too seriously, Vice-Captain Walden.”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
It took them another half-hour to exit the base, and finally, another hour to return to the Guild of Dimensional Knights. It would have taken much longer, had they returned to the city of Petro by foot. Luckily, the guards Eden had spoken with earlier came to their rescue. The two men were so overjoyed to hear that the danger had been extinguished, that they had given the four a free ride back to the city. Finally, at approximately 1:30 am on Tuesday morning, the Knights of the 4th division were debriefed, each of them starting to look like zombies themselves.
“Go get some rest, all of you.” Azuka ordered, rubbing her eyes sleepily. “We'll figure out everything else in the morning.”
Vance retired to his room, slamming his body down on the soft, comfortable bed. He lay on his back and stared at the ceiling, both hands folded over his chest in satisfaction.
The past two days...he marveled, eyes already beginning to droop. ...have been pretty insane.
The thing that shocks me the most, though...even more than finding out that I am not an Earthling...even more than gaining the powers of psynergy...is the fact that in the past two days, that creepy, black-clad man named Averyl has saved me from certain death not once, but twice...both times involving his own allies. Why...?
Vance soon slipped into unconsciousness, beginning one of the single most satisfying sleeps the teenager would ever experience in his life. He dreamt he was running in a field with Averyl -- chasing after his mother, of all people. For some reason, although he didn't know why, the dream gave him a warm, familiar feeling...as if he had suddenly returned home after many long, forgotten years.
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Frank watched the sun rise over the wasteland, illuminating the empty landscape and warming his exhausted body. He had been moving all through the night; it had been impossible for him to stop. A few times, he had thought about pausing to sit and rest. As soon as he did so, however, the image of Grayson's sadistic eyes, fang-like teeth, and sinister smile would surface within his mind...and Frank would be up and running again.
It seems impossible that even a man like Grayson could survive what had happened back there...but I'm not going to take any chances. Who knows how many people Grayson already alerted to my betrayal? Zexaron is an enormous corporate empire...from now on, I'll never be able to fully relax no matter where I go.
His thoughts turned to Ed, the last person he could trust. He wondered how Edward had fared last night, as he had exposed Grayson's secrets in the darkness of the night. He palmed his cell phone anxiously – it was only past daybreak, Ed would almost undoubtedly be sleeping. Time, however, was not a luxury at this point, and Frank pulled the phone out and dialed away.
“Frank?” Ed answered his phone on the second ring.
“Hey, Ed.” Frank responded slowly. Now his voice sounded like the weak and powerless one.
“You still out on...business?” Edward asked, tossing the last word around experimentally.
“I'll be truthful with you, Ed.” Frank confessed, “but first, I need to know what else you found out last night.”
“That's a strange story.” Frank could feel Ed's dark sarcasm from the other line, a sensation that he had been without for a long time. Just what had happened to him in the past ten hours? “To put it bluntly: Grayson found me.”
“WHAT?!” the words roared from Frank's mouth, his eyes popping out in disbelief. “Grayson found you?!”
“You seem a little more surprised than I expected you to be.” Ed replied. “I mean, you didn't think what we were doing was going to go unnoticed, did you?”
“No, Ed, that's not it...” Frank fingered his temple, once again at the mercy of Ed's words. “It's impossible for Grayson to have caught you...he was chasing me all through the night!”
“Is he still chasing you now?”
“No...” Frank's mind was working on overdrive now, trying to see some loophole, some important factor that he had missed. “A few minutes after I hung up on you, I forced him into a collision, and he was crushed and then immolated. It was physically impossible for him to get away from that, let alone for him to run through the tens of miles of desert back to the Zexaron building and catch you, Ed. That was not Grayson!”
It was all silence on Edward's line as he leaned back in the corner of the living room, where he had sat all night. There had been something unusual about Grayson's demeanor...then again, how well did I know that guy anyway? But more importantly...
“Ed?” Frank's voice echoed through the cell phone again, waiting for a response.
“Last night,” Edward began, “Grayson wanted me to come with him, but I had become too worked up over all the information I had found – so I threatened him. He drop-kicked me in the chin, and the next thing I remember, I was lying in the middle of my living room floor at three in the morning.”
Frank listened to Edward's story very closely, trying to detect any trace of ambiguity. Although he hated to consider it, it was possible that Ed had also become one of the zombies who blindly trusted Zexaron's Vice-President. “Ed, that couldn't have been Grayson. Are you sure you didn't mistake him for someone else? Could it have been a dream?”
"A dream...? No, Frank..far from it. If anything, I feel like I've just awakened from the longest slumber I've ever had." Edward tried to remember when exactly it was that Grayson had come down the stairs. “It's entirely possible, but then how did I end up back at my house? I don't even have a car to drive. The only person who knows where my house is...is Grayson himself.”
“This is going nowhere...” Frank realized, too tired and frustrated to think it over any longer. “No matter how well we rationalize it, there's no explanation that our theories will work perfectly. We're too deeply wrapped in his web of deception...”
“Maybe,” Ed spoke, his voice firm and dark, “that's how it used to be. But now, Frank, things have changed. We can do something about this. But first, you have to tell me...why was Grayson chasing you?”
“Well...” Frank sighed. “This is a story that starts about two years ago...”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“Haha, wow, you're really messed up, aren't you?” President F. Douglas McCarthy guffawed. He was standing over the body of Grayson Lee, currently lying in the bed of a small hospital in northeast Bakersfield. McCarthy's enormous, obese body had barely fit through the doorway, but he was used to that. The Dark Zodiac pulled out a checked handkerchief from his pocket and began obnoxiously wiping the sweat from his wrinkled brow, as he continued to survey his partner.
Grayson had been bandaged across his chest, his left wrist was in a splint, and his remaining cuts and bruises had all been attended to. How foolish it is for me to lie here like this...if it had been anywhere else...but no...the car had to fall onto me on Earth...I had to get blown up on Earth...the reason I came here in the first place was to deal out destruction, not to be on the receiving end! And now, just look at me...being tended to by incompetent women as if I were a lowly Earthling myself.
“Come on,” McCarthy kicked the bed with his foot. “Are you seriously alright?”
Grayson raised a testy eyebrow to his partner. “What are you doing here anyway, Madeleine? You should be off meeting the others.”
“Actually...” McCarthy replied. “You know the Belmarcian tournament is in two months, right?”
“That soon, eh?” Grayson mused. “So what?”
“Most everyone is in Enmetropolis, scoping out the place and preparing for it. A lot of them didn't feel like coming.”
“Is that so?” Grayson smirked. “It seems as if the Rabbit is more disorganized than I imagined.”
“I was thinking about how nice it would be to have the Dragon with us,” McCarthy smirked, watching as Grayson shook his head in dismay. “But don't worry. There's no way I'd ever bring him here – he'd stick out like a sore, stitched-up thumb.”
Grayson couldn't help but chuckle a bit. “I wouldn't worry too much about him...if worst comes to worst, there are certain precautions we can take to restrain such a violent pet.”
“Well, either way, I already took care of it!” McCarthy shouted triumphantly. “I asked the Sheep if she'd come. I figure her powers would be the easiest to put to use here – the gravity stuff.”
“That's true.” Grayson closed his eyes in thought. “Out of the twelve of us, she's probably the one who can work most efficiently in this dimension. So when is she coming?”
“This afternoon, I think.” McCarthy played with his pudgy chin, looking rather bored.
“Then we'll start moving tonight.” Grayson decided. “By the way, what did you tell the worker when you brought me in here?”
“What do you mean?” McCarthy gave Grayson a strange look. “I told them you were in a car crash, of course.”
Grayson snorted. “Fine. You ready to get out of here?”
“Whenever you are.” McCarthy smiled, moving over to the window and pushing aside the curtains. “It looks like it's a four-story drop from here. You sure you're up to that?”
“Please.” Grayson said, stepping out from his bed in a blue-and-white hospital gown. “I need a new suit, though.” He glanced down to the splint on his wrist, moving it up and down experimentally. “What a waste.” Without a further thought, Grayson ripped the splint off, throwing it to the floor.
The rest of the patients in the ward were still sound asleep at this time of the morning, but there was one Madeleine noticed who was watching them. It was a little boy, his broken leg in a cast and suspended above his bed. He watched them with small, curious eyes, unable to comprehend what the tall man had just done.
Grayson and Madeleine both waved at the boy with friendly smiles.
“Watch closely, little guy!” Madeleine whispered softly. “You're staring at the people that will change the world forever.”
Grayson's right leg moved up in a flash, smashing the window to pieces as his body arched, grinning as pain from his sore muscles rippled through his body. He dove outwards, concentrating psynergy into his legs to make the drop as fast as he could. It still gave him a terrible headache to do so, especially after what had happened the previous night.
He landed on the outcropping above the entrance to the hospital, feet lightly tapping on the cement. Madeleine soon followed, McCarthy's enormous body hitting the ground with an unsettling thud.
“It must hurt to do it,” Madeleine observed. “It's like there's a tightness in my chest every time I transform, too. Doesn't feel right.”
“That's why I wanted to keep this as a small-scale operation.” Grayson responded. “We must lay low for now...the time for theatrics will come much later.”
He leapt off the outcropping, wondering if anyone had seen them. Even if someone had, Grayson would have happily welcomed it as a chance to test out his body's limits after his 'recovery'. Luckily for the hospital staff, however, none of them were loitering in the parking lot.
Madeleine followed him dutifully, now in the form of a small, 11-year old girl with strawberry blonde hair. Freckles littered her rosy cheeks, framing her large blue eyes. She was wearing a pink-and-white striped t-shirt and a pair of ripped blue jeans. To an untrained eye, she could have passed for Grayson's daughter.
“You ready to go?” He said dryly, tousling her hair in a fatherly way.
“I guess.” Madeleine responded. “You know, you owe me a trip to the arcade after this, okay?”
“I don't understand why you like Earth games so much...” Grayson muttered. “They're so primitive.”
“They're cute.” Madeleine argued. “And it's easy for me to beat them.”
Grayson ignored her and dialed a number on his cell phone. “Let's see if Mr. Dancougar is in.”
Madeleine watched Grayson for a while, a look of mild amusement on his face. Finally, he closed the cell phone and returned it to his pocket.
“Interesting,” he mused. “It seems that our dear Edward is on the line with someone else.”
“Who else would call him?”
“I have not the slightest idea...” Grayson turned around and made his way into the parking lot. “Unless...”
“Unless...?”
“Unless Mr. Arazia decided to get up early this morning.” Grayson chuckled. “Where did you park the car?”
“Over there.” She pointed towards the back of the lot.
“Good. I'll drive now. We're going to make a little trip over to Edward's house.”
“Okay.”
“But first, we are going to the tailor.” Grayson raised a finger indicatively, causing Madeleine to let loose a painful groan.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
After awakening, Vance wasted no time in heading for the bathroom. He tore off his clothes and entered the shower, a cylindrical tube that contained three different faucets from which the water was poured. Each stream had a different texture to it, making it easily the most soothing water he'd ever been immersed in. After he was cleansed, he slipped into some cream-colored clothes and began combing his hair. Then, he moved over to his bedside where he had left his black jacket: a gift from his thirteenth birthday. It was the only thing he still owned now that had been directly given to him by his mother. He could still remember all the times Naomi tried to do away with it, as well as his long dark hair – both precious treasures that he had inherited from Victoria.
Anger was not the only emotion those memories brought with them – sadness came as well. Every memory of his mother had another side to it, after all: those memories that remained of his father...his weak, devastated father. I just got up and left like that...Vance realized. I never even told the poor old guy where I was going. He probably doesn't even miss me, though, Vance rationalized. Edward probably isn't capable of such things anymore. Well...that's what you get for letting mom die, right, dad?
Vance stormed out of the bathroom, shoving open the door to his room and stepping out into the long, wide hallway. He had felt so refreshed this morning, so great, but he had gone and ruined it for himself by digging up the past.
I need to get some food, he decided, his thoughts overrun by an intense hunger, and started moving
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
down the hallway. Eden tried to remember where Cliff's room was, but she soon realized she had forgotten, helplessly wandering through the maze-like corridors in hopes of seeing someone she recognized. She passed many Knights, both in and out of uniform, yet none of them looked familiar. That wasn't much of a surprise, though, considering she had only been here for three days.
Suddenly, in front of her, she spotted Captain Azuka. The Knight was moving forcefully down the passageway, her hakama and long blonde hair trailing behind her.
“Captain Azuka!” Eden shouted, skipping down after her, a long, pastel blue skirt rippling behind her. “Wait!”
Azuka turned around to face the girl. “Oh...Eden, I presume?”
“Yes!” Eden smiled. “I'm glad you remember me.”
“How could I forget?” Azuka replied fondly. “You were one of the forces contributing to my rescue.”
“Oh, you don't have to say anything like that.” Eden blushed. “I was only trying to help Cliff...”
“I understand.” Azuka smiled warmly, watching Eden with wise eyes.
“Ummm, it's okay if you're busy,” Eden said, peering up at Azuka guiltily, “but do you know where Cliff or Vance is? I wanted to go get some breakfast with them, but --”
“Actually, I was searching for the Vice-Captain myself.” Azuka winked. “Although I believe I know where he is. Would you like to join me?”
“Of course!” Eden shouted, excitedly following Azuka down the hallway. They turned
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
the corner, and Cliff nearly ran smack into Vance. He looked down, rather unsure of what to say. Vance stared upwards at Cliff, but this time his eyes did not contain anger.
“So, what are you going to do from here on out?” Cliff asked, wishing desperately to break the tension that had materialized between them.
“Oh, I dunno...” Vance tried to act indifferent, looking away from him. “What does it matter to you?”
“Vance.” Cliff looked at Vance, an earnest smile gracing his face. “I can't lie to you. I really appreciated your help in the last mission. If it hadn't been for you and Eden, both Captain Azuka and I would have become Mephistoclessia's puppets. You were a true asset to the team, and despite our petty differences, I respect you as a fellow Knight.”
Vance stared ahead, in pure shock and awe. For the first time, Cliff had truly complemented him and spoken to him as a friend, not just as a piece of luggage on the mission. This guy really isn't just a tightwad after all. Vance let out a sigh, feeling guilty at himself for being so quick to stereotype the multi-layered man.
Cliff continued. “I give you my word as a Dimensional Knight that it will be hard to see you go. You're an exceptional fighter.”
“Wh, what?” Vance asked suddenly. “See me go? Who said I'm going anywhere?”
“Well, you're going to return to Earth, aren't you?” Cliff looked confused. “I figured you'd want to head back to your family now that this chaos is all over.”
“My family?!” Vance shouted. “Cliff, man, what are you talking about? Why would I want to go back now? In the past two days, we've done great things together. I mean, I'm not trying to suck up or anything, but...us three, we make an awesome team. Maybe four now, including Captain Azuka.”
“You mean...you're interested in becoming a Knight?”
“I didn't say that.” Vance smirked. “But honestly, Cliff, after all that has happened, do you really think I would leave now? Just when things are starting to heat up?”
“What reason could you possibly have for staying here?” Cliff asked, in disbelief that Vance, who had exhibited such hatred and apathy until now, could not want to leave. “What is there here for you?”
“There's so much I have yet to learn.” Vance's voice seemed shaky as he spoke this line, as if it was something he was still struggling to accept himself. “Psynergy is an amazing thing, Cliff. And after seeing what it allows people like Azuka, Averyl, and you to do – I can't turn my back now. I want to become stronger. And then, eventually...I want to know why I have this power in the first place.”
Cliff nodded. “You want to become stronger, huh? Well then.” He adjusted his hat and grabbed Vance by the shoulder, leading him down the hallway. “This may fit in our plans just perfectly, Vance. There is an officers meeting for all captains and vice-captains in the Guild in a little less than an hour. You can sit in on it, if you wish, but you must not speak out. Let's go grab a bite to eat first, and then we'll head there. I'm pretty sure it's something that you'll find interesting.”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“...and that's when I called you.” Frank said, finishing his lengthy story. “What do you think?”
“I think we have some major problems.” Ed responded. “And they all have to do with Grayson.”
“Yes.” Frank agreed enthusiastically. “If only we could get in touch with President McCarthy – I'd like to hear his side of the story.”
“That's a good idea.” Edward said. “But how are you going to get back into the headquarters?”
“I doubt that's possible anymore.” Frank kicked a clump of dirt across the ground. “That's why I am counting on you, Ed.”
“Alright.” Vance's father courageously accepted his new mission. “But you know, Frank, this doesn't explain how it was possible for Grayson to confront both of us at the same time.”
“I know...” Frank sighed. “All this is starting to sound like some wild conspiracy theory.”
Images of the papers and books in the storage room fluttered through Edward's mind. “It may be closer to that than you think, Frank.”
“Anyway,” Frank continued, “call me if anything develops. In the meantime, I'll try to hitchhike my way back into town.”
“Wait, I'll just come pick you up." Edward said casually. "About where are you?"
"No, that isn't a good idea..." Frank replied, his eyes nervously scanning the horizon. "All you have is a company car, right? Who knows what Grayson has installed in that thing. Don't worry about me, I'll just hitchhike my way back in to town."
"If you say so..." Edward sighed. "I guess that'll save me some time anyway – I'm supposed to meet Naomi at the airport in a couple of hours.”
“Oh, Naomi.” Frank vaguely remembered Edward's stepwife. “I don't think I ever got to know her very well.”
“Yeah well...she's the kind of person that takes some getting used to.” There was not a trace of humor in Edward's voice. “Anyway, take care, Frank, don't push yourself too hard.”
“You neither--” Frank started to speak into his phone, suddenly realizing that it had gone dead.
30
Eden and Azuka stood in line in the center of the Guild's cafeteria, just a floor below the main lodging halls where they had slept. The room was pear-shaped, boasting a curvy bar that stretched around the entirety of the whole area. Everywhere else was taken up by four-seater tables, filled with Knights and technicians talking and laughing.
“What would you like?” Azuka offered, surveying the room.
“I don't really know.” Eden shrugged, at a loss. “What would you recommend?”
“Well, we make good sandwiches.” Azuka smirked.
“Oh!” Eden said, rubbing the back of her neck, embarrassed. “I figured you'd only have things I didn't know about."
“I know.” Azuka smiled. “Sorry you don't get to feast upon any rare dishes, but there's really only so much one can do with bread.”
Eden laughed, following Azuka through the mass of people. Her eyes explored the unfolding scenery around her excitedly, taking in all the sounds, colors, and faces around her. Her gaze was drawn farther and farther away from where they stood, and she soon saw two familiar figures aggressively trying to shove their way through the noontime rush.
“Hey, I see them.” Eden called to Azuka, pointing down to the opposite side of the room. “And they're actually walking together. I wonder what happened?”
Azuka turned, following Eden's finger. “Cliff and I spoke briefly last night, and the subject of your friend Vance came up. He sounds like quite a unique individual.”
“Yeah.” Eden murmured. Vance is unique, alright...so unique that he scares me, frustrates me, and interests me all at the same time. Besides his sarcastic comments, there is really nothing that makes me honestly dislike him...except maybe the way he acts towards Cliff. But look at them, walking side-by-side...what could have possibly changed their minds?
“Go bring them over here.” Azuka ordered softly. “We haven't much time left before the meeting starts.”
Eden was back no more than three minutes later, Vance and Cliff steadily trailing behind her.
“Did you boys have a nice sleep?” Azuka looked to each of them. “You both did a great job last night.”
“Thanks.” Vance and Cliff both said, almost at the same time. They glanced at each other awkwardly, and then immediately spread the distance between themselves.
Azuka raised an eyebrow, shaking her head and moving back to the bar. “What do you want?”
“I'll have a steak with veggies.” Cliff looked down to Vance, whom he noticed wasn't making a move to order anything. “What kinda stuff do you like?”
“I like turkey.” Vance shrugged.
“Give Vance two turkey subs.” Cliff grinned back to him. “I know you're hungry.”
Vance rolled his eyes. “You want some kind of prize?"
After Azuka had moved around the bar, selecting the different foods, she guided them to an open table where they were able to sit.
Vance immediately dug into his sandwich, scarfing the first one down in a matter of seconds. Eden had ordered a large Cray salad, which contained a light, sweet fruit-flavored dressing that she had never had before. She didn't know how it would taste, but ended up devouring the whole thing.
Captain Azuka had only finished half of her grilled yellowtail when she started to speak. “Well, Eden and Vance...as there are no chaotic events keeping you here, I must ask, what do you plan to do from now on? Do you wish to become Knights?”
“I do.” Eden said with determination. “I also want to find what happened to my parents, and why the Zodiacs were after me.”
“Makes sense.” Azuka nodded. “Vance?”
Cliff and Eden watched Vance intently, curious to hear what his plans were. Cliff had been surprised at Vance's decision earlier, and wondered if he truly felt determined enough to repeat it again.
“I want to get stronger.” Vance looked straight at Azuka, his eyes filled with dark enthusiasm. “If that involves me becoming a Dimensional Knight, so be it. If it involves me having to travel around doing missions for you guys, so be it. I want to develop this power I have as much as possible.”
“Interesting,” Azuka folded her hands, placing her chin on top of them. “And what do you plan to do once you have become 'stronger'?”
Vance was silent, trying to figure the meaning of such a question. Was it a trick? Was he supposed to give her a certain answer? Or did she just really want to know? He couldn't figure it out. The serene expression on her face made it impossible to feel any inkling one way or another...so he just told the truth.
“I don't know.”
“Okay then.” Azuka moved back, sitting tall in her chair. “If time permits, I have an idea for both of you.”
Cliff looked at his pocket watch. “The meeting'll start in about twenty minutes.”
“That's enough time.” Azuka began. “Well, this subject will come up during the meeting itself, but I want to give you three a brief notice on it before we get there. The Belmarcian tournament, the largest public tournament in any dimension we've ever seen, is being held in just under two months from now. Many of our Knights have already begun preparing for this. It's always a spectacular event, although most psynergy users with any bit of a criminal record don't usually show their faces there. As a result, the competition has never been nothing too surprising. This year, however, the committee truly seems to have outdone themselves in attempt to garner more skillful fighters. The grand prize this year is supposedly...a Clock.”
“What?!” Cliff shouted, banging his knees on the bottom of the table and sending his fork flying. “They're giving a Clock away to the winner?!”
“They made this statement public a month ago.” Azuka answered. “However, it was only to a select few – our own Tao Fukunaga being one of them. Even with all the secrecy precautions they've taken already, though, there's no doubt that other organizations, such as the Dark Zodiacs, have already found out about this.”
“Has the committee gone mad?” Cliff was baffled. “Don't they realize what kind of attention they will attract by offering such a prize?”
“I think that is precisely their idea, Cliff.” Azuka spoke gravely. “When one masters psynergy, transforming their body into virtually a vessel of destruction, money drops considerably on the list of priorities. For the past years, the committee has constantly upped their cash prize for the contest, including all sorts of things like interdimensional fame, property, and countless other services. Yet, they could never seem to attract those like the Dark Zodiacs, or even our most skilled Knights to the ring. I fear now, however, that they may have bitten off more than they can chew.”
“How did they even come in possession of a Clock in the first place?” Eden asked. “Aren't most of them supposed to be hidden?”
“That's a good question.” Azuka continued to brief her students. “It may be possible that they've purchased it from the black market, or even claimed it through other illegal means. If that's so, then the Church of Holy Truths may be able to repossess the Clock once criminal evidence is found. Since Enmetropolis is a member of the Dimensional Alliance, this course of action is entirely possible. Thus, we have been investigating the scene thoroughly ever since we learned the details.”
“Sounds pretty complicated.” Vance looked as if he was well past the stage of being bored. “So what the hell does this have to do with us?”
“I'll explain as we walk.” Azuka stood up quickly, collecting the food trays and depositing them into a silver pillar. Vance, Eden, and Cliff followed her obediently, the three of them exiting through a hallway in a straight line behind her. “The Guild will without a doubt be deploying the four captains and their vice-captains to the surrounding area, both to take part in the tournament as well as to keep watch over the committee members. This will require all of us to undergo extremely rigorous training during the following weeks until the tournament to ensure that we all are in our top physical condition when the time comes.”
“Ah...” Eden realized what was going on. “But are we really allowed to enter the tournament too?”
“The Guild will not suggest you enter, of course. However...there is no law stating that you may not enter.” Azuka gave them all a sly smile. “If you wish, both of you may offer to take part in the tournament. By doing so, however, you will enter into a verbal agreement with me to become my student until that time comes.”
“Your student?” Vance asked. “What's that supposed to mean?”
“You will accompany Cliff and myself to an undisclosed location where we shall train and prepare ourselves for the tournament. You will obey my orders without a second thought, and in turn accelerate your abilities much faster than you would any other way.”
“Cool.” Just by his tone of voice, it was easy to tell that Vance was excited. The look in his eyes alone, though, said more than any words could. Just the intensity of his expression, the raw power glowing around him...he was indeed a born fighter.
“Captain Azuka...” Cliff spoke up at last. “Are you sure this is such a good idea? I mean--”
“Oh, come on, Cliff!” Vance sighed angrily. “Haven't we proved ourselves enough to you in the past two missions?” The youth looked as if he had been tricked. “What happened to what you said in the hallway, huh? I wanted to believe you.”
“Vance!” Cliff shouted. “Think about it for a second! We couldn't even hold our own against a single Dark Zodiac, even with the three of us! What makes you think that you could go up against them, one-on-one, in a straight battle with no way out? Not to mention that the tournament has no laws against deathblows! I don't want you to throw your life away like that. You either.” He declared, turning to Eden with desperate eyes.
“Throw my life away?” Vance stopped in his tracks. “Cliff, listen to yourself! It sounds to me like I have more faith in your captain than you do."
It was a low blow, but he had said it. Cliff turned to him angrily, his mouth firmly shut, his nostrils flared. Everything they had talked about just a half hour earlier had been destroyed in an instant; Vance had once again crossed the line.
“Boys.” Azuka placed a powerful hand on both their shoulders. “Let's save our quarrels for a time when we don't have only a few minutes to get to a meeting, shall we?”
The two were immediately silenced, falling into step behind their leader. Eden sighed, soon separating herself from them as well. It seems like Cliff's too busy having a battle of wits with Vance to notice me again, huh? He's barely spoken to me since we got back. Where's the self-assured Eden now, when I need her the most? Where was that sheer determination...that deep voice inside me that always seems to have the right answer? And now that Azuka's thrown this huge decision on us...we're all going to be severely affected no matter which choice we make. I don't know what to do...and I don't have a clue as to who I can talk about it with, either.
After a short ride in one of the Guild's elevators, the quartet found themselves in a small offshoot of the main command center – a place that was now quite peaceful compared to the previous times Vance and Eden had been there. Azuka moved diagonally across the room, eventually reaching two large, æsotech doors with the Guild's insignia, a slanted short sword against a globe, inscribed on them.
“These are the doors to the meeting hall.” Azuka lowered her voice. “Be silent.”
Cliff moved ahead to get behind Azuka, and she shoved open the heavy doors, revealing a Greek-style forum with a stage in the center. Against the far wall, sitting behind a high podium, was the Seneschal, looking calm and peaceful as ever. On either side of him were two chairs, three of them already containing what Vance assumed were the other captains of the first three divisions. Azuka moved quickly up the walkway and across the stage, falling into the fourth chair from the left.
“You were close this time,” a swarthy man wearing black sunglasses beside her whispered. “I heard you got yourself captured by a Zodiac, as well.”
Azuka slouched back in her chair, rolling her eyes over to the 3rd Captain dryly. “My men were killed and manipulated into tricking me. What would you do?”
The man shrugged meekly, quickly turning away from the fiery woman.
Cliff made his way to the front row of the seats where the other vice-captains were sitting. Vance and Eden peered around the room, eventually settling upon a seat in the back row, high above the rest of the audience.
“Well,” Tao spoke after a few minutes, “shall we begin?”
There was no smacking of a hammer, no clashing of a gong, no shouts for silence from any guards or personnel. The crowd was simply silenced, their eyes now on the Seneschal.
“I wonder if he's really stronger than the captains, the way he orders these people around.” Vance whispered to Eden.
“I can't sense his aura, you know.” Eden whispered back.
Vance watched him closely, trying to detect any unusual movements. Tao stepped down from the podium, pacing into the center of the room and staring at the audience with confidence.
“After a long string of urgent events,” Tao began, his sophisticated voice carrying throughout the room, “we finally have our four captains back with us. Men have been lost in brief battles throughout the past days, and our collective blood has begun to flow. I must tell you all now, though – from here on out, it shall only get worse. We knew for a fact that the Dark Zodiacs possessed one of the Clocks, yet rumor had it that they possessed not one, but two. Now, not two days earlier, they took a third.”
Vance and Eden winced.
“The time for appeasement and simply ignoring the reality of the situation has passed, my friends. You all know very well that I despise fighting as much as any other man, however, it seems as if we have no choice this time. We are up against a very malicious group -- one that seems to know only the violent ways to solve their problems. The Dark Zodiacs are out for the Clocks, for whatever reason, and we must not let them succeed in their conquest.
“Some of you may remember the policy we had in relation to the Clocks, far before the Dark Zodiacs became an able threat. We were content to leave them hidden, out of the public eye, and lost forever. We thought that it would be a sufficient way to keep the peace. We thought that forgetting was the best solution.”
Tao paused momentarily, watching as his words sunk in meaningfully within the minds of his audience. He was a skilled orator, and calculated his timing perfectly before continuing.
“We can now see that we were horribly mistaken, fellow Knights. We were not the only ones doing our homework concerning the nature of the universe and the Space-Time Continuum. There were others out there – a group of twelve, in fact. Twelve heartless criminals together as a group...with the sole purpose of throwing the universe into chaos.”
Tao finished his pacing, coming to a stop in front of the podium between the four captains. “What we are entering now is the calm before the storm. The Belmarcian tournament is in seven weeks, and they have offered an alternative in place of their usual cash prize – a Clock.”
Gasps and curses were heard from the crowd, but they did not speak, being far too anxious to hear what else their leader had to say.
“Hearing such news in advance...we cannot, as the single strongest defensive task force under the Church of Holy Truths, allow such an important item to fall into the hands of evil. The captains and vice-captains will report to Enmetropolis to try and regulate the tournament, and the rest of you shall continue your normal duties here. But...”
Tao smiled a bit, his eyes moving about the crowd. “Should any of you wish to take part in the tournament, we shall arrange for you to be excused for the following weeks to train in order to do your best. I encourage as many of you to enter as possible. The more we have in there, the better chance we have of eliminating the opposition and taking home the prize. This is not simply a matter of claiming our pride as the strongest warriors in the universe – the entire fate of our futures may very well rest on the outcome of this tournament.”
Tao gestured towards the captains behind him. “I will now allow the captains to address their respective divisions.”
The first captain stood up from her seat promptly, her bronze-skinned face glimmering with the many different jewels decorating it. She had large, hooped earrings, one of which was connected to her nose-ring by a glittering diamond chain. Extravagant multi-colored robes covered her body, leaving much to the imagination; what could be seen of her skin was entirely hairless, however, right down to her smooth scalp. She looked toward her soldiers with golden eyes, and began speaking, hints of a foreign accent behind her words.
“Vice-Captain Haq and I shall precede into the Vipassanarium immediately to begin our training. Any of you who wish to follow me, do so with haste.” She then turned to the Seneschal. “Ravi Katjagaara, Captain of the 1st division of Dimensional Knights, gratefully accepts this mission.”
Ravi sat down immediately, apparently finished.
The second captain stood up next, a tall man with brown skin and a full head of dreadlocks pulled back into a hair tie, exploding from his scalp like the leaves of a dark plant. He slid up to the center of the stage in soft-looking sandals. Light brown shorts and a green vest adorned his slim figure. He had a coy smile on his face, and shrugged, looking to his men. “I'll be there, of course, to kick some ass! Any of you slackers wanna make somethin' of yourselves, come play with me, alright?”
He moved to address Tao. “Kamo Metro, Captain of the...hmm, what was it again?” He pretended as if he was really trying hard to remember. “Oh, yeah, that's it! 2nd division. Your wish is my command, sire.” He clumsily bowed, jovially strutting back to his seat.
The tall man with ear-length brown hair was next to go. “I don't have much to say that hasn't already been stated. Just make sure you realize the dangers before jumping into this. Don't throw your beautiful lives away for nothing.”
He turned slowly, his black boots squeaking on the shiny stage floor. “Seneschal...I, Maximillen Trujillo, Captain of the 3rd division of Dimensional Knights, shall accept this mission with a passion.”
He sat down, and at last, Azuka moved to take the stage, her hakama lightly dragging on the floor in her wake.
“Great battles are on the rise, Knights,” she spoke sternly. “The Dark Zodiacs will be mobilizing soon...and the peace and well-being of our universe is at stake. I don't intend to escape from them like I was forced to at the Kantor District...let's hit back this time. Vice-Captain Cliff, are you prepared to accept this mission?”
“Yes sir.” Cliff nodded solemnly.
“Seneschal Fukunaga, I, Azuka Ingram, Captain of the 4th division of Dimensional Knights, also accept this mission.”
Tao nodded, and she moved to return to her seat. As she reached it, however, she did not sit down, but turned around again and stared into the crowd. Vance and Eden watched her, realizing that her eyes were on them, and no one else.
“Knights Vance Dancougar and Eden Gardener, of the 4th division!” She called out loudly. “Do you accept this mission?”
Nervously, they both stood up, hands at their sides, alone midst the sea of Knights. They tried not to shake and to keep still, though it was impossible to keep their apprehension at ease.
“YES SIR!” They both shouted, as loud as they could.
Tao looked Azuka in the eyes, nodding as if to commend her on a job well done.
“Good to hear.” Azuka said firmly. “We depart for our place of training in three days. Make use of your time...because you won't be seeing civilization again for quite a while.”
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“Well, well...” Bruce dropped his hamburger to his plate, chewing his first bite of the juicy meat with chagrin. His eyes were focused on the other side of the dark, crowded tavern, as he watched Averyl follow Mephistoclessia through the door, two phantoms escaping the relentless rain of the bleak world outside. “So the prodigal son has returned.”
He and the other Zodiacs were positioned far in the corner, blocked by a fake wooden wall that looked as if it extended from either side like a normal corner, but actually had a space in the left that blended in with the true wall behind it. Seated close to him on his left was Rose, not only a fellow Zodiac, but his lover as well. She had shimmering long blonde hair, flawless skin, and a dazzling body. The girl had just about everything he had ever wanted in a woman – hell, she even knew how to kill.
Across the table sat Saffron and Roufas, both enjoying tuna fish sandwiches. Saffron, of course, had immediately protested against entering such an 'uncouth alehouse,' but Roufas had coerced him into it. Roufas, always the grand mediator – if there was ever a dispute, he would be there, keeping the peace. In fact, if the Rabbit hadn't been present at this very moment, Bruce would have probably had Averyl pinned to the ground, a mouthful of fire in his pale, chalky face.
Mephistoclessia pushed her way in front of the Monkey and rushed over to where the four sat. “This guy,” she rasped, pointing back to him, “just completely ruined my operation.”
“We'll talk about that later.” Roufas waved her away. “Your little 'operation' wasn't exactly official, you know. But that's an entirely different topic altogether.”
“What?” She slammed her gloved fists down on the table. “What did you say? I have done nothing wrong! My orders were to report to the Kantor District to supervise the situation.”
“Bullshit.” Bruce grunted. “No orders of any kind were agreed on. Supervise the situation? Who the hell cares what goes on in the backwards-ass town? You're just making crap up now.”
“I am not!” Mephistoclessia curled her arms around her tiny waist. “Three days ago, there was a note written in psynergy left in the hideout, telling me what to--” Suddenly, the Rat realized her error, and slowly turned to face Averyl. Everyone else did the same.
“Ooh...” Averyl sauntered up to the table, a mischievous grin upon his face. “I didn't know everyone was going to be so happy to see me...”
“Sit your bony ass down and shut up.” Bruce growled. “Rose, go show Mephistoclessia to the bar with Winslow, wouldja? By the way, everyone, since our 'reputation' seems to precede us here, we'll all be using our real names, got it?”
“I agree with that.” Roufas said.
“As do I.” Saffron nodded his head.
“Well then, if anyone has any objections...?” Bruce didn't even bother to look around. “None? Okay, good. It's settled then. See, Mephistoclessia,” Bruce glared, “this is how we run things around here, in case you forgot – democratically. Which means you can't be off collecting more dumbass toys for yourself whenever you feel like it.”
Mephistoclessia turned from him sharply, and Rose led her away to the bar. Winslow was sitting there looking rather lonely, sucking on a chocolate milkshake.
Ugh...Winslow thought to himself, mindlessly watching the bartender, a tall bald man with a huge circular scar where his right ear should have been. My anger hasn't subsided from back then after all. And there's still so many days until the tournament...I can hardly wait. I know he'll be there...and the rage inside me will only grow stronger, I'm sure. Vance Dancougar will die...that is my new goal.
Winslow was interrupted from his soliloquy as Mephistoclessia reluctantly took a seat beside him, her porcelain face staring forward silently.
The only problem...is how many freaks like these people the tournament might have. The things they can do...until they brought me into their world, I never thought it possible. And yet even after becoming one of them, I still don't feel right...I still feel like those bastards, just like Vance Dancougar, have followed me all the way from my childhood...relentlessly...how can I get rid of them? How can I pass the barrier and become death incarnates like these killers?
Winslow continued to stare at Mephistoclessia, but the woman made no move to acknowledge his presence.
Is she ignoring me? Winslow wondered to himself, slurping his milkshake absently. Or is she actually looking at me? Why does she always wear that thing anyway?
“Alright.” Bruce let out a loud belch as Averyl sat down beside him. “Roufas, would you like to take this one? I don't want to get going with him sitting so close to me like this.”
“Gladly.” Roufas said. “Averyl, you--”
“Sorry to interrupt...” Averyl raised a finger, guiltlessly interrupting Roufas, “...but may I order something to eat before we start talking?”
“You're not eating sh--”
“It's a perfectly fine question.” Roufas placed his hand on the table, attempting to calm Bruce. “Averyl, feel free to flag down one of the waitresses and order something."
“Thank you, Roufas...” Averyl smiled. “You are most kind...”
Bruce turned his head to the left, staring out of a grime-filled window into a bloodstained alley. Saffron watched him, and let out a brief chuckle.
“What the hell are you laughing at?” Bruce barked at him.
“C...certainly not thee!” Saffron brought his coffee mug to his lips, muting his laughter.
“Anyway.” Roufas closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “Averyl, we want to know why you are keeping so many secrets from us. You should know by now that we don't mind people taking their leave as long as the reason is justified and approved by everyone else. Van Kaen does it all the time, and Grayson has been away for over six months now. We were just recently contacted by Madeleine, who requested backup, and after it was all agreed upon, Cecilia was allowed to join them. You've been with us for over a year now, so it should be more than clear with you. It's fine to engage on solo missions. HOWEVER...” Roufas stopped to clear his throat before continuing, staring down at his hands.
“You may not, under any circumstance, leave without notice! It goes against everything we represent as a team, and severely handicaps our defensive and offensive forces. With that said, would you like to tell us why you did not report back from your objective to recover Winslow and the Clock, and why you did not return until today?” Roufas returned his gaze back to Averyl, only to see him conversing with the barmaid who had popped up minutes earlier.
“Oh...” Averyl frowned. “...you don't have chocolate cake, do you? How unfortunate...”
“WOULD YOU LISTEN TO US FOR A SECOND, DUMBASS?!” Bruce screamed, snapping his knife in half with his bare hands.
Averyl turned back to Bruce, his eyebrows curled up, looking hurt. “But you said I could order...”
“This is useless.” Bruce threw his huge arms up in the air. “Roufas, man, you're just wasting your frickin' time with this idiot. He's beyond help.”
The Tiger looked from Roufas to Saffron, who was desperately trying to cover his face with his long blonde hair. His shoulders were shaking, and Bruce could faintly hear the sound of snickering from his body.
“YOU WANNA DIE?!” He quickly redirected his anger, reaching across the table and grabbing Saffron by the hair.
“'Zounds!” Saffron cried as Bruce dragged his head across the table. “How deplorable! Roufas, make him cease, I beg thee -- mine hair hast been laboured much upon!”
“I feel like I'm babysitting a bunch of kids...” Roufas rubbed his eyes, coughing once again into his hands afterwards. “Averyl, please. Just tell us what you were doing during all that time. I pray that it was something worthwhile.”
“Ah...” Averyl finally looked as if he was concentrating. “I have an interesting story to tell you about that, actually, Mr. Ernst...”
“Don't call me that, please.” Roufas sighed. “It really makes me feel like I'm babysitting.”
“Well, anyway...” Averyl moved back as the waiter returned, placing a sad-looking piece of vanilla cake on the table. On the side of the plate, sitting oddly by itself, was a ripe, juicy orange.
“I do say...” Saffron looked at his plate. “A more peculiar choice of banquet I've never seen.”
“I wanted chocolate, though...” Averyl whispered sadly.
“Averyl. Concentrate.” Roufas rubbed his temple.
“Oh, yes...” Averyl perked up. “If I remember correctly, we were trying to locate the whereabouts of that girl...weren't we...?”
“Indeed.” Roufas nodded.
“And we sent a disposable agent after her once...only to have him fail...yes?”
“Yes.”
“And then...growing impatient, we even sent Van Kaen after her...who suffered heavy wounds and was eventually forced to flee...correct?"
“Correct.”
“Well...” Averyl forked a piece of cake into his mouth. “...of the group of three people that held up Winslow in the cave...she was one.”
“Is that so?” Roufas perked up, now interested as Averyl unraveled his tale.
“It is so...there were two other males with her as well. One, I learned later...is the Vice-Captain of the 4th division of Dimensional Knights. The other was just a mere soldier...” Averyl looked down as he spoke his last line, scooping more cake into his mouth.
“And so why didn't you capture her then?” Roufas interjected.
“A fair question...” Averyl nodded slowly. “At the time, I was not positive that she was the girl...it was her unusual aura that had originally aroused the suspicion in me, so I memorized its texture...as well as that of her two bodyguards...and tracked them for the next twenty-four hours. Finally, I had them cornered in the Kantor District...but a certain difficulty involving Mephistoclessia forced me to regretfully abort my mission...”
“That's a lie!” Mephistoclessia slid out from behind the wooden wall. “You were moving with them as comrades, and you even went so far as to heal their leader!”
“It was necessary for me to befriend them in order to gain their trust and be able to move freely with them...” Averyl inspected the next piece of his cake with intrigue. “Had it not been for Mephistoclessia's delusions of grandeur...for all we know, the Bearer could be with us at this very moment...”
“The Bearer?!” Mephistoclessia screeched. “Are you talking about that weakling of a captain?”
“I believe that weakling of a captain was running circles around you...” Averyl covered his cat-like smile with his free hand. “...so much, in fact, that you had to --”
“Silence!” Mephistoclessia screeched. “How could she have been the Bearer?”
“She wasn't...” Averyl finished his cake, dropping his fork to the plate with a light clang. “....It was the small, bright-haired girl who accompanied them.”
Mephistoclessia was silenced. “Impossible. Her aura was minuscule!”
“Such is the nature of the Bearer.” Roufas shifted his gaze to the Rat. “Not only have you wasted our time, but you have let your pride get in the way of our true objectives, Mephistoclessia.”
For the second time in the past fifteen minutes, Mephistoclessia stormed off once again and returned to her seat next to Winslow, who had ordered his third milkshake.
“Okay, Averyl.” Roufas adjusted his coat, anxious to finish the discussion. “Your actions were of merit, and it is believable that you, in your urgency to capture the target, did not report back to any of us. You seem to know more about the Bearer than any of us, so I am happy to relinquish the task of capturing her over to you. You can continue seeking her, of course. Do you require any assistance?”
“That won't be necessary...” Averyl peeled his orange with unbridled enthusiasm. “They trust me...and I fear that bringing any new strangers into the mix would upset things severely...”
“I understand. Well, what does everyone else think about allowing Averyl to continue his solo pursuit of the Bearer?”
“I do approve.” Saffron nodded.
Bruce rolled his eyes sarcastically.
“Well, there doesn't seem to be any objections.” Roufas gave Averyl a shallow smile. “You are free to do as you wish, then. I trust you'll be around in a couple of months to take part in the Belmarcian tournament?”
“Of course...” Averyl's eyes lit up. “...I wouldn't miss it for the world.”
“Good.” Roufas moved up from the table. “Remember that a Clock is at stake, and even if that isn't enough for you, it does boast some of the most entertaining fights you'll be able to see without attracting the authorities.”
“Ah, now that you mention such...” Saffron stood up as well. “Just what has arisen within the Church? Have they not expressed any opposition to the tournament offering a Clock?”
“They seem to be taking this very lightly so far," Roufas answered. “I assume they believe they have it covered by dispatching the Guild of Dimensional Knights around the area.”
“How fantastic,” Saffron took in Roufas's words hungrily. “Such powerful warriors will all be gathered there, ripe for the picking.”
“I won't argue there.” Roufas left Saffron to his own devices, moving closer to the bar. “Hey, you three, ready to get going?”
“Yep.” Winslow spun on his chair, hopping off to the ground. “Where are we going?”
“I think we might go for a walk in the park.” Roufas led him away from the bar. “Zhang Guo is there meditating, and we should go pick him up.”
Winslow sighed. “Alright...”
“The park?” Rose slid off her seat fluidly, coming into step lightly beside the violinist. “That sounds good.”
Mephistoclessia followed slowly, her arms once again encircling her waist. “I'll pass. I don't like crowds or bright places.”
“That's fine.” Roufas didn't falter, moving back to the table where the others were waiting. “Just be sure to come back to the hotel at night.”
Mephistoclessia said no more, and rushed out of the restaurant.
“Shall we be off, dearest Bruce?” Saffron batted his eyes mockingly at Bruce and Averyl, their quarrel obviously a source of entertainment to the swordsman. Bruce simply muttered something unintelligible, glaring at Averyl all the time as the six moved outside.
“Come on, baby, lighten up.” Rose cooed, running her soft, silky hands around Bruce's hips. “Look, it's a beautiful day outside.”
“Yeah.” Bruce muttered, his eyes still fixated on Averyl. “It's beautiful, alright.”
Rose pulled her hands away from him, walking silently. Bruce knew this sign too well -- he had hurt her feelings again.
“Not as beautiful as you are, though.” He quickly retorted, wrapping his left arm around her curvaceous figure. “Don't worry, I'm just tense, that's all.”
“I don't see why.” Rose rested her head on his chest as they walked. “He's just a little bit odd, that's all. It's not like he's negative or anti-social, like Mephistoclessia or anything.”
“I guess.” Bruce frowned. As much as I want to believe her, there is just something wrong about this whole situation. The perfectness of Averyl's story, the utter smoothness in which he had executed it...How could I be the only one who saw all that suspiciousness?
Averyl took another bite of his orange, taking long strides next to Roufas as if he had not a care in the world. I'll be watching you, bastard. Bruce took one long last look before engorging himself between Rose's lips. And the moment you mess up, I'll be there. You can count on that.
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Grayson zoomed down the highway, clad in a brand-new black suit with a golden chain hung around his neck. Madeleine sat in the seat beside him, once again in the form of F. Douglas McCarthy.
“This is a nice section of town.” Madeleine observed, staring out of the window with a dull expression.
Grayson's only comment was the roar of the engine as he turned into the residential area. “We're almost there. I want you on your absolute best behavior. It'll be hard to rectify what happened last night, you know.”
“Alright.” Madeleine sighed. “But when are you going to take me to the arcade?”
“Later.” Grayson pulled into the driveway of Edward Dancougar's new home, motioning for Madeleine to get out. She slid her huge mass out from the seat, squeezing through the door and nudging it closed.
Grayson made his way up the front steps, lightly rapping on the front door with both knuckles.
“Coming,” Edward called drowsily, shuffling towards the door. He was still wearing his clothes from the night before, which were now decorated with stains from breakfast. Gas station food had never tasted better.
As he opened the door, he came face to face with Grayson Lee, as well the President of the Zexaron Corporation, F. Douglas McCarthy. He stared at the two, slack-jawed and unsure of what to say or how to act – especially since one of them had recently drop-kicked him into unconsciousness.
“Ed, good to see you're doing well.” Grayson patted him on the shoulder, shoving himself through the door and moving into the bare living room. “I'd ask if I could sit down, but it doesn't look like you have any furniture yet.”
“Yeah.” Edward watched Grayson suspiciously, wondering where his sudden change in attitude had come from. “Listen, about last night--”
“Think nothing of it!” Grayson turned around, patting Ed on the shoulder again. “We had a crisis last night, it was simply protocol. Don't worry, we found the culprit, and all is taken care of.”
He's lying through his teeth. Edward figured, keeping the same dumb look on his face that Grayson had grown to love. This might be easier than I thought.
Grayson watched Ed, grinning. Even if he does suspect something, the man has no backbone to take action. He'll be the perfect toadie to carry out our plans.
Ed shook his head, making his way to the kitchen to dispose of the pizza box; he had eaten the entire thing. “Yeah, sorry. I can't really do much, though, till Naomi gets here.”
“I see.” Grayson pursed his lips. “When exactly is the missus going to arrive in lovely Bakersfield?”
“Actually, she should be here any moment now.” Ed said, trying to find a trash can. “I was on the phone with her this morning, trying to figure out a way to get her over here. She's still there waiting for me to call back.”
“Is that so?” Grayson watched Ed intently now, looking for some sign of treachery.
McCarthy padded through the room clumsily, moving next to Grayson. “Why don't we go pick her up, then?”
Grayson leered at Madeleine.
“Really?” Edward's face stared at them uneasily. Grayson acted fast to clear the emotion from his face, breaking into a smile just as Edward's eyes met his.
“Of course.” Grayson shuffled Edward over to his front door. “She is married to a very important man in the company, after all. It's only natural that we help her get settled.”
Edward didn't know why Grayson and the President had both shown up at his house at the same time, or why they were offering to pick up his wife at the airport, but he didn't like it one bit.
There's an arcade right next to the airport, Madeleine smiled, winking at Grayson as they followed Edward out of his house. She took the house key from Edward, locked the door, and the three piled into the company car.
Edward was starting to feel nervous. He pulled out his cell phone, and began to dial a number.
“Who are you calling?” Grayson asked passively.
“Naomi, just to let her know we're coming.” Ed responded.
“Oh, that won't be necessary.” McCarthy said, reaching back and shutting the cell phone with a fat finger. “Let's surprise her.”
“Yeah, come on.” Grayson chuckled. “Live a little, Edward.”
Ed's eyes were glued to their backs, sweat beginning to pour down his brow. Are they on to me? If I had been able to call Naomi from here, my little lie about talking with her on the phone would have become the truth. They couldn't just go ahead and ask her what time I called, because that would just be outright suspicious. But someone could make it seem like curiosity by mentioning the fact that she had spoken to me earlier.
Edward wiped his brow with the sleeve of his shirt. What am I talking about? I'm being hysterical. Things haven't gotten that suspicious yet...have they? Naomi, please don't ruin this for me...
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“Thanks for the ride.” Frank said, stepping out of a large red Toyota onto the sidewalk in front of his house. “I really owe you one, Owen.”
“Hey, it's no sweat.” the farmer tapped his steering wheel. “You're just lucky I was out in the dunes today. I mean, I didn't see anyone else out there this early.”
“I know, I really appreciate it.” Frank panted. “You have my number, if you ever need anything.”
“Yeah, of course.” Owen winked. “Just take care of yourself, partner.”
Frank waved goodbye, and the middle-aged tobacco farmer named Owen took off down the street.
He had been lucky indeed -- that was an understatement. It was now just about one o'clock in the afternoon, two hours after Frank had spotted a red Toyota moving away through the dusty wasteland, just off of a back road to Owen's cotton farm. He was so lucky, so incredibly lucky, and especially when Owen had offered to take him all the way back to his house.
Frank had made up a fairly creative story about getting a bit too drunk with his poker buddies only to find that they had driven him into the middle of the desert and dropped him off as a practical joke. It was believable, especially with Frank's poor health condition at the time. He had been tired, hungry, and mentally spent. Owen must have felt sorry for him, or something, because he had been incredibly kind to him – he'd drive Frank all the way back, after all.
Now, Frank was finally home, dirty and worn out, but so excited to see the face of his wife and daughter again. Somehow, after all that had happened, knowing that they were both waiting for him at the end of this terrible ordeal made all his worries fade away. They were safe...and at the very least, he had done his duty as a father and husband.
As Frank stepped inside the house, he realized it was unnaturally quiet. In fact, after moving through the entryway into the living room, he noticed that there was no one home at all. His room was empty, Aileen's room was empty, as was the office and the garage.
Panicking, he scanned the counter, looking for any evidence of what had happened, of why the two people that meant the most to him in this world were missing. On the table, he spotted his phone book, which had been opened to the page containing the phone number for Frank's office. So they had tried to call him...that made sense.
Suddenly, Frank turned back and ran into the garage. He had completely overlooked it. He knew that his car was demolished, a piece of charred metal lying in the desert, so it hadn't struck him as odd when he saw an empty garage. Then it hit him – they had gone looking for him.
Where could they be? More importantly, where do they think I am? And why haven't they called my...
Frank pulled his cell phone out of his pocket, now entirely drained of its battery. It hadn't even occurred to him when it went off during his conversation with Edward – there were other people worried about him, too. Grayson, Ed, and the trouble he was now in had taken over his mind, blocking out all else, no matter how important it was. He cursed himself, tossing his useless cell phone across the room. Was it possible? Would they actually have thought so far as to go to my office? Frank tried to shut his thoughts off – they would cause him nothing but grief.
He had no means of transportation, but there still had to be something he could do. And so, he picked up the telephone on the wall of his house, and called Ed's number. The phone began to
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
vibrate in his lap, and Edward didn't even have to look at the caller ID to know who it was: Frank, probably at a pay phone or something pleading with Ed to come save him before he died of thirst...or something worse.
Edward considered his options. Grayson and McCarthy haven't noticed, so I could let it go, but...how could I abandon Frank like that?
He answered the phone.
“Ed?” Frank's voice asked from the other line.
“Hi, Naomi,” Edward spoke into the phone calmly, looking out the window as if he was stressed.
Frank said nothing. Naomi? What is he talking about?
“Yeah, we'll be along to pick you up in a minute.” Ed continued. “Mr. Lee and President McCarthy gave me a ride. Yeah, it was really nice of them.”
Grayson and McCarthy...?! Frank shoved the phone down immediately, his heart hammering in his chest. No, it's impossible, it's impossible! There's no way that he could have survived that unscathed, returned to the headquarters, and then picked up Edward all in one day! It's impossible! It's just not possible! Could he have met Carol and Aileen en route? It seems ludicrous, but after hearing the developments from Ed...nothing is out of the question.
Edward set the cell phone back down on his lap quietly, sighing and stretching his arms across the seat. “She's really pissed,” he muttered, anticipating her mood.
“I'm sure we'll be able to cheer her up.” Grayson smirked. “Everyone likes surprises, after all.”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
As Owen's red Toyota pulled out of the residental area, ready to make a right back onto the main road of the housing plan, he failed to notice a woman walking on the sidewalk. She had long, grey-brown hair, and large circular glasses that seemed comically large. The woman was wearing a light blue dress and looked to be in her late forties. Her nose was buried in a book, and she was walking across the pavement as if she didn't have a care in the world.
There was no light and no cars coming, so Owen didn't see any reason to come to a complete stop before making the right. The moment he turned, however, was at the exact same time as when she began crossing.
“HOLY HELL!” Owen screamed, desperately shoving his foot on the brake, but as it turned out, there was no need. Although Owen's panicking brain didn't even register it, a mere millisecond before the grill of his truck collided with the woman, she whipped her right hand outwards. In the back of his consciousness, Owen could feel a strange wave of invisible pressure rush over him, and suddenly, his massive truck was flung backwards, the roof crumpling like a tin can as it buckled under the weight of the truck's bottom.
The women adjusted her glasses with her free hand, staring at the spectacle with little interest. After a few moments, a frantic Owen wrenched himself out through the shattered side window, blood spilling down from multiple cuts in his head.
"H...help!" he shrieked. A few intrepid people had already come outside, yet were cautiously keeping their distance from the dangerous automobile. Once they caught sight of Owen's plight, however, a few got on their cell phones and rushed over.
"Are you alright!?" One lone woman ran over to Owen's attacker. "Did he try to hit you or something?!"
“Why, of course I'm alright.” The woman replied, looking confused. “I'm just walking and trying to find a friend -- my name is Cecilia Schroeder. Do you happen to know where Grayson Lee lives?”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
They reached the airport ten minutes later. McCarthy stayed in the car while Grayson and Edward went in, so they wouldn't have to drive all the way around into the far-off parking lot.
Vance's father followed his superior through the transparent automatic doors of the airport, a small quaint airport in the middle of the barren fields of Bakersfield.
Naomi was sitting inside, her bags next to her, looking royally pissed. She saw Edward move in and stood up in a flash, fuming.
“WHERE THE HELL HAVE YOU BEEN?!” She screamed at him, her red nail pointing to him like a poisoned arrow.
“Now, now...” Grayson placed his hands on her shoulders lightly, giving Edward's stepwife a strange, awkward massage. “Your husband has been working very hard for our company in the past few days. In fact, he lost his car. You know, taking everything into account...I do believe it is my fault that he was late to begin with.”
Naomi looked up at Grayson, makeup smothered on her face like a birthday cake. “Oh, Grayson, you don't have to cover for this imbecile. I appreciate it, though. It's good to know that even idiots like my husband have people nice enough to look out for them.” She shoved past Edward, moving outside. “Carry my bags, Edward! And don't you even begin to let Grayson help you with them.”
Edward sighed loudly, leaning over to pick up the two enormous suitcases she had brought with her. All the determination and emotion he had felt earlier was rapidly disappearing, as if she had sucked it out the minute she had alighted in Bakersfield. He heaved the suitcases up onto their sides. One was missing a wheel on the back, so he was forced to carry it by hand as he drudgingly pulled it out of the terminal.
Grayson's eyes were slowly drawn to Naomi's large carry-on purse, which she had apparently forgotten in her rush. He picked it up and slid it over his arm, suddenly noticing a very strange feeling that, in a perfect world, would never come from a lady's handbag.
What is this? Grayson unzipped the bag. Why do I feel psynergy from this bag? And this psynergy...it feels like...
He watched to make sure Ed's wife wasn't looking. She wasn't – Naomi was too occupied with screaming orders to Edward on how to load the car. And so, he stuck his hand into the large bag, weaving around, until he struck a cold, wooden object.
No... He could hardly believe it, a wide, maniacal grin spreading across his face. It's too ironic...too perfect. Could I really be so...lucky?
He moved some magazines and a blanket out of the way, peering down into the bottom of the handbag. Sure enough, lying at the bottom, was a Clock.
Well well... Grayson simply couldn't hold himself back now, breaking into a loud, high-pitched laughter in the small lobby of the airport. My dear Naomi...what a selfless, wonderful, generous woman you are. Your contributions have never failed to forward my efforts on this plain -- both the material and mental ones. You are indeed, without a doubt...one of my most devoted servants!
Log 08 : On the Precipice of Darkness
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Life went by quickly during the next three days, in all dimensions. Vance, Cliff and Eden spent their days in relaxation, taking their time to explore all the things that Israfel City had to offer. They ate out at almost every meal, tasting a multitude of exotic dishes and drinks. Eden wanted to go shopping again, but Cliff advised against it.
“The place where we're going isn't exactly somewhere you'd want to dress up for.” he said, scratching his stubble. “In fact, you'd be better off just bringing extra training suits from the Guild. At least those are made for sparring.”
They took walks in the parks, went on boat rides in the local lake, and watched performances in the local playhouse. It seemed to be a dream come true for all three of them. Things were peaceful, there was no rush nor any imminent hassles, and they really felt like true friends.
Azuka had been busy most of the time, fulfilling requests from other Knights of the 4th Division, as well as preparing to leave her post for the coming weeks. She managed to accompany them to dinner on the third day, where she informed them about the next day's travel plans.
“We'll be leaving early in the morning at nine o'clock sharp.” She carried a piece of sushi expertly to her lips with a pair of chopsticks. “You don't need to bring anything except some clothes, if you have them.” She grinned. “This should be a great learning experience – for every one of us.”
Vance could barely sleep that night, dreaming of all the amazing things that Azuka would bestow upon him. The power to jump as she had, defying gravity...the power to create those amazing bursts of psynergy as she had, with the ability to destroy entire buildings. I want to develop my power so much...to find the 'niche' that Cliff told me about earlier. I just wonder what mine is.
Eden had trouble sleeping as well, still replaying the events of the past three days though her mind. The three of us...we had felt so close – like true lifetime friends. Vance had been so pleasant, albeit quiet, and Cliff had been relaxed without any of the anxiety he carried with him to missions. And now...we're going to leave for about two months together, just the three of us along with Captain Azuka. In addition to that...I'll finally learn how to use my powers properly. To become a strong, amazing woman like Azuka seemed like a dream I thought I would never grasp – but now, with enough hard work...I can make it come true. She closed her eyes and fell asleep, savoring the coziness she felt within her small room.
As Eden slept, Cliff dreamed of her, of all the things he loved about her and how she had enhanced his life. She is the perfect woman for me – has to be -- and I can't wait to be training beside her. Of course, I haven't forgot about Vance...our relationship has once again been patched together in the past few days. We've even been making jokes with each other. The three of us...we were all genuinely happy. Hopefully, whatever barriers Vance had around himself are now gone... and he will continue to be a trustworthy ally.
In another dimension, not so far away, Frank also slept. Just a few hours after his panic attack three days ago, his wife and daughter returned, setting a good portion of his fears to rest. He had embraced them, and a wonderful family night had followed, the kind Frank and his wife really treasured. He told them he was taking some time off work, (which wasn't exactly a total lie) because he felt that they weren't having enough time together.
And so, for the next three days, they had enjoyed sleepy, almost surreal days inside their home, swimming in the backyard pool, playing board games and watching old home movies. Frank tried to put Grayson and the Zexaron Corporation out of his mind, treasuring the few days he had left before his time ran out. I wonder if Grayson still thinks I'm wandering out in the desert, forever lost from civilization. I'll give it a week before I contact Edward...just to make sure things have quieted down before I reveal my position.
Edward also had a relaxing end of the week. He had helped Naomi arrange the furniture in the house, and successfully reclaimed his company car, which had been left in the parking lot of the building the night when Grayson had knocked him out. Grayson had been out of their face for quite some time now, which had made him suspicious, even if it should have done the opposite.
Worst of all, Edward still had no news of where Vance was, and Naomi was less than helpful on the subject. He doubted his son was dead, but he didn't know where else the boy had to go. It was the night before Vance left for his training that Edward had finally decided to call the authorities on the matter.
“This is a waste of time!” Naomi shouted as he dialed the police and began to relay the story.
Edward tuned her out, speaking to the officer of all that had happened in the past few days. They told him that he had been a fool to leave Pittsburgh all of a sudden, when that had been the place where his son had initially disappeared from. Edward agreed with them.
The conversation continued for a good hour after that as they began to hammer Edward with questions regarding Vance's past. They said it was a tough call to make, since he was 17, and older teens were always the hardest to track down. Edward finally hung up late into the night, wondering whether the long conversation would come to anything.
He dropped his head into his folded arms, slouched over the dinner table. Victoria...what have I done?
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Azuka woke up early Saturday morning, waiting patiently at the tunneling station for her students to arrive. Cliff was the first to show up, his tan leather cowboy outfit refurbished with brand-new material. As always, Sin was slung comfortably over his shoulder.
He bowed to Azuka. “Most of the other divisions have already left.”
“That's okay.” Azuka smiled. “They don't have such unique students as I do – yourself included.”
Cliff grinned and put his head down in embarrassment. The truth was, though, that he simply lived for compliments from his superiors – it was moments like this that kept him going. Acknowledgment, and proof that he was being of use to others was the driving force behind all of his actions.
It didn't take long for Vance and Eden to arrive, each of them carrying nothing. They were both wearing the training uniforms, Vance of course with his black coat over the baggy tunic. Eden was wearing a feminine version: a smooth, light blue blouse with airy, protective pants.
“Good to see you're wearing those.” Azuka smiled. “The material they're made out of consists of special nano-fibers imbued with psynergy that are able to repel the most basic of psynergy attacks. This will allow our training to progress much quicker, since we'll all be able to take stronger attacks from the beginning.”
“You mean you're both wearing the same type of material?” Eden pointed towards Azuka and Cliff.
“Of course.” Cliff stepped up to explain this one. “Both of our outfits were custom-made by tailors within the Guild. You don't think we'd just be walking around in normal clothes, do you?”
Eden shrugged, feeling a bit dumb.
Vance rolled his eyes. “So are we gonna get going or--”
“Why, if it isn't the 4th division!” The voice of the Seneschal called out as he emerged from the inner catacombs of the Guild. “It's a good thing that I managed to catch you before you shoved off. The first three divisions have already begun their preparations. The 1st will remain in this dimension during their time of training, however, in the rare chance that the Guild comes under attack.”
“I see.” Captain Azuka bowed. “We were just preparing to tunnel towards our chosen dimension.”
“Ah, I apologize for holding you up then. I just wanted to...” he turned to Vance and Eden, still beaming. “...give my best wishes to your two new pupils.”
Vance and Eden were at a loss for what to do, so they simply bowed.
An ancient, wise chuckle cracked from Tao's lips. “That is not necessary. It is, in fact, I who should be doing such to you.”
He placed his hands on their heads, and began to mumble a short prayer of sorts in another language that neither of them could place. At last, he opened his eyes and stepped back. “Godspeed, all of you.”
“Let's go, kiddies.” Azuka waved for the three to follow her. She moved out of the command center, out through the security doors, and dashed down the transparent passage to the tunneling station. Vance, Cliff and Eden followed her lead, speeding after her down the hall toward the gateway to the next dimension.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“It's so nice that we can get together and talk face to face, Grayson.” Naomi sipped her coffee, pointing her little finger out as she always did. “This is so much better than talking on that nasty phone where Edward can listen.”
“Indeed.” Grayson stirred his latte. “Now we can truly get down to business.”
They were sitting in The Java-Head, a ritzy coffee shop in the upper district of downtown Bakersfield. Naomi was wearing an extremely expensive suit, purchased for her just yesterday by her husband. Her hair, nails and toes had also been done, topping everything off with a pair of diamond earrings that she had bought herself as a welcome-to-Bakersfield present.
Naomi watched Grayson with fox-like eyes, wondering how long it would take to seduce him now that they lived in the same city. He was so much more respectable and dangerous than her current husband...not to mention sexier. She wanted him, and what she wanted -- she always got.
Grayson continued stirring. “I believe I spoke to you a few days ago about the current status of your husband...”
Naomi nodded, entranced.
“Well, he has shown significant improvement since then. I believe that he will become a great asset to our company in the near future.”
“I won't argue with you,” Naomi smiled sweetly, “after all, you're giving him a great job, so I simply have to agree with you.”
“Oh, there's no need for that.” Grayson slid his glasses up to the bridge of his nose. Naomi noticed that for some reason, as they returned to their original position, the sun began to shine radiantly from them like mirrors, masking his eyes completely. “I would never fire Edward; that's completely out of the question. His deceased wife, Victoria, had a large hand in starting the company in the first place, after all.”
“Hmph.” Naomi looked away from Grayson, slurping her coffee loudly.
“Well, if we're fine on that topic of discussion...” Grayson had been waiting to talk about this for so, so long, but he had been cautious about it so as not to scare away Naomi prematurely. He realized now, though, that Naomi was helplessly attracted to him, and nothing he could ever do would scare her away – even killing her. “I would like to shift us to a new one.”
Naomi turned back to him, batting her eyelashes sensually. Is this what I think it is?
“You seem to have an object in your possession,” Grayson continued methodically, “that belongs to the Zexaron Corporation. More than that, however, it is an absolutely crucial item to our research. Do you know what I am talking about?”
“I...I don't.” she stared at him confusedly, trying to figure out what he was speaking of. She racked her memory, trying to think of anything she had taken from Zexaron. Her thought process eventually brought her back to the first time she had met Grayson. “Is this about...the matter two years ago?”
Grayson frowned. “No. And if I remember correctly, you were told never to speak of that.”
Naomi sat up straight, shutting her mouth. She had been sitting at a bus stop waiting for a ride home not more than two years ago, when she had seen Edward Dancougar walking down the street that day for the first time. He looked lonely, so vulnerable, and it had really attracted her.
Soon after their initial meeting, she had later received an unusual letter in her mailbox, inviting her to the annual Zexaron summer picnic. Edward had been there, for whatever reasons, sitting off to the side of the festivities and looking like the living dead. That was when she met Grayson – a man whom she had become infatuated with from the start. He had disappeared soon after that, unfortunately...but not before introducing her to his 'single and looking' friend, Edward Dancougar.
From that moment on, it seemed as if wherever she went, it had led back to Edward. When she had been doing things totally unrelated, she would suddenly think of him, and wherever she went, he was somehow there. She didn't know why, but for whatever reason she had given in, and started dating him for the fun of it. Then, it all went downhill from there.
She stared at Grayson now, the catalyst of her meeting with Edward Dancougar. He stared back at her humorlessly, and she realized he was still waiting for her response.
Why do I feel so weak all of a sudden? I am Naomi Dancougar...an unbreakable, righteous woman who's been through so much spiritual trials and tribulations. So then...why do I suddenly feel like a little girl again?
The lenses of Grayson's illuminated glasses seemed to flash, and memories suddenly began to flood back to her. I'm locking you in here because you've been a bad girl, Naomi. I'm leaving for a few days, so it'll give you time to think about what you've done. No crying! No crying, Naomi, or it's going to hurt again. It'll hurt worse than last time, too, and you don't want that, do you? Of course not. No one wants that.
“Naomi!” Grayson snapped commandingly, suddenly wrenching her back to reality. She blinked, wiping sweat from her forehead with a handkerchief, and looked into her lap helplessly.
“I, I don't know what you're talking about, Grayson.”
“Fine, I'll just tell you then.” Grayson finally took a sip of his latte. “Inside that cute little handbag of yours, Naomi, was a Clock. Do you know what a Clock is?”
Naomi thought it was a trick question, but she answered. “A, a clock is something that tells time...right?”
“Wrong.” Grayson cut her down. “This Clock is not something that tells time at all, Naomi. It is a gateway to the end of the world.”
Naomi stared at him blankly. Something wasn't registering. Grayson realized that even dumbing it down that far was still too much for her tiny brain to handle.
“I'll pass on the details.” Grayson sighed. “In any case, Naomi, I simply must know where you found that item.”
Naomi thought back. The small grandfather clock she had brought with her to California. Wasn't it...hadn't it been on Vance's bed? “Last Sunday, Edward's son brought it home from the city.”
“Brought it home?” Grayson listened anxiously. “Did he purchase it?”
“I'm not sure.” Naomi answered. “He just said he found it.”
Grayson was silent for a moment, putting the pieces of the puzzle together in his mind. “And when exactly did your son disappear?”
“The following morning.”
Grayson couldn't help but laugh. He was not laughing at Naomi, Vance, nor even the circumstances in which they had fallen. He was laughing at himself, for overlooking such a huge factor that could have saved them so much trouble.
“It makes so much sense!” He cried out loud, although Naomi doubted it was directed to her. “He is her son -- how interesting. Well, well, it looks like I really do know where Edward's son is."
Naomi was utterly clueless. “You know where Vance is? How?”
“He is in another dimension.” Grayson said casually. “He is trying to do something very bad, Naomi! In fact, he may very well be trying to ruin our business by doing such.”
Naomi listened to him, understanding only one thing – Vance is our enemy. “That sounds like him alright.”
“Oh, is that so?” Grayson smirked, visions of Victoria's son dancing through his mind. “Well then, we must definitely put a stop to his meddling. Naomi, I will drive you home, upon where I will let you enter the house to bring the Clock out to me. You may tell Edward that we know the whereabouts of his son, but you may not tell him anything other than that. You will return to my car, and we will drive back to the headquarters and prepare you for your journey.”
“Prepare me for...for what?” Naomi tried to get as little a grasp on the situation as she could.
“Your journey.” Grayson stood up and moved to the cashier. “I'm sending you to go find Vance.”
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Vance, Eden, Cliff, and Azuka stood on the edge of a large hill overlooking a vast wasteland. Absolutely nothing was visible across the flat expanse -- it was utterly barren, in every sense of the word. Behind them were the tunnelers, looking rather out of place, frozen in the middle of the plateau. Even as they stared around, the four could find nothing besides the varying heights and lengths of mountains around them. Some places looked as if they had been ripped apart, others simply caught in the wake of whatever destruction had been wrought there.
“Ugh!” Vance realized, feeling a heavy weight on his shoulders. "Th...this place..."
“Welcome,” Azuka imparted a bit of knowledge to Eden and Vance, “You probably don't know this, but most dimensions aren't as big as Earth, for whatever reason. Along with that, the power of gravity differs. This place is significantly smaller than Earth, so you must be really feeling the change. Cliff and I are used to it by now."
“D...dammit..." Vance groaned, struggling to stay on his feet. He shifted his eyes to the side, wanting to see how Eden was doing. The girl was standing still, her face taut and strained, psynergy emitting from her body as she struggled with the increased gravity.
Azuka chuckled at the two of them, and continued. “You'll get used to it after a few weeks, don't worry. And then when we return to places like Earth and Midgarde, you'll be much faster as a result of your training."
Vance grit his teeth. "Whatever..."
“In any case,” Azuka turned around, “this is the dimension known as Sagacia. No human life exists on this plane, and never will again.”
“Huh?” Eden asked suddenly. “What happened?”
“Originally, Sagacia was a green paradise ruled strictly by the animals. Somewhere along the line, however, it was taken over by a guerrilla nation, and a huge empire of factories and laboratories were set up over the entire globe. Taking advantage of the its abundant natural resources, they set up large research facilities across the globe, sacrificing a multitude of lives, both animal and human, to try to create the ultimate bio-weapon against their enemies.
“Of course, all the experiments were failures. They would cut random parts of peoples' bodies off and throw them into a pit...just to monitor them and see how they adapted. They would meld humans and animals together to see if it would enhance their bodies. The horrors did not stop there, though. They even went as far as to recruit rogue psynergy experts from all sorts of dimensions to come here and do horrible experiments on their prisoners. It is said that many a human was abducted for this exact purpose.”
Eden was speechless.
“How was it destroyed?” Vance ventured.
“An interesting question, which yields an even more interesting answer.” Azuka smirked. “It was destroyed by none other than the Dark Zodiacs.”
“What?!” Eden shouted. “They did all this?!"
“I have no idea.” Azuka replied. “You'll have to ask them, if we end up coming across them in Enmetropolis. The reason we know it was them is because of Xarles Klavier Van Kaen.”
Eden immediately registered the name with the face of the 2nd member of the Dark Zodiacs. The stitches that lined his entire body, those razor-sharp claws of his...as well as both the rage and fear he ignited within her that day.
Azuka continued her explanation. “He is still, to this day, the only Dark Zodiac who has voluntarily revealed his identity in multiple dimensions. For whatever reason, he does not mind being known to the public -- and maybe even revels in it. His calling card was found in the remains of the facility, when the Guild came to investigate so many years ago.”
“His calling card?”
“Bodies of those he had killed had been lined up, rather meticulously, in the shape of a Dragon. There were probably others with them, although whom, we do not know. Recently, the Dark Zodiacs have become more active and public. For example, you have come across three – Winslow, Mephistoclessia, and Averyl.”
“The Rooster, Rat, and the Monkey, respectively.” Cliff added. “I kept an eye out for their tattoos.”
“Why do you think they've started revealing themselves so suddenly?” Eden asked.
“There's no mystery to that.” Azuka replied. “It's obvious that they are planning to enter the Space-Time Continuum once they collect all the Clocks. When that time comes, they probably wish to have all their identities known before they usher in this 'new era' they have spoken so much of.”
“It all sounds so clandestine and mysterious.” Cliff growled. “It really bugs me that they won't come at us head-on like everyone else.”
“Be careful what you wish for, Cliff.” Azuka frowned. “At this rate, a combined attack from the Zodiacs would leave us all decimated.”
“Well then,” Cliff decided solemnly, “we're going to need to train extra hard to change that, aren't we?”
“I agree!” Vance spoke up. “We've stood around too long here. But where are all your other men?”
“The other Knights of the 4th division?” Azuka sighed. “We lost our best ten in the slaughter at the Kantor District, remember? After hearing what happened to them against only one Zodiac, none of the other men were willing to join us.”
“What a bunch of losers.” Vance muttered. “The other divisions didn't seem to mind.”
“That's because the details of the Kantor District mission were not publicized to them.” Azuka stared Vance in the eye. “And they shall not be, as long as I am Captain of the 4th. That huge of a loss in morale among all divisions would be detrimental to the Guild's defenses. Such secrecy was impossible for our own division, when their captain came home but their teachers and mentors did not. But as far as all the other divisions know, I alone was the one sent there to complete the mission.”
Vance snorted. “If you think that's the best thing to do, then whatever. Personally, I think it's a crime against the others not to know what they're up against.”
“You'd think differently if you were in my position.” Azuka retorted, not backing down.
“Somehow I doubt that.” Vance turned and began to walk along the barren path. “So, if there's no life here, how the hell are we gonna eat?”
“That's a good question.” Eden tried to change the subject abruptly. “Now that I think about it...”
“Well, first of all,” Azuka raised her voice to make sure Vance was listening, “none of you will be permitted to return through the tunnelers during the time of our stay here. To make sure of that,” she moved over to each tunneler and removed the energy core, slipping them down the sleeve of her kimono, “the tunnelers are all now controlled by me.”
Vance groaned; Azuka ignored him. “I will make trips nightly back to the headquarters, to not only gather food for the next day, but also to be informed of the current news and updates from the Seneschal. I will never bring any of you with me, no matter how bad you wish to go, for it shall greatly interfere with your training. I will also bring you extra clothes when I see fit, so we should never have to speak about this issue again.”
“Aw, man.” Vance kicked some rubble around. “We have to sleep on this hard crap?”
“I doubt you'll be sleeping that much.” Azuka winked.
“Oh no,” Cliff sighed, “here we go...”
“What?” Eden asked, a worried expression across her face. “What does training have to do with not being able to sleep?”
“You'll find out soon enough.” Azuka patted Eden on the head, smiling, and walked past her.
Cliff bit his nails nervously. “I hate when she gets like this...”
“Like what?” Eden was nearly hopping up and down trying to understand Azuka's cryptic message. “What does she get like?”
“I respect her like my own mother, don't get me wrong.” Cliff watched the back of his master. “But when it comes to training...she can be a real bitch.”
Eden closed her mouth with a heavy breath, and followed the others.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“Hopefully, we won't be staying here for the entire training session.” Azuka had relocated the group to the foot of one of the largest remaining mountains on the planet -- its sheer mass and size obviously one the key factors in its survival through the massacre. Three tiny moons watched them from high above, releasing unto them a minimal amount of light. “If everything goes as planned, we should have this poor excuse for a landmark destroyed in no time.”
“What?!” Eden couldn't even see the top of the hulking mass. “You're kidding! We can barely shoot baseball-sized psynergy blasts right now!”
Vance, who had been standing off to the side aloof, had now turned his head towards the group in mild interest.
“You're right. You've had poor preparation up until now – no fault of Cliff's, of course. After all, you two have only been using psynergy for a few days, and rather casually, I might add.”
“Casually?” Eden stood in disbelief. “We were chasing assassins down!”
“You had no proper guidance so far. You probably don't even know the real theories and laws of psynergy itself.”
“Well, no, you have a point.” Eden looked down sheepishly.
“There we go.” Azuka smiled. “With the proper training 24/7, I guarantee that you will be at the level Cliff is now by the end of these two months – preferably higher.”
“We'll be as strong as Cliff?!” A guilty smile began to spread on Eden's face.
“You won't come out at the same level, of course,” Azuka smiled, “because he too shall be progressing.”
Eden nodded in understanding. Cliff, on the other hand, was looking at Vance. I know he's interested in this, so why has he separated himself from the group again? All he's doing is hurting himself...
Azuka clapped her hands once, causing Cliff and Eden to stare at her in attention. “We shall begin training now! I expect all of you to do your best!”
“Yes sir!” Cliff and Eden bowed to her.
“Good. We'll start with the most basic of exercises first. I want you all to visualize your psynergy around you. Imagine the way it would look to someone who was trying to sense your own aura. Spread it all out around yourselves. That way we'll both be able to examine it to find your strengths and weaknesses.”
Azuka watched as Vance crept his way over to the group, and silently began to visualize his aura. He seems to be embarrassed by the fact that he's interested. As if he thinks he's better than us...the captain thought to herself. How amusing. He'll be a fun one to hammer down.
Vance had tried his best to get on Azuka's nerves, but it hadn't worked no matter how he went about it. I figured since she was Cliff's captain, that she would have the same attitude and temperament...but I was completely wrong. She is so much harder to read, harder to trick, and harder to break down than Cliff. It seems ironic that she is his teacher, after all! I mean, why hasn't she taught him those secrets of attitude and patience she possesses? Something about it makes my blood boil...
He had been interested from the get-go, of course, and so it was futile not to take part in the exercises. I want to get strong as well, but I don't just want to blow up a mountain. I won't be satisfied until I can pitch this planet across the universe...and that's the honest truth!!
He watched as Eden concentrated and expanded her aura around her. It was almost like an orange egg, encasing her like a shield -- a transparent, yet impenetrable-looking orange. Instead of glowing and rising like flames, this stood firm, as if protecting something.
Cliff's aura arose next, the soft brown color exploding from his body. Its mass was about two times the surface area of his body, and rose high above the tall man's head.
Vance continued to work with his own, gathering his psynergy within his body as he had been practicing for the past few days, and simply letting it out, not expelling it forcefully. Soon, it began to creep from his body, that dark purple aura that reminded him of his mother. With his eyes closed, he could feel the auras of his companions, including Captain Azuka's own jelly-like iridescent one. Vance relaxed, continuing the flow of psynergy throughout his body and feeling out the psychic terrain.
Suddenly, he felt a spark of something. It had been so fast that he hadn't been able to tell what it was, but he had felt it there. Nothing visual, nothing he could sense, but a conscious feeling. There had been something else -- a feeling that had nothing to do with psynergy.
He opened his eyes suddenly, his aura dissipating, and swerved around to his back.
Perched on the cleft of the mountain, staring down at them with his endless black orbs, was Averyl. “I found youuuu...” he sang to Vance in a creepy, sing-songy voice.
Cliff and Eden turned around as they heard the voice. Azuka was already staring at him with dark suspicion.
“What the hell are you doing here?” Vance stumbled backwards in surprise. “How did you find me so quickly?”
Averyl frowned. “I told you I'd see you again, didn't I...? How could you forget so suddenly...”
Vance let out a sigh. “What do you want?”
“You're all training for the Belmarcian tournament, aren't you...?” Averyl eyed the four. “Don't try to hide it...it's painfully obvious, you know...”
“What's your point?” Azuka fingered her shinai.
“I am training as well...” Averyl stood tall on the tiny rock outcropping, revealing two pointed shoes standing diagonally against the point. “And I have come to claim my partner...” He pointed to Vance, grinning.
Eden was the first to gasp. “No, you can't take him!"
Azuka dashed up, unsheathing her shinai. Averyl leaped from the cliff before she could even reach it, alighting softly next to the three students. Azuka stopped in mid-air, falling to the ground herself and looking back in frustration.
"Now, now, Captain..." Averyl grinned cheekily. "I would hate to have to throw you again..."
"I was off-guard then." Azuka stated. "Trust me, this time you'll be the one who's thrown."
“I would advise against that, if I were you...” Averyl shook his head. “I wouldn't mind killing you three and then taking the boy -- you mean nothing to me, after all...”
“Why the hell do you want me?” Vance shouted. “What are you, gay?”
Averyl raised an eyebrow. “Are you?"
Vance sighed -- Averyl was only adding to his headache from the planet's gravity. “Why do you want to take me?”
“I'll tell you that later...” Averyl looked to the others. “Anywho, we'll be leaving now...”
Azuka looked to Cliff. “Back me up.”
“How troublesome...” Averyl sighed. “I never said I was going to harm him...in fact, keeping him alive is very important to me...”
“Why don't you train with the rest of your assassins?!" Eden shouted.
“They are too boring...in fact, I can't bear to be with them for more than a few hours...” he turned to stare at his target. “My dear Vance is so much more interesting...”
Vance felt a sick feeling spread through his stomach. “So you're not going to kill any of us?”
“That depends on you, Vance...” Averyl licked his lips.
Funny you say that, Vance rolled his eyes. Do I even have a choice? Vance knew that Averyl liked him too much to ever try and kill him, so it wasn't fear that made him cautious...it was just obeying the dark man and going with him...like a follower. Although, in my current condition...there really isn't any other option.
“I'll go with him.” Vance turned his head to stare at the others, making sure his eyes were out of Averyl's view. “Have fun training, guys.”
Azuka, Cliff, and Eden watched Vance in horror. “Wait, Vance!” Eden called out. “We'll save you!”
“I'll bring him back well before the tournament registration ends...don't fret...” Averyl mused. “But please don't interrupt us...things like that makes us grumpy, doesn't it, Vance...?” He patted Vance on the shoulder and began to lead him away from the others. “Thank you for your cooperation...take care now...”
“Dammit.” Azuka gritted her teeth, watching one of her only three remaining pupils being carried away from her. “I'm still not convinced...we should go after him!"
“Captain.” Cliff placed a hand on her shoulder, attempting to console his superior. “Averyl saved Vance from death twice. If he wanted to kill him, he would have done so much earlier. But as to why he took him from us...I have no idea.”
“We have to do something!” Eden curled her hands into fists. “He's going to hurt Vance!”
“Eden...” Cliff seemed totally calm. “You should just be concentrating on your training.”
“What are you saying?!” Eden screamed. “Vance's life is in danger! Cliff, can't you just put your pride aside for one second and care about him?”
“I do care about him!” Cliff swerved suddenly. “But Eden, you saw his face. He wasn't scared at all. If anything, he seemed annoyed. To Vance, Averyl is not an enemy, but a strange friend -- maybe even a guardian.”
“You're being ridiculous!” Eden refused to back down. “He's a Dark Zodiac, for crying out loud!”
“Eden!” Azuka raised her hand. “Enough is enough. Considering the situation, there isn't much we can do. We certainly can't sit around here plotting revenge, that's for sure. If Vance wished for our help, he would have let us know – I wholeheartedly believe that. He did not plead, cry, or even let out a scream of terror, though. Vance will be fine.”
“Its just,” Eden curled her hands into fists, “Averyl acts like he can push us around and do whatever he wants -- like he thinks he's better than us!”
“Yeah...now who does that remind you of?” Cliff wondered aloud, as he watched the two dark figures disappear into the wasteland.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“Where are we going?” Vance complained, as Averyl led him around the edge of the mountain.
“Somewhere...” Averyl responded, grinning.
“That's it. Screw this!” Vance threw his arms up in frustration, ceasing to following the Monkey. "Happy trails, pal. I'm not coming with you.”
“That's fine.” Averyl replied, showing no emotion whatsoever and continuing forward. “Ha ha ha...”
Vance stared at him for a while, watching him move off into the horizon. “What a bastard.”
The dark-haired teenager took one look back at the barren wasteland, and then turned back to Averyl. He has something up his sleeve...but before I escape, I want to find out what it is. As he caught back up to his new mentor, he thought he had caught the end of a conceited smirk on the Zodiac's face...but no other emotion surfaced over the next period of traveling. The two journeyed through a long, hollowed-out tunnel, eventually coming out on the opposite side of the expanse.
As they exited, Vance began to feel his stomach rumble. He was hungry. He also realized that Averyl was carrying no visible supplies on him whatsoever.
“Hey,” Vance called out, “I'm hungry!”
Averyl did not respond.
“Can you give me some food?” Vance tried once more. “Seriously, I'm really hungry. I didn't even have lunch.”
Averyl put his arms in front of him for a moment and spread out his dark cloak, obscuring Vance's vision from his busily-moving arms. After a few moments, his cloak receded, and his right arm came back into view...holding a shiny, fat green apple. He tossed it over his shoulder to Vance, who just barely managed to catch it -- it had been flying at an extremely high speed.
Vance bit into the apple, sucking the juice from the fruit. It tasted great, as if it had just been plucked from a tree in the summertime. Yet there was no vegetation around here whatsoever, and he hadn't seen any evidence of Averyl keeping a bag of fruit on his person.
The Dark Zodiac pulled his left hand around, revealing a smooth, shiny pear, and began to eat his own snack. His teeth sunk in deeply and he pulled them out slowly, as if sucking the life from the fruit like a vampire. Vance watched him intently, devouring his own food.
“So where did you get this?” Vance asked him, through a mouthful of apple.
“Magic...” Averyl turned his head and stuck his tongue out.
Vance muttered a curse and continued walking. They began to curve to the right now, walking along what Vance guessed was the opposite base of the mountain that Cliff and Eden were on. If we stay here, it will be simple to escape back to the others. I guess I'd better just see what this guy is planning before I turn tail and run, though.
“We're here!” Averyl stopped moving at last, looking fondly on their new surroundings.
From the foot of the mountain, there was a long, wide plateau that spread out around them in all directions. Eventually it cut off and began to drop deep into a canyon below. Vance stared up into the darkened sky, noticing that the monolith of dirt and ruins had completely blocked out the sun on this side. They were engulfed in eternal darkness.
“Well,” Vance stared around, “what's so special about this spot?”
“Nothing much...” Averyl whispered, turning and leaping towards Vance.
Vance concentrated as much psynergy into his arms as possible, raising them over his head to attempt to parry the blow. As Averyl closed in, he brought his right foot up, slamming it down onto the boy's arms.
His defenses were immediately shattered, and Averyl's leg came down hard against his chest. Vance went reeling backwards, losing his balance and falling onto his behind.
“So much work to do...” Averyl stepped up to Vance's body, shaking his head. “Honestly, what were you thinking...”
He seemed to be talking to himself, but Vance couldn't tell since his tone of voice hadn't changed a bit. Is he really trying to kill me? Vance couldn't tell that either.
“Get up, please...” Averyl whispered. “You can't just sit there all day, you know...”
Vance climbed to his feet, energizing his body with more psynergy. “Can you at least explain what we're doing? Sparring?”
“Dancing...” Averyl smiled, his cloak trailing behind him as he zoomed towards Vance again. Blocking had proved useless against the man, so he tried to dodge this time by rolling to the right. Averyl caught his left leg and lifted him off the ground, spinning the teenager around above his head with ease.
At last, Vance could sense Averyl's psynergy as he twirled over the man's head. It was a cold, thin, purple aura...much like his own.
“We'll have to start out with basics first...” Averyl whispered, before loosening his grip and sending his student flying.
Vance cut through the air at a ridiculous speed. He tried to move his body and slow down his momentum, but he was moving far too fast to get a grip on anything. It was all a blur as he flew well over the edge of the plateau, spinning downwards to the valley below.
“What the hell are you trying to do to me?!” he screamed, flailing for his life as his momentum increased.
“That's really going to hurt if you don't do something...” Averyl called down, his voice sounding like that of a distant spirit.
Vance heeded Averyl's advice, centering a thick psynergy barrier around his back. The side of the plateau was at a perfect 90-degree angle from the ground, making it impossible for Vance to grab on at this speed.
And so, he finished his lengthy fall, eventually colliding with the ground. The psynergy barrier around his back cracked to pieces in place of his own bones, although he still felt enough of the impact to be in pain. Vance lay there for a moment and looked up to the darkened sky, unsure of what to do now -- Averyl had just tossed him off an impossibly high cliff. The mountain was hundreds of feet up, its peak just barely covering the third moon. He waited for a while in the small crater his body had made, just to see if Averyl would hop down to pick him up. Of course, he had no such luck. His trainer had thrown him down here for a reason.
Vance picked himself up reluctantly, stumbling over to the massive wall that led up to the foot of the mountain.
“What do you want me to do?!” he shouted up at Averyl.
“I want you to jump back up here...” Averyl replied, his voice as ghostly as ever. “Without the aid of anything but your own body...”
“What?!” Vance shouted. “No way! I'll die!”
“Yes, that is possible...”
Talking wasn't going to be of any use. The guy is completely insane. Vance concentrated as much psynergy into his legs as he could trying to mimic the amazing jumps Azuka had demonstrated in the Kantor District. He hopped up, but could only make it about six feet before he fell back down. It was interesting, he noted, that as he fell back down, enough psynergy remained at his feet to cushion his fall. He figured it increased proportionately, removing the need to ever create a barrier after making a jump that was too shallow or too far. This would make things a little bit easier.
Summoning up as much energy as he could muster, he took a second leap. He could only cover about 1/4th of the wall this time, and went sailing down to the bottom again with a thud.
“Oooooh...” Averyl mused. “Looks like you have a long way to go, Vance...”
“Shut the hell up.” Vance was so livid that he could barely look Averyl in the face. “This is nuts! I'll never be able to do it; it's impossible!"
“It's not impossible...” Averyl said softly, from his perch atop the valley. “You can move anywhere, as long as you are in the correct place...”
Vance rolled his eyes. "Words to live by, huh?"
“Just think about it in those terms...your view on the situation will surely change.” Averyl mused.
“You're outta your frickin' mind.” Vance stared up at Averyl, baffled. “I just used all the energy I had, and only made it a little bit of the way up. I'll be down here forever!”
“Then...give up.” Averyl shrugged. “Whether you fail or not is of no consequence to me...I am simply carrying out a request. Go ahead, give up...I have no expectations of you. If you refuse the service, there is nothing I can do...”
Vance cocked an eyebrow. “A request? From who?”
“I can't tell you that..." Averyl raised a finger, a smile creeping onto his face. “...Until you complete your training, that is.”
“You really make no sense.” Vance grunted, turning back around to face the rock wall. “Fine. I'll do your stupid training, and I'll find out who gave you your little 'request'. And then, after that's all said and done...I'm gonna go kick HIS ass!”
Averyl simply stared down at Vance, grinning.
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“I'm so excited to start my first day of work!” Naomi said affectionately, following Grayson into the lobby of the Zexaron building. He was wearing his new black suit and carrying a shiny silver briefcase in his left arm. Naomi thought he looked positively breathtaking.
“That makes me very pleased.” Grayson smiled down upon her. “You're about to become a very important asset to our company, you know.”
“I'm so very grateful...Mr. Lee.” Naomi replied, unsure of what to call her new superior.
“Please, call me Grayson, as usual.” Grayson placed a friendly arm around Naomi's waist, slipping it down just far enough to tease her into thinking he wanted to touch her behind, yet not quite overstepping his bounds. He led her into one of the four elevators on the platform above the lobby and they were soon alone, just the two of them. Grayson pulled a key from his pocket, inserted it into the console, and Naomi was soon lost as she watched him press the button that would have taken them to the ground floor...if they had not already been there.
“Where are we going?” She smiled, wrapping her arms around one of his. “A secret place?”
“You shall be working in a special room, Naomi.” Grayson smiled back towards her. What a sad excuse for a human, he thought, as he watched her lips part in a grin revealing her aged, yellowed teeth. But not entirely worthless. It is your idiotic resolve that will help you complete this mission, I believe. “A room just for you.”
“Will you be working there with me?” Naomi squeezed his arm.
“Unfortunately, not all the time.” Grayson responded. “I am a very busy man, you know. But I will be sure to check in on you as often as possible.”
“Okay.” Naomi felt the elevator begin to descend below the earth. “What exactly will I be doing?”
“I'll explain in a moment.” Grayson hushed her, and they waited in silence as the elevator came to a stop.
The steel, blue doors slid open, revealing a darkened passageway ahead of them. The small lights in the elevator barely illuminated their own position, rendering their new environment invisible.
“Grayson, I don't like this.” Naomi moved closer to him, staring at the abyss in front of her. “I don't like the dark.”
“Fear not.” Grayson spoke in his most romantic tone, reaching out into the darkness and pressing a switch.
The tunnel in front of them was quickly set aglow by large floodlights running across the ceiling. It was made out of light brown metal and littered with pipes protruding from the walls. Naomi could hear the whirring of machinery in the background, but from the looks of things, she had no idea what it all was. As they made their way through the hallway, Naomi spotted the figure of a small girl standing ahead, her back to them both.
“There you are, Madeleine.” Grayson called out to her.
“Hold on a second...” Madeleine spun around suddenly, and Naomi realized she was staring down at some sort of hand-held videogame. “I just have to get past this part and then I can save.”
Grayson breathed through his nose, closing his eyes briefly and re-opening them. Naomi watched him the entire time, wondering what these strange mannerisms meant. Her attention was drawn away from him as the girl named Madeleine closed the game with a click and stared up at Grayson.
“So, we gonna go?”
“Yes.” Grayson nodded emotionlessly, continuing forward.
Madeleine rolled her eyes. “You don't have to be so touchy, geez. And who's the lady?”
“She is our new employee.” Grayson continued moving, and the two girls moved to catch up with him. “She will help us find a certain boy.”
“A boy?” Madeleine ran up to his side, looking up at him. “Who are you talking about?”
“Vance.” Grayson spoke, moving hastily forward. “The son of Victoria.”
Naomi heard the woman's name, and she could feel the rage begin to rise up inside of her. What was so special about her? And yet Grayson seemed to say her name as if she was something important. Why won't he say my name like that too?
“What's so special about Victoria?” Naomi shouted, confronting Grayson. This was just too much to handle.
“She was a bad seed.” Grayson repeated. “It seems as if her most despicable qualities continued on, however, into her son.”
Naomi nodded, her fears dispelled. She had been a bad seed. I could just tell by the way she had affected Edward. It had taken a lot of work to hammer him into normalcy, yes indeed...but I did it! He hadn't even argued when I said I was going to start working for the Zexaron company this morning. Now that is good behavior.
“So we're sending her after the boy? Where is he, anyway?” Madeleine asked, with bright, curious eyes.
“Not in this dimension anymore.” Grayson paused for a moment. “I wonder if he's followed Caskett...”
“How'd he get there? Does he have some sort of power?”
“Most likely.” Grayson spoke, as they continued down the hallway, ignoring the baffled Naomi. “We should have seen this coming earlier.”
“I guess.” Madeleine shrugged. “But it still won't take very much work to deal with him, right?”
“Exactly.” Grayson nodded with confidence. “That's why our dear Naomi here is the perfect woman for the job.”
Madeleine eyed the woman up and down, as if somehow inspecting her. Whatever the she was doing...it gave Naomi a positively horrible feeling. The little girl seemed strangely mature for someone her age.
“If you say so.” Madeleine turned away from Naomi, suddenly losing interest. “But she can't use psynergy, can she?”
“Of course not. Not our Naomi.” Grayson smiled, and stopped suddenly.
The tunnel widened, and it seemed as if they had hit the center for the underground tunnel. There were many generators mixed in with the machinery down here, and Naomi wondered if this wasn't the control room of the building itself.
Grayson moved to the widest section of the room and set down his briefcase, opening it. It contained four silver balls about the size of softballs, a pair of sparkling silver gloves, and two dark leather boots. Nothing looked out of the ordinary, besides the eclectic assortment of objects. After the cryptic talk earlier, and now this, Naomi was really starting to become impatient as to what Grayson had planned for her.
Madeleine took a look at the box's contents, and gasped. “What?! You're giving those to her? Are you sure she'll be able to use them right?”
“That is why she must first practice.” Grayson smiled, removing the objects from their places inside the case. “No one, especially not an inexperienced Earthling, can just simply pick up such tools and use them properly. It'll take some getting used to.” Grayson looked into Naomi's eyes, smiling. “But I'm sure you'll be able to figure it out in no time.”
“Earthling?” Naomi choked out. “What are you talking about, Grayson?”
“Naomi...” Grayson's eyes lit up. “We have much to speak of concerning your future. However, now is not the time. I want to introduce you to these and get you practicing before any further business is done.”
“Hold out your hands.” Madeleine barked out to her. “These are really priceless tools, so you'd better not break them...!”
Naomi eyed the child in horror. “Alright, I promise, I promise.”
Although invisible to Naomi, both Grayson and Madeleine could see the enormous aura of shining white psynergy emanating from the accessories. Grayson slipped the gloves onto Naomi's hands; they fit rather snug around her long, delicate fingers. As soon as she wore them, however, she felt a surge of power through her body, as if she had just plugged into a life-giving power outlet.
“It's a weapon designed for us to use without wasting our psynergy.” Madeleine spoke, unaware of Naomi's true cluelessness. “And since the psynergy is stored inside the balls, that means that Earthlings can use it too, but...” she scoffed. “I dunno why you'd want to use it.”
Grayson shook his head in dismissal at Madeleine's comment. “Don't worry about her,” he whispered to Naomi, “she's just a bit jealous. This is a very useful defense mechanism to keep you safe once we send you off. You'll be practicing with them down here, and by the time you're done, you should be able to have them whizzing to and fro, destroying all obstacles with minimal effort.”
“Have what moving?” Naomi grimaced in a state of utter confusion.
“The psiorbs.” Grayson motioned to the four balls, sitting lifelessly upon the ground. “They are balls constructed from æsotech and pure psynergy. They will eventually run out of fuel, upon which Madeleine shall be able to refuel them for you.”
Madeleine gave a whine of disapproval.
“The gloves themselves are imbued with the same psynergy signal, linking the two objects together. No outside psynergy is needed – since you possess none – and you simply use your motor skills to manipulate the orbs. Easy enough, isn't it?”
Naomi was starting to understand, slowly but surely. She could control the orbs through the gloves she was wearing. “But...what is psynergy?”
Grayson stifled a chuckle. “Psynergy, my dear, is the life-force of our universe.”
Naomi stood puzzled at this, unsure of what to say. She felt an itch on her forehead, and instinctively raised her left forefinger to scratch it. As she did so, one of the psiorbs rose from the ground, moving straight up in the direction of her finger, and crashing into one of the ceiling's many air ducts.
“Oh dear.” Grayson shook his head. “Maybe this isn't the best place to practice after all.”
Naomi watched what she had just done in horror, bringing her finger to her forehead slowly. The ball sailed down, coming to a stop in mid-air as Naomi touched her skin.
“Amazing...” she whispered. “I--I can control them.”
Grayson nodded. Just like a child tasting her first lollipop...what a beautiful scene. “The gloves use psynergy to establish a psychic link with the user, regardless of their own strength. This allows you to use your motor skills as well as your thought process to control the psiorbs. As to which fingers and motions dictate what – that's all up to you. The makeup is different for every user.”
Naomi began to slowly move all of her fingers in a small circle. All four balls began to rise from the ground and rotate, almost hypnotically. She too was entranced.
“Yes.” Grayson stared at his protege with wide eyes. “Very good, Naomi.”
Madeleine crossed her arms and made a point not to watch the woman.
Naomi began to spin the psiorbs around her, quickly figuring out how to manipulate each ball as best as she could. She used the thumb and forefinger of each hand for two balls, and the remaining three for the others. It felt so strange, as if she was playing the piano or some unusual instrument. Every movement counted, no matter how small or insignificant. She wanted to see how hard and fast they could fly, but it seemed impossible from where she stood. She looked around, trying to find an opening.
Grayson caught her sentiments immediately. “You wish to try them out, don't you?” An expression of bloodlust blinked across his face. “Follow me.”
He led her through a small alcove, ducking beneath some intertwined pipes. They moved around the bulk of a large generator, revealing a rusty steel door hidden against the back wall. Grayson pulled the door open and revealed an empty room lined in thick grey bricks with cement, about the size of a two-car garage.
“I had this room created exactly with this purpose in mind.” Grayson gestured toward the decrepit chamber as if it were a luxurious bedroom suite. “Please, try them out to your heart's content.”
Naomi motioned her fingers toward herself slowly, and the balls glided to her feet. They followed her automatically from their position in the control room like small, tiny sentinels.
She took a deep breath, and then immediately straightened her fingers outwards, like a magician casting a shocking spell. All four psiorbs shot forward like bullets, smashing into the brick wall on the other side, crashing into it like miniature wrecking balls. She pulled them back and tried again, further devastating the foundation.
Naomi smiled giddily as her wrath continued, and soon the balls were flying about the room in no particular direction, sending chunks of brick flying every which way. Her hands moved frantically like a demented pianist, as she orchestrated her rage upon the room.
Grayson stood slanted against the door with his arms crossed, watching her with interest. She's a natural...she's nearly become one with the weapon...it's beautiful. I knew my instincts were right. They always are.
Suddenly, a psiorb whizzed towards him, aiming straight for his left ear. His right hand went up in a flash, catching the ball in its tracks. Steam began to rise from his palm as he released the ball. There was a small, dark imprint where his flesh had made contact with the device.
Interesting, he observed. If I hadn't used any psynergy in that catch, the ball would have surely run straight through my own hand. I didn't know humans could adapt so quickly to things like this.
Naomi turned around abruptly, feeling one of her psychic links disrupted. She stared at Grayson with a look of shock on her face, her psiorb floating motionlessly next to him.
“Did...did I hit you?” She asked meekly.
“Of course not.” Grayson stared into her eyes with that same hypnotizing effect he always gave her. “You're doing wonderful. I want you to continue. When you're done, simply come back up to the lobby and tell the girls you want to see me. Okay?”
Naomi nodded, then opened her mouth again as she remembered something. “What do the boots do?”
A wry smile appeared on Grayson's perse lips as he moved to close the door behind him. “Those are for later, dear.”
He shut the door then, leaving Naomi alone with her toys.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“I don't know why you're giving her that.” Madeleine complained to him as they made their way back to the elevator. “She doesn't know how to use it at all! I could get the job done much faster.”
“Of course you could.” Grayson said bluntly. “But we have much more important things to attend to, if you haven't forgotten.”
Madeleine was absorbed in another one of her games. “Oh yeah? What?”
“Well, for one thing, we've had no contact from the Sheep in the past few days. I thought you said she was coming to aid us?”
“Oh, yeah...” Madeleine answered after a pause. “Huh, that's weird. She wouldn't be one to be late, either, huh?”
“I don't think that's the case.” Grayson sighed. “I don't know if she's ever entered Earth before. She's probably lost.”
Madeleine giggled. “Yeah, that's more likely, huh?”
The toes of Grayson's boots made an unnerving rhythm as he made his way down the hallway. “We're going to have to go around looking for her. Who knows what sort of trouble she could get herself into.”
“Alright.” Madeleine was indifferent. “Hey, whatever happened with that Frank guy?”
Grayson's first genuine smile of the day appeared on his face, his lips pulled back to reveal his ivory canines. “I'm sure he's fine by now.”
“You're not going to go after him or anything?” Madeleine asked with mild interest. “You seem pretty pissed at him. And he destroyed your car, didn't he?”
“That he did, that he did.” Grayson placed his hand on Madeleine's shoulder and squeezed. “But you must learn the virtue of patience, dear Madeleine. Imagine Mr. Arazia right now, sitting in his kitchen with his family. What does he have to do? He can't come to work. He also can't go outside, for fear that he is seen or recognized by a member of our large corporation. He has no doubt learned from Edward or from outside resources that I have survived our little scuffle. He's sitting there, with absolutely nowhere to turn, so you know what he's doing? He's waiting. He's waiting for me to come get him. He's waiting every waking second, minute, and hour of his life for me to come, and it's driving him insane. He doesn't know when, if, and how I will come to revenge him, and it's created an immortal demon within his tortured soul. I will come to him eventually, as a god of terror comes to a foolish human who's long since outstayed his welcome on our mortal soil. I'll come to him, and he'll realize that all his days and minutes of paranoia are over, and his wasted life has finally come to a fitting end.”
Madeleine stared up at him, paralyzed as Grayson finished his speech, licking his lips and staring off into space with a purely devilish look on his face. Then, he abruptly turned his eyes back to her, sending a chill up her spine.
“But for now...we must wait.”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Edward got off work at 5:00 in the afternoon, rather early compared to his previous days at work this week. He had been introduced to most of his co-workers by his secretary, and had gone about the past few days just doing what he was supposed to, with no more strange or unusual events interrupting his methodical life.
That, in fact, was exactly what was troubling him as he parked his car in the driveway of his house and stepped inside. He hadn't seen Grayson in the past few days, nor heard from Frank at all in the past week. After Naomi had given him the startling news that Grayson was getting closer and closer to finding his son, it seemed as if the man had severed all contact with Edward. All the chaos that had gone on the night when Frank disappeared had been put on a momentary hold.
He moved further into his house, now furnished with all their furniture and decorations. It was all one story, unlike their house in Pittsburgh. As he surveyed the objects and items he had come to love in his hometown, he realized how alien they all felt here. He had uprooted for some reason that he could no longer remember, he had abandoned his home and his relatives because Zexaron had called him. And now, his only remaining friend in the world, Frank, had just fallen from the face of the Earth.
He could wait no longer. Ed moved to the living room, sat himself down on the couch, and pulled out his cell phone. This anxious feeling was driving him crazy. He dialed Frank's number and placed the receiver to his ear. One ring...two rings...three rings...four rings...
Click. “...hello?”
“Frank?” Edward spoke into the phone hopefully.
“Ed?!” Frank jumped on the other side, amazed and relieved at the sound of his friend's voice.
“Are you alright, Frank?” Edward immediately asked. “When did you get home?”
“I got home fine, Ed.” Frank responded. “I'm surprised to hear you call, though. I mean, after our final phone call, I had assumed that it was impossible for us to talk like this anymore, what with Grayson keeping such a tight leash on you...”
“Surprisingly, he hasn't called me for some time now.” Edward replied. “But he gave Naomi a job as a secretary at the building. Has he come in contact with you?”
“No.” Frank replied. “I've been staying at the house for the past week, with my wife and daughter. I didn't tell them anything, but I doubt that I can keep the act up much longer. I'm going to have to do something soon.”
“Something...?” Edward asked, starting to feel nervous.
“I have to get to the bottom of this.” Frank replied. “I can't back out now, Ed – I've gotten myself in far too deep. But I can't do it alone.”
Edward was silent on the other line. Just the little fiasco he was involved with a week ago had had detrimental results on his mental health. What could Frank be plotting this time?
“There's no way I'll be able to step foot in the Zexaron headquarters again without getting a death sentence.” Frank said. “And even just moving around town will be dangerous itself, but there's nothing I can do about that. I'm going to do some outside research on things, Ed. I'm going to dig up files on Grayson, McCarthy, Sasuke, the entire Zexaron Corporation. It'll serve a dual purpose – because I'll be out of the house as well, and my wife and daughter will finally be able to resume their normal lives.”
“Why are you doing this?” Edward asked. “You could flee if you wanted, you know. Grayson's left you an opening.”
“Ed, listen to me.” Frank spoke precisely. “Grayson is not human. I saw his car collide into mine; I saw it explode into smithereens. And yet he still lives to this day.” Frank let the words sink into Edward's mind. “He seems to have a sort of complex about himself, though. He won't come and slice my neck in my sleep. Maybe he thinks it's too good for me, I don't know. Whatever the case is, he's waiting for me to retaliate. He enjoys toying with people, Edward, you should know that just as well as I. I'm not going to let it happen anymore.”
“Frank...” Edward sighed hopelessly. “You're going to get yourself killed. Think of your wife and daughter.”
“Think of YOUR wife!” Frank shot back. “You know which one I'm talking about, Ed. Didn't you ever think it strange that she had disappeared so suddenly?”
Edward listened to Frank's words in horror, wondering if this was all some horrible nightmare that he'd never wake up from.
“Yes.” It was as if Frank could read Edward's mind through the phone line. “I think Grayson killed your wife, Ed. Don't you think it's all too perfect? He and McCarthy jumped in right after she disappeared. They probably offed Sasuke, too, just for the hell of it. And now they're exploiting the company that she worked so hard to create, to serve whatever despicable needs they have.”
“You sound crazy, Frank.” Edward rubbed his forehead. “Do you realize what you're saying?”
“It's fine if you don't believe me for now, Ed.” Frank sounded hurt. “I'm going to keep doing what I'm doing. All I'm asking you to do is keep your eyes open. Listen. Look around. If you see something odd, check it out. You don't have to do anything extreme. Just do it as a favor to me...you're the only person I can count on anymore.”
Edward could hear a ghostly voice in his head as Frank finished talking. 'What do you care for more, Edward?' It spoke to him in that same condescending tone that Grayson always did. 'Frank...or your son? It's your decision.'
“I'll do what I can.” Ed said, hanging up the phone.
36
It had now been well over twenty-four hours since Vance initially dropped off the cliff – although he had long since lost track of time. His jacket and shirt were off to the side, damp with sweat. It wasn't just that he was trying to dry them – he had fallen an innumerable amount of times since he first began, and he didn't want to ruin what could possibly be the only pair of clothes he would be wearing for the next eight weeks.
The third moon had just finished its descent, and the small sun was beginning to set now too. It could have been the end of the first day, but in a dimension with three moons, who knew how many hours there were in a day?
He could see the end of Averyl's cloak floating from the top of the cliff. That bastard's probably up there eating his fruit and laughing at me. He must be trying to kill me, there's no other reason for this...
Vance was thirsty, hungry -- and worst of all, his psynergy had been completely drained. The best he had ever jumped was just a little below halfway -- he didn't even have half of what it took to make it up to the top! Despite the impossibility of it all, he knew that someone like Azuka would be able to do it effortlessly. Is there that large of a gap between us? And if so, why? It seems like I'm pulling all of the psynergy out from my body that I can. I feel completely empty...am I still missing something?
A dark shadow cast over him, and he noticed Averyl had once again moved to the edge of the cliff. In his hands, he held four ripe oranges.
“What are you doing...?” Averyl called down to him. “Don't you want to come back up?”
Vance stared up at him with enraged pupils. “Shut up.”
“Still so mean...” Averyl shook his head. “You should be nice to your mentor, you know...”
“You're no mentor.” Vance replied. “You're trying to kill me.”
“Now why would I want to do that...?” Averyl smiled. “I'm simply giving you a new point of view through which to look at things...”
“Whatever.”
“There you go again...” Averyl smiled. “You'll never get anywhere if your vision is clouded, you know.”
Vance stared back at him, humorless.
“I'm going to tell you a story...” Averyl continued, unobstructed by Vance's listlessness. “Once upon a time...there were two stubborn men sitting in the middle of a road. They had gotten into a long argument decades ago, and had gotten so upset that they could no longer face each other without going mad. They both refused to move...because that would show a sign of secession to the other...so they sat there for a very long time.
“By the way, the side of the road that the first man was facing was home to a beautiful grassy field...complete with colorful flowers and trees. The second man's side was a barren wasteland, filled with skeletons of the dead and the vultures feeding upon them...both of them had been sitting there so long, in fact...that they had forgotten what was on the other's side.
“Every day the first man would begin the morning by crying out 'Oh, what a beautiful day this is!'...and the second man would always reply with 'You're out of your mind! This world holds nothing but ugliness in it!'
“The first man would grumble, furious at the second man's refusal to admit that the first man was right...when he clearly was...and sit in anger for the rest of the day. The second man felt that the first was merely acting inane to get on his nerves, so he refused to move from his spot and let the first push him around..
“And so, the two sat there forever...until they became old and grey, and their bodies deteriorated into dust and was scattered by the four winds. All this happened because they were trapped in their own dimension...and refused to look through any other perspective than their own...there are so many other dimensions out there, Vance...more than you could ever dream of. To become truly powerful, you must learn to see all of them just as they are, without imposing your own feelings and bias upon them. You must learn to take nothing at face value...for some things are not what they initially seem to be. This is one of the many things you must learn...”
“Is that why you threw me down a pit?!” Vance screamed. “So you could stand up there and spout off your little spiel like some trained professor?! Thanks for the motivational speech, Averyl! I'm really moved!!”
Averyl shook his head, turning back around. “Looks like you still need more time...”
As he moved away from the precipice, an orange slid from his hands and tumbled down the cliff's wall. Vance ran toward the juicy piece of food with a desperate lurch, hunger taking precedence over his pride. He felt its hide smack against his palms, and he began to peel it ferociously. The cool juice exploded over his lips and dripped across his dry tongue as he stuffed it into his mouth. It was the best orange he had ever tasted.
He took a step
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
forward, quickly preparing another ball of psynergy. Eden and Cliff had been sparring for the past two hours, and she had been holding up surprisingly well.
Cliff, of course, was not attacking her with the intent to kill, but Eden had orders to give it her all. She had been firing constant psynergy blasts towards him, ducking and rolling, trying to hit him from every possible angle. He had blocked them all, and even had the chance to lightly counterattack, punting her backwards across the hard ground. Captain Azuka stood by, watching and analyzing their every move.
It pained Cliff to take part in this, as he had to attack the one he loved, but that was a different kind of training altogether. Eden had a natural speed, too, which helped refine his senses and reflexes. It was different from Azuka's speed, which was born out of the immense amount of psynergy that she controlled – Eden's was derived from her own natural dexterity.
While her psynergy wasn't necessarily damaging, she had an amazing amount at her disposal. In fact, she hadn't ever once stopped because she had felt her psynergy was drained. It had either been because she was out of breath, or if she got a particularly painful injury. If she wasn't running out of psynergy, it meant that she wasn't utilizing all of what she had to the best of her abilities. Could that really be it?
“Eden,” Cliff asked her, stopping to take a breather himself, “are you holding back at all?”
“No.” Eden furrowed her brow. “Why do you think that?”
“Think back to the time when we first started training.” Cliff said. “Since then, do you ever remember feeling like your psynergy was all out? Like you were empty?”
Eden stared up at the dim sky, trying to think. “...No, I don't think so.”
“Okay,” Cliff nodded, “now do you remember what it felt like after you chased Van Kaen away?”
“I don't really remember.” Eden answered. “I got so angry, and I felt like I was going to die. I couldn't recall anything afterwards – I don't even know if I blacked out or not. It's just like it was erased from my memory.”
“Chances are that that's because you had used up your body's psynergy limit.” Cliff stated. “Psynergy is your life force, after all. If you overuse it and break the limit, you could end up dying.”
“There's another reason for that.” Azuka cut in, stepping towards the two. “She never said she felt tired – the tiredness that is commonly attributed to those who have used up their psynergy. She also said that she couldn't remember anything, and she felt like she was going to die. In other words, her body shut down completely – so much so that she lost the memory of those few final moments while her brain was blocked off. It could also be possible that she had summoned an amount of psynergy so large that her body was not yet ready to wield it.”
“What? Can that really happen?” Cliff asked.
“Very possible...but also very rare.” Azuka explained. “While people are born with different emotional levels of things like resolve, willpower, and desire, at birth, everyone starts with the same amount of psynergy inside them, right, Cliff?”
“Yes.” Cliff said. “That's common knowledge.”
“It's wrong.” Azuka smirked. “Sometimes, for no reason, there are those born with enormous amounts of psynergy that they have no control over. Most of them lie dormant, untouched, but sometimes, once in a while...they become able to tap into it.”
Cliff felt out Eden's aura -- that strange, shell-like aura. As if it was encasing something...hiding something...
His eyes flew open, and he watched his master intently. “Just what exactly are you saying, Captain Azuka?”
Azuka's eyes were not on him, but rather Eden. “We must condition Eden's body so that it's in the proper condition to hold the amount of psynergy she has to offer.”
“How should we do that?” Eden inquired. “Should I become stronger?”
“No, it has nothing to do with physical strength.” Azuka explained. “It's how your body responds to psynergy – how you deal with it. You're still a beginner when it comes to manipulating your own psynergy, and as a result, your body simply isn't used to such heavy psychic stress on your mind.”
“I see.” Eden said, beginning to understand. “So I need to practice solely with psynergy?”
“Sort of.” Azuka moved next to Cliff, her aura steadily rising around her. Cliff saw what she was doing, and began to do the same. “Starting now, we're going to bombard you with psynergy non-stop. It'll be straight at you, so don't worry about dodging or anything like that. Stand your ground, and most of all, concentrate your psynergy at one spot. We're going to try and bust down that barrier of yours.”
“Let's just hope we don't break her down in the process.” Cliff shot a worried glance at Azuka.
“I'm not worried about myself...” Azuka smirked, “but if you think you don't have the control to help this poor girl out, then by all means, step out.”
Cliff turned back to Eden, his fears allayed. “Alright then.”
Eden stared at the two nervously, placing her hands across her chest and drawing out a thick barrier of psynergy.
“She's ready.” Azuka smiled, letting loose a huge clear stream of psynergy from her hands. It smashed into Eden, driving the girl backwards, and she worked frantically to restore the barrier with her own psynergy as Azuka's attack dissipated it. She could feel it crumbling away, the glowing sparks chiseling her hands as she worked to restore it. She kept the flow steady from all parts of her body, strengthening the barrier and restoring its power.
“Wow.” Cliff watched in surprise as Azuka continued to pump her psynergy into the blast, driving Eden farther back along the dirt. “She's really keeping up with it...”
“Not only that, but her barrier's power is growing with time.” Azuka said. “Look, if I push a little harder...” she leaned deeper into the stream, the iridescence nearly enveloping her student.
Eden closed her eyes, sensing the psynergy within her body, opening up every hidden crevice and alcove within the confines of her body and freeing it all towards her center. She could feel her shield spread out around her, gaining strength, becoming not just a barrier but an actual part of her.
Azuka let up on her stream, and nodded to Cliff. He launched a large golden ball of psynergy towards Eden, barreling towards her and striking her square in the stomach. Eden moved not an inch, and all of Cliff's psynergy was quickly blown away.
“It'll come faster this time!” Azuka shouted, following through with a bunch of multi-colored blasts. They hit Eden head-on, dissipating immediately. Even though they came at a rapid rate, their individual power wasn't enough to do long-term damage. One would simply dent her barrier a bit, and it would be back to normal before the next one even came close. Azuka increased the rate, pumping her arms and increasing the size of the blasts. Now they started to hit twice and thrice at a time, knocking against her and jostling her body around. She continued the stream of psynergy, knowing not where it came from or why it flowed so freely, ever strengthening her defenses.
Cliff saw another nod from Azuka, and began launching his own group of orbs towards Eden. Azuka's blasts alone were enough to handle, but as Cliff's psynergy began knocking out chunks and chunks of Eden's barrier, it proved too much to handle. She collapsed her barrier in exhaustion, the psynergy spilling from her body in a misty orange aura. Azuka and Cliff immediately ceased fire, but the last couple of Azuka's blasts hit Eden head-on, knocking her backwards into the dirt.
“Are you okay?” Cliff immediately rushed over to his fallen companion. Eden's arms were bruised, and there was a bloody burn across her abdomen. Her eyes cracked open, staring up at the sky.
“You did pretty well, Eden.” Azuka walked over, helping her up from the ground with Cliff. “How did it feel?”
“It was...interesting.” Eden coughed. “I felt like I was opening gates up inside my body, and that so much power was spilling out.”
“Looks like we'll have this job done in no time.” Azuka clapped her on the shoulder lightly, smiling. “Come on, let's go get you healed up, and start cooking dinner. Then we'll resume our training.”
They made their way back to a small fire pit with various materials and bags sitting around that Azuka had brought from Midgarde. Cliff started the fire while Azuka unloaded the foodstuffs.
“I wonder how Vance's doing...” Eden sighed, sitting down and watching the sparks flicker from the logs. “He must feel so lonely right now.”
“Don't worry about Vance, Eden.” Azuka told her. “Save your thoughts for how to increase your psynergy.”
“Okay, okay.” Eden cracked a smile. “Don't worry, I won't
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
give up.” Vance grunted, staring down at his bloody hands. After his jump reached its peak, he had tried to grab hold of the cliff. If only he could freeze himself in the air for a few moments, he might be able to gather enough psynergy to make it the rest of the way up. It hadn't worked, and he had slid down fruitlessly, his fingers digging deep into the sharp brown stone, trying desperately to hang on.
Nothing would work. Averyl wouldn't have thrown him down here if there was any easy way out. He wanted him to make it up in one shot -- whether he lived or not.
The cliff was tattooed with his blood, rising up to just about three-fourths of the wall. That had been his limit for the past few hours. It usually took him a good thirty minutes to regain his psynergy after he gave it his all. The half hour was nearly up, and he was ready to give it yet another go.
'Try looking at it from a different perspective...' Averyl's cryptic words echoed through his head. Was it some kind of hint? A suggestion?
When I really think about it, though...that has to be the key to this entire test. Averyl wants to show me who's boss...who I should be respecting as my master. The very thought of it pisses the hell out of me...but I honestly don't see another way out of this.
He tried to move around and physically look at the cliff from a different angle, but that couldn't be it at all. The thing extended horizontally for miles, and there were no visible footholds or cracks of any kind.
'Look from another perspective.' Vance racked his brain, trying to figure out what it could possibly mean. He had never been one for puzzles – he was a man of action -- which made this whole thing so frustrating. He stared up at the cliff, wondering what could possibly cause his perspective to change whilst diving up towards it. He only needed enough boost that would take him another quarter of the way up; he had done all the training he needed for the first three quarters himself.
I'm basically throwing myself against gravity...I'm heading straight towards the barrier, with no more power behind me than what I have. Obviously, that hasn't been enough to get the results I need. So I need some extra, external force.
Vance imagined it like a drill: he being the drill bit, and gravity being the cave wall. If you simply stuck the drill in with all your might, it wouldn't do shit, he realized. It's the rapid spinning motion of the drill that gives it the extra force. Could it be?
His mind was drawn back to the bullets that had shattered the glass of the music store, on that fateful night in downtown Pittsburgh. Bullets spin when they fly, don't they? And that's what enhances their speed like that. That'll give me the power I need to break through the barrier caused by gravity.
He moved over and grabbed his jacket and shirt, putting them on. If things went right, he wouldn't be coming back down here again. Vance tried twisting his body at first, as a test, and spun around in a circle. It seemed easy enough. He tried it again, this time enhancing his body with psynergy. Within seconds, he was picking up speed, his worn tennis shoes digging into the ground like a top. He had figured it out.
The precipice loomed over at him, and possibly for the first time, Vance stared up at it confidently. He concentrated the psynergy he had been working on in the past 36 hours into his feet, setting some aside to get his spin going. Chances were, once he picked up speed, the spin would increase naturally.
This is it! He shot up into the air, spinning around as he flew upwards, his body turning into a whirling human drill. Vance closed his eyes, shooting for the target, exerting as much force as possible to make the gap.
He felt himself begin to slow down, and opened his eyes to face solid rock. The cliff was still about six feet above him. He was so close!
No! He stretched his arms out and reached for the hanging edge. I'm so damn close!!
With the last bit of psynergy he had kept in 'storage', in case of such emergencies, he began to create a barrier around his back, preempting his eventual failure. He sailed down, motionless, the momentum of his long fall sending his body plowing through four feet of dirt at the bottom. Despite the psynergy cushion he had thought would protect him, he still took a decent beating.
Stumbling, Vance tore himself from the ground and got back to his feet. Am I still missing something?! I turned my perspective upside down, just as Averyl had told me to do. What else could there be?
Wait a minute...turning my perspective upside down, huh? Yes...I had spun myself sideways, that was true. But isn't that only half of the equation?!
He sat down, recharging his psynergy and further developing his plan. When he felt a bit re-energized, he stood up and tried doing a somersault in the air. It was easy, with just a little psynergy. If he could spin forward at the same time he was spinning sideways, he would be able to make the gap easily.
After he felt refreshed, Vance positioned himself to make what he hoped would be his final jump. He'd be up there with Averyl in no time, enjoying the mysterious fruit, and out of this hell hole forever. All he had to do was spin a few more times.
Vance put his arms on the ground, bending down in a leapfrog position, trying to get as much power as he could behind him. He closed his eyes and leaped upwards, his feet exploding with purple psynergy, and began to move into the gyroscopic roll. He was spinning unbelievably fast, and he had no sense of direction or time.
Eventually, he felt himself begin to slow down again, and he opened his eyes, hoping that this would be the end of it all. He found himself staring straight at Averyl, who was standing just a foot or two ahead of him on the edge of the precipice.
I made it.
Vance reached out with his arms as he began his descent, latching on to the hard edge of the cliff for dear life. He had reached the top, and wouldn't let go for his life.
“What do we have here...” Averyl smiled, crouching down to stare at Vance. “Looks like you learned a new trick...”
“I made it – now tell me who put you up to this.” Vance wasted no time in hearing his side of the bargain, his fingers digging into the rock with rage.
Averyl opened his mouth in a wide grin, his hair gleaming in the sliver of moonlight that escaped through the mountain's peak. And then he uttered one word.
Vance's mouth opened in shock, nothing but a small squeak escaping from his throat. He let go of the cliff, his body paralyzed in surprise from what had just come out from Averyl's lips.
He seemed to be falling in slow motion, his head moving backwards, his vision clouded....
And then he felt Averyl's hands clamp around his leg, lifting him up onto the cliff and pulling his body onto land. He lay there, exhausted, panting heavily -- his mind utterly blown.
“You know, if you fall from there, you could get really hurt...” Averyl noted, staring down at Vance in glee.
Vance could hardly hear him. His mind was reeling, his body completely unresponsive. He closed his eyes, summoning up what little of his strength he had left, and opened his mouth. “How...” he gasped, struggling to stay conscious, “...do you know my mother's name?”
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It was her second day in the room. The first had been more than fulfilling; it had been the pure excitement from using her new tools that allowed her to resist such frightening surroundings around her. Now here she was again, in this dark, dank room of brick and stone. The cement floor and the bottom of the walls were stained with some dark liquid, which traced a path to a grimy drain in the top left corner. The single dim light bulb continued to shine, giving the room a musty ambiance that made Naomi feel a bit off-kilter. The iron door was shut behind her, and she was all alone.
Or was she? She had already stopped multiple times because she thought she had heard noises or whisperings. At first she thought it was that little girl who followed Grayson around, but after thrusting open the door behind her, she kept finding the hallway empty. And the sounds persisted.
She had ceased her training for a good five minutes now and was shivering, her arms at her sides, sweat running down her face and smearing her makeup. She couldn't close her eyes anymore now, it made her scared – as if someone was going to creep up behind her and touch her while she couldn't see them.
It reminded her so much of when she was in that place. The dripping of water in the distance, the sounds of vermin moving across the floor, and the creak of the floorboards when her mother moved around upstairs. It was all coming back now.
“You're going to have to stay down here for a while, Naomi,” the minacious face of her mother hissed at her, “because you did something very bad.”
“What did I do, Mommy?” The six-year old Naomi stared up with large green eyes, a doll missing a leg clutched to her chest.
But Mommy didn't answer, and the door to the basement shut with a click. She made her way downstairs, trying to balance herself with her small, broken wrist. She had fallen off a chair when she was eating her breakfast, and it had hurt very badly. Mommy didn't like when she cried, but she couldn't help it. It had hurt so bad.
She wiped the tears from her eyes with her other hand, and stepped down into the darkness. She tripped halfway down, and tumbled down the stairs, her small body hitting the ground with a painful crunch. It really hurt now, more than ever, and she crawled to the wall, leaned up against it and wept softly.
Her mother hadn't come back for a long, long time, and by then, Naomi had been so thirsty. It wasn't the first time she had been down there, and it was far from the last. She found things to do down there, and she made up her own friends. They were people of the shadows, who only lived down in the basement, and were always happy when Naomi came to visit them -- they told her the truth of what her mother was really doing.
One of her shadows spoke to her. “Do you see the bottles she carries around, Naomi?”
Naomi nodded.
“It does things to her, Naomi,” another said. “It makes her mean.”
“Do you see the men she brings in, Naomi?”
“They make her want to hurt you.”
Naomi listened, and as time went on, and she grew older, her innocent fear was transformed into something else. By the age of seven, she became accustomed to living in the darkness. It was where she belonged. She was a creature of the shadows, a waste of life...maybe it was the one thing her mother was right about.
But she wasn't going to let them go on thinking that about her. She didn't care how high and mighty they seemed...they were just stupid adults drinking that stuff, after all. And the fear that she swallowed when she was first tossed into the cellar by her mother was slowly transformed into anger -- a blind rage -- aimed at anyone who stood in her way.
She could feel it now, coursing through her veins, and she opened her eyes back up, looking around the room and watching for any sort of movement from the things that wanted to get her.
Let them come...I want them to come. I'll kill them all.
Her fingers spasmed, and the psiorbs began crashing violently around her. She whirled her fingers around rhythmically, destroying the walls.
I'll kill them all.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sweat poured down Vance's face as he watched Averyl, the tall dark man standing at the foot of his collapsed body. Averyl was grinning, as usual, his pitch black eyes looming over Vance.
“Tell me...” Vance sputtered gravely. “...how you know my mother's name!”
“You know...” Averyl cooed. “I'm not supposed to talk until you've finished your training...”
Vance said nothing. He was waiting for an answer.
Averyl sighed. “I suppose it can't hurt, then...it might even make you more cooperative...”
He sat down next to Vance, his long, lithe body still rising tall above Vance's own. He was apparently sitting cross-legged, although Vance couldn't tell due to the enormous black cloak that enveloped the man's body.
Averyl moved two pale fingers up to his eyes, and to Vance's horror, pressed them inwards.
His fingers stuck on his eyes, and he drew them back. The blackness that had completely covered his eyeballs now looked like some sort of gum-like coating attached to Averyl's fingers. He pulled his fingers back farther, and the dark susbtance was stripped off completely, two oversized contact lenses falling into his hands.
He stared at Vance with his true eyes: white balls with a black ring around tiny, dark pupils.
“Just...just who are you?” Vance gasped. The tiny, pin-like pupils, sitting in a deep, white sea...eyes just like Victoria's -- just...like...his.
“I knew Victoria so well...” Averyl sighed, looking down at Vance as if he was talking to a lifelong friend. “She was my elder sister...after all...”
Vance made a choking sound of surprise, and Averyl could no longer hold his laughter back. He broke into a long, loud string of thin laughs, no longer covering his mouth as he did so. As he smiled, Vance saw the contortions in his pale white skin, the thin, rigidness of his nose, and his sanguine lips. His arched eyebrows, as ink black as his flowing hair, rose up with punctuated emotion. He looked so much like her. It was impossible; yet it was so. He was the spitting image of Victoria, but even more than that...he was the spitting image of Vance.
“How?” Vance croaked. “How can you...how can you be my...”
“Hahaha...” Averyl's laughter began to die down. “How can I be your uncle...?”
Vance winced at the sound of the word. He was staring at the person that knew his mother better than anyone, even his forsaken father. They had probably grown up together from childhood, going to school together, quarreling together...here was the man that knew everything about she who meant the most to Vance, sitting right in front of him.
It was impossible, it had to be -- but looks didn't lie. “How could you...?” Vance pulled himself up, sitting side by side with Averyl. “So my mother really wasn't from Earth..."
“Indeed...” Averyl responded, an excited gleam in his eye. “Victoria Vance was born the daughter of Malachai and Lucrecia Vance, on April 10th, in the city of Palissada in the dimension of Vonnornoth. I am Averyl Vance, the second child of Malachai and Lucrecia Vance, born on October 31st, six years after Victoria's own birth. You are Vance Dancougar, the son of Edward and Victoria Dancougar, born on May 7th, in the city of Pittsburgh in the dimension of Earth. We stand as the final two descendants of our race...the Albavitreans.”
“The what?”
“The Albavitreans...” Averyl went on. “They named us that for our peculiar eyes...it's not that we don't have irises...ours are simply pure white...”
It made perfect sense, although Vance hated to admit it. He could use psynergy, after all. So he really was half-human, and half...Albavitrean.
Something still didn't sit right with him, though. “Where is she?” Vance shot out, staring at Averyl with dire eyes. If he truly was Vance's uncle, and Victoria's younger brother, he would have to know the answer.
“She is dead.” Averyl spoke the three words dryly to Vance, pausing for a moment to let the words sink in. “And with her dying words, Vance – she requested for me to find you...and prepare you.”
“How did she die?”
Averyl closed his eyes. “She was killed.”
“Who...?!” Vance screamed. “Who would do such a thing! And why?! Why--”
“The Dark Zodiacs.” Averyl opened his eyes again, his eyebrows curving down, face taut with rage. Vance could see now that this man was indeed his uncle – he loved Victoria as much as Vance did, if not more.
And now, just when Vance thought he couldn't be surprised any more, Averyl had proven him wrong again. The Dark Zodiacs had killed her?! The very group of assassins that he belongs to...why?!
Averyl Vance took a deep breath. “They do not know I am her brother, Vance. I wear the black contacts so that they cannot find out my true race...although it pains me to shed my ethnicity, it is a mere sacrifice to bring justice to Victoria's name...”
Suddenly, Vance began to see Averyl in a completely different light. Rather than the strange outsider, Averyl now seemed like the person who could sympathize with Vance the most. Was it really possible? Have I finally found someone capable of understanding me?
“You act as if you have had a horrible life, Vance...” Averyl said slowly, showing no emotion. “But I am here to tell you...you know nothing.”
Vance was speechless.
“My sister was killed in cold blood, and there was nothing I could do to stop it. Now...I live day after day, amongst those who did the hellish deed themselves. Watching, waiting, studying...” Averyl raised his finger, pointing straight to Vance's face. “Your mother saw something in you...she was thinking of nothing but you as the life drained away from her. I see it too, Vance, but...if you're not willing to accept the fact that you are still nothing but an immature child...then so be it. Your mother's dream shall be lost forever, and you shall remain as you are.”
My mother's...dream? Vance thought to himself, tears running down his face.
“...I'm willing to train you, Vance. Together, we may be able to do something – to revive what your mother started so many years ago.” Somehow, Averyl could smile as he said these words. Vance figured out what it was now, though. It wasn't a smile of happiness – it was a smile of lunacy. Averyl had undoubtedly seen countless horrors throughout his life, things that Vance couldn't even hope to comprehend.
“I can't believe this.” Vance said softly, tears mixing in with the sweat on his shirt. “What have I been doing all this time...? My mother was counting on me, and I—I completely disobeyed her!” Averyl watched curiously as Vance began to spill his heart out, tears flowing from his eyes. “I'm so sorry, mother. I'm so sorry...”
Vance's uncle stood, placing his hands on his nephew's shoulders and bringing him up with.
“I'm an idiot.” Vance raised his head up, his teary, bloodshot eyes staring at Averyl, an expression of pure guilt and sadness across his face. “And I don't know what I should do, either.”
Averyl nodded, watching the boy. “How I have waited for this day...” he smiled. “Finally, Vance, I can pass on the secrets of our race...”
“I...” Vance choked up, discarding all his false pride. This was it -- he had realized his folly through these sudden revelations...he was going to press forward. “I want you to teach me, Averyl. Tell me about everything...tell me what I should know and do. Help me become even half as strong as you are.”
They stood beside each other, two raven-haired men with dark eyes contrasting their light skin. Averyl smiled at Vance confidently, and Vance returned the expression as best he could.
“Good...” Averyl placed his hand on Vance's head, that crafty gleam once again returning to his eyes. “Shall we begin the training...for real this time?”
“Yes...” Vance's gaze was unwavering. “Yes, Uncle.”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“Where have you been?” Grayson wound down the window of his Lexus, staring up at a woman with dusty hair and circular glasses carrying a thick maroon book. He had just pulled over to the side of the road, up in the north side of town in the corner of a nameless residential district. His afternoon had been spent joyriding around town, ducking in and out of restaurants and stores looking for her, and after all this time, here she was: just walking around reading a book like nothing was wrong at all.
It took a while, but she looked up at him, adjusting her glasses and squinting to get a better look. “Grayson?”
“Yes, it's me.” Grayson sighed. “Didn't you listen to the directions we gave you?”
“I forgot.” she said meekly, her cheeks turning a bright rosy color.
“If you would apply a bit of that remarkable memorization power of yours to things other than text...” Grayson began, but quickly stopped, realizing she had gone back to reading her book. “Cecilia!”
The Sheep turned to face him, an inquisitive look on her face.
“You at least know why you're here, right?” Grayson asked.
“Yes, “ she affirmed. “You said you needed help tracking someone.”
“Right.” Grayson breathed a sigh of relief. “Okay, get in the car.”
Cecilia moved around and slid into the passenger seat, cradling her book on her lap.
“Hey,” Grayson warned her, pulling back onto the road. “If you get carsick from reading that, you better put it away.”
“No, I don't.” Cecilia responded. “This is A Brief History of Time, by Stephen Hawking.”
“Never heard of him.” Grayson snorted. “Earthling?”
“Yes, but...” Cecilia flipped a page, “he seems to have figured out the way that space and time work.”
“Is that so?” Grayson swerved to the right. “Then why hasn't he tunneled through to another dimension yet?”
“He still thinks it's only a theory, apparently,” Cecilia explained. “He calls it the Quantum Theory.”
“The 'Quantum Theory'?” Grayson tested the phrase. “So he talks about how the universe has no set history, and that each dimension is an alternate history of some original dimension?”
“Well, sort of.” Cecilia skimmed back in the book. “He seems to be more interested in time travel than alternate dimensions.”
“Tch.” Grayson scoffed. “Well, I give him credit for figuring some things out. But doesn't he realize that since we as living entities are just as effected by time as anyone else...that even if we did somehow figure out a way to speed up the progression of time, we too would age and die before reaching our goal? For all we know as mortals, time is an unusable element of our lives that serves only as an annoyance. Did he talk about that?”
“I dunno,” Cecilia tried to change the subject -- Grayson was too overpowering. “For not having the right technology to allow rifts through space, and still being able to figure out how it all works, I have to give him some credit.”
“If you say so.” Grayson rolled his eyes. “Anyway, let me tell you about what we need you to do.”
“Okay.” Cecilia closed the book on her lap and listened obediently to Grayson's instructions.
“This would be a mission that I would normally send to Madeleine, however this time, our opponent is far from normal. She's too clumsy for a job like this, which is why I need you.”
Cecilia nodded.
“There's a man named Frank who has made it his goal to throw our plans into perpetual destruction.” Grayson continued. “He's really quite a nuisance – he tried to blow me up.”
“Wow.” Cecilia marveled. “That is quite hostile.”
“I know.” Grayson shook his head in disgust. “The nerve of some people!”
Cecilia turned back to her book.
“Wait, wait, I'm not done yet!” Grayson berated her. “I want you to go spy on Frank; watch his every move. That will be your job for the next few weeks.”
“Where do I find him?” Cecilia asked.
“I have his address back at the headquarters.” Grayson answered. “It's written down, so you can't possibly forget it...right?”
“Sure.” Cecilia nodded.
Grayson made no comment. “Anyway, you'll have to keep close watch on him, but make sure he doesn't notice, alright? When I give you the word, I would like you to bring him to me. Under NO circumstances do I want him dead.”
“Huh?” Cecilia was surprised to hear that from her fellow Zodiac. “That's unusual.”
“Not in this case.” Grayson smirked, tightening his grip on the steering wheel. “I have much more entertaining things planned for that troublesome gnat than death, you know...”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Standing tall on a hill above them, Cliff watched intently as Eden and Azuka battled it out, both women pushing their bodies as much as they could, in the hope that Eden would soon harness the potential that lied within.
I can't let myself fall behind...Cliff thought nervously, lapsing a minute from his own meditation as he focused on Captain Azuka, remembering what they had spoken of the night before they came to Sagacia.
“Captain...” Cliff called, knocking on Azuka's door in the dead of night. “May I speak to you for a moment?”
“Please.” Azuka responded, and Cliff slowly pushed the door open, entering into the spacious suite that Azuka called home. The windows around her room acted as converters to allow the light that came in to illuminate the colorful crystals and prisms that decorated her room. It was the brightest room in the Guild – nonetheless fitting for she who lived there.
“I know we're going to begin training tomorrow.” Cliff started, stepping in and looking his master in the face. “And I know that Vance and Eden are going to need a lot of special attention to make sure that they'll stand a chance when the tournament comes around, but...”
Azuka eyed Cliff. “What's wrong?”
“It's only a matter of time...” Cliff sighed. “It's only a matter of time until those two surpass me.”
“Why do you say that?” Azuka asked. “You'll have time to train by yourself. Do not worry. It won't all be babysitting.”
Cliff shook his head. “That's not what I'm worried about, Captain. What's worrying me is...I don't know how to take myself to the next level as you and the other captains have. I don't know if...I can improve myself in time for the tournament.”
Azuka got up from her bed and moved over to Cliff, placing a caring hand on his shoulder. “Why are you doubting yourself like this, all of a sudden?”
“It's just...” Cliff looked away from Azuka's face. “...we've been in such dangerous situations lately – the stakes have really been raised high this time. For us to have to go up against people with skills that rival yours, Captain...I just can't imagine myself fighting beside you as I am now.”
“You have plenty of skill, as well as strength.” Azuka tried to console him. “You just need to keep doing your best.”
“To rise to the level of a Captain, though,” Cliff argued, “I need to develop my power further, and find my specialty...just like you and the others.”
“It'll come in time, Cliff.” Azuka nodded her head solemnly. “Try working something out with that shotgun of yours.”
Now, Cliff had begun his personal training session, with absolutely no direction in his mind concerning how to go about things. He had the shotgun that he had brought with him from Despair, and that was it. Whether it had been purely instinct, though, or whether there was truly some hidden secret about his shotgun, the fact remained that Sin had proved the perfect medium through which Cliff could channel and amplify his power. It had worked fine for him in his past years as a Dimensional Knight, so he had seen no reason to retire it.
Such casual strategies wouldn't fly at this stage, though. Before they knew it, the four of them would be in the dimension of Belmarc, taking part in the tournament that technically had the sake of the universe riding on its victor. Cliff let his psynergy flow into the weapon, watching his dark brown aura ignite around the barrel's edge.
I can't get left behind...he stared down the black barrel of the gun. Come on, show me what I need to do.
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Averyl brought Vance over to the foot of the mountain, where he had constructed a fire along with several jugs of water, bundles of rice and fruit.
“Where did you get all this stuff?” Vance asked, amazed. “You've been coming up with things all this time as if it was popping out of thin air. Where does it come from?”
Averyl swung his body around, facing Vance with a prideful smirk on his face. “Allow me to show you, Vance...is there anything you wish for right now?”
Vance thought for a moment. “I could use some new clothes.”
“A wise decision...” Averyl smiled, placing his hands on his chest and pulling outwards. Following his hands, as if he was splitting his own clothing apart, was another long black cloak of the same make as his own. He moved his hands from the neck of the cloak and returned them to his chest, pulling again and again, until the entire thing had come out.
Vance watched in amazement. The cloak was glowing with a thin layer of purple psynergy. “This is all coming out from your body?”
“It's a little trick I thought up...” Averyl smiled. “Actually, ever since I was a child...I was always fond of using my psynergy to create. I wasn't content with simply destroying, or manipulating...I wanted to make something entirely new for myself. At first, I could only make glowing outlines of the objects I wanted...but sure enough, after much practice, I became skillful at materializing things from using my own psynergy.”
“So you're saying...” Vance stared at the abundance of food and drink they had with them. “You're controlling all of this, right now...?”
“It takes a certain amount of psynergy to construct an object,” Averyl replied, “depending on its density and its mineral composition. Once it is removed completely from my body, I cannot regain it...and the psynergy is lost from me until I rest. The object will remain, though...and take on the physical characteristics of whatever it was modeled after. From that point on...there are no differences between an object born of psynergy and one created through natural means.”
Vance's eyes moved from the materials to his uncle. Averyl had created all of this...he had studied his own personal style of using psynergy, and then perfected it. Vance realized what he was staring at – Averyl was not just a strong fighter, he was a genius. Just like Captain Azuka, he had trained his powers into something unique that no one else possessed, and that alone made Vance desire his guidance and wisdom.
“Go on, take it...” Averyl tossed the black cloak to Vance. He put it on, feeling stronger just by wearing it. The two men now looked more alike than ever.
“It's made from psynergy...” Averyl explained, “so it's naturally resistant to psynergy attacks. Same as mine.”
“Thanks.” Vance said, smiling up at Averyl. “Can I have something to eat?”
“Help yourself...” Averyl gestured to the food, and Vance immediately dashed over and began stuffing his face. He drank an entire jug of sparkling, pure water, and downed about a dozen fruits.
“Do you have any meat?” Vance called back to Averyl, as he gnashed his teeth into a ripe green apple.
“Meat comes from animals...” Averyl responded, “...and unfortunately, I've never been able to produce any living creatures...plants and grains are different, since their molecular makeup is simple enough to reconstruct...those living creatures with brains and souls though, that's a different story...it seems as if something always turns out wrong whenever I try,” he winked.
“That would be kind of creepy, you have to admit.” Vance replied.
“I don't know, I think it would be interesting...” Averyl mused to himself. “Eat the rice and bread over there -- that should do more than fulfill you...”
Vance did as he was told, and gorged for the next thirty minutes. Averyl stood to the side, filing his long fingernails with a thin silver blade.
“So,” Vance said, after a long while, full and tired, “what are my chances of becoming stronger, Averyl? I mean, how long did it take you to get where you are? How will I possibly be able to match up to anyone at the tournament?”
“It took me quite a while...” Averyl nodded. “But I was on my own. Guidance is a key factor in education of any kind....but you and I, Vance...we shall accomplish great things together.”
Vance's eyes were locked with Averyl's, the two pairs of black dots entwined. “Will I be able to refine my abilities, just like you?”
“You will...and you must.” Averyl spoke. “If you wish to stand a chance in the tournament, that is. All the fighters there will be top-notch psynergy users...each of them will have their own tricks and specialties...”
“Great.” Vance stood up, concentrating an aura of psynergy around his body. He noticed that his aura did not look so thin anymore – it seemed to be thicker, firmer, almost a neon purple lit against his body. Vance was growing...he was becoming something. And now, he finally had someone to show him the way.
“Shall we begin?” Averyl smirked, stepping away from the mountain's edge.
“Of course.” Vance matched Averyl with his own smirk, the competitive edge returning to his voice. “What are we going to do?”
“Let's play a little game, to start off with...” Averyl placed one hand to his heart, pulling forward as he had done before with the cloak. This time, a long broadsword with a golden hilt appeared, shining as if it was fresh from a forge. He tossed the sword to Vance, who quickly side-stepped and prepared to catch it. He concentrated a good amount of psynergy into his hand and stuck it out, timing it just right so that he would grab the shining hilt.
Vance swung the sword around, holding it with both hands and pointing it at Averyl. “We're going to sword fight?”
“Exactly.” Averyl smiled, removing another sword from the other side of his chest, a dagger-toothed blade with a dark iron hilt.
“Hey, that's not fair.” Vance frowned. “Yours is way cooler.”
“I'll let you use it if you can hit me once...” Averyl grinned, apparently enjoying himself.
“Don't go easy on me.” Vance stood poised, and ready to attack. “I'm prepared this time, not like before when you jumped me.”
“Is that so...” Averyl's eyes lit up, and he dashed towards his nephew in a flash.
Vance braced himself for the impact, holding out his sword to parry. He tried to imbue as much psynergy as he could into the blade, feeling it out with his psynergy tendrils. The weapon was surprisingly easy to power up, but this was probably due to the fact that it had been created by psynergy in the first place.
Averyl's sword came smashing down onto Vance's, knocking it backwards and away from his body. He held onto it with an iron grip, not willing to back down from the first strike. At least he had blocked it...that was a step in the right direction.
Averyl thrust forward with his sword, and Vance quickly dodged to the left, swinging around with his own counter-attack aimed toward Averyl's midsection. The tall man brought his sword around, catching Vance's merely inches away from his cloak. Vance pulled back and tried dashing to the right, which would have been Averyl's blind spot if they were fighting a normal battle.
Normal, though, had taken on a whole new definition since Vance was initially introduced to psynergy. And as he swung his sword towards the lower right side of Averyl's back, he saw one of those shiny metal blades appear. It materialized out of Averyl's side, smashing Vance's sword in the middle of the blade and cracking it to pieces with a sharp snap.
“Oops...” Averyl spun around guiltily. “Sorry, I couldn't help it. You did a good job, even though I wasn't using psynergy...so I had to use my defenses, or else I would have been hurt, you know...”
Vance frowned humorlessly. “You weren't even trying, were you?!”
Averyl chuckled. “Be careful what you wish for...”
Vance dropped the useless hilt of his sword into the dirt. “How am I supposed to get any practicing done anyway, with you breaking my freakin' weapon?”
“We could always play bare-handed, if you want...” Averyl offered.
“Fine with me.” Vance placed his hands at his sides, padding them up with blazing psynergy. “But no dirty tricks this time, alright?”
“Alright, alright.” Averyl placed his hands up in approval. “I promise...”
Vance immediately dove at his mentor, spinning in the air and bringing his left leg out to try and kick Averyl's face. Averyl blocked the attack easily, grabbing Vance's calf in mid-air. The boy quickly brought his right leg back, trying to hit Averyl's other side, but was soon caught. Both his legs were in Averyl's grasp now, and he was frozen in a split in mid-air.
Powering up his fist, Vance aimed to punch Averyl in the stomach. As he curled, however, he felt Averyl's knee slam into his stomach. He let out a grunt of pain and went flying forward, crumpling to the ground not far from where he had started off in the first place.
“Argh...” Vance climbed to his feet and whirled
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
around, as Eden let loose two high-speed balls of orange psynergy.
Azuka blocked them with her shinai, following it up with one of her own. The two women had been exchanging blows without pause for about an hour, neither of them showing signs of weariness.
She's a natural, Azuka thought to herself. I couldn't wish for a more able and willing pupil...
Eden jumped into the air, her face taut with concentration, and formed a beach-ball sized ball of psynergy. As she began to fall back down to the ground, she tossed it, and watching as it struck Azuka's shinai head-on, exploding in a dazzling array of light.
As the smoke cleared, Eden could see that her mentor was unscathed, the shinai merely singed from the explosion.
Figures...I'm not even close...Eden thought to herself, smiling and summoning up more psynergy. I love the feeling I get from this, though...it's like I'm letting everything out of my body. The pent-up emotions, self-doubt, everything that's been dragging me down -- it's all gone. I'm hollowing myself out, to make room for the new me.
Azuka's blade came crashing down onto Eden's arms, psynergy sizzling between them. The young girl's instructor pushed hard, clearly showing no signs of restraint, and Eden's frail body went careening across the wasteland, her raging psynergy ripping through dirt and dust as it struggled to protect her body. She tried to stop herself and catch a breather, but her superior left her no margin. Azuka was behind the girl in an instant, and soon Eden felt a sharp pain across her back as the woman's shinai cracked down on her bones.
Growling, Eden spun around, the pain momentarily blocked out in pain. Azuka looked at the fury growing in the girl's eyes as she moved, and was pleased. That's it, Eden. Show me what you showed Van Kaen. Release what's inside of you.
Eden jettisoned herself forward, only to spring backwards in a wide arc, wildly flailing her legs about and nearly landing her heel right on Azuka's forhead. The Knight Captain had no time to be impressed by her student's agility, however, and struck out without hesitation at one of Eden's many openings, knocking the flourescent child to the ground once more.
Cliff watched this all from afar, wincing as he heard the crackle of Eden's power split through the sky. I must focus...for the Captain will be coming to me next.
Focus on what, though? This? He turned back to his shotgun, remembering back to the first time he had killed another human being, in the darkness of that cave -- how it had felt like killing a part of himself.
Yet, through all the death and destruction that folllowed him, that shotgun remained, glowing vividly with all the power Cliff had bestowed upon it. You've been sucking away my life all this time, haven't you? The gun didn't nod in reply. It just sat there, radiating with Cliff's life energy. It had no qualms, no guilt, no obligations...it simply fed.
You won't be satisfied, no matter how much psynergy you sample from me, will you? Cliff fired a shot into the sky, watching the psynergy lose its momentum and disperse into the air. I suppose we could try taking some from others then, couldn't we?
He looked below to the two women. Eden was shooting brilliant orange rays of psynergy at Azuka, who was sliding through the barrage with expert precision. She soon ran out of distance between her and her opponent, and in a split-second, Azuka's shinai was centimeters away from the girl's heart.
"You're getting sloppy." Azuka said suddenly, seeing the fatigue in Eden's face.
“My arms feel really tired...” she sighed. “That's why I slowed down at the end.”
“I noticed.” Azuka retracted her blade, replacing it at her waist. “It's fine, though, Eden. You're doing wonderful.”
“I still want to actually hit you, though.” Eden frowned. “No offense or anything.”
“None taken.” Azuka chuckled, moving over to their encampment and picking up a water jug. “Are you ready to turn in for the night?”
Eden shrugged, looking over to the two psynergy mats where she had slept next to Cliff for the past few nights. Every night, the three Knights would unroll the mats and place them over wide holes that they had burrowed into the ground with their own psynergy. The point of the exercise was to concentrate psynergy into the mat even as one slept -- to make such concentration a natural reflex -- in order to keep from falling through the mat into the pit below. It was incredibly troublesome, and Eden had fallen numerous times already, but it was good practice. She just wondered if she'd ever get a good night's sleep.
Eden heard footsteps coming up behind her and turned to see Cliff, trudging back along the wasteland.
“How'd it go?” she asked him happily.
“Not too bad.” he said, giving her a warm smile. They were alone now, save for the presence of Azuka, and yet he felt as if Eden had grown even farther away from him. They had mountains of free time, but it seemed as if their conversations had grown dry and blasé, compared to the heated discussions they had concerning Vance. She was concentrating on her training, though, and for that he lauded her.
Azuka looked to her protege. “Find anything interesting?”
“Actually,” Cliff started. “I need to ask for a favor from you.”
“Ask away.” Azuka stood up.
“I want you to attack me.” Cliff held out his shotgun. “Just fire a decent-sized blast of psynergy at me. I want to try something.”
Azuka raised an eyebrow. “As you wish.” She obediently brought her hand up and produced a large white ball of psynergy. “Straight at you?”
“Straight at me.” Cliff nodded.
Azuka launched it, and Cliff held out his shotgun, poised for the attack. He strengthened his body with psynergy just in case, but held his gun firm in front of him.
This should more than satiate your appetite...Cliff sent psynergy into his shotgun, preparing to handle the blast.
As Azuka's attack made contact, Cliff tried to grab it and harness it with the psynergy his gun had taken in. The two auras made contact, and he saw the gun not only contain the ball, but absorb some of the psynergy from the blast itself.
The excess psynergy exploded around the barrel, smashing into Cliff's stomach and sending him reeling backwards. He let himself fly, hitting the ground painlessly, and turned to his shotgun.
The barrel was aflame with an aura of iridescent psynergy. Cliff stared at his weapon in amazement, smiling for the first time that day. I think...I may be on to something here.
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Weeks passed, and Frank Arazia seemed to be going nowhere in his attempt to unearth any useful information about Grayson Lee, F. Douglas McCarthy, and the Zexaron Corporation. He had tried looking their names up in the yellow pages, in local directories, and even online. No personal information was listed at all; the only search results he got were news articles about the company's achievements. It was as if the men didn't actually exist at all.
Bringing it to the police or any other authorities was completely out of the question. Zexaron was one of the biggest companies in America at the moment, which meant that it already had numerous enemies out there devising ways to ruin its success. If Frank went around asking suspicious questions about the vice-president of the company, he would immediately be labeled as one.
The last thing that Frank wanted to do right now, after all, was draw attention to himself. He went out every day, making sure to wear a large overcoat, hat, and sunglasses, in a way that didn't look odd but still kept a low profile. He looked behind his back wherever he went, making sure that he didn't see a pair of silver glasses peering back at him, or the fat face of F. Douglas McCarthy leering at him through a window. He had had no troubles so far, and he was going to drag this out as long as possible.
Cecilia had had absolutely no trouble following Frank around. She always went by foot, even when Frank drove in his car. Earthlings were surprisingly daft when it came to espionage, but Cecilia was a veteran. Although it was hard to tell when Earthlings were around, what with their quiet, psynergyless auras, Cecilia still found it rather simple to stay hidden. The strange psynergy barrier around the planet was rather troublesome, but for such elementary tasks as increasing one's speed, it posed no problem. She could do as she pleased, go as she pleased – all in all, it was a very simple assignment. To everyone else, she was simply a kindly middle-aged woman out for a walk in the fresh air with a novel at her side. It was plain to see why Grayson had chosen her for the task.
She watched Frank enter his garage, ending his fruitless quest for the day. She had watched him search countless directories and company listings for information on Grayson and Madeleine, but he had failed miserably each time. He would probably keep doing this, and she would probably keep having to follow to him. She liked the job, because most of the time she was in the same place, and it allowed her to get tons of reading done.
The day was almost finished, and Cecilia knew that Frank always came home for the night at this time every day. And so, doing a quick psynergy scan to check that no one was in the vicinity, Cecilia shot into the sky, taking a flying leap over the entire neighborhood and soaring over the burnt orange sky as the sun continued to set. It took her ten minutes to make it back to the Zexaron building, where Grayson and Madeleine were waiting to hear her report for the day. Grayson really got a kick out of hearing about Frank's fruitless quests, and it put him in a good mood. This was quite well and good, as far as Cecilia was concerned -- Grayson had such a nasty temper, after all.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Rose sat on the edge of a large fountain in Enmetropolis Park, Bruce's arm cradling her softly. Things were becoming quite complicated lately, as far as the Dark Zodiacs went. They seemed to be apart more than usual lately, and everyone's general emotions towards one another were less than friendly. Poor Cecilia had joined Grayson and Madeleine with their project, for reasons unknown. Van Kaen had been gone for a while looking for the next Clock (and consequently killing thousands in the process) which Rose didn't necessarily mind. Mephistoclessia had been quite distant as well for the past few days, and although Rose wasn't exactly fond of the woman, it wasn't good for the team's morale.
Without a doubt, the group's biggest problem was definitely Averyl. Rose had never liked him since the first time they had met. He was pretentious, eerie, and confusing all at the same time. Averyl also enjoyed playing mind games with them all, instigating heated arguments between members...while sitting on the sidelines laughing as they ripped into each other. She didn't know why he had gone and killed the previous twelfth a year ago – Rose couldn't remember the incident too well, but Averyl had directly challenged the man to his position as a Zodiac. Somehow, the black-haired one made quick work of the previous Monkey, and had taken his place with a strange sort of happiness. And yet now, it seemed as if he was contributing to the disintegration of their unified force.
More than anything, though, she hated how Averyl made Bruce act. Bruce had a fiery disposition to begin with, but simply egging him on the way Averyl did never helped things. She had seen Bruce's wrath taken out upon their enemies many times, and it was never pretty. He let it consume him, control him...and she loved him too much to stand by and watch it happen.
Bruce told me what he plans to do with Averyl...keeping a close eye on him from now on, and everything. And I agree with him, but...how can we, at this rate? Averyl has been missing for weeks now, and worst of all...we all let him go without a second thought. I understand Roufas's eagerness to let him go solo and stay out of our hair, but it wasn't the sort of thing one should do with such a capricious person. It's too...risky.
Suddenly, Bruce removed his hand from Rose's shoulder and stood up, fumbling around in the pockets of his leather cut-offs for something. She soon realized what he was looking for, hearing the low buzzing sound of his cellden. All of the Zodiacs had been told to get one, as they were crucial tools that allowed inter-dimensional communication through psynergy. Rose didn't really understand it much herself, but they were nice to have. She wanted the larger version with a screen, but the others had voted them down, as they were too cumbersome -- and worst of all, could give away their identities in a key situation.
Winslow and Saffron had heard it too, and the two moved from their positions on a bench next to the fountain, turning to Bruce in curiosity. He yanked the cellden out from his pocket, a small maroon object that looked similar to half of a hollowed-out croquet ball. Placing it over his ear, he motioned for the others to be quiet. It was only the four of them in the park tonight, as it was well past midnight, and most of the others were already inside. Bruce waited patiently, hearing nothing but silence from the inside of the cellden.
At last, a voice came through. “Hello, Mr. Wernhart.”
Bruce would know it anywhere. “Grayson. Don't tell me – accidentally wiped out all the Earthlings, huh?”
“No, nothing that exciting.” Grayson replied. “I just have a surprise for you all.”
“Oh yeah?” Bruce asked, trying to humor Grayson, whom he didn't really care much for. The Snake had an aura of eliteness about him, and was too secretive about his operations in the dimension of Earth. Grayson also had a knack for handing out unprecedented orders. Otherwise though, he wasn't that problematic. “And what would that be, Grayson?”
“What I am holding in my hands right now,” Grayson said, slowly and methodically, “is a Clock.”
Grayson could almost feel Bruce's surprise through the line, and he smirked.
“You're kidding.” Bruce replied. “Why the hell would it be on Earth?”
“A colleague brought it to me.” Grayson explained. “You shouldn't underestimate these Earthlings, Mr. Wernhart – they can be quite inventive if so inclined.”
Bruce snorted. “Who? Madeleine?”
“No, not Madeleine. The person who brought it to me had no direct relation to the Clock, I'm sure of that. But the location in which she found it is another story altogether.”
“Don't tell me.” Bruce rubbed his forehead. “It was Caskett's?”
“You're on the ball today, Mr. Wernhart!” Grayson said. “She had it with her when she was coming from Pittsburgh – the place where we found the man himself hiding out.”
“So the one he handed over to us earlier is a fake, then?”
“Most likely.” Grayson ran his fingers over the wood of the clock. “I'll keep this in my possession for now. It seems we'll need to chase down Mr. Caskett again and clear things up...but I'll figure everything out when I come back.”
“Fine by me.” Bruce shrugged. “Although, when are you coming back?”
“My work's not quite finished here.” Grayson replied. “Cecilia is doing a fine job, by the way. Thank you for letting go of her so easily.”
“Well, you said you needed help.”
“That I did,” Grayson nodded, “that I did. I understand you are taking part in the tournament soon?”
“Of course.” Bruce stated. “You know what the prize is, right?”
“Yes, yes.” Grayson chuckled. “I know everything. But I'm surprised that you aren't just taking things head-on this time. Wouldn't that be the quickest approach?”
“Well, there are more than a few complications involved.” Bruce scratched his skull. “Too much to get into right now. Besides, this way, we can have a little fun, right?”
“That is true.” Grayson agreed. “I realize not all of you are competing?”
“Yeah.” Bruce answered. “Some of us are going to be around for back-up and infiltration.”
“Well understood.” Grayson responded. “Then I shall join that group sometime in the near future. Other than that, I have just one more favor to ask of you.”
“Sure thing.” Bruce was more than happy to cooperate with Grayson now, especially since the man had just taken them one step closer to the Space-Time Continuum. “What is it?”
“I'm sure that our dear friend Victoria hasn't vanished from your memory already?”
“Victoria...?” Bruce said the name shakily, and the other three traded glances of surprise at the name. “What does she have to do with this?”
“It's not her.” Grayson muttered. “It's her son.”
“Her son...?" Bruce raised an eyebrow. "What does he have to do with anything?"
“Regretfully, he was a detail I chose to overlook.” Grayson sighed. “At this point, I heartily wish that I hadn't.”
“What has he done?” Bruce asked anxiously. “Does he know of us?”
“I'm not sure.” Grayson responded. “But I do know that he used this Clock to tunnel from this dimension a few weeks ago.”
“Shit.” Bruce swore. “You're serious?”
“Yes. And do watch your language, Mr. Wernhart.” Grayson berated his inferior partner. “I've been trying to track him down.”
“What's he look like?” Bruce questioned. “We'll keep an eye out for him.”
“I had the luck to see him about a month ago, in a bar back in Pittsburgh.” Grayson explained. “It was only a day before his disappearance.”
“Well, don't sweat it,” Bruce said. “I mean, how far could he have come by now?”
“That, I cannot tell.” Grayson continued. “He is of medium height and build...”
“Medium height and build...” Bruce repeated to the others.
“He has neck-length black hair, light skin, and piercing black eyes like his mother. He should be around sixteen years old now.”
“Neck-length black hair, pale skin, black eyes, 16.” Bruce nodded. “Got it.”
“Lastly, his name is Vance.” Grayson finished his description. “Hope this comes in handy.”
“Vance.” Bruce said out loud. “I'll see what I can do.”
Suddenly, Bruce saw Winslow rush over to the phone, staring at him with wide eyes. His mouth was agape, and he clutched Bruce's arm with a deadly vigor. “What did you just say...?”
Bruce raised an eyebrow at the kid. Winslow should have known by now not to use physical force against the other Zodiacs -- and certainly not towards Bruce, of all people.
“What?” Bruce wrenched his arm from Winslow's grip without a second thought. “It's just about someone Grayson's looking for. Don't worry about it.”
“You said Vance, didn't you?!” Winslow shouted. “That boy with black hair...the boy from the mine!!”
Bruce listened to the boy's outburst with increasing interest. “You're telling me you've seen him before?”
“He's the one who held up my mission in Despair!” Winslow shouted into the phone. “Averyl came and let him get away! He was with the Dimensional Knights!”
“Wait a second.” Bruce shoved Winslow away, and turned back to the phone. “That was Winslow.”
“I heard.” Grayson said calmly. “Apparently, we have found a lead...?”
“Averyl did mention another guy with the group that he met in the desert.” Bruce said. “If that's so...that means this Vance guy is with the Bearer.”
“Interesting.” Grayson responded. “And what was this I heard of Dimensional Knights?”
“Yeah, they had a Vice-Captain with them.” Bruce spoke. “Nothing to be worried about, I guess.”
“I suppose not.” Grayson's smile grew wider. “This should be easier than I expected.”
“You're going to go after them?” Bruce asked warily.
“Let me go after him!” Winslow screamed into Bruce's ear. “I still have to pay that asshole back for what he did to me!”
“Shut the hell up!” Bruce roared, causing Winslow to step back in shock. “Anyway...Averyl is supposed to be out looking for them now. I wonder if he recognized Victoria's kid...”
“Ah, so Averyl is looking for him?" Grayson's voice perked up. "How interesting."
“Yeah.” Bruce rolled his eyes. “Anyway, I'm sure he wouldn't mind the help.” And this way, I can finally get a decent night's rest knowing what he's up to, Bruce thought sourly.
“Well, I won't be going personally.” Grayson smiled. “I am far too busy to take part in such a time-consuming task as tracking down a fly.”
Bruce snorted. “Is that why you called Cecilia?”
“Of course not.” Grayson chuckled. “That would just be silly. This is a task far below her, as well. I've been busy training us a new worker bee.”
“Huh?” Bruce didn't follow. “An Earthling?”
“She's reliable, believe me.” Grayson said with relish. “Earthlings are the easiest to brainwash, you know.”
Bruce started to feel a bit uneasy. “Alright, whatever you say. Are you going to send her to us?”
“I was preparing to...” Grayson said, apparently changing his mind. “But after this new information, I have realized a much quicker route to take.”
“Whatever you say, pal.” Bruce said, eager to hang up the phone. “Will that be all?”
“Yes.” Grayson agreed. “Until next time, Mr. Wernhart.”
“Don't do anything stupid.” Bruce gave his typical ending line. “See ya later.”
Grayson hung up, and Bruce put the cellden away, only to see the angry, red face of Winslow staring up at him.
“What do you want?!” Bruce shouted, still ticked off about the boy's outburst earlier.
“Why didn't you send me after Vance?” Winslow asked, livid. “I deserve my revenge!”
“You deserve a kick in the ass.” Bruce growled. “We don't have time to waste with small fries like that. Don't get yer panties in a bunch.”
Winslow didn't move. “I demand justice!”
“Take care of him, would you, Saffron?” Bruce turned to Rose, preparing to leave. “I've had enough shit for tonight.”
“Calm thyself.” Saffron said, his hands instantly on Winslow's shoulders. “We'd do well to save such passionate anger for the tournament, wouldst we not?”
Winslow would have done something, but he couldn't move. Once again, he realized his inferiority, pushing his mind back to his true goal -- training.
“You're right.” He sighed, watching Bruce and Rose move off down the path of the park. “Let's get out of here.”
Saffron patted his shoulder gently, leading him back into the darkness.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Grayson relaxed into his office chair, swiveling around in glee, his ponytail snaking behind him. I always love hearing good news...
He heard the door to his office creak open, and spun around instantly to see Cecilia gently pushing her way into the room.
“How'd it go today?” Grayson was more than happy to see her.
“Fine.” Cecilia stood in front of his desk, adjusting her glasses to see him better. The office was entirely dark, illuminated only slightly by the low neon lights in the hallway outside. “He's running around like a little lemming.”
“Good, good.” Grayson nodded. “You know what, though...I'm moving our plans up. It'll be just another week until the tournament, you know. We're going to be busy with other things, and I'm sure you wish to get training. That's why...I want you to bring him to me tomorrow.”
Cecilia nodded. “You sure about this?”
“Yes.” Grayson stared at her solemnly, his face emotionless. “I will leave no loose ends back here upon our departure.”
“Okay.” Cecilia said. “I'll bring him here tomorrow.”
“Thank you.” Grayson said, standing up from his chair and leading her out. “Goodnight, Cecilia.”
Cecilia began moving down the hallway. “Sleep well, Grayson.”
“You too.” Grayson smiled, shutting the door to his office with a soft snap.
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She could feel herself being thrown down into the abyss again, her weak bones rattling along the ground. It was that time before her twelfth birthday, when her mother left her down there for two days without any sort of nourishment. She had crawled across the ground for hours, searching for anything she could stick in her mouth and eat. She had felt so sick, and blacked out numerous times...but worst of all, they were gone.
Naomi had searched for them furiously, wondering if they had been hiding from her mother, or some other horrible monster. She scraped the walls, calling out to them over and over, but none of them would return.
They would never leave her willingly – they were her lifelong companions, her only friends. They had taught her everything she needed to know about the ways of the ugly world and the uglier people within it. They had realized how special she was, how different she was from her mother and the disgusting people who came to her house every night. There was no way that they would leave her alone like this...which left only one answer.
SHE had killed them. Naomi knew that SHE wanted to kill her too, but they had helped the girl heal the bruises and cuts inflicted upon her. They had kept Naomi alive, they had allowed her to live through these five years of hell. They had saved her life, and she would have done the same for them.
Naomi closed her eyes and listened. Sounds from the floor above trickled down to her darkness, the sounds of her mother and some other person making noises. They always made noises like that...even deep into the night, it went on and on. It had been Naomi's lullaby all through her childhood.
She clenched her bloody fists together and started up the stairs. She had banged on the heavy oak door to the basement so many times before, but always resigned to her fate in the end -- the fate that her mother had bestowed upon her.
It had been different before, though. Naomi had them to keep her company. Now their voices had been silenced, and she was left with nothing at all. She felt a compelling emptiness, and a wonderful feeling of wretchedness surged through her body as she made her way to the top of the stairs. She threw her body against the door with all her strength, and began wailing an obnoxious, uncivilized wail, so ear-splitting that it made her throat ache in pain. Just the sort of wail that would send her mother into a rage.
It took a good five minutes, and then Naomi felt the footsteps creaking suddenly across the wooden floorboards, and the kitchen door was wrenched open.
“SHUT UP!” Naomi's mother cracked the door open, revealing half of her face and her bare shoulder. “STOP SCREAMING, DAMN YOU!”
Naomi reached out for her mother, her hand passing through the gap between the door and the wall. Her mother instinctively shut it, smashing Naomi's arm in between the wood. Naomi didn't scream, Naomi didn't flinch. She didn't utter a single sound.
Naomi's mother pulled the door open a bit wider, and the girl could see more of her mother's naked flesh. Then, Naomi felt the door smash against her a second time, sending a sharp, invigorating pain up her arm.
One more...she paced herself, staring up at her mother. Just a little bit more...
Her mother pulled the door open a third time, this time yanking the door as far back as she could. Naomi instantaneously launched herself down, sinking her teeth into the tanned flesh of her mother's ankle. She bit hard and held on, feeling the blood trickle down her lips. Naomi's mother screamed and pulled her leg back, dragging Naomi across the ground. She stumbled backwards against the kitchen, and Naomi held on all the while. This was just the beginning.
“What the hell's going on?” A man entered the kitchen, a shirt bunched around his crotch. “What are you--”
“STAY IN THERE!” Naomi's mother screeched, trying desperately to smash Naomi's head against a cabinet. “I'LL BE DONE IN A MINUTE!”
Obediently the man scurried away, as Naomi held on, raw flesh still clinging to her lips. She watched her mother's other foot hit the ground, and reached out to grab it. Her mother wriggled against the counter, but her feet were being pulled out from under her, and there was nothing on which she could shift her weight. She fell against the ground hard, her skin rippling from the impact.
Naomi stood up, blood dripping from her chin, and smiled at her mother. She ran out of the disheveled kitchen, through the rotting hallway of their withering split-level, and through the door to the garage.
She came home from school through here every day, and she had memorized the setup of the room and its contents. There was one item she needed within the room right now, and she knew its location by heart. Naomi ran over to the far left shelf, reaching high and grasping the hard plastic container of gasoline. She pulled it down, twisting off the yellow nozzle and staring at the shimmering liquid within the case. They had told her about this...they had told her about all the wonderful things she could do with it, and how to do each and every one of them properly.
Naomi splashed the gasoline all over the garage, her eyes closed in ecstasy. Soon, her mother would be coming, and everything would burn so brilliantly. She dashed behind the door, taking a lighter from her mother's pile of cigarettes. She always left them there. Naomi stuffed the lighter into the pocket of her shorts and stood in the corner, waiting.
A few seconds later, Naomi saw the door fly open, and the flash of her mother's hand appeared around the handle. She stood still, watching carefully with her desperate eyes.
“NAOMI...” her mother grimaced, moving around from the door. “WHAT DO YOU THINK YOU'RE DOING?”
“Why did you kill them?” Naomi asked her mother, moving up to her and closing the door behind her. “Was it because they wouldn't let you kill me?”
Her mother stared down at her in confusion. “What are you talking about?!”
“You killed them.” Naomi responded, pulling the lighter from her pocket. “So I'm going to kill you.”
Naomi's mother paled in disbelief. “What was that?!”
Her mother slapped her hard across the cheek, and Naomi allowed herself to fall to the ground, once again at her mother's feet. She lit the lighter quickly with the small thumb of her hand, and a small orange flame appeared at its tip, dropping onto her mother's toe. The flame began to spread, the floor of the garage igniting with fire.
“NAOMI!!” her mother shouted. “YOU BITCH!! YOU STUPID BITCH!!”
Naomi jumped to her feet and ran, climbing up the metal shelf in the corner and heading towards one of the two glass windows in her garage. They were small enough, and Naomi had practiced climbing out numerous times in the afternoon after getting home from school. She knew she would survive -- and her mother would not.
“NAOMIIIIIIII!!” her mother's screams rose high above the sounds of the crackling fire, but Naomi paid no attention. She kicked the window out, the shards of glass sticking into her legs as she did so. She was glad it cut her up – that would be necessary for later.
Naomi hopped out of the window, falling below to the grass and rolling frantically around. She had been burnt, but knew she would live. The girl looked back to the garage, flames leaping and licking from the two windows. Somehow, she could still hear the screams of her mother above it all.
Then, just as Naomi was about to escape her house forever...she heard the creak of the garage door. It was impossible. Had the man come in? No, he couldn't be that stupid...her mother was still alive.
The garage door creaked upwards, and she saw the flames escape from underneath it. She followed it as it rose, watching the flaming body of her mother push it high, high, until the entire garage was exposed, in all its immolated glory.
Naomi's mother stumbled outwards into the driveway, her body burning like a walking torch. She stared at her daughter, the skin of her face melted away to reveal her large, green eyeballs, her mouth gaping open, screaming all the while.
“NAOMI...” Naomi could see the burning muscles and bones of her mother as she stood there, frozen, in the driveway. The smell of burning flesh escaped into the air, as her mother's body fell into a crumpled heap on the driveway. She was dead.
Tears began to well up in Naomi's eyes as the flames began to die down around her mother's charred body. As the tears began to flow, she knew they were not tears of sadness at all...but happiness. She was free. She moved into the street, a little girl with singed hair and charred underclothes on, sniffling softly to herself.
It was not long until she was noticed by a passerby -- a nice elderly woman who had nearly had a heart attack when she laid eyes on Naomi.
“There was a fire...” she sniffled. “Mommy told me to run, but mommy didn't come out after me...”
The woman immediately took Naomi to the police station. After hours of questions from many different people who all believed her story, Naomi was finally done with the whole ordeal. The old woman knew a friend at an all-girls' Catholic boarding house, and eventually Naomi was sent to live among the other girls there.
It had been an immensely enjoyable experience for Naomi, and best of all...she had found new friends up there. Of course, they were different from her old friends in the basement, but they were just as entertaining. They were still her friends only...they wouldn't talk to anyone else, and always waited for Naomi to return to her room at night so they could tell her all sorts of amazing, special things about herself. In addition to that, since they lived in the church with all the other nuns, they knew all about God and his message. They told Naomi how she was a chosen child of God, as she had always known, and that He had shown her such horrible things in order to make her stronger, in order to help her help Him purify the world and show those horrible people that what they were doing was wrong, completely and utterly wrong and sinful.
She had accepted it all, believing it, and prayed every Sunday to God to receive His divine blessing. She would live her life as best she could, punishing those who needed to be punished, and showing the other stupid ones how to do the right things. She waited patiently to be rewarded, and to receive the power she needed to cleanse the Earth of all the horrible people.
Naomi had that power now, she realized. The psiorbs rotated around her smoothly, sharply, protecting her from any unseen danger lurking in the shadows. She was afraid of nothing. Grayson Lee was a wonderful man, one of the few good people left in this horrible world. He had given her this power, and had told her of such amazing things, just like her friends had during her lonely days in the monastery. He had told her of the Space-Time Continuum, of the Clocks, and most of all, the wretches known as the Albavitreans who had tried to bring it all crashing down – like Victoria Vance, who had seduced the fool Edward in order to bear their horrible child...Vance Dancougar.
All that power was in her hands now, and it would only be a matter of time before she would be able able to deal Vance the fatal blow that he needed to send that loathsome boy to rest. Edward would probably have a bad attitude as usual, especially about killing his son, but he needed to learn that what Vance had done was a very, very bad thing.
The door to Naomi's chamber creaked open, and she spun around immediately, two of the psiorbs flying from her body and hovering around the intruder.
Madeleine stood in the doorway, looking past the psiorbs towards Naomi. She tapped her foot on the ground impatiently, as if she was in a hurry.
“Grayson's calling you.” She said, turning to leave. “He wants you up in his office. He's ready to send you off.”
Naomi watched the girl leave, processing her words. I'm ready to leave...my time has come.
“Would you come on already?” Madeleine called back. “I was in the middle of this really hard level in a game. I don't have time to play around like this.”
Insolent brat. Naomi thought to herself. Why hasn't Grayson taught her some manners?
A single psiorb began to fly towards Madeleine, simply on instinct. Naomi realized that her negative thoughts had spawned the attack, and quickly tried to reverse her actions, but it was too late. The orb went shooting towards the back of Madeleine's head, preparing to impale her.
Madeleine spun around at the last second, however, and caught the ball between her thumb and index finger with ease. She dropped the ball to the ground, staring at Naomi with a grave expression. Her beautiful brown eyes had instantly become filled with malice as she stared Naomi down.
“I don't care what Grayson says...” Madeleine muttered, turning to leave nonchalantly. “You're still just another stupid human."
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Frank stepped out of his car into the parking lot of Valley Construction Company, the premier construction firm in Kern Valley. Its small office building was located in Oildale, a fairly rural section that was just outside Bakersfield's city limits. The building was a large white stucco building, set in front of a wide lumber yard, which was surrounded by multiple bulldozers and other large pieces of construction machinery.
Searching for any sort of hard evidence within the city had proved fruitless, but he knew for a fact that Grayson had hired these guys to build the headquarters. They would know the in and outs of the building, and more importantly...if any secret chambers had been created, and where. At the very least, it could lead him closer to the truth.
He pushed open the glass door and stepped into a southwestern-themed office, complete with animal skulls and Indian relics adorning the walls. An elderly man in a cowboy hat was sitting in an oak armchair, sifting through papers in a file cabinet behind the front desk.
“Hello,” Frank said lightly, causing the man to turn around abruptly. “I'd like to speak with someone about a recently-constructed building.”
“An' what building would'at be?” the man asked hoarsely, taking a moment to spit chew into a bucket.
“The Zexaron Building.” Frank said, enunciating the term slowly and poignantly. Then he began to reel off his story. “My name is Hank James, I work for the Zexaron Corporation. Recently, I started up the council to create a history pamphlet of the company and all its different locations. I was referred here by President McCarthy, as apparently this is the company that built the Zexaron Building a year and a half ago.”
“Yer right.” the man stood up, pulling his Levi's up a bit as he did so. “I'll go call Lew. He's the one that commandeered that there operation.”
Frank waited patiently, wondering how lucky he was going to get today. Is this Lew just gonna talk to me so easily? They seem like a laid-back bunch, but you can never be too sure...
The elderly man came back down the hallway and motioned for Frank to follow him. The two moved down along closed doors for a little bit, until the man came to a stop.
“He's in 'ere.” He thumbed the door and began to move again. “Jus' go on in.”
Frank turned in front of him. Facing him, on the door, was a gold nameplate that read 'Lew McMagnus.' He took a deep breath and opened it, stepping into the man's office.
Lew was seated in a red leather chair, his steel-toed boots propped up in the center of his desk. The shades on his window were up, allowing his room to become illuminated by the afternoon sun.
“Lew McMagnus.” Lew said, standing up and outstretching his hand. He was a tall, burly man, with bristly blond hair that covered the bulk of his face. He looked to be in his early forties, but just barely. The most interesting thing about the man was the strange sombrero he was wearing – it looked completely out of place. “And you are...?”
“F—Hank.” Frank smiled and quickly shook the man's hand. “Hank James.”
“Well, Mr. James, what may I do you for?” Lew pulled a cigar out of his pocket and sat back into his chair.
“I'm looking for information on the Zexaron Building – you did head the construction of the building, am I correct?” Frank asked cautiously.
“You betcha,” Lew replied, “but who's askin'? I got strict orders from a Mister Grayson Lee not to go giving the details out to any old feller that walks in here, Mr. James, ya know what I mean?”
“I understand.” Frank nodded, watching the man intently. “I work for the Zexaron Corporation, and I'm trying to gather data on the history of the new building. I just want simple things – how much it cost, the time it took to build, how many rooms there are, just minor details like that. But if you still feel nervous about it, I fully understand.”
Lew looked at Frank silently for a moment, puffing his cigar. “Eh, alright. I don't see why any guy who wants to do bad to the company would come sniffing around here. Seems like a waste of time, ya know what I mean?”
Frank nodded slowly.
“Alright.” Lew shrugged. “You wanna see the blueprints?”
“Yes, please.” Frank said, sitting up in his chair. He was getting somewhere now.
“Here we go...” Lew dug through a drawer of his desk, and finally pulled out a thick manila folder, nearly bursting with papers. “This's the one.”
“Good.” Frank said, leaning over the table anxiously. “Let's get down to business, shall we?”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cecilia pushed open the door of the Valley Construction Company building,a book clutched in the gap between her arm and her waist. Frank had evolved from an untouchable target to a capturable item last night, and she was going to make sure she completed her job with the swiftest of executions. All it took was a little creative dialogue.
“Excuse me,” she said, stepping over to the desk, “but I'm looking for my husband.”
“Your husband?” the man said, eying Cecilia up and down. He realized she wasn't much to look at, and decided simply to answer her question and get it done with. “'he the guy that just came in here?”
“I believe so.” Cecilia responded. “Could you tell me where he went? This is urgent.”
“Seventh door on your left.” The old man grunted, motioning down the hallway.
“Thank you very much.” Cecilia said, following his instructions.
Seconds later, Lew heard a knock on his door.
“Well, come on in!” He shouted, leaning back from the table and turning to face the door. “Who is it now?”
The door swung open, revealing a woman who looked to be in her early fifties, wearing large saucer-shaped glasses. She waved casually at Frank. “Hi, honey.”
Frank blinked, taken completely off guard. He stared up at the woman, trying to figure out if it was some random acquaintance that he had long forgotten about. The woman was staring at him affectionately, a large smile on her face, as if they were good friends...or something more. Frank abruptly moved his face away from her, ripping his eyes from her gaze.
“And who might you be?” Lew hefted himself up with a bounce, moving over to take the woman's hand. “A friend of Mr. James's, perhaps?”
“Why, yes.” The woman smiled fondly at Frank. “I'm Mrs. James!”
Lew turned to Frank with a look of mock surprise, then threw back his head, letting out a short guffaw. “Why, he looks guilty as a coyote in a chicken coop! Don't you worry a bit, Mrs. James, he ain't up to nothing bad, no siree. We were just going over some building-related topics, weren't we, Mr. James?”
“Yes...yes we were.” Frank replied, looking up to the strange woman with wide eyes. His body was frozen in fear, while his mind was working overtime to deal with the sudden development. Random women don't just appear in places they shouldn't be and claim to be your wives, Frank thought. No...and if the past month's string of events has taught me anything...it's plain to see that this is a present from Grayson. But why her? Why did he send such a strange person after me, rather than come himself? Is he trying to catch me off guard? Why would he need to catch me off guard? Is this--
“Honey, would you mind stepping outside with me for a moment?” Cecilia broke Frank's train of thought in a flash, calling to him once again with that loving tone of voice.
Frank looked to Lew, struggling to get a voice. “Uhh...” He coughed, getting out of his chair and backing up. “I...I don't know this woman. I...”
Lew raised an eyebrow. “You alright, buddy? 'zis some kinda joke?”
Cecilia frowned. He'd better play along soon, or else this will turn into a very unpleasant situation for the both of us.
Frank turned around abruptly, hooking his hands around the large window pane behind him and thrusting up. The hot desert air seeped in from the cracks, and Frank shoved it higher, opening his portal of escape.
Lew stood by uselessly, as he watched the man he had met not five minutes ago leap out the window of his office. He moved to see how the missus was taking the situation, just in time to see her raise her hand towards his stomach.
“What are you--” Lew's voice was cut off immediately, and he felt his body pushed back as if a quarterback had just rammed him on the football field. He crashed back into the wall, smacking off of it and rolling it to the floor like a pinball.
Smoke began to flow from Cecilia's hand, and she held it up to her face curiously, adjusting her glasses to get a better view. Odd... she observed. It seems as if the psynergy barrier in this dimension absorbs psynergy in unlimited amounts. In fact, I wasn't even able to break down that wall. I'll have to be careful. Anything more than 1,000 Gs of gravity could be trouble...
Cecilia stared at the fallen body of Lew, as he tried to clamber to his feet. I'd better keep him under control from here on out. Let's see...I'd estimate his weight to be around 200kg...Earth's standard gravity is 9.80665 m / s2 , so with the appropriate adjustments, that should mean...
Lew pulled himself onto his feet, struggling to keep himself up. He wanted to believe that the woman just gave him a really powerful punch, but...he had never seen her even flinch. So what the hell had hit him?
Suddenly, he collapsed back down to his knees. It felt as if he had a large sheet of metal on top of him that was pushing him down, down, into the ground. He couldn't support himself, and fell down farther until his head was pressed against the ground, completely immobilized.
“Don't worry.” Cecilia spoke to him, as he began to cease his hopeless struggle. “As long as you stay still, you won't be hurt. I simply increased the force of gravity that is being exerted on you at the moment.”
“Wh...what?” Lew gasped. “What the hell?”
“Do you want to know about it?” Cecilia said with large, excited eyes, moving over to Lew and bending down beside him. “By transferring a certain amount of psynergy onto your body, I can change amount of gravitational force to which you are exposed. So right now, you're probably experiencing somewhere around three to four times the original gravity you live in every day. Although it's much harder to do in Earth, because there is that troublesome psynergy vacuum...do you understand?”
Lew stared at her, in a daze.
“That's too bad.” Cecilia said, standing up and looking to the window. “I don't have any more time to waste, you know. I need to take that man back with me.”
With that, she shot from her spot on the ground and dove through the window, continuing her pursuit of Frank Arazia.
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“How do you feel, dear?” Grayson said, running his hand through Naomi's lush brown hair. “Are you prepared to begin on your journey?”
Naomi stared up at Grayson with confident eyes, nodding softly. She was eager to begin, and to finally test out her powers. The past few weeks in the chamber down below had been eye-opening, but they had been a bit repetitive. She was more than proficient with her abilities now, and was anxious to put them to use.
“Good.” Grayson gave Naomi an elfin smile. “And you have remembered your directions?”
Naomi nodded again silently. The two of them were standing in Grayson's office, and the door to his utility closet was wide open. Inside was a large, flickering white screen, held up by thin silver poles. Next to it was a small console, which looked unlike anything Naomi had seen before. It didn't bother her, though. Grayson knew best.
“Remember, do not use them until you are sure you have found the target,” Grayson replied. “An uproar could cost you everything, especially where you're going.”
“You can trust me.” Naomi said, moving closer to him. She wrapped her arms around his back, moving her head up to his. “But before I leave...please...”
Grayson laughed, watching as Naomi threw herself into his arms, a deep gaze of lust escaping her eyes. “I see...” he grinned evilly. “Well, I suppose it would just be too cruel to keep you from your dark desires any longer, now would it?”
“Yes...” Naomi whispered, feeling as if the more she looked into his eyes, the more he became everything to her. “Yes, Grayson...”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Naomi couldn't remember much, after the wave of passion that overcame her finally subsided. He hadn't taken her to any special place to make love to her, but she didn't care. The experience had been unlike anything she had ever felt before...and he had stared at her throughout it all, his green eyes piercing her deeper than anything else. She felt like a completely different being...a vessel of Grayson, if anything else. This was the only thought that remained in her famished mind.
“Step forward through the screen.” Grayson spoke to her, not showing a single hint of tiredness or satisfaction. “I'm setting it for the dimension of Midgarde. That is where you shall begin your search.”
She was satisfied, though. He had given her everything, and taken everything she had to offer in return. And once she had done his bidding, killed the boy, and returned...there would be only more of it. “Yes, Grayson,” Naomi nodded, her eyes a mixture of madness and adrenalin. “I shall return.”
She picked up the attache case next to her that contained her gloves and boots, and stepped forward through the white screen. She was propelled through the crumbling universe, her eyes solely focused on the target. She'd destroy anyone who got in her way...she just hoped there were enough people to satiate her thirst.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Frank raced through the lumberyard, weaving left and right as best he could with his mature bones. The pattern of it all reminded him of that night in the desert, and how every second seemed like a decade.
Here I am, running again, he realized. It's been so long...I'll be running forever.
Part of him wanted to simply turn around and wait -- wait for his pursuer to reach him and end it all -- so that he could relax at last and slip away into whatever awaited him in the beyond. The faces of his wife and daughter remained in his mind, though, ever present like illuminated beacons of light that would never fade, no matter what the circumstances. It was true that he lived his life for them – lived, worked, did everything he could do contribute to their well-being. And that's why he had to keep this from reaching them...that's why he had to continue suffering like this so they could escape all this pain.
Frank's thoughts were flung from him as he felt a sharp blow to his back, propelling him forward into a pile of boards. It hadn't felt like anything had connected to his body, yet he had sensed the force from some sort of blast. His back ached, and he could barely bring himself to his feet and turn around to face his pursuer.
“Caught ya.” Cecilia smiled, standing in front of Frank's fallen body. The History of Space and Time was lying open in her right hand. “I had to calculate this one very carefully so that I didn't hit you with a force too hard and kill you.”
The words passed right over Frank's head. He was trying to move, trying to figure out a way he could get around her. I won't go down without a fight...I'm not completely helpless yet.
“Come on.” Cecilia waved her hand, motioning for Frank to get up. “I'm taking you to Grayson now.”
Grayson!! Sirens went off in Frank's mind, and he rose to his feet, staring face-to-face with what was undoubtedly one of Grayson's allies. It didn't make sense that Grayson hadn't just come himself, but since that was so...it had to mean that this woman couldn't kill him. That just wasn't Grayson's style – and Frank knew it all too well.
The burning body of Patrick Sherman flashed through Frank's subconscious as he rolled to the right, diving behind the pile of lumber. Seconds later, he was shoved forward, as the boards spilled off the pile and went crashing to the ground. She had done that shoving technique again, this time on the boards. Frank didn't understand it, but he wasn't going to worry about the details. His life was hanging in the balance now.
“Oh, what are you doing now?” Cecilia asked in a disappointed tone of voice. “Grayson said I can't kill you, you know, so it means I have to capture you.”
Frank got to his knees and jumped forward into a steady run, diving behind a metal shelf of wood. He hit the ground behind it hard, his legs recoiling in pain from the unexpected impact.
“Do you how hard of a task that is?” Cecilia asked plainly. “A simple blow from me would crack a fragile human like yourself. Think about all the trouble I'm going to for you!”
Frank heard the crunch of twisting metal, and looked up at the shelf. It was being crushed somehow, as if an invisible trash compactor was boring down on it. It became more and more contorted, until finally Frank saw Cecilia dive over it, freezing abruptly in mid-air and defying the laws of physics.
“No more running, okay?” She smiled, staring down at him with nurturing eyes. “You can't win this. Not against us.”
Frank put his hands up, his head pointed down towards the ground in defeat. “You're right,” he muttered. “Just take me.”
“That's much better.” Cecilia sighed, floating to the ground. “Isn't it much easier this way?”
As she hit the ground, Frank shot out towards at her, charging forward like he had done so many times before on his high school football team. He tucked his head in, jutted his shoulders out, and prepared to make contact.
He never did. Eventually, he quit rushing, and turned around. The entire alley between the metal shelf and the lumber pile was empty, save for the tiny shadow of Cecilia, who was once again floating high above him.
Cecilia said nothing, and brought herself down quickly now, her fist outstretched into a heavy punch. An unbelievably bright light shone as she began to hit the ground, and Frank had to cover his eyes to keep from blinding himself. Eventually, he opened them, and was able to witness the aftermath of the woman's attack.
The alley between the lumber had caved in, revealing soft brown dirt underneath. Some of the lumber had already fallen in the crevasse, as well as the metal skeleton that was left of the shelf. It was as if the jaws of Earth had opened up, ready to swallow anything and everything in its path.
The woman began to rise up from the carnage, smiling sweetly. Frank didn't know what relation she had to the tremor, or how it had happened in the first place. Truthfully, he didn't care. He just wasn't going to let her take him.
“You can't escape the power of gravity.” Cecilia's voice echoed, as Frank continued to run through the lumber yard.
There has to be something here I can use...He looked around frantically for some kind of tool or item that he could defend himself with. Just a few footsteps behind him, piles of wood and metal continued to be crushed by her, one after another. Cecilia floated through the air, pursuing him like a hawk scoping out its prey.
I have such a pounding headache! The woman thought sadly. I didn't think it would be this hard to exercise even some simple gravity manipulation here. At the most, I think I'll last maybe five more minutes. I'll have to go out with a bang!
It was then that Frank hit a dead end, a high metal fence that closed in the inner area of the lumber yard. He ran forward and clenched his fist over the iron bar, trying to lift it up in time. It was incredibly heavy, however, and his bones were far too weak to do the job.
He heard a smash that was unbelievably close to him, and he swerved around in fear. Cecilia had caught up to him now and was floating above him. Her face had long since lost its airy, carefree smile, and she stared down at him now with a saturnine expression.
“I didn't want to hurt you this bad, but I really don't have any time left.” Cecilia said dejectedly, raising her hand.
Frank stood his ground. Cecilia's body flinched a little bit, and he could see the air begin to ripple and crackle a bit as that mysterious force came towards him. He tried to time it right, and dove when he thought the gravitational wave was going to hit him. As he hit the ground, he heard the iron bar smash to pieces, and the iron gate flew off its hinges, now a crumpled mess.
He got up without a further thought, dashing out of the lumber yard and looking around. High piles of gravel, dirt, and dust surrounded him, each of them with assorted construction vehicles next to them. Frank began to run to the left, his eyes focused on a large yellow bulldozer. Its huge claw was covered in black hazard lines, tattooed by a cacophony of mud and dirt.
It's risky...but it's a hell of a lot better than what I have going for me now. Frank reached the bulldozer, heaving and breathing in hard. His body had been completely taxed already, and he felt as if he was going to burst sooner or later if this didn't end soon. Today's little excursion was more exercise and terror than he could ever remember having in the past ten years.
He felt a burst of gravity shoot past him as he lifted himself up and into the bulldozer. Cecilia floated a few feet in front of the machinery, staring at him with unamused eyes.
The pounding's worse now...she grimaced. And I can feel my psynergy being siphoned away. I don't like this!
Frank scrambled into the driver's seat of the bulldozer – the key was still in the ignition. He started up the engine, trying to figure out how to work the thing. Grabbing what he thought was the gearshift of the machine, Frank shoved it into drive. The dozer jerked forward with a roar, beginning to shift across the ground like a metal ogre. Frank moved his right hand from the steering wheel to the lever for the claw, and began to raise it up.
Meanwhile, Cecilia hadn't moved from her spot in the air. She wanted for him to climb into the bulldozer, get himself situated, and begin. All the time, he had sweat pouring down his face, as if this was the trump card that would somehow save the day for him. She let him think that way, because deep down, she felt sorry for him. But she had to do her part for the team, and she needed to take him to Grayson – that was that.
Alright. Frank moved the bulldozer forward, preparing to bring the claw down onto the body of his pursuer. You can do it...don't screw this one up.
The claw came down, and Frank shoved forward on the lever as much as he could. “Crush her!” he shouted. “Come on, crush her already!”
The claw enveloped Cecilia, and her body was blocked from Frank's view. She was inside the claw, as far as he could tell, and he brought it straight down into the ground, like a wrecking ball into the side of the building. It ripped through the dirt, and Frank imagined Cecilia's body being smashed between the sharp points of the claw and the hard ground. He pulled the claw up again, pushing the lever back in its original direction.
At first, it wouldn't move, and Frank had been worried that he had lodged the thing too deep into the ground. He pushed harder, and it still wouldn't move. He shoved it as hard as he could, clenching his teeth, trying to bring the claw up to ascertain that Cecilia was dead and gone, but it was not to be.
Frank looked down to the submerged claw, wondering what could possibly be holding it there. He tried to back up and pull the claw out, but it seemed eternally frozen there, as if it had become a part of the scenery.
Forget it all, Frank thought to himself, scrambling out of his seat. I just need to get the heck outta here.
As he moved to the door, he felt a rumbling from beneath his feet. The bulldozer jerked forward, and he was flung against the windshield, his body rolling against the dashboard, away from the door. What?! Panicked, he turned back to stare at the claw. What in the world?!
The claw was finally coming out from the dirt, but definitely not in the way that Frank had intended. It was rising up, up, from the ground, and finally it was out, floating a few inches from the opening of the hole.
The bulldozer moved with the claw, connected to it by a thick, iron appendage. Frank was pressed against the windshield as the bulldozer's treads rose up from the ground, following the entirety of the machine itself.
Its claws rose higher, and the bulldozer began to rise into the sky. Its gears and joints creaked in protest as it was forced into an upright position. The appendage that held the claw was screaming, while the cords connecting it to the bulldozer beginning to stretch in protest. All the while, Frank stared downwards, finally realizing what had taken control of the claw.
Cecilia stood at the bottom of the hole, her left arm raised, a single spike of the bulldozer in the grasp of her wrinkled hand. The woman's muscles were flexed to unbelievable portions, veins popping out all along her body. If I hadn't been able to erect that anti-gravity field around this bulldozer...I certainly would have been out of luck. There's no way I would have been able to lift such a thing in this condition. And my head – it feels like it's going to explode!!
Frank almost thought he saw her body glowing with an off-white color like that of the mothballs in his attic. Her eyes were staring up at him, and he felt like a grade-school student who had just been caught cheating on a test by his teacher. Frank was beyond words.
How come they never taught me about this in school? I only got to learn about things like math, writing, and history, and they told me that I could succeed in life knowing just that. I went to Sunday school, and they taught me how to be a good person, and I thought I could succeed in life if I just tried. I graduated from college, and got a job...and I still thought I could live peacefully if I worked hard.
The windshield that Frank had fallen onto was beginning to crack. The bulldozer was now perpendicular to the ground, almost like a large metal statue in the middle of the dunes.
No one ever told me how to deal with people who could float or pick up bulldozers with their bare hands. No one told me how to deal with insane businessmen who can somehow survive flaming car wrecks. I thought I'd be okay like this, just sitting by and living a normal life without having to do anything spectacular or face any terrible misfortunes. I've come this far on my own, and I thought I was doing good. So why now?! Why now, all of a sudden, does my world have to come crashing down around me like this?!
The metal arm of the bulldozer split in half, and a piece of it went flying towards Frank and burst through the windshield of the vehicle. Frank's body went flying down, down, and then everything went so unbelievably black.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“Wakey-wakey, little Frankie.”
Frank Arazia heard a voice and slipped back into the realm of consciousness, coughing up spittle and trying to move. Soon, he realized he couldn't -- that he was tied and secured to a wall by something hard and cold. His legs were splayed out diagonally downwards from his body, secured by manacles around his calves and thighs. His arms spread upwards in the same fashions as his legs, secured both at the wrists and shoulders. They felt as if they had been stretched far too much, and his joints all ached in unison. His head hung down uncomfortably, neck aflame with pain.
Although his eyes were open, Frank still felt as if it was painful just to see. He was still dressed in the same things he had been wearing when he had last woke up, a morning that seemed to be a century away. Sure enough, there were thick rings of shining iron clamped around his legs, keeping him suspended against a cold, brick wall. His eyes moved across the maroon floor, across a drain in the center, and to the opposite wall. Then, his heart jumped into his throat.
Sitting across the room in a plain folding chair, as if he was watching a particularly entertaining movie, was Grayson Lee.
“Did you have a nice sleep?” Grayson stared at Frank, a grin spreading over his sallow skin. “I tried not to make too much noise getting you situated in your new room.”
Frank looked around the room frantically. A single lightbulb hung from the ceiling, barely illuminating the chamber. The walls were chopped and beaten badly, as if someone had taken a wrecking ball to every possible nook and cranny of the place. On top of that, even if he hadn't been imprisoned on the wall, Grayson was currently sitting in front of the only visible door to the area. He was trapped.
Grayson stepped from his chair, walking slowly towards Frank, his ponytail swishing obediently behind him.
“It's been a while, Mr. Arazia.” he said, continuing his unnerving pacing. “I was shocked when you abruptly stopped coming to work over a month ago...simply shocked. You are my best worker, after all.”
Frank eyed Grayson tiredly. “Cut the crap, Grayson, and tell me what all this is about.”
“Cut the crap?'” Grayson raised an eyebrow at Frank in mock surprise. “Do I detect an insolent tone coming from your mouth? Mr. Arazia...” he leaned closer, his face inches from Frank's. Trying to hold back his fear, Frank stared into Grayson's empty, almost soulless eyes. “...are you insinuating that I am not being completely and utterly truthful with you?”
Frank sighed. “So you are disappointed because I didn't show up to work, so you send some freak mutant woman after me to bring me back? Is that it, Grayson?”
Grayson spun around, nodding solemnly. “Yes. I need you, Frank. You are one of my prized workers. Why did you suddenly decide to quit your job?”
He's toying with me, Frank thought to himself. This is all some part of his sick game to get his kicks. I just know it -- and he knows that I know it. But there's nothing I can do, trapped helplessly on this wall in god knows where -- nothing but play along.
“You were chasing me, Grayson.” Frank replied at last. “I thought you were going to kill me.”
Grayson chuckled. “Kill you?! Whatever for?”
“I broke into your private files,” Frank replied, “without your permission.”
Grayson nodded. “Why did you do that in the first place, Mr. Arazia? It seems so...unlike you.”
Frank couldn't hold himself back. “You're up to something, Grayson. I know it. You're trying to do something with this corporation that Victoria never intended it to do.”
Grayson's eyes lit up. “I'm trying to do something that she hadn't intended, am I?” He moved forward to Frank, smirking. “And who says that that's a bad thing?”
“You're a bastard.” Frank said bluntly. “Bastards do bad things.”
Grayson laughed. “Good one, Mr. Arazia! You still have your colorful sense of humor, even in the midst of defeat. I really appreciate that.”
Frank wasn't fazed. “I've seen what you've done to Patrick...the lies you've told to Edward about his son...and what you're doing with this company, Grayson. I'm here to tell you, as one person, I won't allow it.”
“Oh?” Grayson said, adjusting his glasses and staring at Frank with a look of intrigue. “Well, that causes problems for me, doesn't it, Mr. Arazia? I shall certainly have to do something about you.”
“What are you going to do, Grayson? Kill me?” Frank tried to stay strong.
“Oh, no.” Grayson shook his head. “I won't kill you, Frank. Like I said before, I would never do such a thing.”
Frank eyed him oddly. “Then what am I tied up here for?”
Grayson snaked an arm behind his back, pulling a long, studded leather whip out of the back of his suit jacket. “We're going to have fun together, Mr. Arazia.” Grayson spoke, his empty eyes staring straight through Frank. “Like I said, I won't kill you, and you probably don't want to die. But I'll change your opinion on that, Mr. Arazia.” Grayson smiled, making his way towards Frank. “I'll change your opinion on many things...including what you think you know about that dead thief, Victoria.”
Frank stared at Grayson in horror as he cracked the whip across the floor.
“Any more words of wisdom to impart upon us, Mr. Arazia?” Grayson asked, the tempo of his voice rising excitedly. “Any other entertaining threats to make?”
Frank opened his mouth, but all that came out was a hoarse croak.
“That's what I thought, Mr. Arazia.” Grayson said, bringing his whip down hard on Frank. He cried out in pain as the chains lashed his body, ripping pieces of his flesh as it went along its course.
Blood splattered onto Grayson's glasses, and he quickly took them off to clean them on his suit jacket before continuing. “Look at yourself, Mr. Arazia,” he mused. “You're just a worn-down middle-aged man. In a few years, you'll be an old fart, sitting on your ass and taking up important space.”
The whip came on Frank hard again, this time ripping across his chest. He screamed in agony.
“I agree!” Grayson laughed in a high, screeching tone. “You make an outstanding point, Mr. Arazia. I must commend you.”
The whip came down again, cutting down across Frank's waist and part of his thigh. He grit his teeth together, trying to keep the tears and screams back, but he couldn't keep himself under control. The pain was unbearable.
“You thought you were so sneaky, didn't you?” Grayson snickered, whipping Frank again. “You thought you knew something I didn't, or that you could somehow outsmart me, didn't you, Mr. Arazia?” Grayson continued to laugh at himself, throwing his head back in an abominable display of humor.
Frank started to drop his neck down, unable to hold it up in all of this pain. He had to take his eyes off Grayson, he had to keep from looking at the man – the demon – who was committing these atrocities to him.
“Don't fall asleep, Mr. Arazia!” Grayson commanded, the whip cracking off Frank's forehead with a sickening smack. “We still have so much to talk about...ohhhh, so many wonderful memories to make together!”
Log 10 : Beyond the Mountain
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Shining silver blades shot across the wasteland one after another, all aiming towards a single target: a dark flash, zooming left and right through the onslaught. He could sense the aura of each and every blade flying towards him, and was instantly formulating new plans and patterns with which to dance about them. It was so simple, so elementary...by now, it had become nothing more than instinct.
Averyl watched the black flash coming towards him, and quickly stopped the stream of knives flying from his chest. He took a step back, redirecting his flow of psynergy from offense to defense, and awaited his nephew. The boy had long since shed his weakness.
Vance dashed towards Averyl, his eyes calm and concentrated. His hair had grown long in the past month, and now fell down to his shoulders, mimicking that of his uncle's. He closed in on the man and dove forward, right fist blazing with violet psynergy. Averyl held out his left palm and calmly blocked the punch, looking his nephew deep in his eyes. The force of Vance's blow did not falter, and Averyl was suddenly sliding backwards at a rapid rate, Vance's body still poised in the air in front of him, driven simply by raw adrenalin.
Averyl enjoyed the breeze for a few moments, smiling softly at Vance. Then, in a flash, he arched his body backwards, redirecting Vance's force and sending the youth flying into the side of the mountain.
“After all this time, you're still playing around with me?” Vance muttered, picking his body up out of the stone with barely any effort at all. Averyl had held back on his throw as usual, and giving Vance enough time to cushion the fall. He still wasn't fighting seriously.
“Of course...” Averyl winked.
Vance shrugged, not a trace of malice in his gestures. “Before we get back to training, though, there's something that's been on my mind.”
Averyl cocked his head to the side, listening intently.
“You've mentioned several times that the Dark Zodiacs were the ones involved with my mother's death.” Vance spoke thoughtfully. “I've been wondering, though...do you know of anyone specific, who...who did it by himself?”
“Ah...” Averyl nodded. “...You wish to know a name?”
Vance watched Averyl intently, saying nothing. He had become more than used to his uncle's personality by now. If Averyl was going to answer a question, he would answer it directly. And if he didn't feel like it...he would not answer it at all.
“Forget it then.” Vance waved his hand in dismissal. “I'll just kick all their asses one by one at the tournament, and take names later.”
Averyl chuckled. “Have you given any thought to what we talked about earlier...?”
“About what?” Vance asked curiously.
“Wielding a weapon...” Averyl explained. “Specialization is key to psynergy mastery. You must find a weapon or style that you will use to channel your psynergy through. For example, my specialty...” Silver blades began to slowly rise from Averyl's shoulders. “You see? You must decide on something...”
Vance shrugged uninterestedly. “I don't feel like it now. I'll do it later.”
Averyl raised an eyebrow suspiciously. “I see...”
“Anyway, the tournament is going to start in a week or so, isn't it?” Vance moved on.
“Yes...do you know when your comrades are planning to leave...?”
“That's a good question.” Vance said, scratching his ear. “I totally forgot about them.”
Averyl chuckled. “Well then...you should probably head back and see...”
“Wait a second...” Vance raised an eyebrow at Averyl skeptically. “Why aren't you coming with me?”
“I have...'other business' to attend to...” Averyl gave Vance a sly grin. “I'll see you there, though...although we may have to part ways for a bit...”
Vance groaned. “Whatever. But we have to stay in contact, alright? I mean...I want to help you.”
“Help me...?” Averyl said curiously. “Whatever do you want to help me with?”
“Exacting revenge!” Vance shouted. “Isn't it obvious? After all you've told me about those bastards...I want to make them all suffer.”
“Ahh...” Averyl tapped his chin with his finger, looking up to the sky. “It seems as if I made an error after all...”
“An error?” Vance stood up, his fists balled at his sides. “With what?”
“I have given you conviction, but now you're going to be running to your death...” Averyl tossed his black hair over his shoulder. “You can't fight them, Vance...that's another reason why I'm not telling you the name of the person who killed your mother.”
“That's not fair.” Vance frowned. “I've been here for weeks with you, training day and night. And you're telling me I'm still not strong enough to take them on? That's bullshit!”
Averyl slid forward towards Vance. “You should face reality, child...until you can beat me in fair combat, you have no chance of taking on your mother's killer."
Vance pursed his lips in defiance – but the guy was right. Through all their training sessions, and everything that Vance had thrown at this guy so far, he had never once drawn blood or seen any sort of wound or bruise on Averyl. Vance was acting impulsively, that was really all there was to it.
“You're right.” Vance nodded, stepping back. “I trust you, Averyl. But I'm not taking back my offer. I want to help, somehow, someday...”
“Understood.” Averyl nodded sagely, sealing the deal. “Now...”
“I guess I have to go back then, huh?” Vance said, picking up the jacket his mother had given him from the ground and putting it around himself. It was tattered and frayed on the edges, but he had trained day after day in the thing, and it felt like a part of him now. He turned and began to leave. “So long, Averyl.”
“Wait...” Averyl said, not moving from his position. He didn't need to, though – Vance knew that when Averyl commanded something, he meant it. There was nothing like a dark, shadowy man surprising you with a large whack in the head from behind; Vance had learned that all too well. Thus, he turned around.
“Did ya decide to come with me, or what?” Vance said, anxious to get back to the others. It felt like he'd been gone forever.
“Not quite...” Averyl smiled, dark purple psynergy flowing out from him. “...but I do have one more test for you before you take your leave.”
“Argh...” Vance took off his jacket and threw it to the ground, charging up his own energy and preparing to fight Averyl again. “Haven't we done this enough already?”
“I've prepared a special twist this time.” Averyl said, bending over, his stomach parallel to the ground. “This is a special trick you haven't seen before.”
Vance tapped his foot impatiently on the ground, crossing his arms across his chest. Now what?
Suddenly, Vance saw long black hair appear from Averyl's back, flowing out, strand by strand, and rising into the air. Fingers materialized from the cloak, latching onto his back, and pushing upwards, revealing a long, pale arm. The hair snaked out, now connected to a scalp, one that Vance recognized all too well. The dark, vengeful eyes, the thin, cultured nose, and the pointed chin.
It was another Averyl. Vance watched as the second Averyl pulled himself out from the original's back, hopping to the ground beside him and staring forward. Then, the new Averyl bent down, and repeated the process. This happened three more times, until there were five clones of Averyl standing next to each other, all ten of their eyes hooked on Vance.
“This is a little game I play with myself sometimes...” Averyl said. “I can produce artificial clones of myself by splitting up my psynergy and materializing the copies. Each of them only have 10% of my power right now, so don't worry. You should be able to take them out...maybe...”
The Averyls shot forward, each of them surrounding Vance, positioned in a star-shaped formation.
“You've fought with me plenty...” Averyl continued, “however, you have yet to experience combat with multiple foes. Even if the tournament is all one-on-one...this is still an integral skill you will need to know for your future.”
Vance spun slowly in a circle, sizing up his 'new' opponents. They all had the same wry smile on their face, but still seemed different from Averyl himself. Was it because they lacked some of that horrifying power he held? Vance couldn't think of anything else that was different about them.
“So...” he said, turning to the real Averyl, who was watching from a far-off corner. “These things aren't a part of you, right? I mean, if they get hurt, you won't feel it, right?”
“Of course not.” Averyl's smile widened. “We have psychic links, but apart from that, our bodies are not connected...they are made solely of psynergy, and when they die...their energy will dissipate into the environment.”
“Good.” Vance smirked. “That means I can beat the living hell out of them without holding back.”
“...That's the idea.” Averyl licked his lips.
Suddenly, all five clones dove towards Vance, each of them aiming for him. He instinctively jumped into the air, preparing a psynergy blast as he did so.
The five collided, and Vance smirked as he prepared to launch the blast down at the five. He's underestimated me, Vance thought to himself. I'll take care of these guys in no time.
His victory was short-lived, however, and two of the clones shot out from the crowd, flying upwards towards Vance.
Averyl was right, their speed is nowhere near the level of his...Vance realized, as he split his psynergy ball into two separate ones and tossed them. The first clone blocked it but the second was hit hard in the side, sending it far off course. Vance's leap had long since reached its peak, and he began to fall with increasing speed now towards the ground.
The clone that had blocked Vance's attack changed its course as Vance fell, slamming him in the side and attempting to get him in a bear hug. Vance kicked out at it, spinning around and bringing the back of his fist into the side of its face. The Averyl look-alike frowned, and a silver blade appeared out from its palm, aiming towards Vance's chest. Averyl's nephew charged up his hand, placing it in front of the blade before it struck his skin.
“Weak.” Vance muttered as the two hit the ground. He curled his fist around the blade while the clone was off-guard and cracked it into pieces, psynergy burning from his fist all the while.
Suddenly, Vance's body jerked forward as one of the other clones gave him a hard side-kick in the back. He tumbled forward, grumbling as he fell into the dirt.
“Save the one-liners for later...” One of the clones snickered to him, as he picked himself up and turned around. They all stood side-by-side, looking down at Vance with the same mocking expression.
Vance lashed out at them, forming psynergy around his right fist in the shape of a blade and aiming at the throat of the closest one. The other four defended the target, each striking out at Vance at the same time. He tried to block as best he could, but a single punch got through, throwing off his rhythm and causing him to be hit by all the others that he would have otherwise avoided.
I have to rethink my strategies...Vance backed up and considered his options. I can't just attack one and expect the others to stand by and let me. I'm going to have to keep my eyes on all of them.
He thought back to the many training sessions he'd had with Averyl, and all the stream of blades and psynergy that he had dodged day after day. It had been easier since those objects were sailing on a straight path. These five were unpredictable, and worst of all, they were smart. They could anticipate his moves, as well as alter their own to mirror his attacks. It wasn't going to be an easy task.
That's right, he realized. I'm not going to be able to run towards them and expect to get a clean shot. There's five in all; so no matter how I attack, they'll reposition themselves to block it. That's why...I need to make them attack me somehow.
Vance dashed towards the group and saw them react accordingly. He stopped and fell back, as if he had suddenly lost his train of thought and got confused. The clones shot out towards him, already anticipating his attack, although he was standing perfectly still.
Even if it's only a millisecond of a difference, they still won't attack me all at the same time...Vance thought to himself. So within that millisecond, there's still an opening!
The first one came, looking to kick Vance in the face. He put his palm up with practiced ease, pushing the attack away, and reacted fast with his left hand to block another blow from the next clone. This continued for the next five minutes, as Vance continued to back up and stay out of their reach as they attacked him, blow after blow.
Alright...Vance tried to calm himself, as he looked frantically around for each attack. Keep it smooth, keep moving like this. If you mess up for even a second, you're dead meat. He was being pushed back along the ground, trying to keep just one step ahead of them. If he could do just that, he would be able to defend himself.
Now comes the hard part...He could tell in what direction each of them were attacking from: left, upper left, up, upper right, and right. He was moving backwards at a pace steady enough so that none of them could get behind him, so he only had to worry about what he could see. The problem was, how do I find an opening? No matter what I do, I'll have to single one of them out. I have to do it in a way, however, that keeps the other four occupied long enough for me to get an attack in. Is it even possible?
They began to speed up now, and he tried blocking as quickly as possible. The sides of his palms and wrists were starting to get hit by the kicks and punches now, even with the psynergy barrier around them, and he knew he couldn't keep it up forever. Vance summoned all the psynergy he could muster and released a pure explosion of power from his body. It took all of them by surprise, and were knocked back at least a few feet away from each other on the ground.
Vance took the opportunity immediately, dashing to the first clone to the immediate left of him, making sure to stay on the bottom side so that it would take the others longer to reach him. He held his hand out over the clone as it began to get up, and let loose a huge purple ray of psynergy over its body.
The clone was driven downwards into the earth, trapped in a pit created by its body. Smoke fizzled from Vance's hand, but he had to ignore it and find the location of the other four.
Two of them were almost directly in front of him by now, while the other two were approaching him from his right side. Vance took a huge leap backwards, but this time they didn't follow.
They won't fall for the same trick again...Vance frowned. They're not quite as smart as Averyl, but they aren't dumb, either. Sucks for me.
They outstretched their arms, materializing eight blades in their hands and advancing forward. Vance psynergized his legs and moved into a handstand on the ground, spinning his appendages around and kicking away the opposition. It was a move he had invented to take on Averyl's hour-long onslaughts, a move that conserved as much psynergy as possible. That bastard had redefined the meaning of marathons – Vance had fought with him at times for days on end.
The four split up again, obviously realizing where their strength lay, and began to charge up violet spheres in their hands. Vance moved backwards, trying to get them all into his peripheral vision, but couldn't do it in time. He was hit in the back by two shots, tumbling forward into the dirt. He picked himself up quickly and formed a shield, which was easily cracked by the next assault.
Vance had been thrown back into the center now, making his situation ten times more dangerous. He was now turning frantically in a full-circle, trying to keep tabs on all four of the clones while he blocked their attacks. They were so spread out that even if he tried to run outside their square, he would be intercepted on his way, and they would simply just re-position themselves. The Albavitrean had to counter them bullet for bullet, and then use that opportunity to take the upper hand.
Vance spun around like an expert gymnast, blocking their attacks and countering as best he could. It was working alright, but every sixth or seventh attack, he would take a hit. And they were starting to really hurt.
Then, Vance noticed that one of the clones had ceased their fire upon him. The clone was still charging up his psynergy, though...which could only mean one thing. Vance remembered a few weeks ago, when they had just finished a session of blade-dodging, and Averyl had called Vance back over to the field.
“It looks like you've gotten used to the blades well enough...right, Vance?” Averyl asked him, a curious sparkle in his eye.
“Yeah, I guess so.” Vance said, eying him suspiciously. “What's that supposed to mean?”
“Well, you know I can materialize many other things besides blades...” Averyl grinned. “You do remember that...yes?”
“Eh?” Vance watched Averyl, still a bit unclear. “Like what?”
Averyl put his arms together, and in a flash, they had transformed into a sleek, black submachinegun. He immediately began firing, a crazed expression of entertainment on his face as he aimed straight for his nephew.
Vance raised his elbow, forming a large sheet of psynergy around himself. The bullets slammed into the barrier, cracking it, but far from breaking through. He simply strengthened the barrier, increasing both its range and power, as Averyl went through clip after clip.
It had been much easier than the blades. The danger of it all had been the uncertainty of what he would pull out next. One day, he was chasing after Vance with a chainsaw, the next with a rocket launcher. The guy always had another trick up his sleeve, and that had kept Vance on his toes.
Now, however, he had four of them on him, all at different angles, ready to pull who knew what out from their inner supplies. Sure, they were each only a fraction of Averyl's strength, so they wouldn't pull anything like the football field-sized boulder Averyl had produced one day...but it was still dangerous.
The first clone finished its transformation, ending up with a large harpoon gun attached to its arm. It fired, and Vance dodged backwards, evading it as the weapon cut through the ground and came to a stop.
Vance noticed a dark shadow approaching from his side, and ducked just in time to miss a monstrous spiked ball attached to a chain coming from another clone's empty wrist. It had not one, but two, and Vance stood up to face the second as soon as he saw it.
He channeled his psynergy into his hands, standing his ground and attempting to catch the thing before it struck him. His arms wrapped around its opal material, his fingers weaving around the spikes to get a decent grip. Skidding backwards a good dozen feet, Vance finally came to a stop, the ball in tow. With a grunt, he ripped the chain from the clone's arm, leaving it with nothing but a severed wrist.
It frowned and quickly began forming a new one, but Vance wasn't done. He drained his psynergy into the spiked ball, and quickly sent it flying back towards its owner. It held its handless arms up in a last-ditch defense as the weapon went crashing into its body, sending it flying through the bedrock of a nearby mountain.
Another harpoon came flying at Vance, and he jumped into the air to avoid it this time, using the moment he had to scan around for the other two. He spotted them immediately – one had just finished materializing a large wooden catapult out of its body, and looked pretty spent as far as Vance was concerned. The other was busy creating the large, flaming stone balls with which to load the catapult. Perfect.
As he hit the ground, the first stone was fired. Vance took one last glance back at the harpooner just to make sure that he wasn't currently being targeted. That clone had done away with the weapon, and was using the small break he had to change into something else. Also perfect.
Vance watched the fiery rock fly at him, big enough to annihilate an entire bus. I love crappy projectiles like this – they're so easy to manipulate. I won't be able to catch this thing like the ball before, so I'll just have to do my own improvisation. Vance's leg erupted in a sinister purple glow as he flew into the air, ready to meet the boulder head-on. Hopefully I can kill two little robins with one pebble.
He could feel the heat of the flames tickle his face as he soared upwards, just inches away from being burned. Vance increased the psynergy barrier around the entirety of his body one last time before he made contact. As he reached the forte of his jump, he rolled his body forward, raising his leg into the air like a shining axe, and bringing it straight down onto the massive bullet.
The rock lurched from its trajectory, losing all its momentum as it began to fall backwards towards its point of origin. It splintered the catapult on impact, but by that time, both of the clones had begun running. Vance caught one of them off to the right as he hit the ground, and immediately began pursuing it. This one was running in the opposite direction of the other two, which would give him a perfect spot to start attacking from once he finished the first off. It was becoming easier now, as their numbers lessened.
He finally caught up with the third clone, giving it a swift kick in the head and following up with a quick blast of psynergy from his left hand. It lay motionless in the ground, fried and devoid of all psynergy.
Vance turned back to face the other two behind him, but they had both disappeared from plain sight. He turned around and around, looking for any sign of them, but they had hid themselves rather cleverly. Once again, he had unintentionally thrown himself back into a vulnerable position.
His eyes were eventually drawn to the cliffside of the massive mountain that he and Averyl had situated themselves at so many weeks ago. He had often heard sounds coming from the other side of it, no doubt from the others' training, but he still had yet to see any sign of damage from his side. They had been strictly beating each other up, not any of the landscape.
The two clones were hidden somewhere, and Vance's eyes were soon drawn to something else -- the area where he had taken down the very first clone. It was now standing to the side of the crater, re-energizing its body with Averyl's dark aura.
Dammit, Vance cursed to himself, looking around to suddenly see all five clones approaching him once again. One-tenth, huh...?
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Naomi placed her suitcase down on the smooth floor of the elevator and stepped inside. It began moving up immediately, sliding up the transparent æsotech tube that led to the Guild of Dimensional Knights. She had arrived in Israfel City but an hour earlier, and used the strange device Grayson had given her to purchase a pass onto the lift. Once on the ground, the urge had struck her numerous times to try her powers out on the unsuspecting cretins around her -- but she had held back. They were mere insects compared to her true target.
She thought of his spiteful grin and vengeful eyes, and it nearly made her lose control. He has been allowed to go on like this for too long, doing as he pleases as if he actually deserves such freedom. Grayson was right! Vance is a spoiled, ungrateful little brat, who needs to be punished so that he can learn how wrong he is. It will be such a glorious, glorious day, when I eventually bring Vance to his knees, in tears, and make him apologize to me. That would almost be as good as having Grayson to myself. Almost.
As the elevator continued upwards, Naomi bent down and snapped open the silver suitcase she had borrowed from Grayson. Secured inside were her gloves, psiorbs, and boots, as well as a large blueprint of the interior floors of the Guild. She took the paper out now, folding it up and tucking it nicely within the folds of her suit jacket. He had assured her that as long as she followed his instructions perfectly, she would find Vance in no time.
The elevator came to a smooth stop and the doors slid open. Ahead of Naomi was a long, crystalline hallway suspended in the air that led to the sharp, futuristic castle that was the Guild. She moved out with calculated grace, her black heels tapping along the æsotech as she continued forward through the main doors of the building.
She found herself in a room that, to an ignorant person, would seem surprisingly small compared to the vast size of the Guild. Grayson had explained to Naomi, however, that 99% of the Guild was restricted from public access for safety and security purposes, so that people like Naomi would not be able to make their way in. Clearly they thought they were better than her. She'd show them who was better, eventually, but first things first.
There were two small stools on either side of the room, and directly ahead was a large steel door leading to the next room. Above the door was the silver orb that Grayson told her about that scanned the user's brain to match it with a pattern in the database. Naomi was surely not in the database, so they would find nothing.
She stepped up to it, and a small white ray of light slid down across her head, disappearing in an instant.
“Hello,” a woman's voice sounded throughout the room immediately afterwards, “and welcome to the Guild of Dimensional Knights. What is the purpose of this visit?”
“I am scheduled to have a business meeting with Seneschal Fukunaga,” Naomi said confidently. “I am a diplomat from the dimension of Kuraye, and have come to talk about my dimension's admission to the Dimensional Alliance.”
“I understand,” the voice responded. “The Seneschal in sitting in on a meeting right now, but we will contact him as soon as he is free. In the meantime, please wait in the following room.”
The door slid open, revealing a spacious lobby filled with soft armchairs and a large television screen built in to the wall. Over in the far right corner was a dispensing machine that Naomi didn't know how to use, and next to it were the bathrooms. Straight ahead of her was a large door, secured in the same fashion as the one in the foyer of the Guild. No doubt that it wouldn't open without the proper clearance, but Naomi could wait. She was a very patient person.
She sat down for a while, laying the suitcase across her lap and staring up at the ceiling thoughtfully. After a few moments, the second door slid open, revealing a short young woman with hazel eyes and a taut blue uniform.
“You are the one who wishes to meet with the Seneschal, are you not?”
“Yes.” Naomi nodded, standing up with her suitcase to her side. “Is he too busy to see me?”
“No...” she said, eying Naomi curiously. “That is not the problem, actually...he seems to recall no memory of having spoken with you; in fact, he has no recollection of your dimension at all.”
Naomi furrowed her brow, making a confused expression. “Are you sure? I spoke with him about a month ago.”
“It is possible that he could have forgotten...” the woman rubbed her nose, “but unlikely.”
Naomi watched the woman intently, looking for some sort of sign of resignation. You have no psynergy, Grayson had told her, and they will feel that you have none. Because of that, they will have no reason to suspect you of malicious acts. You could not possibly hurt them in any way...or so they believe. Because of that and the type of person you are, you will have no trouble infiltrating their headquarters.
“Hmm..” the woman looked behind her, and then back to Naomi. “Well, I'm sure it can't hurt to have you talk to him yourself. Maybe you can tell him something to jog his memory.”
She quickly motioned for Naomi to follow her as the iron door slid shut behind them. They made their way into the catacombs of the Guild, Naomi following closely behind, visualizing this hallway on the blueprints in her mind. They moved in this fashion for another ten minutes, twisting through long, blue hallways suspended in the sky, making their way deeper and deeper into the labyrinth. Naomi memorized the route they had taken, following along with the map in her mind. They were close to the sleeping quarters.
“Sorry, but from here on out, it's very restricted access.” The woman stopped at the end of a long hallway. A single large blue door stood at the end, no doubt the barrier between the office and private chambers of the Guild. “I'll be back in no time, so please wait here.”
The woman watched as Naomi gave her a reassuring nod, and then turned and began to input the complicated code on the keypad to open the door. It lifted up, and she slid her body under gracefully, disappearing to the other side. The door fell smoothly to the ground, securing its position and leaving Naomi alone once again.
She fell to her knees and opened the briefcase, pulling out the massive blueprints that outlined the Guild. She had to be quick, because if even one person found her, she'd be trapped. It had to be done with efficiency and stealth – just like Grayson had taught her. Her finger traced the lines and diagrams on the paper, going over the path they had taken from the entrance. Finally, near the midsection of the graph, she came to a stop. The long, tubular hallway that they came through was unmistakable – it was indeed the entrance to the true nexus of the complex.
Placing the blueprints back into the briefcase, Naomi now turned to the gloves, taking them and slipping them over her hands like she had done so many times before. They almost felt like her real skin now, since she had become so accustomed to using them and living in them. Picking up the briefcase and putting it at her side again, Naomi used her other hand to manipulate the keypad. She slowly began to surge the psynergy into it, entering through the wires and grasping the core database of the machine.
With a sharp yank of her glove, the psynergy tendrils jerked back and short-circuited the machine. Naomi quickly lifted the heavy door up, and slid her body under. Now she was inside.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Nathan Marks made his way through the dormitory halls, an expression of pure anguish and worry on his face.
He had been inducted into the 4th division only a month ago, and from that point on, it seemed like every possible catastrophe in the book had happened to him. He had lost his identification cards, his first uniform had been set on fire, and he had been late to meetings numerous times.
It was dinnertime now, and he was late yet again. It had been a month already, but Nathan still hadn't mastered navigating the confusing halls of the Guild. Compared to the rest of his division, that was pretty sad, but...Nathan was used to that kind of stuff. He was only fifteen years old, no doubt the youngest Dimensional Knight in the Guild at the time. He only stood about 5'3”, with soft, light brown hair, that fell just above his frail-looking brown eyes. Freckles littered his pale skin, encompassing a body that was not much to look at. He was overweight, certainly in the worst physical condition out of any of the Knights, and even with his girth he was still unbelievably weak. Nathan could barely keep on his feet when he fired a gun, and had trouble holding even the lightest sword. He was slow, had an unbelievably low pain tolerance, and was a complete failure at any sort of military strategy.
How had he become a Dimensional Knight, then? The miracle of it all still amazed him, even today. He knew that to become a Knight, one had to pass a grueling half-day written examination, as well as three separate physical examinations. On top of that, there were extensive background checks and interviews to make sure they didn't hire any dangerous candidates. And they checked everywhere, that was no exaggeration. Nathan even had to pull up records of which preschool he had attended, so that they could double-check and make sure he hadn't any unusual circumstances in his childhood.
The background checks weren't the part that nearly killed him, though. Nathan had been a sheltered boy his entire life, and had done absolutely nothing exciting, let alone anything dangerous or suspicious. That was a cinch. The problem was the endurance tests.
He had to go through multiple simulated battle environments, trying to stay alive in the midst of attacking enemy forces. Of course, he had been shot numerous times, failing miserably. The second had been a hand-to-hand combat simulator, and Nathan had tripped over his own legs more than anything. Finally, there was a speed simulator, and Nathan had had to run over two miles through a jungle, dodging obstacles and jumping over dangerous traps. He hadn't even finished that one.
At that point, Nathan felt as if his dreams had been shattered, ground up, and spit into an ashtray by some invisible monster that was out to get him. He hadn't seen any way he could have redeemed himself at that point, after humiliating himself three times in a row through the examinations, even though he had had a perfect background check. All his life, he had been ridiculed by his peers and elders, never acknowledged for anything beyond his outward appearance. Nathan had wanted to prove them wrong so badly – he had wanted to show them that he could be successful, that he wasn't a lost cause that had to be pitied by everyone he came across. His parents had long since accepted the fact that Nathan was going to be a total failure at life, and that they would have to support him until he found some poor girl to marry and relieve them. It was so pathetic.
He had decided to go home after the physical examinations and say goodbye to his dreams of becoming a valiant Dimensional Knight, possibly leaving Midgarde forever. The woman who had been proctoring the exam had told him otherwise, however.
She had had long, flowing, blonde hair with strange porcelain skin and beautiful green eyes. She wore the same clothes every time he saw her, a white top that came to a V in the front, with a heavy pleated skirt. On top of that, she seemed to be frighteningly powerful.
Her name was Azuka Ingram, the woman who Nathan would eventually learn was the Captain of the 4th division of the Dimensional Knights – the woman who would eventually become his superior.
“There's still one more test to take, you know.” Azuka had told him, smiling at his miserable face. “Didn't you know that?”
“What's the point?” Nathan sniffed. “You've seen yourself how bad I've done at these past three! I'm beyond hope!”
“Well, if you think that way, that's fine.” Azuka shrugged. “But in case you're interested, the final exam is a written one. It takes a half day, and is over five-hundred questions long. Most people don't even get to finish -- let alone get a passing grade. It's usually the physical examination that helps them boost their score to a passing one into the Guild.”
“Wait...” Nathan caught on. “You mean that the grades between the physical examination and the written examination are averaged together?”
“That's how we do things around here.” Azuka nodded. “Is there a problem?”
“No...” Nathan backed up at that moment, awestruck beyond belief. “There's no problem at all!”
He had rushed out of the Guild that day, hurrying back to his hotel room in Israfel City to begin studying. He didn't sleep all night, and dedicated himself solely to learning as much material as possible. He was surprised to find out that most of it was things he already knew, simply from all the reading he had done on the Guild in his spare time back home. He was starting to feel more confident, and as the clock struck eight the next morning, Nathan was more than sure he could pass the test.
The exam had gone from eight in the morning to four in the afternoon -- no breaks, just straight testing. Nathan breezed through with two hours to spare, and felt his eyes begin to close, the exhaustion from his sleepless night finally kicking in now that his adrenalin had subsided. As he fell asleep, he thought he saw Azuka standing on a balcony in the distance, smiling confidently at him.
Nathan passed the test, alright – he aced the thing entirely. Between the 100% he had taken from the written examination, and the 20% he had taken from the physical examination, (awarded to him for good effort) he had received a 60%, one percentage point away from failing the whole examination. That wasn't the point, though – he had passed, and he had done it all himself, through his own know-how and willpower. He proved to his parents and peers back home that he could be something, that deep down, he was successful, and that he eventually would become a valiant warrior.
The only 15-year old to ever enter the Guild of Dimensional Knights had relocated himself to a dorm room in the Guild, and had been coincidentally signed up as a low-class Knight-in-Training under the 4th division. His parents had cried their hearts out, simply amazed at their son's unbelievable achievement. Nathan waved goodbye to them courageously, stepping into a world of danger and adventure.
The attitude of most of his fellow Knights had been wonderful, completely opposite to the animosity he had been faced with back in his hometown of Epoch. They treated him as an equal, with respect, and helped him with anything that he didn't understand. He was so happy.
The single thing that most people didn't tolerate, however, was tardiness. And here he was, for the second time, dashing down the hallway towards the dinner hall, hoping that he wouldn't get chewed out again for forgetting the time. The only good thing was that most of the higher-ranked Knights were off training for the tournament, so hopefully he wouldn't get yelled at too badly. The first division had entered the Vipassanarium, a large spire at the south end that was reserved for training purposes. The second, third, and fourth division had all gone to numerous locations to train themselves privately. The ones who had remained had been sent off on minor missions, and the ones that couldn't even handle missions (like Nathan) had been left to do housekeeping around the Guild.
Of all the divisions, the fourth was the one that had the largest concentration of soldiers that were not participating in the tournament. Captain Azuka had taken her Vice-Captain and two other soldiers with her personally, and a few others had gone off on their own to train, but besides that, everyone had stayed back. After hearing of the massacre Azuka's troops had undergone on their trip to Kantor, they had all been a little bit on edge. Not many of them had the confidence to press on, in the midst all the death and destruction. Nathan wished it had been otherwise, so that he wouldn't have to face his own fellow Knights tonight. He'd been chewed out by Knights of the other divisions many times, and he found that they were all much easier on him than those of his own division.
Nathan picked up his pace, trying to move as fast as he could with his stubby legs. As he turned the next corner, he saw an unusual figure in the middle of the hallway. She had golden-brown hair curled down around her shoulders, frozen in the air with an obscene amount of hairspray. She looked as if she was somewhere in the upper forties, but had covered up most of her wrinkles through the potential overuse of face cream. At her side was a silver attache case, clashing roughly with her black and blue pinstriped suit. Of all those unique qualities, however, the one that stuck out the most was the set of thick gloves she was wearing on her hands. Nathan had never seen anything like them before in his life.
She saw him, and he backed up a little bit, startled. He didn't know who she was or what she was doing here. He sensed no aura of psynergy coming from her, which made him think she was sort of civilian, possibly lost. That still didn't make too much sense, however – this was the private area of the building. What was she doing here?
“Hello there,” Naomi called to Nathan, “you're a Dimensional Knight, aren't you?”
Nathan remembered he was wearing the metallic blue uniform of the Guild, and quickly stuttered to answer her. “Y-yes, ma'am, I'm a Knight of the 4th division.”
“I think I am a little lost...” Naomi said, a helpless expression creeping on to her face. “I'm looking for a Dimensional Knight named Vance Dancougar. I was supposed to have a meeting with him...do you know where his room is?”
Nathan thought for a moment. Vance Dancougar...? It sounds so familiar, but I can't remember where I've heard it before. Is he a Vice-Captain? Is he even a member of the Knights? She can't be of any threat, though. There's no psynergy aura at all. And if she's in here, it must mean she has some clearance...
“He's a boy that's a little older than you, much taller, and has long black hair.” Naomi continued. “Do you know of him?”
“Oh...” Nathan thought back to the Guild-wide meeting a month back, just after Azuka had finished giving her short speech. He remembered craning his neck backwards from his row to stare up at two strangers up in the corner, shouting “Yes sir!” to Azuka and then sitting back down. When the division bid Azuka farewell for the time until the tournament, Nathan's eyes had been drawn to the three behind her. The Vice-Captain, Cliff Walden, and the two others...it was that guy again. The description of the boy fit perfectly. And that's where he'd heard the name, to boot...it was a new member of his own division!
“Yeah.” Nathan said, his eyes lighting up. “He's in my division, as a matter of fact...but I don't know him very well.”
“That's fine.” Naomi smiled happily at him. “I need to see him as soon as possible, it's very urgent.”
“Oh...” Nathan gasped. “That's a problem, then ma'am. He left with our captain a month ago to go train in private with her and two others. He's not in this dimension anymore.”
“What?!” Naomi shouted, her face twisting into an angry expression, startling the boy. “Where is he? What dimension is he in?”
“They went to Sagacia, but...” Nathan bit his lip, trying not to anger the woman any further. “You can't get there...the only way is through the tunneling station we have here.”
Naomi eyed the boy sternly, approaching him, “Now, you listen here...this is a very important matter. I need you to take me there, now.”
“I'm sorry...it's a rule.” Nathan backed up against the wall, trying to gather psynergy into his hands. He was a total klutz when it came to fighting, but this woman seemed to have no strength whatsoever. He had had his share of training sessions, so he felt confident about himself in this situation. She couldn't possibly pose a threat to him like this, right?
Naomi frowned, dropping the attache case to the ground with a clang, causing Nathan to jump. The lid fell open onto the floor, and four silver balls shot out. Nathan looked at them, puzzled, and then saw Naomi raise her hands suddenly. The psiorbs shot forward, each of them slamming into a different pressure point on Nathan's upper body. He coughed in despair, crumpling to his feet, as the huge bullets rendered his body motionless on the ground. They retracted from their targets, floating around him menacingly.
“Tell me where the tunneling station is.” Naomi said, moving over to him and giving him a sharp kick in the stomach. He coughed in pain, looking up to her with tears welling up in his eyes.
“I...I...”
“Huh?” Naomi kicked him again. “Speak louder.”
Nathan tried to think desperately of a way out of the situation. She has the perfect disguise – a middle-aged woman, with no psynergy reading at all, simply asking for directions. The confusion she could cause in the Guild would be catastrophic...but that isn't even her goal – it's to pursue that guy! They're all in Sagacia, that's for sure...but now that I think about it, there's no harm in sending her there. If she really does try to attack them...Captain Azuka can defeat her! This woman isn't so tough...the Captain
can definitely take her down!!
“Alright, alright!” he coughed up, pointing down the hallway he had just come from. “Go straight down there, and make the last right. Continue around the curve until you reach the south side of the building, and you'll see some steel doors. Those lead into the tunneling station...I swear!”
Naomi smiled, raising the psiorbs and sending them crushing down onto Nathan one last time, slamming into the back of his neck and sending him into unconsciousness. “Thank you.”
She dashed down the hallway, in more of a hurry than ever now. If someone saw her, she'd be toast...but she was almost out of the danger zone. I shall reach this dimension of 'Sagacia,' and finally, Vance will be within my grasp. And then, Grayson...
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“Where could she have gone?!” The purple woman who had guided Naomi into the complex screamed in distress. “This can't be happening. A break-in?”
“Why did you let her in in the first place?” Tao Fukunaga scrambled to the surveillance screens in the central headquarters of the Guild. “Honestly, Sherri. What came over you?”
“I couldn't sense any psynergy on her body at all...” Sherri replied sheepishly. “She seemed to be completely harmless. You should have seen how helpless she looked!”
“I knew I had no meetings today...” Tao frowned, his eyes scanning the surveillance cameras. “Dammit! And now, of all times. I want you to call the 1st Division out from the Vipassanarium. We have to stop her immediately!”
“Yes sir.” Sherri made her way to a seat next to a desk that was filled with different speakers, each of them with different buttons leading to different areas of the guild. She synced up the program and began to speak into a microphone in the corner of the board. “Attention, Dimensional Knights. We have experienced a break-in by a single individual. She is middle-aged, with brown hair and white skin. You are all to report to your respective posts and guard all key areas from penetration. Catch her immediately!”
“What could this be about...” Tao said, his eyes looking frantically for something out of order. “Could this possibly be...their doing?”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Naomi stepped forward through the iron doors to the tunneling station. Rows and rows of tunnelers spread out around her, each one indistinguishable from the next.
“Sagacia...” she repeated the tone out loud, moving to a directory station to the direct left of the door, and sifting through papers. “Where are you, Vance?”
It took her a good three minutes to make her way down to the “S” section, but she eventually found it, looking behind her back time to time for any possible visitors.
“Tunneler 0-37.” she memorized, turning and beginning to dash down through the rows of gateways. “Soon...soon, he'll be mine.”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Vipassanarium was a tall, golden spire, completely in contrast with the rest of the Guild. Two white, pearly doors guarded the entrance to the sacred chamber of the 1st division, which was currently housing over a hundred soldiers, all of them training ferociously.
Suddenly, the doors burst open, and a long string of blue Knights burst out from the chambers seconds after initially receiving their orders.
“Go!” Captain Katjagaarda Ravi called from behind them all, raising a bronze-skinned arm and thrusting it forward. “Protect the Guild!”
The soldiers flooded into the Guild, securing all possible areas that would be attacked first. They spread out, securing the safety of the others and making sure nothing had been tampered with or stolen.
By that time, however, Naomi was already long gone.
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The three moons of Sagacia illuminated the midnight sky, casting a ghostly shadow over the encampment on the bright side of the mountain. What had once been a towering monument of rock and crag was now hollowed out into a claw-like shell, destroyed from days and days of constant attack by those camped at the foot of its structure.
Eden stood at the base of the mountain, looking up at all the work she had done over the past few weeks. She was wearing a blue vest similar in style to that of Azuka's, with a matching hakama skirt. Both were items that Azuka had brought from her numerous visits back to Midgarde.
The captain had left two days earlier on what she had said would be her last visit back to the Guild, just to double-check that everything was in order for their journey to the Belmarcian tournament. It was going to start in five days, and registration had already begun.
“As soon as I return,” Azuka said, “we're going to pick everything up and leave. It should take me about three days to get everything in order. During that time...I want that mountain gone.”
“What?” Eden looked up at her mentor in shock. “Gone?!”
“You can do it, Eden.” Azuka smiled down at her. “It shouldn't be any trouble for you whatsoever – especially after all the new skills we've developed together. Consider this your final test.”
Azuka had left her alone two days ago. Even with all the combat and training she had undergone in the past few weeks, it seemed impossible for her to even think of demolishing the gargantuan crag in a mere three days.
As if that hadn't been enough, she no longer had Cliff to help her. He had become increasingly absorbed in his own training in the past weeks, and they had seen less of each other than Eden had hoped. She thought that the one good thing about Vance being taken by Averyl was that she and Cliff could spend more time together, but now, Eden realized that hadn't been the case at all. If anything, Cliff had only grown farther away from her, as he had grown increasingly absorbed in his own training -- so much, in fact, that he had secluded himself in some remote place away from their encampment.
I certainly have the power and know-how to stand on my own, though...especially with what Azuka has helped me discover. The truth is, though...I just enjoy being around the others...it's almost like they are the true source of all my energy. I still want to be independent...but at the same time, I want to be surrounded by those I love! It may be strange, but I'm positive that it's what I need. How will it turn out at the tournament, though? Will I be all alone, just like this? That's right. My enemies there won't be dormant like this mountain. If I can't even destroy this...
She had been demolishing it non-stop for two days, but now she felt as if she had reached her limit. There couldn't be more than a few dozen feet of rock left around the mountain's interior, but even that was too much more for her to demolish. Her psynergy was still burning bright inside of her, but her body had reached its limit. Eden could barely lift her arms now; all her muscles had been worked to the point of straining.
I can't even use my new technique anymore. I'm so unbelievably tired...I wonder how much longer it will be until Captain Azuka returns? Her eyes drifted over to the encampment, which had grown considerably since they first started out. They now had soft mattresses for each of them, along with a bathing hole farther down that had been dug out and filled with water. There was a grill and a refrigerator, loads of supplies, and even a wooden table at which to eat. Azuka had brought the things back gradually with each trip, as if she was rewarding Eden and Cliff for their dedication to training.
She started to move over towards her mattress, giving in to her body's pleas. Eden didn't even make it that far, however, and fell to the ground, utterly exhausted.
Just a little break, she decided. I'll destroy it before she comes back...I just need to gain my strength back.
She took a deep breath,
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
sucking the air into his lungs, and pulled himself back to his feet. The five Averyls had attacked him all at once again, leaving him beaten, struggling just to stand.
Averyl's eyes watched Vance intently. There exists in all of us a certain level of suffering and fatigue we must reach to give way to the purer, higher energy level. Has he finally done it?
“Looks like you're beaten, Vance...” Averyl's voice drifted across the canyon.
“Shut up.” Vance spat.
Averyl sighed. “I wonder if all this training has been a waste...”
“Pick up a weapon?!” Vance cried in disgust. “You outta your mind? I'll just look like these idiots, trying to hit someone with a harpoon gun! Is that what all this training has been going towards? Don't make me laugh...there's no way I'd ever drop so low!!” Vance heaved, sucking his psynergy out from the darkest recesses of his body and concentrating it around his fists. “I've got the only weapons I need: my own two fists.”
He dived towards the five suddenly, a black streak across the wasteland, homing in on the entire group all at once. They moved into formation once more, preparing to surround him and unleash a barrage of attacks on him, but there was no stopping the young Albavitrean. Using his blazing right fist, Vance spun around, dark purple streaks of energy sliding out from his hand and covering him. The thickened shield easily repelled the onslaught, but as soon as Vance saw a break in the attacks, he grit his teeth and shoved his hands forward, spreading the very same psynergy outwards and sending it downwards, streaks of dark energy piercing the ground. He never let up, and Averyl watched with great interest as he saw the atmosphere ripple in response to the pure density of energy Vance was unleashing.
The clones dodged the shower of psynergy as best they could, but it was impossible to get through the streams. Realizing that his attack was still not enough, Vance let his body sail down to the ground, slamming his feet into the ground and propelling himself toward the clone who looked the most distressed.
It had been struck hard in the arm by one of Vance's beams, was currently flailing around trying to regain its footing, now that the worst had passed. Refusing to give it any sort of breather, Vance reached his hand out, punching forward and using his psynergy to eliminate the rest of the difference between his fist and the clone's face. A sharp crack exploded through the canyon as Vance's attack collided with its target, and the clone was sent careening across the horizon.
The Albavitrean immediately took pursuit, and the clone, albeit bloodied and bruised, had wasted no time in transforming all four of its limbs into disgusting purple tentacle-like appendages lined with razor-sharp fangs. There was no stopping Vance, however, violet mist escaping from his nostrils and his mouth -- his entire body a pure beacon of power.
As the distance between them lessened, the clone spread the flabby tentacles in front of itself, but before it could even finish, the dark youth was mere inches from him. Both of Vance's palms, covered in psynergy sharpened to an extremely fine point, slashed a total of twelve times in one second, slicing each of the clone's tentacles into three bloody chunks. Whether it was shock, fear or simply amazement that froze the clone for the next moment was inconsequential -- Vance's fists were moving at lightning-fast speeds now, pummeling the lesser Averyl's body beyond the point of repair.
As he felt the life force of the clone wither, Vance slowed down, heaving as his psynergy-charged mind caught up with his strained mind. The other four clones were milliseconds away from making contact with him now -- he could feel it subconsciously. Vance moved his sweat-drenched hair out of his eyes and turned around, raising both arms into the sky and beckoning to them.
“Oooh....” Averyl marveled, his lips twisted into a cunning grin. "It looks like you're finally making progress, after all...I didn't know how hard it would be, since some of your blood is from that of an Earthling...but it looks like you're coming along just fine. Normally, it would be optimum for anyone to find a weapon to specialize in...but since we are Albavitreans, that is not the case...using weapons at all, in fact...only puts us at a disadvantage due to the nature of our psynergy. It is raw...it is untamed...and it courses through our veins like no other race in the universe. The only way for it to be truly utilized is in its base form, as a spontaneous materialization like myself...or in alchemic processes, as Victoria had dabbled in. I've been so excited to see what you'd develop your powers into...but I never thought it would be this. This is just...too amusing!!"
"Shut the hell up!" Vance managed to mumble, caught in a flurry of blows from the other four clones as 40% of Averyl's power tried desperately to overwhelm his nephew. "You're next, you know that?!"
"Ha ha ha..." Averyl watched with child-like wonder as Vance turned around to the others, his psynergy blazing, fueled partly by his intense frustration at the game that Averyl had started.
That's it... Averyl nodded his head hypnotically, watching Vance leap in rage at the remaining clones. Don't ever let up. Surpass your limits, Vance...
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“I'm sorry, I'm sorry...” Nathan sniffed, as he woke and sat up from his medical cot. “I'm so sorry! I should have done something!”
“Settle down...” Sherri said, placing her hands on Nathan's shoulders and relaxing him. “You did all that you could – this isn't your fault. Just tell us everything that you can remember.”
Nathan stared over the purple-haired woman's shoulders, spying the Seneschal and Captain Ravi of the 1st division. He turned his eyes back to Sherri, nervous about what to say.
“I...” Nathan coughed, trying to get ahold of himself. “Well, I was rushing to the dinner hall, and I saw her in the hallway.”
Tao and Ravi listened to Nathan's statements intently, which only made him all the more nervous.
“She said she was lost,” he continued, “and that she was looking for someone named Vance Dancougar.”
Tao flinched.
“She got angry when I told her that he wasn't here anymore, and then she attacked me and demanded that I tell her the location of the tunneling station.”
“And did you?” Tao asked, his face strained and pale.
“Yes...” Nathan said, clenching his teeth together and cringing. “I'm sorry, but...I figured, if she went there, then Captain Azuka could find her, and do something...”
“Captain Azuka returned here two days ago.” Tao spoke gravely. “She came back to make preparations to leave for the Belmarcian tournament.”
If Nathan's jaw could have dropped to the floor at that moment, it certainly would have. A small croak came from his throat, and he tried to speak. “Uh...I...”
“Captain Ravi.” Tao turned to the stern woman, his eyes grave and commanding. “You must go to the dimension of Sagacia and put a stop this. Do not allow this woman to capture Vance, at all costs...do you understand?”
“Yes.” Ravi nodded, her brown eyes staring back to Tao with confidence. “But if I may ask, sir...why is the woman pursuing the boy?”
Tao took Ravi by her shoulder and moved away from the other two. “Do you remember the woman named Victoria?”
“Yes, but I thought she was--”
“What was her last name, Ravi?” Tao pressed forward.
“...Vance.” Ravi said at last, looking at Tao in awe. “You mean the boy's...”
“The son of Victoria Vance, the last Albavitrean.” Tao replied. “--Or so we thought. It looks like we didn't keep tabs on her personal life as closely as we should have.”
“You're saying she had a son with an Earthling?” Ravi looked at Tao in shock. “Whatever for?”
“Maybe this was her plan all along.” Tao rubbed his chin impulsively. “Maybe we're still following the path of her ambition...even now.
“How long have you known about this, Tao?” Ravi turned to him with an expression of genuine worry on her face. "What does all this mean?"
Tao shied away from the question. “At first, I didn't want to believe that it could be possible...but I see now that I was only deceiving myself. After all this, the Albavitrean bloodline still lives on.”
“And now the Dark Zodiacs have found out about this as well, I presume?” Ravi ventured.
“That seems to be the case.” Tao frowned. “I doubt one of them has come themselves, they've probably just sent a rogue assassin as a scout. But Ravi...the time will come when they lose their patience and attack.”
“I am prepared, Seneschal.” Ravi nodded slowly. “Hopefully, we may be able to end it here. I will secure the situation.”
“Whatever you do, though...” Tao said, watching as the captain moved out into the hallway. “Do not alert the boy to his true heritage. The results could be disastrous.”
“Of course.” Ravi shook her head in agreement. “If he somehow tapped into that power...we would indeed be cursed.”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Eden stirred on the ground, finding her face buried in the dirt where she had fallen in exhaustion. She looked up to see Cliff snoring softly in his mattress. Azuka hadn't come back yet – there was time left to finish.
Her knees came up from the ground, scratching along the coarse dirt and bringing her feet up. Eden still felt incredibly fatigued, and it didn't look like she would be continuing her breakdown of the mountain anytime soon. Despite her body's pain, however, she was still burning with psynergy.
She stepped over to the mountain, trying to keep her balance, and placed her hand onto the rock, grasping it. She let the flow of her psynergy run deep into it, infiltrating the mass of the structure. It was more than simply passing the test – Eden felt as if this was a goal she had to accomplish no matter what the cost. And on top of that, it was what lay on the other side as well that pushed her onward.
Vance... she thought faintly. What have you been doing for these past weeks? How have you changed? I feel like it's been forever since I've seen you. Even fighting with you brings back fond memories now. It's strange, but...I miss you.
Eden watched as her neon psynergy covered the surface of the outstretched rock, spilling in through microscopic cracks and fissures in the material and breaking it down from within. In a matter of seconds, it was dissolved, and Eden hadn't wasted a speck of her own stamina.
The abundance of her psynergy was still a mystery to her, one that she had no idea how to solve. She had witnessed first-hand accounts of others experiencing psynergy depletion, but still had yet to feel it herself. Am I different somehow? Back in the clothing store, when I felt so desperate to save Cliff...that was the first time in my life that I felt like I didn't understand myself one bit...and now it seems like it's happening again. The more I change...the more I feel like I'm growing...the less I feel like I truly know myself. I need answers...at least some kind of explanation as to why things are the way they are.
Her body once again refused to hold its own, and Eden fell downwards. I won't give up until I find an answer, though...no matter what it is.
To the exhausted girl, the hard rock on which she lay felt like a soft bed, merely relaxed at knowing she didn't have to support her own weight anymore. Silence caressed her body in the wasteland as she rested -- and meanwhile, floating high above with the aid of a set of strange white boots, someone watched her.
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Vance drop-kicked another clone in the mouth, sending its body flying in a perfect arc backwards into the dust. The next three came at him from behind, and he placed his hands on the ground, twisting around and kicking two of them in the head. He moved into a front flip, turning around just in time to punch the final standing clone through its stomach, leaving a gaping hole in its chest as it crumbled to the ground.
Going completely out of control, Vance let out a roar, psynergy exploding from his arms and tearing out toward his enemies, as if his power itself was taking on a mind of its own. The remaining clones were throttled, not even receiving a chance to defend themselves as dark purple death stole their lives away.
He took a breath, trying to get control of himself. It felt as if the raging flow of psynergy was going to burst through his body, like a waterfall passing through a plastic straw. Purple tendrils leaped off his body, completely unhindered and without control. It felt good, but at the same time, he felt as if he had overstepped his boundaries somehow – as if he had reached a point of no return.
The sound of clapping hands crept into his ears, and he swerved around to see Averyl slowly moving towards him. Vance watched as purple flames just like his own began to arise from Averyl's body. They spread out to incredible lengths, encircling him within a six-foot sphere of pure power.
Vance stumbled backwards, in utter fear of his uncle's aura. Finally, after all this time...Averyl wasn't holding anything back anymore.
“Yes.” Vance growled, his eyes blurring as psynergy raged through his veins.
“You've done well, Vance...” Averyl grinned. “But I'm going to have to calm you down before you hurt yourself...”
Vance surged his fist up with power, diving towards Averyl, but before he even got off the ground, his uncle had already begun to expand his aura. Vance threw all his force forward, crashing into Averyl’s darkened shield, barely cracking through it but losing his momentum in the process.
Vance hopped up from the ground immediately, refusing to give up. He was bleeding now in multiple places, old wounds from his battle with the clones opening up along his body.
“You've passed the test with flying colors, Vance...” Averyl said, trying to calm him down. “...its purpose was to teach you to summon up your inborn powers.”
“Yeah.” Vance coughed, his aura flickering. “Now we can finally fight for real.”
“...no.” Averyl frowned. “Vance, give it a rest...”
“I won't!” Vance started running towards Averyl again. “I need to get stronger!! Before the tournament starts, I want to know that I can stand a chance against people like you!”
“You think you can surpass me after a mere month's worth of training...?” Averyl raised an eyebrow. “...Don't insult me.”
Wind began to pick up around Averyl, his black locks and cape whirling with the breeze. Soon, a heavy gale picked up and shot toward Vance, propelled solely by the pressure of Averyl’s power.
Vance blinked as debris flew into his tired eyes, but as soon as he opened them again, his uncle was gone.
“Are you done yet...?” Averyl asked humorlessly, his head snaking out from behind Vance’s shoulder.
Before his nephew could even gasp, Averyl had wrapped his long arms around him, immobilizing the adrenalin-charged youth.
“Fine...” Vance muttered, collapsing to the ground. Averyl had him back up in an instant, throwing the young adult over his shoulder and carrying him over to the fire. “You've far exceeded my expectations, Vance...” he said proudly. “Your training is complete.”
Vance relaxed, and his body started to feel
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
faint. Eden struggled to maintain consciousness, though, doing the best she could to keep her psynergy flowing. She could feel the rocks crumbling above her, which gave her confidence. Even if she could do only that...it would still be better than simply giving up.
Then, out of the corner of her eye, she saw a blur. She turned abruptly, only to see two silver orbs whizz right by her face. Eden backed up against the side of the mountain, watching the orbs with extreme caution. They began to glide towards her, the simplicity of their design making them all the more malicious.
What's going on...She wondered, too weak to even pull herself to her feet. Where are they coming from?
"Look...” Eden heard a voice above her, and looked up to see a middle-aged woman floating in the air, held aloft by shining white boots that seemed to be a few sizes too big for her. She wore matching gloves on her outstretched hands, her fingers twitching as she controlled the psiorbs. On her face was a confident, prideful expression, accentuated by the makeup plastered all over it. “...you're all by yourself, little girl.”
“Who are you?” Eden stared up at her, trembling with fear. “Why are you here?”
“My name is Naomi Dancougar.” Naomi glided the psiorbs next to Eden's body. “I am looking for my stepson.”
“D...Dancougar?” Eden gasped,
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
as he woke up. Vance felt like he had had a decent night's rest, like his body was in top condition. There were no wounds or bruises on his body, making all the previous events seem like some bizarre dream. Yet, deep inside, he could feel that ancient power pulsating through him. It had been real, all of it. He had surpassed his barrier...somehow.
“What did you heal me with?” Vance asked.
“Just some herbs and medicines I carry with me...” Averyl answered mysteriously, turning around and winking at Vance. “Don't worry...you're as good as new.”
Averyl finished with the fire pit and moved onto the food supplies, taking what he wanted and dispensing it inside his cloak. “You're free to go now, you know...”
“What?” Vance asked. “It's over?”
“I told you, you passed.” Averyl turned around to him with an impatient stare. “Go on now, leave...you're done.”
“Just like that?!” Vance shouted. “Wait, how many days are left until the tournament? There has to be some more time left. I feel like I've just started!”
“Hahaha...” Averyl chuckled lightly. “I never said you were done for good...but I've done all that I can with you at this stage of the game. Now, you must go test what you've learned in the real world...”
Vance frowned. “Where are you going, then?”
“I'll be around...” Averyl smiled, packing his things up and turning back to Vance. “...Do you want any food before you leave?”
Vance thought about it. He was anxious to get back to see the others, there was no doubt about that. He was especially interested to see how much they had all trained, and how their psynergy levels would match up. He'd been in the darkness with Averyl for so long, that it would be refreshing to take in some of that sunlight that Eden always brought along...not that he'd ever mention anything like that to her.
“Eh, what the heck.” Vance finally said, throwing his cloak off and sitting on the ground. “I've been gone from them for so long...what's a couple extra minutes gonna hurt?”
He looked up at
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Naomi, her mind racked beyond the point of comprehension. “What? You're...?”
“Where is he?!” Naomi shouted, sending all four of her psiorbs in full force down towards Eden. “He came here with you, didn't he?”
“You're his stepmother?!” Eden struggled to speak. “No...what, why? Why are you here? I can't even sense your psynergy!”
“That is not your concern, you little skank.” Naomi growled, squeezing her fists together. “I bet you think you're so pretty, don't you? The poor little girl, all by herself out in the wilderness. You think people will feel sorry for you, don't you? Well I don't! I never will!”
“What are you talking ab--” Eden's speech was severed, as one psiorb flew forward into her chest, knocking the wind out of her.
“I'll make sure that you get all that sympathy you want.” Naomi smiled maniacally. “People will be so sorry to see your ruined face. They'll pity you, trust me!”
The next psiorb slammed into Eden's head, blurring her vision and sending her reeling. The pain from Naomi's weaponry flooded her mind, all too intense for her to concentrate on anything else. She shielded herself, trying to do anything to stay alive.
“Tell me where he is!” Naomi screeched, ramming another orb downwards. “I'm going to kill that little bastard!”
Eden cried out in pain, her mouth wide open
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
as Vance bit into a large, juicy Yamato pear, once again procured from Averyl.
“You'll be at the tournament, though, right?” he inquired, as he sucked the juice from the crisp fruit. “Do you know if the Dark Zodiacs will be there?”
“Oh, they'll be there...” Averyl grinned, excited at the mere idea of chaos that lay in the future. “We are all looking forward to this event...”
“Don't say 'we'...” Vance muttered, giving Averyl a look of disapproval. “That sounds too much like you're one of them.”
“I am, technically...” Averyl pursed his lips. “You can't deny it, you know...”
Vance rubbed his temple. “Alright, alright, fine. Are they all entering the tournament, then?”
“Not all...” Averyl looked as if he was actually trying hard to remember. “Some of us are going to be staged outside the tournament, to secure the area and deal with any outside forces...like the Dimensional Knights...”
“That's right, we're sending our guys in--” Vance said, quickly covering his mouth.
Averyl chuckled. “I'm not going to tell. What do you think I am, one of them...?”
“But you just...” Vance started, stopping himself and grumbling incoherently.
“Hahahaha!” Averyl threw back his head, laughing
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
evilly as her psiorbs converged on Eden's back, enjoying the bloodcurdling scream that came from the girl.
Naomi floated down next to her, looking at her battered, beaten body. “What's wrong?” she sneered. “Call your friend Vance to come and save you. Or, you could just tell me where he is!”
“I...don't...know...” Eden croaked. “He left with...someone....”
“You're a horrible liar!” Naomi screeched. “Tell me the truth, or I'll have to punish you again!”
“Please...” Eden looked up at Vance's stepmother, tears welling up in her eyes. “I don't...know...”
“Well, then...” Naomi grinned. “You're no use to me then, are you?”
So much for wanting to be independent...Eden thought to herself. I can't even hold my own against…against Vance’s…
The psiorbs began to rise from Eden's body, swirling around her as Naomi flexed her fingers rhythmically. She tried to move her body, tried to summon her psynergy, but she was just too devastated. Eden could barely keep her eyelids up. She was defeated, and there was nothing more she could do to save herself.
“Guh-”
Eden looked up just in time to see a black flash explode through the center of the mountain – breaking through the remaining crag and rock that Eden had yet to finish demolishing. The shadowy figure shot across the sky, finally connecting with Naomi's head and sending the woman flying into the dirt. Her psiorbs dropped to the ground, motionless.
The mysterious phantom stepped on to the ground, black hair cascading over an even blacker cloak around him. He stood tall and high, with an air of calmness and confidence about him.
Averyl? Eden thought to herself, staring at the back of the person who had just saved her from certain death. What's he doing here?
The man turned his head to the side, and Eden could see his profile. His hair had grown longer, and he didn't have that pouty frown on his face anymore, but there was no doubt about it – it was Vance.
“Vance...” Eden called out to him, but he didn't turn towards her. His mind was on other things.
“Hello, Naomi.” he grunted, tossing his cloak to the ground and cracking his knuckles. “So nice to see you again.”
Log 11 : Life and Deathbringers
46
“Finally...” Naomi pulled herself to her feet, her psiorbs quickly returning to her side. “I've finally found you, Vance!”
“What the hell are you doing here, Naomi?” Vance moved forward, a dark glow in his eyes. “And what gives you the right to attack one of my friends?"
Eden watched Vance, studying the fire in his eyes and the intensity with which he was speaking. She didn't know what he had done with Averyl, but it seemed as if his attitude had changed dramatically. Oh, deep down, he was still Vance, alright – but just the way he carried himself now seemed entirely alien.
Naomi twirled her fingers, spinning the psiorbs around her teasingly. “Your father sent me here, Vance,” she taunted. “He's very disappointed in you.”
“Bullshit.” Vance shot back, his face unwavering. “Tell me what's going on.”
“I'LL TELL YOU NOTHING!” Naomi shrieked, sending the psiorbs flying towards Vance.
“Move, Vance!” Eden shouted, desperately trying to alert him to the danger he was in.
Vance stood his ground, his eyes still fixated on Naomi. Psynergy began to flow from his arms, and as the psiorbs moved in, he reached upwards, catching two balls in each hand. He scrunched his hands into glowing fists and lowered them, the psiorbs contained within like a child's marbles.
“I don't know who gave you these toys...” he muttered, “but I think you're a little too old to be playing with them.”
Psynergy began to rise from Vance's arms, and Eden watched in shock as he squeezed his fists together, crushing the psiorbs to pieces. The sparkling silver shards fell into the dirt at his feet, utterly broken beyond repair.
Naomi stared at him in frustration. That wretched boy! How...how is it possible?! How could he do such a thing?!
“I'm giving you one more chance, Naomi.” Vance took another step towards her. “What are you doing here?”
“We're going to get you, Vance!” She screamed, speeding towards him. The boots Grayson gave her were glowing, propelling her towards him. Her gloves were equally powered, as she tried to salvage the last of her abilities. “You need to die...just like Victoria!”
“What did you say?” Vance's right hand flew out in front of him, his palm crushing Naomi's cheek with a sickening smack. She screamed, and went tumbling across the ground, thrown by the force of a mere slap.
Vance was next to her fallen body in an instant, his right arm still at his side, aflame with psynergy. His arms curved down in a wide arc, slicing through Naomi's gloves and slashing through the fibers, lopping off her thumbs in the process.
She screamed out in shock, staring at the bleeding stumps on her precious, manicured hands. “I'll kill you!! You little bastard!”
“You won't kill anyone.” Vance said, grabbing her by the neck of her suit and picking her up off the ground. “The first thumb was for touching Eden. The second was for mentioning my mother's name.”
Naomi babbled incoherently, too shell-shocked by all her wounds to reply..
“And if you EVER show your face around me or any of my friends again,” Vance continued, jerking Naomi in rhythm with his speech, “I'll take more than just an extremity.”
He dropped her to the ground and returned to Eden.
“How are you doing?” Vance said, lightly placing his arms on her shoulders. He had a warm, real expression right now, and she could tell that he had been genuinely worried about her.
But why? What happened to him during those weeks with Averyl? What could have changed him to something so diametrically opposite from what I had believed his personality to be? It's...disorientating. But even more than that, there's an even more dangerous feeling...
Why...Eden couldn't seem to wrench her eyes out of his gaze. ...Why do I feel so attracted to him?
“Take it easy, Eden.” Vance noticed the strange expression that was moving over Eden's soft face. “You'll be alright, I promise.”
“Oh, Vance...” Eden muttered hopelessly, picking herself up from the ground and throwing her arms around him as best she could. “I'm so confused.”
“I know how you feel.” Vance cradled her towards him, trying to calm her down. He did feel confused, although the source of this was concerning their visitor rather than his emotions.
What the hell was she doing here?! If I had been only a few minutes later, who knows what would have happened to Eden...but to see Naomi here, and with those strange weapons...man, just what on earth is going on back there?
He thought of his washed-up father, wondering how he was faring with his new job. It was all so strange. There didn't seem to be any possible connection with Earth and Sagacia...except for Eden and himself.
The hollowed-out mountain stood in front of him, and he remembered his entrance. That's right...if I hadn't noticed the cracks in there leading to the other side, I would have had to gone completely around to get here...
“Eden...” he whispered, moving her bright red hair off her dirtied face. “Why was that mountain so hollowed out?"
“I did that...” Eden choked out. “That's why she was able to get me, Vance...I'm so tired...I can barely move.”
Vance was amazed at Eden's psynergy prowess, an emotion that was soon overcast by his anger. That bitch attacked Eden when she was the most vulnerable...maybe I was too easy on her.
His eyes scanned the horizon, eventually focusing on the tired, decrepit-looking figure of Naomi as she stumbled helplessly off into the distance. No...he thought, turning back and looking down at the person he currently held in his arms. Eden's more important right now. He picked her up, moving her over the sleeping mattresses and setting her down carefully.
“Just stay there,” he said, his eyes moving around the empty encampment. "Where the hell is Cliff?!"
“I don't know...” Eden coughed out. “He's been gone for a while..."
Vance carefully set Eden down, and then closed his eyes and tried to extend his aura as far as he could. Off to the east, he felt a faint glow, and it was growing stronger.
"That must be him, running here." Vance opened his eyes. "What an asshole."
“It's not his fault, Vance..." Eden said. "This was a total surprise to everyone."
Vance scoffed, crossing his arms and tapping his foot impatiently.
Maybe he hasn't changed so much after all...Eden couldn't help but smile in amusement.
Roughly fifteen minutes passed, which Eden and Vance used to catch up with each other -- for the two of them, the past weeks had flown by at a considerable rate. Finally, the tan figure of Cliff could be seen, rocketing down from atop one of the dunes.
“'bout time.” Vance stood back up, tossing his black hair over his shoulder – no doubt a trait he inherited from his mentor. “Where the hell were you?!"
“What...?” Cliff's head slowly moved over to Eden. “What the...what happened, you two?”
Vance gave Eden a troubled glance, and then stepped closer to Cliff. “Eden was attacked."
Cliff looked to Eden for some sort of confirmation. She nodded her head slowly, wincing as she did so. His eyes were drawn back to Vance, trying to grasp the situation.
“And Eden...?”
“She was being tortured when I arrived.” Vance replied. “It was just a coincidence, too. Who knows what would have happened if I hadn't hurried back.”
“I'm sorry. I was far away, so that the others' auras would be quiet enough so as not to disturb me. A while back I felt a sudden shock and left right away, though." Cliff took a deep breath, letting his hair out of a ponytail and shaking it in distress. "I'm sorry. Where's the intruder now?"
“Hell if I know. She ran after I kicked her ass.” Vance replied quickly. “That isn't the problem. It's who she is.”
Cliff raised an eyebrow at Vance. He still sounds the same, but...it's like the way he carries himself, the way he goes about things now...he seems so different. On top of that, his aura has shifted. It feels warm now, and most of all, his aura's density has increased dramatically.
“Her name was Naomi Dancougar.” Vance said, watching Cliff's expression of confusion. “She was my stepmother back on Earth.”
“That's impossible.” Cliff let the words escape from his lips without even thinking about them. “She's an Earthling, isn't she? What was she doing here?”
“Beats me.” Vance said, shrugging it off. “The point is -- she was here. And that means I'm involved, somehow.”
“I understand.” Cliff nodded his head. “So, do you want to drop out of the tournament?”
“No, I've been planning for this for far too long.” Vance retorted, seeing that gleam in Cliff's eye. “But I want to head back afterwards.”
“You sure?” Cliff pushed the issue, obviously trying to convince Vance into reconsidering. “It will last for a week or so.”
“What's your problem, Cliff?” Vance asked. “Call me crazy, but it seems like you don't want me to enter the tournament.”
“We'll talk later.” Cliff said, shifting his eyes to Eden. “I'm more concerned about Eden.”
“I'm fine.” Eden cut in, causing Cliff to step back in surprise. “I'm not bleeding that bad -- it's not like I have fatal injuries or anything. I want you to tell us what's been going on with you, though, Cliff. You haven't seemed the same since we started training.”
Cliff felt as if he was trapped, cornered by the two of them. They aren't the innocent teenagers I brought with me to that mine, all those days ago. Cliff stared at them sadly. Maybe there really is nothing I can do...maybe their fate was already set into motion long before they even met me.
“Both of you,” Cliff began, “are unlike any other type of person I've ever seen. The way you think...your histories, as well as your resolve to grow stronger. When we started, I was still under the illusion that I could keep up with you even during this time. Now, I've come to realize that you'll be lightyears ahead of me before I even know it.”
Vance and Eden listened fixedly as Cliff spilled his heart out in front of them.
“We're all being sent on what is, without a doubt, the most dangerous and crucial mission the Guild has ever attempted. At first, I felt unsure that you would be able to stand up to the challenges that would be posed against you...but I soon came to realize that those fears were false covers, hiding the insecurity I felt about my own abilities.”
He turned away from them, staring at the enormous hole that had been bored into the mountain by Eden. “The tournament starts in less than four days. These might be the last four days of our lives.”
“Come on.” Vance moved over, grabbing Cliff's shoulder and turning him back around. “You really think I'll let you die so easily?” Vance smirked, and Cliff noticed a new gleam of maturity behind the guy's eyes that he hadn't seen before. “You have to stay alive so that we can battle it out in the finals together.”
Cliff sighed, smiling weakly at Vance. “You don't understand...this isn't some game where you can make your own rules, Vance.”
“I realize that.” Vance replied seriously. “But I'm not about to let those bastards kill the people that are close to me.”
Close...to him? Cliff thought to himself, watching Vance with perceptive eyes. He's grown so much, it's hard to believe it's even him.
Eden nodded, feeling better enough to sit Indian-style next to the two of them. “Cliff, you can trust in us now. We aren't beginners anymore.”
“Trust in you...” Cliff let the words hang in the air, closing his eyes and trying to think. “You know what?” He opened his eyes and continued speaking, taking a page out of Vance's book. “Fine. I don't care at this point, and there's nothing else I can lose. Let's head back, guys. Azuka is probably waiting for us.”
“Wait, she said that she was going to come back and get us when she was done.” Eden piped up. “Remember? And she was going to see how I had done with the mountain...”
The clearing of a throat was suddenly heard behind the three, followed by a thick, yet feminine voice: “Captain Azuka is still in the Guild at this present moment.”
Cliff was the first to swerve around in surprise. “Captain Ravi!” he shouted, recognizing the umber warrior without delay. “What are you doing here?”
The tall female stood in front of them, a solemn expression on her spotless face. Her mixture of brown and white clothes blended nicely with the drab environment, the blue jewel in her forehead acting almost as a centerpiece of her outfit.
“I was sent by the Seneschal to make sure everything was under control here.” She slowly surveyed the three of them. “It looks as if you took care of yourselves, though.”
“It wasn't a big deal.” Vance eyed the woman with suspicion. “But how did you know about it?”
“We were alerted to the presence of an invader a short time before she came here, we suspect. It seems as if her only purpose of infiltration was to trail after you, Vance Dancougar.”
“You guys let her sneak into the Guild?!” Vance shouted in surprise. “Man, are you out of your mind? If someone as weak as her could enter, then what--”
“She was a special case.” Ravi interrupted him with ease, a stern expression on her face. “The fact that she was so weak is what allowed her to penetrate our defenses.”
Vance moved on. “Did you find out where she came from?”
“We are not sure.” Ravi answered. “At the moment, I'm more concerned as to where she went.”
“I destroyed her weapons and told her to get out of my sight.” Vance told her. “She'll probably be wandering around here for the rest of her existence, unless she decides to enter back into the tunneler and get arrested.”
“Hm.” Ravi hummed a note of interest. “Not exactly the way I would have handled it, but interesting nonetheless. Good job, Knight Vance.”
“Don't sweat it.” Vance tossed back nonchalantly.
“We should head back, in any case.” Ravi motioned to the path she had come from. “Come, the Seneschal is waiting.”
“Alright.” Vance moved a hand down to pick up Eden, but was stopped halfway by Cliff. “Huh?”
“Don't worry.” Cliff said, gently raising Eden into his own arms, looking at Vance uncertainly. "I'll take her."
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Naomi crawled through the wasteland, out of breath, strength, and willpower. She thought back to the moment Vance had placed his hand on her, glowing with that strange, purple power. It had felt as if she had been hit by a sledgehammer. On top of that, he had had the nerve to...to...
She stared at the red holes on the sides of her hands. I will kill him, somehow. I'm not dead yet, no...which means that I still have a chance to beat him. I was just ill-prepared, that was all. He can't win...he is something demonic...something worse than I ever imagined...which means that his elimination is all the more important!! I will not...I cannot...let Grayson...down...
As Naomi continued on her journey along the rough ground of Sagacia, she began to see a figure in front of her. It was tall, with long, flowing black hair. As it came closer to her, she became frightened, because it almost looked like Vance. Finally, Naomi began to see its face, and realized it was indeed a different person.
The man looked down at her, smiling, with strange black globules that she could only assume were his eyes.
“Hello there...” he spoke to her, an unnerving grin on his face. “...you seem to be a little lost.”
Naomi looked up at him like some dark angel, and spoke to him. “Please, you have to help me.”
“This isn't a very nice place to be...” he said, nodding. “I shall move you somewhere better...hopefully to a place where you can receive the attention you need...”
Naomi watched him with a perplexed expression on her face, as he turned around and procured a thin, neon-purple blade from the inside of his coat. He held it up in the air and slashed a diagonal arc downwards. She could see the threads of space and time split apart as his blade ripped through the dimension itself, opening a makeshift gateway out from Sagacia.
“Climb into there...” Averyl turned back to her, still smiling. “You'll be safe, I think...”
Naomi had no choice, and so she moved forward, reaching up to the portal, and crawling inside. It enveloped her, receiving her like a body of water, and she was lost within its folds immediately.
"Have fun there..." Averyl smirked to himself as he ran his glowing hand over the rift, sealing it up. “I know I would."
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“Why are you using that weak thing on him?”
“You know very well that if I used any real weapon on him, he'd crack in an instant.”
“Oh, that's right. You're doing this just to have fun, aren't you?”
“Yes.”
“I forgot. Or maybe I was trying to. Whatever.”
The voices slipped through Frank's ears, although he could barely register them. His mind had been spinning, and he had lost consciousness for the past moments of his torture. It had continued onwards, and while most of the different areas of his body had been destroyed far beyond recognition, he hadn't felt anything quite like this yet. At first, he had thought he was truly about to die, but now that he was beginning to recover, he began to figure out what it had been.
A brain concussion. Frank remembered it from his days in college, before he had switched his major away from medical studies and went into engineering. He was sure that that was what had happened...all the factors pointed to it.
Brain concussions were the result of violent traumas – which he was currently experiencing, no doubt – but more than that, it was when the head is stopped suddenly after accelerating rapidly. His head had continued to slip downwards, and finally Grayson had hit it back into the wall harder than he had intended.
As if that wasn't enough, having a concussion meant that he would be even more vulnerable to another one during the recovery phase. In the event of that second impact, the brain could become swelled and pressurized, leading to permanent brain damage, or even death. So why hadn't it happened...? The only way it could be prevented was if Grayson had stopped his seemingly relentless assault.
Frank tried to open eyes and look around with his blurred, shaky vision. He had heard Grayson's and another girl's voices before, but now it seemed like the only two people standing in front of him were Grayson and McCarthy.
The Vice-President of the Zexaron Corporation held a bloody whip at his side, smiling gleefully. I know that no matter what I say...it'll just be giving Grayson what he wants – to see me suffer inexplicably and eventually lose my mind. That's why I'm going to be silent...I won't utter a single word. Of course, I'll have to scream...it's hard not to scream when a man whips you repeatedly, tearing your flesh away from your bones..but I will say nothing more.
F. Douglas McCarthy was now standing next to Grayson, that same, cardboard smile pasted on his face like always. Could he really be the mastermind behind all of this? It doesn't make sense...but then what purpose could he be serving? Is he merely a figurehead for what Grayson hoped to do?
“I bet you're wondering why I'm doing this, Mr. Arazia.” Grayson looked deep into Frank's fading eyes, piercing the small residue that remained of his soul. “I bet you're wondering what reason I could possibly have for committing such a heinous crime. I bet it's simply eating you up inside.”
Frank shifted his tongue around in his bloody, parched throat. He said nothing.
“Do you wish to know?” Grayson leaned closer, and Frank could feel the man's warm breath upon his ear.
You're going to tell me either way, Grayson. Frank watched him bleakly. You couldn't stand to let me miss any juicy details about my demise.
“Your futility.” Grayson replied, grinning gleefully, eye to eye with Frank. “I don't care that you were snooping around town, Frank, and I don't care that you destroyed my car. But your futile existence irritates me, Frank -- it irritates me to my very core. The way you flounder and fight against your inevitable demise summons a violence from me so extreme that I have no choice but to punish you. From the very day you were born, this has been your destiny.”
Grayson continued to grin, waiting for any sort of response from Frank. “Isn't that funny? Doesn't that make you want to laugh?!” He waited fruitlessly for a few more moments, and then continued on. “...Don't think that I hate you, Frank, because that's not it at all. I have no feelings towards you one way or another – it's just that, for some reason, torturing you brings me pleasure...so torture you I shall.”
He turned around and moved back to McCarthy, nodding to him and moving to the door. “Cecilia is waiting for me. We're going to go check in with the others. I doubt we'll be gone longer than a day or so...until then, hold the fort.”
McCarthy grunted unenthusiastically.
“I'm serious, Madeleine. I want to see your face, and I want to see you promise that you'll obey my orders.”
Frank watched calmly as the body of McCarthy shifted slowly into the form of a young girl, with shining hair and cute freckles. He doubted anything would ever surprise him again. He'd seen a woman lift a bulldozer, after all.
Madeleine turned to Grayson, nodding confidently. “I won't let you down, Grayson.”
Grayson nodded curtly, and then disappeared behind the iron door. Madeleine turned back to Frank, eying his ravaged body up and down.
“Can you still talk, or did he rip out your vocal cords?” Madeleine asked casually.
Frank's eyes lit up in shock for a moment, but then he quieted down. He opened his mouth and let out a short, monotone groan.
“I was just wondering.” Madeleine shrugged. “That's what he did to McCarthy before he killed him. He removed all the muscles from the dude's body, and then just let him hang there like a sack of meat. It was pretty funny.”
Frank tried to read the girl's emotions, but she seemed to be a blank slate. Is this part of Grayson's torture? Did he brainwash this child to further torment me?
“The whole time, McCarthy was just sitting there, trying to scream, but nothing would come out. So he just sat there and flapped around. And--”
“...who are you?” Frank muttered, trying to stifle the girl's chilling narrative.
“My name's Madeleine.” Madeleine said, looking at him with curious eyes. “Your name's Frank, right?”
Frank nodded.
“You've done pretty well to hang on this long.” Madeleine said with admiration. “And you don't make any funny sounds or anything.”
“Are you...his...daughter?” Frank wheezed.
“Haha, no way.” Madeleine laughed. “I don't look anything like him, do I? You better not answer that! I'm just a friend of his. Same with Cecilia.”
Cecilia...Frank thought to himself. It must be the woman who captured me. They're part of some sort of group...and apparently, they can do things that normal humans only dream of. Madeleine can obviously shapeshift...that explains why I kept seeing less and less of McCarthy. Grayson was in control the entire time...what a surprise.
“Well, have fun down here.” Madeleine waved, moving to leave. “Grayson shouldn't be back for a while.”
“Wait!” Frank shouted, his eyes bulging out in surprise. “Where are you going?!”
“I'm going to play video games.” Madeleine shrugged. “There's no way I'm gonna sit down here until Grayson comes back – that's way too boring.”
The girl's train of thought seemed completely derailed to Frank. “Please...I beg you. I won't do anything to you. Just let me out.”
“No way!” Madeleine shouted. “I know he won't find out if I play videogames, but if I let you loose, Grayson will get soooo mad at me. It won't even be funny.”
Frank tried again. “Please, have some heart...I'm going to die down here.”
“That's okay.” Madeleine continued moving down the passageway. “You act as if you're special or something. What about all the other people who've been tortured by Grayson? What would you say to them?”
“WAIT!!” Frank screamed, as Madeleine shut the iron door behind her, leaving Frank alone in his personal hell. He let his head sag down to his chest, tears running down his face as he began to accept his defeat.
“Why...” he whimpered, tears mixing in with the dried blood along his body. “WHY?!”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Winslow tapped his fingers rhythmically on the siderail, bored out of his mind. The waiting line outside the sign-up booth for the tournament was backed up for miles, and he and the rest of the Zodiacs had been standing here all morning.
“Quit it.” Bruce, leading the group, barked back to Winslow. “Why do you have to be so damn annoying all the time?”
Winslow turned his nose up and away from Bruce, acting too aloof for his own good. “This is ridiculous. They expect us to wait this long to register for this pathetic 'tournament' of theirs?”
“This is a high-stakes competition.” Mephistoclessia came up behind him, her raspy voice causing him to jump a bit. “Hundreds have signed up already.”
“They'll all be dead soon," Winslow grunted. "I can't wait to go all-out on them..."
“I don't think Bruce signed you up.” Mephistoclessia said, pointing a skinny finger down the line. “At least, he wasn't planning to.”
“WHAT?!” Winslow shouted, shoving his way down the line to find Bruce. “Wait, what?! Bruce, you're signing me up, are you?”
“The hell I am.” Bruce replied. “We're splitting into two groups for this, Winslow, the outside and inside team. Since I'm assuming that Van Kaen, Grayson, Madeleine, and Cecilia won't be joining us, that leaves the eight of us to figure it out. Averyl already said to sign him up for the tournament, and there's no way I'm gonna work with that bastard, so that automatically puts Rose and I on the outside team.”
Winslow listened to him intently. “So?! There's still two slots left for me!”
“Shut up, I wasn't finished yet.” Bruce growled. “Roufas and Zhang Guo both expressed their disinterest in fighting, but since I said we'd probably need someone inside to keep Averyl and Saffron under control, Roufas agreed to enter. That means you'll be outside with us, and Roufas, Averyl, Saffron, and Mephistoclessia will be the ones entering the tournament. End of story.”
“Why didn't you ask me?!” Winslow pressed on. “How dare--”
“I said, END OF STORY!!” Bruce screamed, flames leaping from his tongue. “Now get the hell behind me!”
"No!" Winslow flared up, his aura clashing with Bruce as he bravely stood his ground. "You don't know how long I've been waiting for this, Bruce! I know he'll be there. Vance Dancougar...I must have my revenge!!"
Bruce frowned, staring down at Winslow's stupid face as the boy, as usual, fought his very best to get his way. To be honest, I'd rather have Roufas outside with us than in there...but Winslow, Averyl, and Saffron...who knows what'll happen if I let all three of them in. Then again, they're disposable...and if what our spy boy told us was right, the elimination rounds will make quick work of a lot of contestants. Maybe it would be in my best interest -- despite how much of a little bitch Winslow may be -- to let him go.
"Alright." Bruce's countenance changed suddenly. "Roufas will come out, and you'll go in there instead. So calm the hell down and shut the hell up, you little shit!!"
Winslow stared at Bruce, half in surprise and relief, and then abruptly turned and pushed his way back through the crowd. Wiping sweat from his brow, Winslow looked ahead at the monstrous steel facility that served as the tournament complex. It seemed to fit nicely with the grey sky behind it, polluted by the various vehicles and industries in Enmetropolis. They were standing in the long asphalt parking lot, filled not with cars, but rather people, the long line zig-zagging all the way back to the street.
“Are they really going to have all these people fight it out one by one?” Winslow asked out loud, to no one in particular.
“Doubtful.” Rose, who off to the side filing her nails, responded quickly. “We've heard that they plan to cut the admissions off at somewhere around 4,000 applicants. There's no way they have the room to hold any more people than that.”
“Still, though, that's still like two thousand separate battles. It'll take months!” Winslow groaned.
“There will be some elimination rounds before hand, I suspect.” Rose explained. “Some quick, deadly group competitions that will be able to weed out the big hitters among the group.”
“I see.” Winslow smirked. “I should thank Bruce, then, for allowing me a chance to prove my superiority to all these fools who think they're going to win.”
Rose shrugged, turning around and leaving Winslow to his own devices. As she turned back to face forward, she caught the last piece of a conversation between Roufas and Bruce.
"That's fine with me." Roufas nodded. "There are some things I'd rather attend to on the outside, after all."
"I thought you wouldn't mind." Bruce said. "We'll just have to hope we finish our preparations quickly in case something goes wrong in the finals."
"I wouldn't worry about that. More importantly, I'm quite positive that all four of the Guild Captains will be arriving here to stay for the duration of the tournament.” Roufas spoke softly. “This may be our chance to wipe out the Guild completely.”
“And what about the Church of Holy Truths?” Bruce inquired. “Have they released any official statement about what they plan to do regarding the prize of the tournament?”
“Nothing.” Roufas answered. “Belmarc is a member of the Dimensional Alliance, which means that in order to hold the tournament as well as put up the Clock as the prize, they would have needed to make sure those two decisions were kosher with the other members.”
“And?”
“Well, we're here, aren't we?” Roufas gave Bruce a tired smile. “They will probably send their faithful Guild to take care of things, as always.”
“Yeah.” Bruce smirked. “We should be able to wipe 'em all out in one shot then, huh?”
“Sounds about right to me.” Roufas riposted.
Bruce peered over the crowd with ease. “Dammit, Averyl better get his ass over here soon. We're getting close to the front.”
“He'll show up, eventually.” Roufas said, looking around. “...I hope.”
“I guess I'll just sign you up under his name if he's not here.” Bruce sighed. “That way we can hand over his ID Card and pin number after we yell at him.”
“Good idea.” Roufas nodded curtly, just as Saffron made his way over to the two.
“Ah, a more beautiful day I've never laid eyes upon!” He cried suddenly, smiling broadly and taking a deep breath of fresh air. “Clear is the sky, fierce the wind...and here stand we, ready to engage in a glorious battle of honor and valor! Doesn't your soul just burn for the fight?!”
“Don't tell me you're this excited already.” Bruce exhaled. “There's still three days left until the tournament. Try to get a hold of yourself, or else I think I'm gonna puke.”
“Thy words slay me!” Saffron berated Bruce happily, refusing to break his mood. “Have you not even a speck of warrior's spirit?”
“I think you have enough for both of us.” Bruce frowned. “Just stand back there and shut up. Wait a little longer; you'll get to play to your heart's content.”
“Let it be so...” Saffron sighed, staring up into the sky. His armor gleamed in the sunlight, and his golden hair blew gently in the breeze. “Either way, a glorious tournament this shall be! Putting our lives on the line...giving it our all...just in order to experience that bloody rush that comes from two powerful, desperate opponents battling to the death! I'll fight my way to the end, never stopping...in hopes of finding the one true fighter – the one valiant knave – who can allow me to once again enjoy true combat!”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Edward was moving down the stairs in the front lobby of the Zexaron building, when he began to hear the sound. It was extremely muffled, and the first time he heard it, he almost discounted it as simply a background noise. The second time he heard it, however – it was much louder and clearer. Poignant, almost.
Things had not been going well for Edward lately. Then again, when have things ever gone well? I can't remember the last time I truly relaxed and felt like I was enjoying myself. The past month went by fast, but that was probably only because I started daydreaming and losing my concentration more often. Being a member of the council of advisors hasn't been as busy a job as I thought...so I suppose I've had tons of time to sit and think.
Every day, he wondered where Vance was -- what he was doing, and why he had disappeared that night. He hoped, at least, that Vance was happy wherever he was, and that he wasn't suffering as much as he would have been had he stayed with them.
If only I could talk to him one more time...Edward stared through the glass walls of the Zexaron lobby into the darkness outside, his eyes full of longing. If only I could know how he felt...
His meetings with Grayson and Naomi had become fewer and fewer as the weeks had passed. Although he saw his co-workers every day, they all left early before dinner, leaving Edward behind to close up the building and do any extra filing that was needed at the end of the day. Naomi was always there when he got home, but they never talked anymore. She was in her own world...as was he.
Naomi hadn't come home last night, and honestly, it'd hadn't surprised Edward in the slightest. She was working for Grayson now, no doubt servicing him in other ways that no one else could. Edward didn't really mind -- he had never truly loved her.
Now, he stood in the darkness of the Zexaron lobby, listening to that faint, guttural scream coming from somewhere below the earth. It sounded like a man, but even that was questionable. He hadn't heard it until he had come to the ground floor, though, which meant...
Is there even a basement to this place? Edward let the question fall through the recesses of his mind, trying to recover any sort of information about the building that he had forgotten in the past. No one's ever mentioned the subject, even Grayson. But...since no one's ever denied it, that means it doesn't not exist...
He backtracked a bit and entered one of the company's elevators, studying the keypad intently. While there was no visible basement button, there was that mysterious extra keyhole at the bottom of the pad. Edward pulled out the heavy key ring that Grayson had bestowed upon him when he began his new position, and started trying the keys.
Get ahold of yourself, Ed...That melancholy pall began to fall over him again as he tried key after key. If this truly was somewhere that was housing something important, why would Grayson give you a key for it?! You're his powerslave...his doll. And the best part of it all is, you know it -- and you don't care...because you have no will.
That's probably true...he remarked to himself. But in that case, who cares if Grayson gives me an entire set of keys identical to his own? I'm too stupid to find a way to some secret passage hiding his darkest secrets.
The thirteenth key that Edward tried suddenly slid deep into the keyhole, clicking and turning with ease.
I'm too stupid, he thought, watching the lobby button light up on the keypad as he pressed it with his thumb. I'm far too stupid to be doing any of this.
The elevator descended into darkness. After a few moments, the contraption came to a stop, and the doors began to slide open – letting in a burst of cool, stagnant air as they did so.
“SOMEBODY!!” The voice was much louder and clearer now, as if its owner was just a few steps down the hallway. Edward couldn't decide if it was the voice of an older man or a younger man. It sounded withered and defeated, like someone on the verge of life and death.
And then, as he crept closer...it started to sound like Frank.
Edward dashed down the hallway, which was dimly lit by fragile metal light fixtures that had obviously seen better days. He soon entered a large room filled with machinery, and had to duck immediately to avoid hitting his head on a hanging metal pipe. Like an explorer in a metal jungle, Edward crept warily through the maze, the volume of screaming increasing all the while. He made his way to a steel door on the opposite side of the room, wrapping his hand around the handle slowly, yet firmly.
“LET ME OUT!” Edward could hear Frank's bellow loud and clear from the other side. It was him, there was no doubt about it. Here's the million-dollar question, though...who's in there with him? McCarthy? Grayson? Someone even worse? No, who am I kidding...there isn't anyone who could possibly be worse...
There was no option to leave, though. Edward had heard the dying voice of his friend, and from that moment on, his fate had been sealed. Nothin' to do now...but open the door.
Edward shoved open the iron seal and set his eyes upon the mutilated body of Frank Arazia. His splayed arms and legs were bony and bloodstained, with scraps of flesh hanging off here and there. His face was bruised nearly beyond recognition, but looked beautiful compared to his mangled body. It looked as if the desecration of his chest and stomach had been done with precision, as the damage looked quite meticulous and concise. Frank's flesh had been stripped from his body, all the way down to what Edward guessed were the lower epidermal layers. He was an atrocity.
“E...Ed...” Frank coughed up blood, turning his head to get a good look at the only friend he had left in the world. “You came...”
“Frank.” Edward looked darkly at his partner, forgetting all his reason and thoughts and concentrating only on one thing. “Did he do this to you?”
Frank nodded slowly, blood pouring from his temple. “He...”
“Don't speak anymore.” Edward moved shakily over to his friend. “I'm going to get you out of here, Frank. And then we're going to go kill our boss.”
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“H-hello,” Nathan sat up on his cot in the infirmary, nodding his head to Cliff, Eden, and Vance. “Nice to meet you all.”
“Nathan was attacked by Naomi in the hallway, and was forced to reveal the location of the tunnelers.” Ravi explained, leading the three forward. “We found him unconscious later.”
“Eh?” Vance stared at Nathan in confusion. “How old are you, kid? Twelve?”
“I'm...fifteen.” Nathan spoke clumsily, surprised at Vance's odd question.
“What?” Vance turned to Captain Ravi. “Fifteen? Wow, you guys sure start 'em young.”
“Nathan is a special case.” Cliff moved up and patted the boy on the head. “He scored a perfect on the entrance examination to the Guild, something that no one has ever done before – even our own captains.”
Nathan was quick to downplay his ability. “It's not really that special. I mean...I pretty much failed the physical examination.”
A frustrated expression twisted its way onto Vance's face. “Hey! What are you saying? You scored higher than all these guys on whatever examination they had. Don't you see what that means? You're smarter than all these people here! So why don't you act like it?”
“I'm really not...” Nathan said meekly, trying to shy away from the impetuous Vance. “I just studied a lot, that's all.”
Vance furrowed his brow. "You're starting to piss me off..."
“Vance.” Eden pulled him to the side quickly. “Don't you think the poor kid has been through enough trauma today? You don't have to change the personality of every person you come across, you know. Some people are the way they are no matter what happens.”
Vance took another look back at Nathan, who was staring gloomily at the floor, his head in his hands. “I just don't understand people like that,” he sighed. “They could be so much happier if...”
“If they did this and this and that.” Eden finished his sentence. “That's pretty much what you were getting at, right? Vance, not everyone has the same train of thought as you do. It's not like you can go around ordering them to do things that you believe are right, and expect them to be happy. Everyone's definition of happiness is different, after all.”
“Hm.” Vance had forgotten about Nathan by now. She's so much surer of herself than she was when we first met...and it looks like she isn't afraid to be blunt and speak her mind anymore. That's kinda...
“Thanks, Eden.” He smiled. “I was in the wrong.”
Eden nodded, and stepped up to Nathan. “Hello,” she said, trying to act as gentle as possible. “My name's Eden, I'm a member of the 4th division as well.”
“You are?” Nathan asked, staring with excited eyes at the pretty girl. “N-nice to meet you, Miss Eden.”
“You don't have to call me miss.” Eden smiled. “We're equals.”
“R...right.” Nathan muttered, confused at what else to say.
“Did Naomi say anything strange to you when you saw her?” Eden spoke lightly, trying to get to the point and still keep the kid calm.
“She said she was looking for him,” Nathan spoke, pointing over to Vance. “She said it was urgent, and then she attacked me and made me tell her where the tunneling station was. I thought that it would be better if I sent her there and got her away from the Guild, and that Captain Azuka could take care of her better that way...” He looked from Cliff to Ravi nervously, and then turned his eyes back down. “I'm sorry, I didn't know what else to do. And I was really s-scared...”
“You did fine.” Cliff reassured the boy, and then looked to Ravi. “Didn't he?”
Ravi nodded slowly and said no more.
“Don't worry.” Cliff shook Nathan's hand. “You'll be fine now. Come on, guys, we need to go find Captain Azuka.”
“Alright.” Vance pushed himself off from the wall and followed Eden out of the room. He turned back to Nathan, and nodded casually. “Later.”
Nathan blinked, unsure how to respond.
“It's alright.” Ravi sighed, watching the trio leave down the hallway. “The rest of us don't know what to think of him, either.”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
After a quick break, the three met in the core of the Guild, each of them clad in brand-new, æsotech-studded uniforms – Vance, of course, wearing his jacket over it all.
“So what did you two do for all that time?” Cliff asked Vance, unable to stifle his curiosity any longer. “You and Averyl, I mean.”
Vance scratched his head, his fingers disappearing into the dark void of his hair. “Well, he threw me off a cliff at the beginning.” Vance began. “Then, I eventually climbed back up, and he...he explained some stuff to me.”
I don't know if I'm ready to tell them everything, Vance evaluated the quick editing he had just done to his story. Especially since I don't understand it all myself.
“What kinda stuff?” Eden was the first to ask the dreaded question.
“Well, you know...” Vance started, “about the nature of our powers, the nature of psynergy...that guy can do some pretty amazing stuff, you know.”
“Right.” Cliff frowned. “But he's our enemy, Vance. There has to be a reason why he's after you.”
“No he's not.” Vance gave Cliff a sudden rebuttal. “After living with him for a month, I'm sure of that. He's not on our side, that's true, but...he's not on their side either. He's...he's in his own world.”
Cliff and Eden didn't seem to understand, but as far as Vance was concerned, that was fine.
“And so, for the next five weeks?” Cliff moved on at last. “What sort of exercises did you do?”
“Nothing fancy.” Vance shrugged. “We just fought.”
“You fought?” Eden shouted. “For six weeks?!”
“Heh, yeah.” Vance couldn't help but chuckle himself. “Now that I think about it, that's really all we did. Why, what'd you guys do?”
Eden looked up at Cliff inquisitively, tapping her fingers on her elbow. “Yeah, Cliff, I'm curious myself. What did you do?”
Cliff adjusted his hat, and smirked at the both of them. “I did some private training,” he said proudly. “And I created a new technique for the tournament.”
“What?” Vance turned around, suddenly interested. “What sort of technique?”
“You'll just have to wait and see for that.” Cliff smirked. “Who knows if you'll even get far enough.”
“I wouldn't worry about that.” Vance's ego began to peek through his smirking lips. “I'll make sure that you and I have the final round all to ourselves.”
“I sincerely hope that's the case.” Cliff said, and pushed open the doors to the core.
The circular room was as busy as ever, with uniformed Guild attendants bustling to and fro, dodging the machinery and consoles that littered the premises. Standing on the far side of the room were the Seneschal and Captain Azuka, in blatant contrast to the noisiness around them as they talked quietly.
“There you are!” Azuka whipped her head to the side as Cliff led Vance and Eden over to the two of them. “I've been waiting for you three.”
“I'm guessing you heard about what happened already?” Cliff inquired, relieved to see his master's face again.
“Yes.” Azuka smiled. “The Seneschal told me about it.”
“I heard the basic overview of the situation from Captain Ravi.” Tao cut in. “However, I'd still like to hear a first-person account of the mishap myself.”
“It wasn't a big deal or anything.” Vance spoke up.
“He's right.” Eden jumped in. “I could have taken her, you know...if I hadn't been so tired.”
“I believe you.” Azuka smiled. “And Ravi informed me of the extent to which you destroyed the mountain. I'm very proud of you, Eden. You exceeded my highest expectations.”
Eden beamed, unable to find any way to express the joy she felt inside.
“The only thing that bugs me...” Vance went on, impervious to his companion's feelings, “--is the fact that she was there in the first place. She was an Earthling, which means that someone must have sent her on purpose.”
“Which in turn means that someone is aware of your presence here, and wishes for you to be somewhere else.” Tao finished Vance's thoughts, looking down at him with a leaden expression.
“We understand your plight, Vance.” Azuka made her own analysis of the young man as she spoke to him. He isn't putting on airs any more...Averyl must have done something spectacular to him. “What we don't understand, though...is who caused it.”
“Yeah.” Vance frowned, staring down in contemplation. “It makes no sense to me either. And I thought that Earth was cut off from the rest of the dimensions, to boot.”
“It is.” For once, the Seneschal looked genuinely troubled. “Someone sent an assassin from Earth who managed to penetrate the Guild and find their way after some of our strongest Knights. They can also employ the use of advanced psynergy technology. This may all be conjecture, but I think it's safe to say that we're dealing with some very powerful adversaries.”
“So what are you proposing we do?” Eden asked. “Are we in danger?”
“Many of the Knights will stay at the Guild during the next few days, in case we have another break-in.” Tao said. “You, however, have already made the commitment to the tournament, and I will expect you all to join the other captains and vice-captains there promptly.” Tao turned to leave, looking Vance in the eye one last time. “After that, though...what you do is entirely up to you.”
Vance stood in silence for a while, puzzled at the meaning of the Seneschal's last words. What is he telling me to do? Is it possible that that geezer knows more than he's letting us in on? Dammit...I hate cryptic old guys like these.
“We'd better leave soon.” Azuka started, snapping Vance out from his soliloquy. “The other three divisions are already on their way.”
Vance quickly snapped to attention. “We aren't too late, are we?”
“I'm not sure,” Azuka exited the room. “But I hear that they're going to close the registration soon. You might not make it if you take too long.”
“Us?” Cliff asked, hurrying out of the room. “Are you saying that you're--”
“I won't be joining in the games.” Azuka turned quickly around a corner. “The four captains will be positioned around the perimeter of the tournament grounds for surveillance.”
“What?!” Cliff shouted. “But, isn't that jeopardizing our best chances to win?”
“That...doesn't matter at this point.” Azuka seemed to have trouble with her words, as if she had something on the tip of her tongue, but had caught herself at the last moment.“It was a direct order given to us by the Church of Holy Truths.”
“So what?” Vance flared up. “What gives them the right to order you guys around like trained dogs?!”
“You don't understand, Vance.” Azuka sighed. “The Church of Holy Truths is what gave the Guild the resources and the capital it needed to set itself up in the first place. In fact, ever since then, they've been supporting us and all our efforts. The only drawback, if you can even call it that, is that they sometimes step in and give us 'suggestions' toward our plans for the future. The Seneschal has followed through with them every time, as far as I can remember.”
“How pathetic.” Vance scoffed. “So basically they're bribing you guys to do their dirty work, am I right?”
“It's a mutual deal, Vance. We're grateful for all their help, so it doesn't hurt to scratch their backs once in a while. Anyway, I found out that the Church was the one that gave the tournament committee the Clock in the first place. This entire operation is being set up with the sole purpose of trapping the Dark Zodiacs and putting an end to their organization for good.”
“What?” Cliff gasped, followed by startled sounds from Vance and Eden. “Is that really true?”
“Yes.” Azuka replied. “In fact, the goal of the tournament itself is to allow the Dark Zodiacs to proceed to the finals, where their forces will be concentrated for the first time in a long while. They are viciously intelligent individuals, however, which means that they may possibly preempt our efforts and leave some members out of the contest in case of an emergency. That's where the other three captains and I come in.”
“I see...” Eden nodded. “So does that mean we should throw our matches if we face a Dark Zodiac?”
“In the event that you actually do fight one...” Azuka explained, “which would be rather rare, I might add...I'd say go all-out. If you manage to defeat them, great – that's one less assassin we have to worry about.”
“Got it.” Vance smirked. “I was going to do that anyway.”
“Moving on...” Azuka rolled her eyes, “if everything goes according to plan, the Zodiacs will be captured, and we will gain not only the Clock from the tournament, but eventually the other two that the assassins possess.”
“This is gonna be great.” Vance exhaled. “I'm finally going to be able to let loose.”
“Hmmm...” Azuka pursed her lips thoughtfully as they continued moving. “Vance, during your training with Averyl, were you ever able to significantly damage him?”
Something inside him disallowed Vance from even attempting to lie about this one. “...I couldn't even lay a finger on him.”
Azuka honored Vance's earnestness about the issue, and answered him with a mature demeanor. “Just don't overdo it, alright?”
“Fine, fine.” Vance agreed, resigning to silence.
“I'm excited to see this city.” Eden smiled, changing the topic as fluidly as ever. “Ever since we've left Earth, we've seen so many amazing things, haven't we, Vance?”
“Geez...Earth.” Vance let out a sigh, once again falling back onto his forgotten homeland. “With all that's been going on lately, that seems like a completely different life altogether.”
“Everything's changed so much.” Eden reflected. “Do you ever miss your old life, Vance?”
“Hell no.” he said immediately. “That was a waste of sixteen years, as far as I'm concerned.”
Eden frowned. "A waste?"
“Whether it was a waste or not, one thing's for sure.” Cliff quickly jumped in, placing his arm over her shoulder. “Things are going to do nothing but get better from here on out. Trust me.”
I know what you're doing, Vance watched Cliff's smooth interference, but it's not like that at all. Trust me, buddy. You can have her for all I care.
“Okay, here we go, children.” Azuka pushed open the doors to the tunneling station, once again faced with the multitude of chambers within the hall. Just a little longer and we won't have to play this game anymore. Then, finally...my end of the deal will be fulfilled.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Edward carried Frank's ruined body in his arms as he made his way back to the surface, his face solid and immovable, like a stone that had been unearthed from a long-forgotten tomb.
“Ed...” Frank murmured. “Don't do anything...rash. Grayson isn't...like us.”
“Don't talk, Frank.” Ed whispered. “Just leave everything to me.”
Edward could feel the grooves and holes all along Frank's body where flesh had been dug out and ripped away. The extent of damage that had been inflicted upon Frank...yes, it wasn't human at all. In that respect, it gave Edward little guilt to know he would be spilling blood in the foreseeable future.
This is the final straw. Victoria...my son...and now Frank. I'm going to do something, and I'm not going to worry about anything or think about the consequences this time. Grayson's reign of terror ends here.
The elevator doors opened to the silent, deserted lobby of the building. Edward paid no attention, moving his finger up with deadly precision to the button for the eleventh floor -- Grayson's floor.
What worried him the most wasn't the fact that Grayson was a homicidal maniac, or even that he had taken Naomi under his wing -- it was those few lines he had spoken a month earlier about knowing the whereabouts of Vance.
Maybe that's why he never gave me any follow-ups on that. Edward seethed with rage. He was keeping my son for himself...and then one day, one of his 'sessions' got out of hand. Next thing you know...
It all made sense, which only strengthened Edward's resolve to take a stand. I will kill this man, he promised himself. If nothing else, I will make him suffer.
The elevator came to a jarring stop, letting out a sharp, high-pitched sound that was almost deafening in the calm of the night. This time the doors opened to a dim hallway, illuminated solely by a glowing light that came from the opposite end.
“Ed...” Frank spoke up again, although his speech was nearly unintelligible. “I don't...think he's here...he said he was going to...meet up with someone.”
“There's still a light on. Someone's here.” Edward stomped down the hallway, much to Frank's chagrin. ”Maybe it's our friend McCarthy.”
They moved through the darkness: two blue-collar, working-class males that would never be the same again. Edward turned the corner to Grayson's large office, and was faced with anything but what he was prepared for.
Grayson sitting at his desk with a demonic grin on his face, or maybe Grayson cackling evilly while standing over the dead body of his son – neither of those would have surprised Edward in the least. A huge, wall-length shimmering portal spread out in the center of the room, though...that surprised the hell out of him.
“What in the world...” Edward gasped at the spectacle before him, nearly dropping Frank from his arms.
It was pure white, and yet Edward could see texture on its smooth-looking surface. It was held in the air by two silver poles, both crackling with some sort of energy. He felt like he had accidentally walked onto the set of an old 60's science fiction movie. The screen really looked like nothing more than a white sheet hung in the air...yet it had depth, somehow. It was downright paradoxical.
“Hold on a second, Frank...” Edward set down his companion, his rage momentarily subsided by his desire to touch the screen. Frank watched him move forward from the ground, afraid that Grayson would suddenly hop out from that white vortex and slice Edward's head from his body instantly, like only a fearsome monster could do.
Edward's hand made contact with the space, and he felt something that could only be described as deconstruction. It was as if his hand ceased to exist, yet it had always ceased to exist, since he didn't feel like he had lost anything. It was like nothing he had ever felt before, and it was addicting. He moved his body forward, and soon his whole arm was engulfed; gone, and yet not gone at all.
“Ed!” Frank shouted hoarsely. “What are you doing, wait?”
“He's behind this, somehow.” Edward spoke, moving slowly forward. “We have to go into this if we want to find him.”
Edward moved in up to his shoulders, and suddenly, he couldn't control his body anymore. He fell forward, inwards, and could feel nothing but his consciousness. His body was destroyed, he could feel it, and his world was no more. Then, it came back instantly: the world, and then his body, and then himself -- in that order.
He found himself standing on the edge of a building, towering over a massive city. A brief sense of vertigo washed over him, and he nearly tumbled over the rail-less edge and into the neon abyss beneath him. It seemed to stretch on for miles, the massive city, and he could tell, just by the way it had been constructed, that it was not of Earth. At least, not the Earth he knew.
Suddenly, Edward heard a soft groan coming behind him. He turned around, just in time to see the body of Frank appear on the ground, ejected from the white space.
“E...Ed...” Frank's head was hanging from the edge of the balcony, staring down at the unbelievable structures and roads beneath him. “This is...”
“Another world.” Edward marveled, staring at the mystery he'd just flung himself into. “We're in another world, Frank.”
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Madeleine yawned, dropped her game controller on the soft, pink sheets of her bed for a moment, and stretched her arms.
This is is the life, she thought happily, as she sat up to continue what she had done ever since she became President of the Zexaron Corporation: absolutely nothing. I'm glad Grayson didn't invite me to that stupid tournament, anyway. What a waste of time that would have been!
Suddenly, she felt two flickers of psynergy -- not human psynergy, but the sort of psynergy that was used to create portals between dimensions. This flicker was what happened whenever someone crossed the planes -- it was the dispersion of excess psynergy the portal itself gave off from deconstructing and then reconstructing the user's body on the receiving end of the spatial transporter. The portal had been constructed by one of Grayson's associates, apparently, but even Madeleine knew not what kinds of people the man mingled with.
They left hours ago, though...and it's still night, even in Belmarc. So who is that? An idea flashed through her mind, and as much as she wanted to ignore it, her child-like curiosity just wouldn't let her leave it behind. Was there someone else here? It's too hard to tell, because these stupid humans can't use psynergy! Their auras are so small and diminished...it's nearly impossible to sense them!
Well, I guess there's only two options, really. I could go down there and see what is going on...but that would require effort on my part. On the other hand, I could ignore it, and say I never noticed it...but then, if that guy really did escape, Grayson will find out.
“Whatever." Madeleine shrugged, turning her attention back to the video game. “There's no use in wasting time thinking about it...everyone will die in the end anyway."
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
The streets of Enmetropolis -- the biggest, busiest, and most polluted city on the surface of Belmarc -- were filled with people of all shapes, sizes, and auras. Everyone moved to and fro, looking straight ahead without delay, as if they were all following some invisible track to their respective endpoints. As Vance stepped out of the doors of the Dimensional Alliance embassy, he was amazed at the sheer number of people who resided in the techno-kingdom.
The masses moved down the streets, one enormous lifeform with innumerable shifting extremities. Compared to the locales that Vance and the others had visited so far, it was incredible. Four-lane highways rose off the ground and twirled across the sky to unknown destinations, like ribbons decorating the exterior of the urban masterpiece. It was almost too much to take in at once.
“Ugh,” Cliff took a deep breath, stepping out into the street. “I'll never get used to the air here. It's practically toxic.”
“That's what you get when you destroy your own ozone layer.” Azuka mused. “They've been managing to keep themselves alive by constructing an artificial barrier around the stratosphere, but it doesn't do anything for the pollution below. I've heard that the lifespan of a Belmarcian has already been shortened five years in the last decade.”
“That's pretty scary.” Eden shivered. “How long are we going to be here?”
“Less than a week, hopefully.” Azuka said dryly, stepping onto the motorized walkway that led down to the street level. “It all depends on how smoothly this operation goes...”
Eden followed her mentor warily, trying to stay as close to her as possible while being jostled through the crowd of people.
So many auras...She thought in awe, letting her psynergy be her eyes for a moment. I can't even fathom them all, there's so much. All these different signals, feelings, and colors. It's overwhelming.
She could see every color of the rainbow, every texture she could think of, could feel feelings that she didn't even have names for. This place was much different from the quiet, stoic city of Israfel – it was busy, fast, and full of energy. Of all things, it made her feel excited.
“Keep close to each other.” Azuka ordered, as she jostled her way through the crowd. “Any large mass of people always has its fair share of 'unsavory' types – and Enmetropolis happens to have more than most.”
“I remember coming here about a year ago to quiet down a large black market operation that had woven its way into many large-scale businesses around the city.” Cliff reminisced, his height allowing him to keep his arms and head above the crowd. “I ended up having to come face to face with many high-society business executives and CEOs that were willing to risk their lives to keep their illegal activities under wraps. It was really a sad blow to the city's integrity.”
“Geez,” Vance mused, “so is there anything this city is good for besides crime and violence?”
“...that is a debatable point.” Azuka frowned, as the group began to pass under a shady underpass below a twirling purple highway. “There are many other cities in the dimension of Belmarc that have achieved the same level, if not better, of technological prowess that Enmetropolis has. It's simply the fact that there are so many people living here that makes it the center of many notable events.”
Vance resisted the urge to elbow a rowdy passerby in the ribs, struggling to make his way through the busy crowd. “And we're going to be a part of one of those 'notable events,' aren't we?”
“Our duty is to keep things from getting too notable.” Azuka reminded him. “That should be your utmost priority, Knight Dancougar."
Vance didn't agree, but he wasn't about to start an argument with his captain. I feel like...ever since I came back from being with Averyl, I've felt a lot more passive about things like this. Looking for arguments and negative things to mock people with seems like a waste of time these days...it just isn't appealing anymore. It's not like I've turned into an optimist or anything...maybe I've just become truly neutral now. Or I have 'matured?' What does that even mean, anyway...
They continued walking for a long while after that, taking in all the unique sights the city had to offer. Graffiti plastered almost every wall, the streets were littered with all sorts of unusual contraptions, every alley they passed by had at least two shady characters lurking about – and it was the middle of the afternoon! If there was ever to be a slum kingdom from which all other slums throughout the universe took their inspirations, Vance supposed Enmetropolis would be it. While the technology was vastly superior to that of anything he had seen on Earth, the sad state of the streets below the labyrinthine highways and shimmering buildings seemed to really ruin the mood of it all.
“While there is a registered police force in the city,” Azuka noted, “their control over the city is laughable, and pales in comparison to the amount of influence most organized crime syndicates and assassin groups are able to exercise. I feel this is another reason that the tournament was staged here. Criminals with high bounties on their head, such as the Dark Zodiacs, aren't stupid enough to set foot in high-security cities like Israfel.”
“What about Van Kaen?” Eden asked. “When he attacked Cliff and I, it seemed as if he had come into the city easily -- and by himself, too.”
“Van Kaen...may be an exception to the rule.” Azuka admitted. “That was about a month and a half ago, when the Guild was strained. Before then, we had really considered the Dark Zodiacs an 'outer' enemy, something that would never truly attack us head-on. We felt as if there was always that unspoken ultimatum between us, founded by our mutually powerful defenses and security. The Dark Zodiacs, though, apparently thought they could outwit us...and they almost did.”
“That must have been why he ran away so quickly.” Cliff thought out loud. “He knew he had a limited amount of time before he could be discovered.”
“Yes.” Azuka nodded. “A solo scenario like that is much different from what the tournament will be. Here, we're going to have big-time criminals walking around in broad daylight, for days at a time, and participating in a public competition. It's something that's been utterly unheard of until now...and the funniest part is, it was funded by the Church, which has been previously referred to as the universe's foremost promoter of peace...in other words, the good guys.”
“Not that surprising to me.” Vance shrugged. “This sorta crap happens all the time where I'm from. I was just thinking that Earth was pretty much the most corrupted place out there...but I guess that corruption exists wherever you are, no matter which dimension you're in, huh?”
“That may be so, Vance Dancougar,” Azuka abruptly stopped walking. “We're here.”
They had long since abandoned the lower sections of Enmetropolis, thanks to a large outdoor escalator that had brought them to the upper heights of the city. The æsotech street they stood on continued onwards in the sky, but the tall silver building in front of them seemed to be where Azuka was heading.
“This is the Neon Mirage,” she spoke, staring up at the crystalline skyscraper. “It's the most reliable hotel in Enmetropolis, and is close enough to the tournament complex that we won't have to go too far out of our way to get there.”
“Alright!” Vance shouted, walking up the smooth, arched walkway that led to the hotel doors. “It's about time we sampled some of the services this crappy city has to offer. Lead the way, Captain!”
“He seems unusually excited.” Cliff observed.
“I think he's just tired of walking...” Eden sighed as the captain reached the hotel doors. Almost immediately, someone stepped out in front of them.
He was a tall, svelte man whose face was littered with piercings. A long, pink lock from an otherwise buzzed head of hair fell down over his left eye: a single, light blue orb, watching Azuka's group with heightened interest.
“Welcome to the Neon Mirage,” he lilted. “Would you fine travelers like to check in with us this afternoon?”
“I am Captain Ingram of the Dimensional Knights,” Azuka announced, addressing the man with a no-nonsense tone. “I believe I spoke with one of your associates on the phone about making a reservation.”
“Ah, yes,” the man smirked, bowing slightly. “We have your two deluxe suites prepared, Master Ingram. Follow me.” He hopped over the desk with a minimal amount of grace and then hurried into the lobby.
“I thought you said we were in the good part of town...” Vance muttered.
“You should see the other hotels.” Azuka smirked. “At least this clerk didn't pull a weapon on us to test our strength.”
“That actually sounds kind of interesting.” Vance snorted, taking an opportunity to look around the place.
The first floor lobby looked out over a large indoor lake, accessible only by branch-like pathways connected to small islands over the shallow water. Aquatic trees sprouted out from every direction, although Vance couldn't tell how many there were due to the mirrored walls of the establishment. It was also hard to see how large the room actually was, since every single inch, as far as he could see, was walled by a mirror. He stuck his head over the side of the pathway to look down into the lake, only to see his reflection, clearer than a mere ripple in the water. It was a dizzying effect.
“Pretty neat place, isn't it?” Cliff smiled, taking off his hat and staring up towards the ceiling. Mirrored crystals jutted out from all sides of the wall, obstructing his view of the higher floors and giving the hotel an even more mystical atmosphere.
“It's pretty...” Eden squeaked, in awe of her surroundings.
“I assume the Mistress and her companions carry no baggage?” The man asked, coming to a stop in front of a elevator that seemed to be embedded in the curving wall of mirrors.
“Nothing that we can't handle ourselves.” Azuka replied.
“Well, in that case, I will bid you farewell, and I hope you have an excruciatingly enjoyable time in the Neon Mirage.” he finished, bowing again. “May I see your Pads?”
“Here.” Azuka said, holding out a small, pocket console that Eden recognized as a Pad, the futuristic wallet that the Seneschal had given her the day after she came to the Guild. The pierced man removed a small, fingernail-sized slip of transparent plastic from his pocket and placed it on the screen of Azuka's Pad. It instantly dissolved, like some sort of aspirin tablet, and was absorbed by the module. Azuka checked the screen briefly, then placed it back within her robes.
“Your suites are rooms 610 and 611. Would anyone else like access?”
“I would.” Cliff piped up, his Pad in tow. “I need room 611. You don't need to worry about the other two, they're with us.”
The man repeated the quick task, and Cliff had his device back in a matter of seconds. Bowing one last time, the blue-eyed clerk scurried back to his post, leaving the four once again on their own.
“What was that thing?” Vance said, utterly lost.
“You know what a wallet is, right?” Cliff said, holding the diskette-sized machine up, its sea-green screen shining at Vance. “This is kind of like that, only it stores much more data. Your dimensional credit, personal information -- all aura-encrypted. It's rather handy – you should think about getting one after all this tournament business is over.”
“I'll remember it.” Vance said, intrigued at the technological marvel.
“Let's go get settled in our rooms.” Azuka said, moving into the elevator. “Remember, we still need to make it to the tournament facility by the end of the day today.”
“You're right!” Vance's energy was instantly rekindled, as he administered a sharp kick to the elevator. “Come on, open up...”
“Settle down.” Eden chuckled, moving up and finding a button on the side of the wall. “Impatience is a really unattractive quality, you know."
“And what would you care about how attractive I look?" Vance turned a dark eye up toward her.
“Just trying to help you out," Eden smirked. "You could use it, after all."
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“Are you sure you have to return so soon?” Roufas questioned, lightly sipping his champagne. “It seems as if you just got here.”
He was about to bid goodbye to the 2nd of the Dark Zodiacs, Grayson Lee, whom had arrived in the afternoon and joined them for dinner. There the man stood, in the entrance to their massive hotel suite, which contained not only a living room, but a bathroom equipped with a jacuzzi and two separate sleeping quarters with two beds each. Since there were five men in all, Winslow had been booted out onto the couch almost immediately, much to his protest. Nonetheless, the place was very spacious, and had served them well for the past few weeks.
“I'm afraid I still have prior engagements to attend to back on Earth.” Grayson said, in a disappointed tone of voice. “Also, I don't feel safe just leaving Madeleine on her own back there. Then again, I'm sure you remember how she is.”
“Yes.” Roufas sighed, smiling happily. “It just feels like I haven't seen you in forever, Grayson."
“And I you.” Grayson beamed. “It has been a pleasure, and I regret not being able to take part in the tournament.”
“Don't you worry about that!” Bruce, slumped shirtless on the plush couch behind Roufas, raised his beer in a sort of deranged salute to the Snake. “We'll have this place fried by the time you come back.”
“Nothing would make me happier.” Grayson's smile seemed to grow wider, and Bruce could see a strange sort of gleam from underneath his shining glasses. It was gone in an instant as the man turned around to make his way out of the men's suite.
“Don't work too hard, Grayson.” Roufas got up from his stool and started to walk Grayson to the door. “By the way, how did your little experiment go...with that Earthling female?”
“Oh...” Grayson spun around and stood for a moment in thought, as if trying to recall some ancient memory. “I haven't heard from her in a day or so. I believe she must have failed.”
“That's too bad.” Roufas shook his head. “It would have been nice to have that little loophole taken care of before this.”
“We'll keep an eye out for the Bearer and Victoria's kid.” Bruce burped. “Or, Winslow will, at least.”
“I entrust the task to him, then.” Grayson nodded, looking back to the counter one last time. The clock that Naomi had brought from Pittsburgh sat on it, looking quite aesthetic against the marble tiles. “Take good care of that, too.”
“No problem!” Bruce grinned. “We'll have another one real soon.”
“I shall return to the void now.” Grayson flicked his braid over his shoulder. "Fare well, gentlemen."
Roufas and Bruce shook their head one last time, watching Grayson disappear through the glass door onto the patio. His body flickered against the evening sky, and then he shot upwards, zooming until he reached the roof of the Neon Mirage.
There stood the portal -- the one Bruce had brought with him when he and Roufas had first arrived into Belmarc. From there, they had set up the machine to the same coordinates as Grayson's, temporarily linking the two gates.
Grayson noticed some small, dark spots littering the otherwise shiny floor of the balcony, which led a shaky, thin trail through the doors that led to roof's stairway.
He bent over, swabbing his finger through the mysterious liquid, and touched it softly to his lips.
Blood...the thought reverberated through his mind. Seems like everything is going according to plan.
And so, without another word, Grayson stepped through the portal and returned to Earth.
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Night had fallen by the time the four made their way to the front of the registration line at the Belmarcian tournament complex. They stood there for a whole three hours, moving up ever-so-slowly the entire time. After some time, however, the rest of the people in front of them suddenly dispersed, all of their faces looking crestfallen and hopeless.
“Oh no!” Eden looked around frantically. “What's going on?”
“They closed the registration.” A tall, muscular woman with dreadlocks muttered, moving past them in a hurry. “Said they can't facilitate any more than 4,000 people.”
“Four thousand?!” Cliff shouted. “That's insane! They actually let that many people in?”
“Looks like we were later than I thought we'd be.” Azuka began running towards the registration window, her hakama flowing behind her as she leaped ahead.
“Captain, where are you going?” Cliff called out. “Didn't you hear her?”
Azuka sped forward, watching as the two sleepy-looking attendants began to let down the metal screen that would close the registration window for good. She threw her body forward, once again leaving a small crater where her geta had stuck into the ground, and unsheathed her blade.
The screen continued to drop, but Azuka followed through with her swing, sliding the wooden shinai between the gap of the metal and the counter. She alighted onto the ground, feeling the psynergy dissipate from her body, and awaited a response from the other side.
“What the hell...” a muffled grumbling came from the other side, and soon the metal screen was drawn back up, revealing a pair of white-haired, white-smocked men. “What do you think you're doing, lady?! Didn't ya hear? Registration's closed! ENDED! We can't take any more people, so get outta here!”
“I beg to differ.” Azuka leaned closer, using her sword to keep the screen propped up above her. “I am Captain Azuka Ingram, representing the Guild of – nay, the Church of Holy Truths, as a mediator for this tournament. I have three very special soldiers which absolutely must be entered, at all costs. Unless...you want the project to be canceled, of course.”
“Show us proof!” The older of the two wheezed. “Ya got nothin' on us!”
“Proof, you say?” Using the sword as an axis, Azuka slid across the counter, nearly too small for her to fit her broad body across. Out of her rippling hakama came a flying leg, connecting with the older man's head and sending him flying into the back wall of the mini-office. The younger – and presumably smarter -- man backed up, sweat rolling down his face.
"I can call the Church at any second, summoning dozens of Apostles to come to my aid..." he spoke slowly. "But you don't seem to harbor any fear towards that possibility, do you?"
"The relationship between the Church and I runs deep...like an ancient wound," Azuka replied bitterly. "Summon whoever you wish."
The man slid his hands into his pockets, sighing deeply. "Fine, I'll sign you up. I'm getting too old for all these dramatics."
“Like I said, it is not I that needs the registration.” Azuka hopped back over the counter and motioned to the three behind her. “It's them.”
“Yo.” Vance gave the man a cheeky grin.
“...what are their names?” The man groaned, turning to a touch-screen on the wall next to him. “I mean, who cares about my job, right? These three are obviously more important..."
“Vance Dancougar.” The youth stepped up, placing his foot on the counter menacingly. “Make sure you spell it right. Or I'll--”
Vance was silenced by two vice-like fingers in the back of his neck. “That's one.” Azuka said dryly. “Next.”
“Cliff Walden.” Cliff finished off, saying no more.
“And I'm Eden Gardener.” Eden tried to give the old man a smile. “Sorry for the trouble.”
“Great, great, that's...that's three.” The old man nodded, turning back to Azuka's demon-like eyes with a mixture of apathy and exhaustion. Eden noticed that his small, minuscule aura seemed to fly to and fro like some sort of ancient faerie. It was almost comical. “Your numbers are #4001, #4002, and #4003, respectively. Make sure you report here at eight in the morning, the day after tomorrow. That's when the tournament begins. And, uh...good luck, I guess.”
“Thank you for your cooperation.” Azuka simpered, removing her sword from the gap and letting the screen crash down.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“Are we ready to leave yet?” Mephistoclessia stood outside the door to the Roufas' room, her small arms crossed across her even smaller chest. She was wearing the same black lace outfit she always did – none of the other Zodiacs could confess to ever seeing her in a change of clothes. “We're already an hour late to dinner.”
“He hath once again regained himself, it seemeth...” Saffron called out, sticking his head through a gap in the door. “Since the spirits' effects withered be, Bruce's spirits have returned indeed!”
The masked woman let out a grunt of impatience, and Saffron disappeared once again behind the door.
“I fear she has become a trite angered...” he chuckled to himself, sauntering back into the main living area of the spacious suite. He was wearing his armor now, newly-polished, along with new tan boots he had bought last week at the city market.
“Well, let her be angry.” Bruce grunted, slipping a silver shirt over his head, “Sheesh. It's only nine o'clock. You'd think she was having a goddamn baby or something.”
“Couldst she be feeling an inkling of appetite, perchance?” a wry smile began to creep onto Saffron's lips.
“Yeah, real funny, dandelion-head.” Bruce rolled his eyes. “Anyway, let's go. Roufas! Winslow! Zhang Guo! You guys ready?”
“Zhang Guo will not be joining us.” Roufas informed his partner, adjusting the collar of his suit. “I suppose we waited too long – he has already started his evening meditation.”
“Alright, more food for me.” Bruce shrugged. “What about the punk?”
“I'm right here!” Winslow stomped out of the bathroom, patting the remainder of his cologne around his neck. The Rooster's hair was slick and meticulously parted on one side, and he was dressed in the ornamental suit he had received from the Psynergy Research Institute – decorated to the brim with medals and honors. “I've been ready for an hour.”
“Don't even start.” Bruce growled. “You don't wanna mess with me when I'm hungry, kid.”
Winslow became silent, following the other three men out into the hallway. Mephistoclessia and Rose were there waiting, along with Cecilia, who had rejoined them that afternoon. The youngest of the three women was wearing a sleeveless, sparkling sweater, with a white miniskirt that left little to the imagination. She smiled at Bruce, wrapping a smooth, soft arm around his massive bicep.
“It's so glad to have you back, Cecilia.” Roufas smiled, bowing lightly and kissing the older woman's hand. She was wearing a modest, light brown dress complete with matching topaz earrings. “You look positively stunning tonight.”
“Oh, Mr. Ernst,” Cecilia blushed, shying away from him. “You haven't changed a bit.”
“She was only gone for a few weeks...” Rose muttered to Bruce, who was watching the two with a curious eye.
“So, where are we going to eat?” Winslow said, hopping in line next to Saffron. “We going to a bar?”
“It'll be a surprise.” Bruce lifted Winslow up by the back of his uniform and tossed him into the elevator without a second thought. The others filled in soon thereafter. “We'll take the next one.” He grunted, allowing the doors to close. “I've learned my lesson about squeezing into those damn things – and I really don't feel like roasting an entire elevator shaft tonight.”
“So what did Grayson have to say?” Rose raised her voice, taking advantage of their time alone while they waited for the elevator to return. “Anything interesting?”
“Nah, he had nothing monumental to report.” Bruce sighed. “But there was something about him...I can't quite place it. Made me feel uneasy.”
“Did he look nervous?” Rose ventured. “Something go wrong?”
“Nah, nothing like that.” Bruce shook his head, running his fingers through her hair. “It was worse than that, actually...he looked kinda excited.”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
The four Knights' journey came to an end as they exited the city park, a large circle of trees and bushes that were all lit by multi-colored neon lights. It disturbed Vance to think about how much electricity the city used up per day. Every building seemed to have at least two gigantic, billboard-size flaming light displays in front of them, serving whatever strange purpose they had been made for. As far as Vance was concerned, they were just annoying.
“The city looks really pretty at night.” Eden observed, as they made their way onto the æsotech street that led back to the hotel. “So many lights and colorful displays. It really is completely different from the daytime.”
“Yes.” Azuka agreed, her eyes shifting back and forth. “It's also twice as dangerous.”
Vance didn't doubt her. The quantity of people flocking on the streets hadn't changed much since the afternoon, and it was even harder to see where one was going now that the area was darker and filled with moving bodies. He kept his fists charged with psynergy, just in case someone felt like getting in his face.
Cliff led the pack, his cowboy hat once again decorating his head, and stepped across the street to the hotel. It was a huge, shining beacon in the sky, both sides lit up with searing-hot green bars that came to an arch at the top. The rest of the hotel was decorated with different mystical, foggy lights that radiated from the top, creating a strange, mysterious atmosphere around its vicinity.
“Well, that was enough excitement for me.” Vance rolled his eyes. “I'm sick of walking around this dump."
“I'm actually kind of tired too.” Eden sighed. “We really haven't had a decent night's sleep in a long while.”
“Tomorrow will be a day to relax.” Azuka stated. “Feel free to sleep all day if you like, I don't mind. You need to be in top condition for the tournament.”
“Yes sir,” Eden laughed. “I'll do my best to sleep!”
They continued to push their way through the crowd, nearing the walkway that led up to the glowing entrance to the hotel. At that moment, a large line of sightseers made their way in front of the quartet, blocking the pathway that would have taken them out of the bustling street. Vance watched listlessly as people of all colors, with clothing as varying as the tides, swarmed in front of them like a huge cloud of gnats.
Inside the same building, Bruce and Rose stepped out of the elevator on the first floor of the Mirage, and spotted the rest of their companions waiting for them at the other end. They moved across the lake, taking their time and enjoying the sights. At least...Rose was.
“Ready to go?” Mephistoclessia asked them, tapping her black slipper on the ground.
“Yeah, yeah.” Bruce grumbled, making his way back to the group. “Go out the doors and hang a right.”
The seven moved up to the exit doors, as Winslow cast impatient glances to and fro. “To the right? What's to the right?”
“The exit, dumbass.” Bruce clamped his hand around Winslow's neck, digging his fingers under the child prodigy's shoulderbones with deadly accuracy. Winslow's body shot up rigidly, and he decided to resign himself to watching the crowds in the street.
“Heading to the usual place, Bruce?” Roufas stepped up, curious himself.
Bruce shrugged, and Roufas turned to his companion. “Is there anywhere you want to go, Cecilia?” he offered valiantly to her. “You should pick, since you've been working so hard lately.”
“Hmmm...” Cecilia placed a delicate finger on her cheek and looked up at the dark sky. “Let me think for a moment?”
Below the entrance, Cliff shoved his way onto the sidewalk, dodging the oncoming sightseers, and approached the walkway. He noted seven tall figures standing in front of the entrance, each of which seemed to have no readable psynergy auras...either that, or they were masking it.
The group looked somewhat out of the ordinary from the start: a tall, black man with a grumpy expression, and a young blonde beauty in front of him. Behind him seemed to be a younger man, but Cliff couldn't see him from the angle he was standing, and moved on. A couple who looked to be in their 50s stood behind them, next to another man wearing a complicated set of armor, and then...
Cliff spotted her, and nearly felt his heart jump out of his throat. Mephistoclessia!
Since there were so many people in the crowd, he had almost missed her...and would have, too, if her dark image hadn't been so ingrained in his mind.
Thank God Azuka and the others are still behind me...this is lucky. I still have time! Those must be the rest of the Dark Zodiacs...I have to warn the others, immediately!
That moment, as if he was somehow spiting Cliff's own thoughts, Vance jerked his body out from the crowd. “Jesus, Cliff!” he shouted boisterously. “What are you standing around for? We want to go in the hotel, right? In!!”
Winslow's neck snapped to the side, now oblivious to the pain Bruce's fingers were causing him. That voice...that brash, ignorant voice. It sounds so much like...
It didn't take long for Winslow to ascertain his hunch. Sure enough, standing just out from the thick crowd of people, was Vance Dancougar and the clumsy gunman. I can't believe it...I actually found them – and right out in the open, no less! It's like a dream-come-true!
His passion overcame him, and Winslow ripped his body from Bruce's grasp, red marks in his neck where the man's hand had been. He stepped to the foot of the walkway and called out to Vance, a shrill voice rising above all the commotion.
"Vance Dancougar!"
Vance's gaze moved slowly from Cliff, who seemed as if he had suddenly seen a ghost, and shifted upwards to the entrance to the hotel.
“W...Winslow...” he muttered, hardly able to believe his sight. The young man's pale blonde hair and boxy chin were unmistakable – and of course, that ridiculous outfit. “What the hell are you doing here?!”
“I'd ask you the same thing!” Winslow sneered. “How dare you show your face around me again after that pitiful defeat you suffered?!”
“WINSLOW!” Bruce's howl interrupted Winslow's tirade. “WHAT THE HELL DO YOU THINK YOU'RE DOING?!”
“I found him, Bruce.” Winslow's gaze was unwavering. “I found Victoria's son...and his friends.”
Vance paled. Victoria's son? How does that bastard know about my mother?!
“You what? Don't bullshit me.” Bruce stepped up to where Winslow was standing, casting a fiery glare down towards the people below. He checked the black-haired kid's aura first, inspecting it thoroughly. It does have an odd, offbeat glow...and his eyes are unmistakable. They're that Victoria chick's eyes, there was no doubt...he is an Albavitrean. For once, that idiot did something right.
“Bruce.” Roufas moved up, his voice low and calculating. “The boy is Victoria's son -- that is no question. But look behind them. There is a young girl, with bright red hair. Her aura...”
Bruce's deep red psynergy tendrils shifted through his mind to the girl behind the cowboy, analyzing her next. Her aura seemed to be like a deep, impenetrable egg, something that held an amazing treasure within but was impossible to crack. It was warm, bright, and infinite. It was...
“Holy shit.” Bruce coughed. “She's the Bearer.”
“Cliff!” Azuka reached her hand out and grabbed her Vice-Captain's shoulder, as her eyes met Bruce's. “Cliff, we have to get out of here. Can you sense their psynergy?”
“...No.” he whispered. “I...I can't break throught their masking” Cliff thought back to all the reports he had spent sleepless nights studying, trying to look for small tidbits of information that would lead him closer to unmasking the identities of the Dark Zodiacs. The witnesses said varying things, but there were always a few similarities.
An old man with stringy white hair.
An enormous black man with a fiery aura.
A tall swordsman with hair like a flower's petals and ancient-looking armor.
Furthermore, it was the presence of both Mephistoclessia and Winslow that sealed the deal. They are all together. For the first time in who knew how long, the Dark Zodiacs have congregated.
“Run,” he spoke, the word seeming to hang forever in the air as Vance and Eden each grasped the situation in their own ways. They dashed into the crowd, disappearing into the shadows of Enmetropolis.
“Hoo boy...” Bruce tracked their auras as they began to slide around and mix into the crowd, never letting go. “Dammit, Winslow, I knew you'd come in handy someday." He reached down his hand to pat the Rooster, to finally congratulate him on a job well done. As his hand moved downwards, though, searching for Winslow's elbow, he hit nothing but air. Bruce shifted his eyes from the street, and looked to his side.
Winslow was gone.
“That little bastard.” Bruce gritted his teeth, turning back to the others. “You all saw, that, didn't you? We located the Bearer; she's a little girl with red hair. I want you to kill the other three, but don't you dare set a finger on her. We need her.”
“Let's move out.” Roufas dashed down the archway. “I'm afraid dinner will be late tonight, my dear Cecilia.”
“It's fine.” Cecilia smiled, floating after him. “This should be just as delectable."
Flames poured from Bruce's body, as his eyes lit up with anticipation. “This is gonna be so damn fun!!” He boomed, gnashing his teeth. “It's been so long since I've been able to go on a chase like this. And man, I have such a big appetite tonight.”
Far from the rest of them, Winslow zig-zagged through the mess of people in the streets, his heart and mind fixated on the unforgettable aura of the last Albavitrean. It looks like you've become a little bit stronger than you were before...but you're still so far behind me, Vance. There's nothing to stop me this time, either...I don't have to worry about any stupid missions or annoying interferences! You will acknowledge my superiority, Vance Dancougar...even if it kills you!
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“Ahh,” Cecilia sniffed inwards as she cut through the night air, just a few paces behind the sprinting Roufas. “It's such a relief to come back to the real world.”
“It must have been hard for you to use your powers under that horrible barrier,” Roufas spoke, his lighting-fast pace hardly affecting his speech in the least.
“It hurt something atrocious,” Cecilia reminisced. “I got a little carried away once and had to lift a large object. If I hadn't been able to displace the gravity around the object to manipulate its weight, there would have been no way I could have lifted it. It was only 70,000 kg, at best.”
Roufas scoffed. “And the vacuum had you that depleted? How frightening.”
“Yes.” Cecilia nodded, as they whizzed around a corner. “It's a good thing Earthlings are so weak.”
“Indeed.” Roufas agreed. “I don't understand what Victoria could have seen in them.”
The couple zoomed down the empty back alley of the buildings neighboring the Neon Mirage, causing a breeze iced with psynergy to knock down trash cans and lighting fixtures in their wake. After the initial explosion when the Zodiacs had dispersed to chase down their prey, the streets had become quieter. Obviously, someone in the group of the four Knights had been to Enmetropolis before, since their auras were moving gradually towards the direction of the 'Black Sector,' the most dangerous, overrun place in the entire city.
The Black Sector was comprised of a number of dilapidated houses and apartments, all stacked and intertwined like the bones of a decomposing skeleton. The government no longer paid attention to any goings-on in this sector, as long as its inhabitants did not escape to the middle and upper-class areas. As a result, the community had turned into a virtual junkyard, with streets blocked off by collapsed office buildings or sewer grates that led to underground brothels. Broken neon signs of a time long past scattered the streets like locust shells. Indeed, it was as black and vile a place as the name suggested. Roufas and Cecilia, however, had seen much worse.
“Mayhap they have taken refuge in here...” Saffron appeared from behind a rusted streetlight and approached his partners. “Those four, in addition to Bruce, Winslow, Mephistoclessia, and Rose.”
“They all split up?” Roufas inquired.
“With me they did not reside, I am positive.” Saffron smiled sweetly. “But...everyone has their own reasons.”
“Yes.” Roufas frowned. “Everyone seems to have their reasons these days for splitting our group asunder.”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Edward sat in an egg-shaped chair within the Enmetropolis hospital staring at Frank's body, which was wired up to at least three dozen separate cords and modules inside a transparent, jelly-filled tube. His eyes drifted up to the small, pinhole-sized -- yet unbelievably bright -- lights in the ceiling, still in awe of what had happened in the past few hours.
After entering the stairwell from the roof of the hotel, he had carried Frank through a dusty, dark passageway that seemed as if it hadn't been used in an eternity. Shoving open the doors at the end of the hall had yielded the back end of a huge storeroom, housing boxes and boxes of sheets, soaps, and other products one would find in a hotel.
Is this a dream? Edward thought to himself, as he maneuvered Frank's body around the obstacles. It seems like it's impossible for this to be any sort of reality.
Their journey eventually led them out of the storeroom and down a clear, white hallway, which Edward later learned was the back hall to the spa area of the Neon Mirage. It wasn't too long before they were spotted by a lone bellhop, a frail-looking man with a lock of pink hair and cold blue eyes. He had ushered them along, thankfully asking no questions, and shown them to the elevator without delay.
This was Edward's first contact with someone from this other world, and honestly, he wasn't too impressed. The guy looked like a flake, and was shaking in his boots just staring at Frank's mutilated body.
“Wh-what happened?” The bellhop asked at last, and Ed was relieved to find they also spoke English here.
“He...got into a fight.” Edward lied, trying to feel out his territory. Would it work?
“I see.” The bellhop didn't even bat an eye, swallowing the story as if it was an everyday happening. “I'll get someone to take you to the hospital right away. This man needs serious medical help.”
“Indeed.” Edward agreed, and that had been the end of their dialogue.
Upon reaching the first floor, Ed had little time to marvel at the amazing lobby, and was led behind the main desk and into a small office. Besides the strange colors and shapes of most of the appliances Edward had seen so far, they seemed to be relatively equal in function to their Earth counterparts, if not more advanced.
Behind a smooth, marble desk in the office sat a hefty mustachioed man, wearing a suit that was so smooth and shiny that it could have been made out of diamonds.
“We need to use the Linkway.” The bellhop shouted, pointing to Frank. “This man needs help immediately.”
“The Linkway?!” Mustache spat. “Are you out of your mind?! Do you know how much it costs us every time we use that?”
“He's going to die!” The bellhop retorted. “Think of the publicity it would make! We still have the drug scandal from last month to think about, and--”
The man flashed red, and held up his hand to silence his employee. “Fine. Just shove him in there and say no more of this.”
Behind the man were two large ivory doors that blended in as part of the wall. The bellhop placed his hand in the center and the doors slid aside, revealing a small silver console inside, and a stretcher to its right.
“This is our city's interlocking transport system.” The bellhop explained, moving to the console. “Lay the man down on that bed, please, and strap him in.”
Edward did as he was told, unsure as to what would happen, and strapped Frank to the table. The bellhop pressed a switch on the console, and in a flash of light, his friend's body had disappeared.
“Now for you.” the bellhop waited for Edward to make his move.
Edward could remember now, the utter fear he had felt when confronting that table. It's another one of those portals...The sensation of his own body disappearing was not one he was so eager to feel again.
He had no choice, though -- Frank's life was hanging in the balance. He set himself down on the table, and the bellhop quickly strapped him in.
“Goodbye,” he said, smiling. “I hope your friend feels better.”
The world flashed then, and Edward realized that the portal was not like the other one at all. Rather than another balcony looming over an entirely different neon empire, he had been transported to a hospital. Two masked women had just finished arranging Frank's body on a new stretcher, this time on wheels, and were starting to move him down the hallway.
“Hey, wait!” Edward shouted, wriggling in his straps. “I'm with him!”
The women had turned around, -- although, in retrospect, Edward remembered, there had been a moment where he thought they couldn't hear him at all -- and quickly moved to unstrap Edward from the table.
He stood up, thanked them, and followed them down the curving maze that was the hospital, quickening his pace as much as he could to match their lighting-fast speed. The stretcher shoved open the doors to a new room, revealing two small, egg-shaped seats, and what looked to be a large tube of jelly on the opposite side.
“Please wait here for the evening.” The women told him, as they delicately handled Frank's body. “The doctor will see you once the treatment has been finished.”
Treatment has been...finished...? The strange question arose in Edward's mind, and he almost asked it...but as he shifted his eyes back to the transparent tube, he found his question had already been answered.
The door slid open with a soft swishing noise, causing Edward to jump a bit in surprise. A man with silver, ear-length hair stepped in, light brown glasses adorning his scholarly face. He had a full salt-and-pepper beard, and a uniform that consisted of a brown, gold-buttoned vest over a forest green dress shirt. His beige slacks rose up above his shiny black shoes as he moved to the center of the room, taking a good look up and down Frank's life-support system.
“Are you the doctor?” Edward ventured, unable to hold his curiosity back any longer.
The man turned quickly, adjusting his thick glasses, and looked inquisitively at Edward. “I am Dr. Nord Phileas, the head surgeon of this hospital. Who might you be?”
“I, uh,” Edward stood up then, shooting his hand out to Dr. Phileas, “I'm Edward Dancougar. I'm a friend of Frank's.”
“You brought him here, no doubt.” Phileas shook briefly, and then moved closer to Frank. “His wounds still haven't healed entirely. They must have been quite deep.”
The doctor was right. Most of the blood had been cleansed from Frank's body, and his skin had begun regenerating at an alarming speed. Now, his chest had been restored to pink skin, red, black and blue in some places from bruises that had been administered to the muscles within. Frank's eyebrows had been reduced to thin, yet poignant red lines, lingering reminders of Grayson's endless torture. His face had returned to normal, although his mustache and short brown hair had been lost entirely. His eyes were closed, and he was breathing smoothly into a tube secured around his mouth, like a monstrous embryo about to leave its mother's womb forever.
“Look, I have some questions.” Edward ripped his eyes away from the tank. “I'm...not from around here, though.”
“I catch your drift.” Phileas smiled. “I won't say anything about how he got all banged up like this, either. Just ask me any questions you might have, and maybe I can alleviate any confusion you're feeling right now.”
“Thank you.” Edward nodded deeply. “I don't know how to repay you.”
“Teaching is mutually beneficial to both mentor and student,” the doctor replied.
“We can start, I guess, with that big tube that my pal's in.” Edward scratched his head. “Where I come from, we don't uh...we can't do such amazing things. How in the world does it work?”
“That's an interesting question.” Phileas pulled the other egg seat from the wall and sat opposite Edward. “We call it a regeneration tank, for lack of a more creative name. Basically, it's created from a mixture of the common materials glass and plastic, psynthesized together to create a sturdier encasing.”
“Synthesized?” Edward repeated. “What does that mean?”
“It's synthesizing through psynergy.” Phileas replied. “Many scientists have developed their psynergy skills to less combat-oriented purposes in the recent years, and shifted more towards technological advances. Psynthesizing is the process of enhancing different common materials and elements with psynergy to give them psychic properties and thus add to their potency. Since psynergy in its most basic form is really biokinetic energy, adding that element to many dormant, lifeless materials gives them amazing new properties.”
“Fair enough.” Ed blinked. “But what is psynergy?”
Phileas spun around in surprise. “You don't know what psynergy is?”
Edward was startled by the look of shock on the doctor's face. Uh-oh. Did I just make a mistake?
“How can you not know what psynergy is?” The doctor repeated in stupefication. “Never, in all my life, have I heard of any dimension that lacked psynergy...”
Ed tried to think of a way to save himself. “I told you I wasn't from around here.”
“...yes.” Phileas took off his glasses and stared at Ed with eyes that almost seemed like they were glowing. “Yet now that you mention it, I can't sense your aura at all. It's almost like you're dead. But how can this be? Psynergy is scientifically proven to be the proverbial chains that link the universe together. It's improbable. Unless...”
Edward looked at Phileas with wary eyes. “Unless what?”
“Unless...no, it can't be true.” The doctor gasped. “You can't be from Earth, can you?”
Edward didn't know how to respond.
“Amazing.” Phileas was breathless. “I never thought in all my years that I would be able to come this close to an Earthling. You see, due to the intense psynergy vacuum that exists in that dimension, if such a low-level psynergy user as I stepped in there, I would die almost instantaneously. My body would not be able to handle it. But now...one has actually crossed over! This is...”
Edward tried to reach some sort of alliance with the doctor. “Look, I'm just very, very, lost and confused right now. My friend was hurt very badly, and we came through a portal. I don't know much about what you're talking about, but I want to learn. Except...first I need to know whether you're a friend or foe.”
“Friend, friend!” Phileas shouted, as Ed had supposed he would. The man's enthusiasm was almost contagious. “This sort of research only comes along once in every man's life! Never would I pass up such a chance! Say, I've got an idea, friend. You have no currency with which to pay for this medical service, now do you?”
“I don't suppose you guys accept dollars, do you?” Ed asked sarcastically.
“Never heard of it.” Phileas's eyes lit up. “But I'd love to learn about it! And that is where my deal comes into play, Mr. Dancougar. In return for saving your friend Frank's life, I wish for both of you to accompany me to my estate tonight, so that we may all engage in an exchange of intelligence.”
“Well,” Edward thought, wondering what the future held for him, “I don't really have a choice now, do I?”
“Indeed, that you do not.” Phileas smiled, his lips curving beneath his thick beard. “But do not fret. It is fortunate that you met a lover of knowledge such as I, rather than many of the riff-raff that inhabit this city. You are a a lucky man, believe me.”
Edward breathed out a long sigh of relief. “I guess it could be a lot worse, huh?”
“Undoubtedly.” Phileas responded in a daze, as if he was preoccupied with something much more fulfilling. Edward quickly raised his head to inquire, only to lock eyes with the man he had saved from certain doom mere hours ago.
“Frank!” He called out to the floating body in the tank, whose eyes were now open and flitting about frantically.
“We should get him out of here.” Phileas noted. “Especially due to his peculiar origin. He may be panicking.”
Frank tried to move his arms, an action that produced less than optimum results. Within the seemingly dense jelly, he could move little more than a few centimeters. Like waking up from a bad dream into an even worse one, Frank began shivering violently.
“Let him out!” Edward shouted. “For chrissakes, let the poor guy out!”
“I'm getting to that, I'm getting to that.” Phileas smiled, moving over to the machine and shutting it down. His attitude towards the whole matter solidified the growing suspicion in Edward's mind that this man had an unhealthy interest in science. It would be something he would make sure to confess to Frank the first moment the two were alone again.
The wires covering Frank's body retracted into the upper encasing of the tube, which was made of that strange shiny blue material that Edward had seen before in other areas of the hotel. The jelly was drained into three different holes with a membrane-like covering over each of them, and soon Frank was left by himself, standing and shivering within the regeneration tank. The encasing opened with the sound of air being sucked into the vacuous chamber, setting Frank free at last.
“Hello, my name is Dr. Nord Phileas.” Phileas outstretched his right hand to Frank, eager to shake his second Earthling hand. “It is a pleasure to meet you.”
“F-Frank Arazia.” Frank shook back in blatant surprise, and then took a look at his own arm. “Good god...” he gasped. “My body. It's been...”
“Healed! Regenerated!” Phileas cheered. “My dear Frank, you have just experienced first-hand one of the many wonders that our world holds for you. I am sure that you will be as delighted as your friend Edward to discover all the others.”
Edward smiled at Frank, glad to see his friend in pain no more. “He's a friend, Frank. He saved your life.”
“Thank you so much.” Frank said, taking Phileas' hand once more and grasping it tightly. “I don't know how I can ever repay you. I...”
“Mr. Dancougar and I have already discussed that.” Phileas smiled happily. “Let's get you in some clothes, Mr. Arazia, and we shall all retire to Paradis Perdu for the night.”
The doctor swerved in a half-circle and began rummaging through a small utility closet to the left of the sink. “There should be a linen or two in here. Oh, I can't wait! There is so much to discuss! So much to learn!”
Frank shook his head, looking up to Edward with cold, empty eyes. "I...I'm seeing myself, but I still can't believe I'm alive. Back there...so much pain...it was a living hell."
“I know," Edward grimaced, placing a hand on his friend's shoulder. "But look where we are, Frank. We're free, and in a good place...now, we can put all that behind us."
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cliff exploded through the back door of a broken-down shoe store, the doors flying off their rusted hinges as he shoved through them with a psynergy-charged elbow. He could sense Azuka and Eden, both of them nearby and moving with intense power. Once again, though, it was Vance he was worried about. He shot off into the crowd like a bat out of hell, and I noticed that Vance's speed and direction weren't those of someone who was fleeing. He's been moving at a lukewarm speed, staying close to the sidewalk, and weaving as little as possible to keep himself out in the open...as if he wanted to make himself like a beacon...as if he wanted someone to follow him.
To Cliff, the signals seemed all too obvious. Winslow. They both want their revenge – this is a disaster just waiting to happen. I have to get to him in time!
Directly ahead of him was a tall wired fence that guarded the crushed asphalt remains of what was once a basketball court. Vance was somewhere down the right end of the alley and out further along the main street. The two girls were in the opposite direction to the west. Eden would be fine by herself as long as Azuka was near, and Cliff doubted his mentor would abandon her newest student so easily. There was no doubt about it now – he had to pursue Vance.
It would have been a rather easy action to accomplish, had there not been another human blocking his path. She had long blonde hair that shimmered even in the darkness of the night, and was wearing clothes that expertly accentuated her curvaceous body. Although she seemed to be more supermodel than assassin, Cliff was no fool.
“You just stay right here.” She said, her full red lips glistening in the moonlight. “Bruce will take care of your girls for you.”
Cliff turned to run, but he could feel a psynergy blast ignite behind him as he was in mid-turn. He pulled his shotgun from his back with lighting speed, just in time to bring it up and block a needle-like projectile that Mephistoclessia had launched towards the back of his neck.
“You again...” he muttered, staring into the vacant black holes of her mask with disgust. “I don't have time for this.”
“Mephistoclessia.” Rose spoke up. “I told you to go on ahead.”
“I couldn't pass up such a fine chance to take down this weakling,” the scarecrow woman rasped.
“Are you implying I can't?”
“Why don't you just go on ahead?” Mephistoclessia lowered her arms and turned her full attention to Rose. “I'll take care of this one.”
Cliff wasn't about to let this chance slip by: he quickly charged up his shotgun and let a shot loose, aimed straight at the murderer's head.
She held up her right hand, allowing the orb to strike the back of her palm, exploding upon impact. As the smoke cleared, Cliff could see that she had been prepared, as his weak attack had done nothing but singe her delicate clothing. She sizzled, and the plant-like psynergy tendrils that had taken Cliff by surprise earlier once again began to emanate from her body.
“Fine.” It didn't take long for Rose to clue in to the imminent carnage that was about to ensue between the two. Without a further word, she stepped back into the shadows of the two-lane street, scanning her surroundings for any familiar auras.
There's the feeling of Victoria's boy, Rose noted, letting her mind wander around her environs. Near him is...Winslow? What does he think he's doing?!
Over the years, it had become easier and easier for Rose to sense the masked auras of her teammates. While there were still a few people she had never decoded, she had found it rather easy for her deliquescent psynergy to break through any sort of pall a person tried to erect upon themselves.
She began to move down the street, when she felt another aura enter close proximity: a bright, airy, orange-yellow aura that had the texture of feathers and the scent of a fresh sunflower.
“Death is in the air!” Saffron cooed gently, walking up casually behind her. “Can you not smell its noxious effluvium?”
“...yeah.” Rose frowned. “We need to get Winslow.”
“Feel his aura...” Saffron placed a hand on Rose, who was busy rolling her eyes -- Saffron always got so excited when a battle was near. “...filled with vengeance. He's been waiting for this moment – to come face to face with a man who has become his natural enemy!”
“That's all well and good,” Rose sighed, “but it really isn't our concern right now. He'll end up letting the kid get away if he's too wrapped up in his own emotions.”
“Yet if his strength and resolve are powerful enough, he shall crush his opponent swiftly with the accuracy of an aged falcon.”
“But they aren't.” Rose moved forward. “And he won't.”
Saffron let out a defeated sigh and pawed at his hair. “How unromantic.”
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The remains of the two-lane highway stretched down for miles, decorated here and there by ancient craters lined with charred heaps of concrete and metal. A shiny blue street sign hanging from a metal wire flashed in the corner of Winslow's eye as he continued to follow Vance.
BRANCH ROAD. Its surface was pocked with decay.
So be it, Winslow mused. The place where my future branches out will be where yours is cut off. Once I've killed the last Albavitrean, Bruce and the others will have no choice but to accept me as their equal. You will be my stepping-stone to success, Vance, although it is rather sickening, in retrospect, that a being as vile as you will be able to serve me in such a way. It is no matter, though. Dead men cannot bask in glory.
He felt the cold, sharp aura of his enemy change directions suddenly. Up ahead, Vance launched himself into an alley, curving around to the side and coming to a wide dead end which housed two broken-down dumpsters and was wide enough for a garbage truck to fit into.
Winslow was coming. Although the cocksure assassin didn't know it, Vance had sensed him from the moment he and Cliff had set foot near the hotel. He had never sensed Winslow's naked aura before, and so at first, he didn't make the connection. But that tawny, obnoxiously bright aura and its pins-and-needles sensation fit perfectly with the self-proclaimed genius. Although Winslow's aura had been the only one that Vance could sense, (no doubt because it was the weakest of all the Zodiacs) it still gave him an extra boost of confidence. When Averyl started training Vance, his uncle had left no aural barriers up, which is what allowed Vance to feel its magnitude. Later, barriers had been erected, and Vance could no longer feel his signal at all. He struggled for days on end to try to decode it and break through the invisible barrier, but hadn't been able to do it. In that respect, Vance figured he had failed, but realized that Averyl had still been teaching him vital techniques that he could put to use on weaker, more insignificant opponents – namely, Winslow.
Vance stopped in his tracks, the cloud of dirt and dust trailing behind him finally settling back down to its origin. He had purposefully cornered himself, and turned back towards the entrance now, awaiting his opponent. Excitement roared through his veins, as he realized the moment he had been waiting for was suddenly here. For some reason, though, Vance hadn't expected it to happen so soon.
Winslow's shadow began to creep along the edge of the opposing wall, barely visible due to the poor lighting. The passage itself held no lights, but illumination from the streetlights and moon served so that it wasn't completely pitch black.
Little by little, more and more of Winslow's body emerged from its hiding place, and soon, his rosy red cheeks and pale blond hair were visible. He had a smug grin on his face as he stood there, hands shoved casually into the pockets of his letterman's jacket.
“Vance,” he spoke at last. “We finally meet again.”
Vance made no expression, his cloak rippling in the night breeze. “Save the talk, Winslow.”
“Oh, but I want to clear some things up first.” Winslow smiled. “Won't be able to talk to you once you're dead, after all.” He paused, and after Vance did not respond, went right on talking. “Your power has grown. In fact, it's easily more than twice its original force. That's pretty damn fast for just a month's worth of training, and there's no way you could have gotten that much out of the cowboy. So come on, fess up, and tell me who did it? Maybe it's someone who can even match my skill.”
Vance couldn't help but smirk. If only you knew, Winslow. If only you knew.
“Well, not like it matters.” Winslow chuckled, as his body began to surge with that tingling aura. Metal of all shapes and sizes, from pipes to trash can lids, began to shiver and shake, rising off the ground and floating closer to Winslow as he summoned up his psynergy. “I don't even care if your infamous mother was some legendary psynergy user. If the rest of the guys could kill her, I can definitely beat the hell out of—”
Before Winslow could finish, Vance had moved from where he stood to directly in front of the Rooster, nothing but black cloaking his vision. Winslow's scythes instantly exploded from his belt loop, spiraling forward and aiming for the marauder.
“You just don't know when to shut up, do you?!” Vance shouted, his irisless eyes raging.
He fired two quick psynergy blasts, knocking the scythes off course and giving him enough momentum to fly higher.
Your projectiles can't hurt me anymore, Winslow. Vance reached an arc above Winslow's position and centered his psynergy in his kick, preparing for a crushing blow. Compared to Averyl, you're like a snail.
Vance flew down, a dark torpedo, crushing into the ground below and causing a massive shockwave of inertia. Windows broke and walls caved in, and Vance was left in a deep crater, carved expertly with his own heel.
Maybe he wasn't as slow as I thought, Vance realized, as he noticed that his foot had never made contact with Winslow's head. Sensing the Rooster, he turned around. Sure enough, the boy genius was there, floating six feet up from the ground, ever smiling.
“Close, but not close enough.” Winslow grinned, firing out a stream of tawny psynergy with his right hand. The young Albavitrean held up his arms in immediate defense, setting up his own barrier with which to propel the attack. Winslow was not deterred, however, and continued his onslaught, propelling a multitude of blasts onto Vance's barrier, cackling all the way.
This isn't gonna work...Vance quickly realized, feeling his defenses weaken. He's gonna break through any minute here...I have to do something!!
Vance decided to cut his losses and dropped the barrier, feeling one of Winslow's blasts smash into his leg as he dashed to the side. His guild uniform softened some of the damage, but Vance could still feel the burning pain of melting flesh as he ran.
“Come on!” Winslow laughed. “Did you even train at all these past eight weeks?”
Vance was concentrating too hard on reaching his target, however, and did not respond. In a flash, he leaped up from the ground, using the wall of a neighboring building to propel himself toward the center of the alley.
His descent was soon interrupted, as a large sheet of metal roofing flew out in front of him, backed with enough of Winslow's psynergy to present itself as a formidable barrier. Unable to construct a back-up plan in time, Vance crashed into it, but then felt even greater pain as he felt something sharp rip through the flesh of his thigh. Pulling his head back from the metal sheet, he soon had a mental picture of what was going on.
That bastard...As Vance continued to fall, pointed scraps of rusty metal that Winslow had positioned on the other side continued to pierce the screen. Winslow watched his trap go off with glee, both hands charged and ready for Vance to flee in any possible direction. The Albavitrean, however, had a better idea.
Letting his anger fuel him, Vance pulled back his fist and let out a massive punch, dark energy swarming Winslow's tools and sending them back to their creator. The eleventh Zodiac frantically shielded himself, as a mixture of Vance's psynergy and his own weapons came crashing down upon him.
Wasting no time, Vance was down at Winslow's side in an instant, raising a furious leg. The Rooster outstretched his hand to the side, calling one of his scythes back to his person, and sliced out at Vance's extremity. The dark purple aura held up, though, and Winslow's blade was unable to rip completely through.
"When this is over and done with," Vance spat, "you're going to tell me the name of the man who killed my mother."
Winslow guffawed. "You...you actually think you're in control here? Laughable, Vance Dancougar. You can't hurt me! You're a million years too early to even touch me!!"
But the son of Victoria was stone-faced, the pressure of his aura growing ever heavier. Winslow stood his ground, but he couldn't ignore the fact that slowly, but surely, his arm was weakening and losing ground. He felt Vance's aura flare up even more, and pushed even harder. The Albavitrean felt this sudden increase in pressure, and was taken aback only for a split second -- but that was enough for Winslow to push through Vance's defenses, throwing the young man down onto the pavement with poignant force.
"Weakling." Winslow spat, his face warped into a devilish grin as he looked down on Vance. "I always knew you were trash from the first time I laid eyes on you!"
Vance stood up quietly, his face calm with a rage more deeper and volatile than what he usually displayed. He turned back to Winslow, aura pulsating. "Don't call me trash."
"Oh?" Winslow raised an eyebrow, his face lit with pride. "What, does that hurt your feelings?"
At that moment, Vance could take it no longer, and leaped towards his adversary, letting loose all of his power and letting it course through his veins.
"Come on, Vance Dancougar!" Winslow screamed, reveling in his rival's frustration. "I'm going to kill you right here and now!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Eden knew someone had been following them for a long time, but she hadn't been able to sense their aura at all. Now, she and Azuka faced their pursuer on a long steel bridge, which arched over a dry canal that looked as if it hadn't seen water in decades.
Across them was a huge, muscular man, wearing dark sunglasses and missing a shirt. His toned muscles glistened in the moonlight with every step he took, making him seem more like some sort of subhuman being than anything else.
“Eden,” Azuka spoke, removing her sword, “stay back.”
“Let me help.” Eden spoke up. “I'm stronger now.”
“Listen to me just this once.” Azuka spoke slowly, as she approached the monstrously tall man. “Please.”
Eden watched as the man's right arm spontaneously combusted, erupting into brilliant orange flames that licked and played at the air around them. His skin did not burn, but only seemed to grow more vibrant from the flames surrounding it.
“Why do you chase us?” Azuka asked, holding her shinai out in front of her stomach. “We want nothing from you.”
“Of course not.” the man boomed. “But we want something from you.”
“You've finally shown your true faces,” Azuka said, her iridescent psynergy beginning to spread over her blade. “What's the occasion?”
“You know as well as I do.” He smirked. “We want her, that's all.”
“What's she to you?” Azuka stared into his beady eyes.
“Come on, don't play dumb with me.” The man brought his arm up menacingly. “Miss Azuka Ingram.”
“Rote Bogen!” Azuka screamed, diving forward and slicing in a downwards arc towards his flaming arm.
With a loud grunt, the giant raised his own arm forward like an enormous piston, colliding with the shinai and holding his assailant back.
“You're a frisky one,” he muttered, flames leaping from his bicep down to his solid knuckles. The wooden sword was charged with a red glow of its own, effectively countering the Tiger's psynergy. Its blade was lodged between the crevasse of his second and third knuckle, neither of the two showing any signs of fatigue.
Eden stood frozen against a rusty metal fence that blocked off the edge that led into the canal. The psynergy of the huge man that had approached them was terrifying, but it wasn't simply the abundance of it – the pure power that burned within his aura was deadening itself. She had never felt anything like it before, and it made her shiver in horror.
“Why are you speaking Doitzish?” The man's eyebrows flew up. “Are you that ashamed of your heritage?”
“Speak no more of that.” Azuka's eyes burned. “Who are you?”
“Bruce Wernhart.” Bruce shoved forward with his fist, causing Azuka's straw sandals to slide back a bit. “8th of the Dark Zodiacs.”
Azuka's eyes were drawn to a tattoo of a faceless tiger on Bruce's right bicep. In the midst of the fire, the tiger's body almost looked as if it was aflame itself.
“Well, are you gonna hand over the girl or what?” Bruce muttered. “I'm wondering if I need to smack you some more or not.”
“She isn't the one.”
“You know damn well she is.” Bruce's eyes lit up, and he glanced over to Eden. She shivered and gathered her psynergy, trying not to look weak -- she didn't quite know what they were talking about, but it was emotionally shocking nonetheless. Visions of Van Kaen's inhuman glare and the lust in his eyes for Eden filled her mind. They had wanted her, all this time...she had been the reason for it all.
“...or maybe you really don't?” Bruce turned back to Azuka, a wry smile on his face. “No, it can't be. That's just too damn pathetic.”
Tao said she was special, Azuka thought to herself, but somehow, I didn't think Eden could be the Bearer. That endless stream of psynergy she has is unmistakable, though. Then why hide her on Earth? Who would have done such a thing?
“Damn, you really don't know.” Bruce seemed genuinely surprised as he watched the expression on Azuka's face. “What the hell were you traveling with her for, then?”
“Whether she's the Bearer or not,” Azuka stood firm, “you will not have her.”
“Without her, what we're doing now is pointless.” The flames on Bruce's arm began to grow larger, spreading out along Azuka's blade. “She is the key to the Space-Time Continuum.”
“No!” Azuka screamed, increasing her psynergy to match Bruce's. “She can't be...she can't be the one!”
Eden stared at Azuka in horror, trying to put things together. They're talking about me, but...that's not me. It...it can't be. I was abandoned when I was a child! Why would someone abandon me if I'm that important?
“We didn't even know about the Bearer until we got ahold of Caskett's research from Grayson.” Bruce continued. “That thing's one hell of a puzzle. But it'll pay off in the end.”
“I will not let you have her!” Azuka screamed.
“Think about it rationally for a second, you crazy bitch!” Bruce bellowed. “There's way more of us than you right now. Your little captain friends are all probably sleeping in some remote section of the city, there's no way for them to come to your rescue. You can't take us all on like this!”
Sweat rolled down Azuka's slanted forehead, dropping onto her arched nose and continuing to roll off her chin. He's right, she thought to himself. Even if I could beat this one, there are more of them, lurking in the shadows, waiting. I can't die here. I still have promises to keep. I must lead my life further yet!
Azuka continued to pump psynergy into her shinai, preparing to strike once more. This will be a true test of my powers. I cannot allow the Zodiacs to throw the plans for the tournament awry...I have too much invested in this.
Azuka swung back, allowing Bruce's fist to follow through. His massive hand collided with her breastbone, crushing her psynergy barrier and sending a blinding bomb of pain through her entire body. The 4th Captain's body was flung backwards across the street, finally coming to a stop against the side of an abandoned building.
Despite all her fear, Eden was prepared to defend her mentor, and took a step forward.
“Stop...” Azuka muttered, picking herself up, wiping a trickle of blood from her forehead. She turned her eyes to Bruce, who hadn't moved an inch from where his blow had connected.
“I've heard a lot about you,” the Tiger stared down at her. “The powerhouse of the Guild's captains...the Prismatic Valkyrie, Azuka Ingram! Don't let me down...”
“As if I'd need you to tell me.” Azuka shot forward, her shinai burning with psynergy, a mere blur across the dark landscape.
In an instant, Bruce's enormous forearms were blocking himself against another attack. With a roar, he stepped forward, pushing Azuka back where she stood and nearly engulfing her in the flames leaping from his body.
Azuka retreated immediately, as Bruce cupped his hands together to create another fireball. With three quick swipes of her blade, Azuka had created a black pyramid, and was soon lost within the void.
Bruce looked a bit surprised, but certainly not afraid. “You idiot,” he laughed. “You think that flimsy barrier is gonna save you from this?!”
Lifting his arms over his head, Bruce was able to double the size of his fireball. It looked the size of a car now, but the flaming man was showing no signs of fatigue from carrying it.
“I've bet you've never seen something like this up close,” Bruce's arms flexed, his muscles straining to accomplish the monstrous task he was about to attempt. “A meteor shower...from the depths of hell!”
With a jarring crunch, the Zodiac's arms crushed the fireball, leaning forward and sending a shower of flames and debris down on Azuka. Eden took a step back, realizing her captain was safe, and set up a barrier of her own just in case.
“Wrong way....” Azuka's voice drifted out from the darkness, far behind Bruce. “I'm over here.”
“What?!” Bruce spun around, his interest immediately lost in the shattered pyramid. “What are you--”
It was too late, though, and Azuka had ran forward, black psynergy spilling from the end of her shinai.
“Feel your psynergy drain into the void...” she whispered, as she collided with Bruce. “Mitternacht.”
“Eh?” Bruce raised an eyebrow, his strong arms holding Azuka in place, her sword buried in the flames leaping from his body. “What the hell is this? Some kind of technique?”
Azuka was at a loss for words, realizing one of her greatest attacks had not even been able to connect with the assassin.
“Oh, I get it...” Bruce smirked. “That psynergy of yours...it's supposed to neutralize my barriers, right? Make me helpless? Well, sorry to break it to you, honey...” he whispered, wrapping his flaming arms around her. “But that shit doesn't work on me.”
Bruce wrapped Azuka in a bear hug, his flames tearing at her heavy robes, and then flipped backwards, throwing her over his head and once again sending her onto the ground with a sharp thud.
“As I thought, you're just another waste of time.” Bruce growled, dropping to all fours and placing his palms against the pavement. “Here, sit back for a second...and let me show you how psynergy is meant to be used."
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Grayson stepped through the doorway of the brick room in the basement of the Zexaron building, flitting around the empty chamber curiously. His eyes ran over the chipped, decimated bricks of the room, worn down after countless use by countless patrons and victims. In the center of the back wall hung the new æsotech manacles that Grayson had installed himself, for the purpose of causing Frank Arazia the most unbearable pain imaginable. Grayson's bloody whip lay on the floor, still peppered with pieces of Frank's flesh.
Yes, Frank's flesh, that was still here. In fact, the room was also colored with Frank's blood. Frank's hair was pasted to the wall, and Frank's scar tissue still lay on the edge of the manacles.
In spite of all that, though – in spite of all the pieces of Frank that most definitely belonged to him, and him alone – Frank was not here.
Grayson knew what had happened, of course; that part had taken less than a split-second to figure out. Madeleine, undependable as usual, had left her post and retreated to her luxurious bedroom on the thirteenth floor. From that point, she had most likely gone to play some of her beloved video games. In her absence, Edward, the only other employee still on the job at this hour, had no doubt heard the bloodcurdling screams of his suffering friend. Then, in an amazing feat of courage and friendship, Edward had rescued his friend. Finally, upon searching for Grayson, the two had discovered the portal in his office and were lured inside the mysterious passageway in their quest to deal out justice to their antagonist.
The pure idiocy of it all caused Grayson to break into a mad grin. Yes, it was all too perfect, everything had happened exactly how he had envisioned it. And the fact that it all went on without Grayson having to lift a single finger was the real treat. It made Grayson bubble to the brim with laughter, and he threw his head back, laughing happily at the entertaining turn of events. High above the basement where Grayson was having himself a jolly old time, Madeleine sat in the aforementioned man's chair, swiveling around in it experimentally.
This really isn't that fun, you know. She thought to herself. Why does he do that all the time, then?
At that moment, she felt a huge shockwave of psynergy erupt from below her. There was a strange, mysterious aura connected to it, and although it was hard for her to sense with the painful psynergy vacuum around her, she could tell that it was steadily rising. And the sheer power was unmistakable – it was Grayson.
Guess this is it, she thought to herself. Time to jump ship. I feel bad leaving this early, though, especially without my memory card. Oh well...I don't really have any other choice.
And without a further thought, Madeleine hopped onto Grayson's desk and made a flying leap towards the artificial tunnel, disappearing from Earth.
Grayson slammed his thumb into the elevator button in the basement, waiting patiently for it to come down. Soon he would be immersed within the festivities of the Belmarcian tournament, where the day would come to a glorious climax with the arrival of Edward and Frank. It would be a glorious evening. First things first though – Madeleine.
At last the elevator reached the bottom floor, and the mechanized doors slid open as they always did. There something in the elevator, though, that had never been there before. The thing in question was a small slip of paper, that was attached to the wall by masking tape – rather innocent, all of it. Grayson knew even before looking at it that it had been a farewell note from Madeleine:
Dear Grayson,
Whoops! Don't know how I let that one happen. Well, you win some and you lose some, right? I hope you aren't too angry. Just in case you are, though, I'm going into hiding for a while, so try to simmer down before you go looking for me, alright? I'm sure you have better things to do anyway. Enjoy the tournament!
Love, Madeleine
Grayson smiled wanly, plucking the note and placing it into his pocket as the elevator began to rise up. Yes, it was fine. Madeleine had played her part for now, and would no doubt turn up just when he needed her again come the second act. For now, though...the Snake was content to sit quietly in the dark, empty building, alone in the abysmal desert, basking in his machinations.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Little Vice-Captain..." Mephistoclessia rasped, approaching Cliff in the cramped alleyway. "You owe me something."
Cliff was stone-faced, watching Mephistoclessia with a critical eye for any sudden moves.
"If it wasn't for you, Captain Azuka would be in my possession at this very moment," Mephistoclessia continued. "Can you imagine how it feels to know such a valuable asset was knocked from my grasp...by such a worthless piece of trash as yourself?"
Cliff watched slowly as the Rat raised her left hand slightly from where it sat at her side. Her entire body was resonating powerfully with that sickly green aura, but at the moment he couldn't detect any threads coming out from her, and was afraid that if he closed his eyes and truly attempted to concentrate, she'd make her move.
Captain Azuka spoke of her strength...Cliff thought to himself, but that was over a month ago. I've already seen Mephistoclessia fight before, while she has no idea about my abilities. I should have the advantage here!
Suddenly, Mephistoclessia raised her left arm up, and Cliff dove forward, brandishing his shotgun and preparing to stop whatever attack she was preparing before she could follow through. As he took his first step, however, he felt arms grab his body from behind and yank him backwards. Before he fell, he moved his arms forward with all his might, trying to rip them from the phantoms that had grabbed him. As he struggled, psynergy crackling around his body, he heard a cacophony of sickening cracks coming from behind him. Lurching his body to the side, Cliff sensed the lack of pressure, but could still feel the hands gripping his body.
Casting a quick glance down, he was horrified to discover at least six dismembered arms still clutching onto his person. Staring behind, he saw the mutilated bodies of what he guessed were citizens of Enmetropolis, now glowing faintly with Mephistoclessia's hypnotic aura. Their eyes were listless, faces drooped and drowsy-looking, but nevertheless pursued Cliff with a malevolent intensity.
"I picked up some friends on the way here," Mephistoclessia snickered.
The gunman briefly looked back to the Rat, trying to figure out what had happened. He hadn't sensed their auras before they touched him, and there was no visible connection he could see between the zombies and their master.
"How...is that possible?" he spat.
"I wonder." Mephistoclessia responded with a dry cackle, and although Cliff could not see her face, he was positive she was grinning.
Partly out of frustration, Cliff whirled back around, loading his shotgun with fresh, burning psynergy and letting it rip, demolishing the opposition. He had barely destroyed five of them before he felt a disturbance behind him, no doubt a sign that Mephistoclessia was planning to attack him from behind. Cliff turned his body sideways, stretching his free hand out toward the Rat and constructing a barrier, while he continued pumping away with his shotgun.
It took Mephistoclessia one tenth of a second to shoot out a single, miniscule tendril from her body, and then instantly strengthen it the moment it touched Cliff's shotgun in order to grab hold of it. By the time Cliff noticed what was happening, it was too late, and his gun was wrenched from his grasp. The Rat flung it over the wall, far out of the reach of the gunman, and then began to advance.
Shit! Cliff screamed within his head. I should have been concentrating more on myself than my enemies...but there's too much to look at here! I can't keep my eyes in the same place for more than a second!
Mephistoclessia shot forward, psynergy tendrils leaping from her body. Cliff had barely enough time to construct a decent guard. Upon lashing out, Cliff's defenses were instantly cracked, her slimy psynergy winding its way around his body, preparing to take route.
Cliff had little time to think, but even in the next short moment, he realized there was only one way to escape -- by ramming straight into his assailant. Momentarily forgetting about the zombies, he turned his entire body forward and charged her, reaching out his hands to try and grab onto her thin frame.
This is the key, he decided. I can't let her get too far away from me, or else I'll just be running from her tendrils. They move faster than I can shoot...I hate to admit it, but it's true.
Cliff flailed for Mephistoclessia, feeling the zombies latch onto his back as he did so. Finally, his hand found her bony wrist, and grabbing tight, pulled her downwards, hoping to somehow break her concentration. He found her resistance to be surprisingly powerful, however, and the gunman was losing more footing every minute, as more and more of the dead crowded around him. By now, they were coming at him from every angle.
If only I could get to my gun...he thought. I didn't even have time to use my new technique...that was a huge mistake back there to let her take it!
Suddenly, Cliff felt a set of jaws clamp down on his arm, signaling to him that things were truly getting dire. Taking one more second to center his power, Cliff let out a scream, psynergy exploding from his arms and he let out a large blast of psynergy, knocking the lesser zombies from his side like flies. Mephistoclessia stood unwavering in front of him, her own aura clashing and losing little ground.
Her psynergy is something frightening...Cliff stood his ground, but she isn't that strong physically. I can take her, I know it!! He felt the deepest reserves of his energy flowing out of his body, and looked to his enemy with a dark glare.
"Quit playing around and fight me one-on-one!"
"You wouldn't want me to do that." Mephistoclessia replied sarcastically. "Then you'd be dead already."
"If you're so powerful, then you wouldn't have to use any of these other people." Cliff retorted. "Prove it to me."
Mephistoclessia shook her head, her dark curls glowing slightly green in the darkness. "If you insist."
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
The ground around Azuka and Eden began to crack and splinter, and soon, flames and fireballs were leaping up from the earth, engulfing them within a prison of ember. Spires of burning death erupted from the pavement, leaving them with nowhere to escape.
And then, Bruce jumped into the fray, his right fist aflame with psynergy. He was aiming for Azuka's chest, and she knew that if he hit, she wouldn't be getting back up. The Knight Captain tried to move her sword fast enough to parry, but soon realized she wouldn't make it in time. She could feel the heat of the flames against her clothing, and wondered how many bones his crushing punch would break.
He never followed through, though. Bruce's fist stopped centimeters before Azuka's garments, and then the flames disappeared. The Tiger quickly spun his massive frame around with grace – there, at the other end of the street, stood two figures.
“Roufas?” He called out in mid-turn.
“There you are, Bruce.” Roufas said tiredly, stepping out of the shadows, Cecilia trailing slowly behind him. "Find anything worthwhile over here?"
“The Bearer.” Bruce motioned over his shoulder. “This is gonna save us a hell of a lotta work.”
“Indeed, it might.” Roufas stepped forward, looking at the two women with calculating eyes. “In the long run, however...this may not be the best course of action.”
“What are you talking about?” Bruce moved closer to him and lowered his voice. “How?"
Azuka stood back, unable to hear any more of the conversation. She gave Eden a reassuring glance, and then returned to the Zodiacs.
“Think about it carefully, Bruce.” Roufas whispered. “This is Azuka Ingram, the 4th Captain of the Dimensional Knights. Kill her here, and the other three Captains will be after us, even though we still have an entire day left until the tournament. If this was the night before, well, things may have been different. But that time gap is far too wide. By killing her, we take the risk of losing the Clock up for grabs in the tournament altogether. If the Captains are not available to guard the tournament committee, then who will do the job? Someone from the Church itself? Such complications would be dire. In addition, the Knights will be on alert for the next thirty-six hours, which will handicap our progress immensely. Look how weak they are – the Bearer is something we can take at any time. But the Clock, however...we may not get another chance at this one, if we blow it now.”
Bruce listened to Roufas's words, analyzing the situation to himself in his mind. “You do have a point. But she's right in front of us.” He took one last glance at Azuka. “We'll be able to get her afterwards...right?”
“Yes.” Roufas held up a finger, smiling. “They will all be competing in the tournament, or at least watching it. After we have the Clock in our possession...feel free to go wild.”
Bruce grinned, looking down fondly upon Roufas. The Rabbit was easily the wisest of the twelve, and he was always such a great mediator in situations that were murky like this one. As long as Roufas was by his side, Bruce didn't have much to worry about. The old man will take care of everything...and then finally, the Space-Time Continuum will be ours.
“Alright.” Bruce walked back towards Azuka, who reacted appropriately with her shinai. “I'm gonna offer you a truce, honey. You don't mention any of this to your little Knight buddies, and don't attack us until the tournament, and we won't lay a finger on you, Eden, the cowboy, or even Victoria's son. Now is that a deal or what?”
Azuka studied his eyes, moved to the older man and woman, and then came back. As odd as it was...they seemed earnest. Still, she couldn't give in this easily.
“I must admit is a tempting option to choose. But how can I trust you?”
“We'll leave first.” Bruce said, turning around and putting his hands up. “Look. I'm not going to do anything. And we'll call off all the others, too. So you can regroup with your friends and go back and have a nice night in your hotel. Besides...” he tilted his head back, looking at Azuka one last time out of the corner of his eye. “...you don't really have much of a choice in this, now do you?"
Azuka grimaced, feeling the torture of the trap she was in. She hated being helpless -- more than anything, it reminded her of a dark time now long past. Bruce was right, though. She had no choice.
“I accept.” Azuka looked to Eden. “Don't worry. I hate to say it, but...we have to trust them."
“You held off Van Kaen, didn't you?” Bruce began to walk away, speaking to Eden now one last time. “We sent him there just to see how powerful you actually were. I'll be excited to see how you grow.” he smiled a devilish grin, before disappearing onto the other side of the bridge with the other two Zodiacs.
Azuka collapsed to her knees, letting her psynergy dissipate into the atmosphere. The pressure hasn't been completely alleviated...but for the moment, Eden is still safe. For a little more than a day, but nonetheless...her impending doom has been postponed. Now, though, as she watched Eden, realizing the significance of the girl...that doom seemed all the more torturous.
“Captain Azuka...” Eden knelt down to her master's side, staring her in the eyes. “What was he talking about? That Dark Zodiac...he knew about me. He knew about my true identity.”
“Yes.” Azuka sighed. “I curse myself for not realizing it sooner, Eden. First of all, you must understand that everything he spoke of was the truth. Have you ever wondered why your psynergy never seems to run out like everyone else's? It's because of the power that was sealed inside of you at birth, Eden. Inside of you is...for example, think of a hydrogen bomb. It is one of the most fearsome weapons known to man, capable of mass destruction. Now multiply that by one million, and include an infinite amount of dimensions in the equation. That is a rational estimation of the power you are capable of.”
“What?!” Eden shouted. “That's impossible. I can barely hold my own in a fight now! I'm weak, and you can run circles around me, Captain!”
“The power is not something that you can use like psynergy.” Azuka explained. “In basic terms...this ability you have is to channel the Clocks. When all are brought together, they will unleash the harnesses that have been placed upon that power inside of you, and you will be able to use it, Eden. At that moment...you will be capable of destroying the universe.”
Eden listened intently, tears trickling down her face. "No...no...no! I don't want this! I can't deal with it, Captain!"
This realization, coming so soon after Eden was finally starting to feel at ease with herself again, was almost too much to bear. And yet, contrasted with the utter repulsion she felt within, she had to ask more.
“...how?” Eden asked, with glistening, bloodshot eyes. “Tell me...how.”
“How does one go about destroying the universe?” Azuka asked in despair. "By sacrificing your life, Eden. You exist as the most compressed manifestation of psynergy in the known universe, and when that fragile shell of flesh around you is finally broken away...the sacrifice of your soul will be the key to the downfall of mankind."
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Vance and Winslow collided, although it wasn't with each other. Each of them felt a strange new object that had been placed in between them, and their psynergy slowly began to dissipate from their body – rendered useless by that strange barrier that had suddenly appeared.
Saffron stood midst the smoke, his arms outstretched where he had stopped the young men and absorbed their attacks. “Well then!” he began. “Mine deepest condolences for interrupting such a brilliant, heartwarming battle, but alas, 'twas not to be, little Rooster.”
They stopped me again...Winslow lamented, picking himself up from a heap of discarded metal. He ran a hand through his hair and turned to face Saffron. The man's breezy psynergy seemed to float near his body, but was by no means connected to it. Why do they keep humiliating me like this?!
Vance picked himself up and looked at the back of the new swordsman who had appeared. He had two large, sculpted bastard swords strapped onto his back, each of them intricately decorated with an archaic-looking script. His armor looked heavy and powerful, matching nicely with the man's broad, heroic shoulders.
“What's going on?” Vance moved his head to look at Winslow. “This one of your friends?”
“Honestly, 'twould shame me to impart upon you such an uncouth first impression.” Saffron turned around in a flash, giving Vance a pleasant expression. It was a longshot, but the man almost looked as if he was wearing makeup. “To watch such a valiant battle of pride would be my utmost desire...but Rose is awaiting our departure”
He raised his finger and pointed to the corner of the area, where a sexy blonde woman was standing. Vance watched her, dazzled – she was indeed a flawless beauty. As his eyes ran over her body, he couldn't help but notice the tattoo of a faceless horse on her lower thigh. So she is a Zodiac, too?!
“There's been a change of plans.” Rose spoke to Winslow, unfazed by Vance's ogling. “We're heading back to the hotel immediately, without taking any further action.”
“What are you talking about?!” Winslow raged. “Could you at least let me finish someone off for once?!”
“Save it for the tournament!” Saffron cheered, happily clapping a hand on Winslow's back. “Imagine the glory you shall receive whence you slay this opponent among the millions of spectators. This filthy alley is no place for such masculine ceremony.”
“It's perfect...for this scum.” Winslow glared one last time at Vance.
“Enough talking.” Rose tapped her delicate foot impatiently. “I'm not running around in this trash heap for my health. We're heading back, now.”
Winslow said nothing, sulking behind Saffron as the three made their way past Vance.
“One more day.” Winslow sneered, craning his neck as he moved back out into the street. “You have one more day to live, Vance Dancougar, so you'd better make it last.”
Vance watched Winslow's jester-like face disappear, rage boiling up inside him.
“There are two types of rage, Vance...” the voice of Averyl drifted back through his consciousness. “...Rage that comes from your ego...and rage that comes from your heart. Learning to discern the difference between these two emotions is one of the hardest thing any psynergy user can do, but...the ability to control the latter of the two is what shall set you apart from 'the rest.' Rage from the ego is an illusion, Vance..it is born from the subconscious projection of our own flaws onto others...after all, nothing infuriates a conceited person more than...an even more conceited person...ha ha ha...”
I won't let you control me, Winslow, Vance resolved to himself, making his way out of the alley. There's a reason I fight...a reason that pushes me forward, and gives me the resolve I need to continue on...as far as my strength will take me.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“GET BACK HERE!” Cliff shouted, as the figure of Mephistoclessia shot into the night sky. “Where do you think you're going?!”
It was no use. One minute we were fighting, then the next..she turned tail and ran. She was holding back on me...I knew it!! Neither of us had done significant damage to each other...is that all I am to her? A plaything too insignificant even to capture?!
“Are you a coward?!” He called out, trying one last time to reel her back in. He couldn't let a Zodiac get away again...not this time. “Come on, Mephistoclessia!”
“...Other business...” As if it was a gust of sound, Cliff heard a deep, dark whisper, a voice completely different from Mephistoclessia's, and yet held the same texture. It was gone as soon as it came, but the feeling of some invisible pall around him remained. What was that?
There were a few more moments of peace, and then Cliff could feel a faint aura moving towards the alley. After a few moments of intense searching, he registered it immediately – Vance.
He beat Winslow? Cliff thought to himself in horror. Half of him wanted to believe it, for then it would prove that they stood a chance against the Zodiacs...but the other half of him was afraid, so afraid of the lasting effects of such a possibility.
“Hey,” Vance called out to him, the boy's dark eyes lit up among his pale face. “I thought that was you.”
“Vance!” Cliff rushed over to him. “Are you alright? What happened?”
“Winslow attacked me.” Vance replied, looking a bit exhausted. “But once again...his friends came and forced him to leave.”
“I ran into Mephistoclessia.” Cliff explained. “Otherwise, I would have been there...but then she ran away too.”
“What about Azuka and Eden?” Vance said, immediately changing the subject. “Have you checked up on them?”
“What?” Cliff asked, a bit surprised at Vance's sudden shift in priorities. “No, I haven't. But I can still feel their psynergy.”
“Cliff!” Vance stared at him with shocked eyes. “Why didn't you go check on them?! You should have made sure they were okay.”
“I was worried about you!” Cliff retorted. “Azuka is stronger than both of us. She can take care of Eden. Vance, you're the one that--”
“You don't need to worry about me.” Vance cast him a confident eye. “Think about it, Cliff. You love Eden, don't you? You should be protecting her.”
Cliff felt a pang of guilt rush over him, as he watched Vance speak to him, scold him, as if their positions had been reversed. Vance...he marveled to himself. What caused you to change your disposition so suddenly? What caused you to care about us so much?
“What about you, Vance?” Cliff decided to clear up the matter altogether. “Is she...?”
“We don't have time to talk about that.” Vance put his hand up, stopping Cliff in his tracks. “The first thing we need to do is get back together immediately.”
“Settle down, Vance.” Azuka smiled, walking out of the shadows and approaching the two boys, Eden grinning at her side. “Although it really made me feel warm and fuzzy inside to know how much you care about us.”
“What?” Vance looked at them, and tried to sense them, to no avail. “But your auras...were...”
“Masked.” Azuka smiled. “Seems like your worry for us interefered with your surveillance."
“You mean...you were listening the whole time?” Vance blinked at Eden. “You heard...”
Eden couldn't help but laugh. “I'm so touched, Vance.”
“Wait!” Cliff shouted suddenly, running his hands nervously through his hair. “More importantly than that, Eden...what exactly did you hear?!”
“I dunno...” Eden rolled her eyes playfully. “I heard a lot of different things.”
“Dammit!” Vance frowned, becoming sullen. “Some friends you are. Letting us worry about you like that only to spy on us...”
“Oh, settle down.” Azuka walked over and placed an arm around Vance, leading him back along the road. “There's nothing to worry about, Cliff. We made a...deal...of sorts with the Zodiacs. We're safe until the tournament.”
“Until the tournament, huh?” Cliff sighed, falling in step beside Eden. “Somehow, that doesn't really make me feel safe.”
“In retrospect, I realize why they did it.” Azuka replied. “They're planning something big for this tournament. I can sense it.”
“Do you know any details?” Vance asked curiously. “I mean, if we know anything...maybe we can get the jump on them.”
“I'm not sure, exactly.” Azuka explained. “But as always, we know they're after the Clock. And that is our main goal as well.”
Eden watched Azuka speak cautiously, remembering what she had said before they reached the boys.
“Eden, we're not going to tell them about your identity.”
“But Captain Azuka, why?” Eden had asked, surprised. “Don't they have a right to know?”
“Indeed, they do, but telling them so would cause them more stress than they need right now. They're already putting all they have on the line to try and win this tournament. If they knew how important you were to the Zodiacs, and how hard they were trying to get you...it could lead them to make some very rash decisions. They both care about you deeply, you know.”
Eden had simply nodded, and said no more. While it brought her great happiness to know that she had had such a lasting effect on others...at the same time, it pained her to know that she could be used as a distraction for her teammates.
Why have I been thrown into this? She asked herself again, battling with the mixture of emotions she felt deep inside. What did I do to deserve such a fate?
“It's been a long night.” Azuka said, as the four made their way out from the Black Sector. “Let's just go back and try to get some sleep. Tomorrow is a day to relax. We'll talk about our next plan of action then.”
“Sounds good to me.” Vance yawned, covering his mouth with the cuff of his cloak.
“Yeah.” Cliff agreed, placing a warm arm around Eden and looking down to her. “We've all had enough excitement for one night, haven't we?”
Eden smiled back as best she could, and quickly turned her face back to the ground. She wouldn't let them see her in pain – because they needed her just as much as she needed them.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Frank lay in his bed, a sturdy cedar frame with an amazingly soft mattress. Upon reaching Dr. Phileas's house, his mind had been far past the state of amazement. From the surface level of Enmetropolis, they had traveled via a vertical vehicle transport system, which had taken them from the lower levels up to the safer, aristocratic section of the city, where the blue sky was visible, and houses were the size of small department stores.
Phileas' manor was a huge mansion modeled in a way that reminded Frank of Victorian architecture, boasting multiple spires and an enormous hanging garden in the back of the estate. He had taken them on a tour through one-fourth of the house which had taken most of the evening. Frank was still feeling a little woozy, so after eating a delicious dinner of strange, yet delectable foods, he went straight to bed.
Edward's room was next to his, and seemed identical from the brief view Frank had taken at it. There were two large armories in each chamber, which, according to Phileas, contained complimentary guest clothes. Frank had opted for a comfortable, plush red robe, and collapsed into the amazingly soft bed, exhausted and overwhelmed.
Although he was eager to hear about this new place, he realized it would be better to wait until morning to get the whole story. From what he had gathered from Edward on their way up here, they had somehow jumped through space and appeared in what was really an alternate version of Earth – another dimension. The people here could use a strange power called 'psynergy,' which they used to manipulate, enhance, and synthesize technology beyond the wildest dreams of Earthlings.
While Edward had been quite excited about learning the mysteries of what this dimension had to offer, Frank wasn't feeling enthusiastic at all. The only thoughts running through his mind were those of his wife, his daughter, and their small, insignificant house in the middle of Bakersfield.
You didn't even have what it took to live an average life, a voice within his mind laughed at him. You had to go and establish yourself as an enemy of a very evil, sadistic, and sickening man, just because your curiosity got the best of you.
His experience with Grayson had impacted Frank even more than he realized now. It was hard to even wrap his mind around it -- the whole experience was nothing but a hazy recollection now, mixed with pain and agony. It seemed unreal...nothing seemed real right now, and he felt more confused and frightened than he had ever been in his entire life.
There was nothing he could do about it now, though. For the time being, he was safe inside Phileas's fortress, no doubt miles away from the demon known as Grayson Lee, wherever he was. They probably weren't even in the same city. Grayson might have returned to Earth now, and was probably screaming his head off trying to find the missing body of Frank. But hopefully that little change in his plans would keep his mind off hunting down Frank's family – maybe even tick him off a little. The very thought of it made Frank relax a bit.
Maybe everything was going to be OK now. His body felt as good as new, he was full, and most of all, he was safe for the time being. In a few days, he might be able to go back to Earth and take his wife and daughter and bring them back with him. Then they could all live here – maybe even down the street from the good doctor – and start a new life together.
Frank shook his head, confused as to whose thoughts were floating around in his head. Was it realistic? Was he thinking rationally? Where was he? It all seemed so unclear, unsure, and most of all...distant.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
The Dark Zodiacs trudged back along the neon-lit roads of the city, once again populated with a slightly more wary group of cityfolk.
“This sucks.” Winslow complained. “We didn't even get to eat any dinner.”
“Deal with it.” Bruce spat. “There's only one thing on my mind, and that's getting some damn sleep.”
“Agreed.” Saffron nodded. “Every warrior needs their time of restitution.”
“Tomorrow we will be going over the plans.” Roufas spoke up. “So make sure you all get to sleep on time.”
Mephistoclessia paced behind them, just far enough to hear them, but not close enough to be contained within the group. “Jerks,” she scoffed. “I could have killed him there, too.”
Soon, the Neon Mirage was in view, and Bruce led the group up the arched walkway. It was there that they noticed a familiar figure standing just to the right of the doors -- his arms folded across his suit, looking down at the street, people-watching as a cat would do.
“There you are,” Grayson smiled, looking fondly down upon his teammates. “I've been waiting for you.”
“Grayson?!” Cecilia shouted, the first to spot him from her airborne position. “You're back so soon!”
“A little change of plans.” Grayson moved from the wall to join the group. “A few prisoners have escaped my stronghold and used the artificial gate to come to this dimension.”
“Escaped?” Roufas raised an eyebrow. “Grayson, that isn't like you.”
“Yes.” Grayson nodded. “It is not. There was a third party involved with this, though, that caused the entire thing to fall down around me.”
“Who?” Bruce inquired. “Did someone from the Guild find you?”
“Nothing of the sort.” Grayson shook it off rather casually. “It was Madeleine.”
“Madeleine?!” Rose raised her voice in surprise. “Is she being difficult again?”
“That is my hypothesis.” Grayson replied. “She is gone as well, and I've been on the look out for her. She couldn't have left more than an hour ago, so I want you all to keep an eye out for her.”
“No problem.” Bruce sighed, rubbing his forehead. “I thought we had fixed her, though. How had her behavior been prior to when she escaped?”
“Normal, I think.” Grayson cocked his head sideways. “I think it was a spur of the moment thing.”
“Well, whatever.” Bruce shrugged. “We'll look for her. Where are you going?”
“I still want to look around some more.” Grayson replied. “And I want to find the other two escapees. Do remember, though...about Madeleine's unusual ability. Make sure you take special care to observe every person you meet carefully – in case they are not who they initially seem to be.”
“Gotcha.” Bruce nodded. “Don't worry, we'll be able to tell. She's not that skilled at transformation. Leave it to us.”
“Well, then.” Grayson nodded, moving down the walkway rather hurriedly. “Have a good night, friends.”
“Take it easy, Grayson.” Bruce and the others waved goodbye, and then continued into the hotel.
That was easier than I thought, Madeleine smiled to herself, as she stepped off the walkway and into the crowds of Enmetropolis. Transforming into anyone else would have been a problem, but not good ol' Grayson! It was a good idea to stick around and wait. This way, at least I was able to throw them off-kilter. Ah, and I just couldn't resist doing that! Not only did they all deserve what they got, but that was just too fun! The fake Grayson let out a titter of laughter and stepped under an underpass, diving deeper into the endless sea of people.
Inside the hotel, the seven Zodiacs made their way to the upper floor where their suites were, finally separating for the last time that night.
“Sleep well, everyone.” Roufas said one last time before entering his own room. “Tommorow will hold more excitement in store, I'm sure of it.”
He stepped in the room, just in time to see Bruce dive over the bar, land on the sofa in the living room and tackle a figure to the floor. The person didn't cry out for help or resist, allowing himself to be easily taken down by the massive man.
“Your brain must have broken or something.” Bruce growled, bringing the figure's head in between his elbow and his chest. “Not only did you screw up Grayson's plans, you picked the absolute worst hiding place possible. Damn! And I thought you were supposed to be a genius, or something – at least smarter than Winslow.”
“Hey!” Winslow shouted from the hallway.
“But I guess you're even dumber than him.” Bruce laughed. “Well, that solves that.”
Roufas moved around the room to an angle where he could see more clearly. Locked in Bruce's arm was the face of the man they had seen not ten minutes before – Grayson Lee.
“Oh, I get it.” Grayson said humorlessly, unfazed by his current situation. “You fools already ran into her, were tricked, and allowed her to escape. How predictable.”
“What?” Bruce growled, tightening his grip. “Don't play games with us! We saw Grayson with our very own eyes. He was--”
“Oh, you did, did you?” Grayson raised his voice, and a serpentine green psynergy began to rise from his body. He rose from the ground, Bruce still hanging onto his body, and simply hung there in the air, levitating as if nothing was the matter. “You saw him with your own eyes, did you? And felt his psynergy, too?”
Bruce took a look at the diabolical psynergy emanating from Grayson's eyes and dropped to the floor with a loud smack. “Shit.”
Grayson lowered himself onto the sofa, resuming his previous position. “So you really let her get away. Unbelievable.”
“I didn't think you let her tag you.” Roufas defended himself. “Why would you give her such an upper hand?”
“It was necessary for my work!” Grayson retorted, looking at Roufas with malicious eyes. “I never expected you would all possess a dearth of intelligence so vast it would allow her to abuse it, though!"
At that moment, a door creaked open, and an old, bald monk made his way into the living room. His eyes were shut, and his bald, wrinkled head gleamed in the light. He was wearing a mixture of gold-and-white robes, and held a long, gnarled wooden staff with five golden rings dangling from its top. Across his neck was a necklace of large jade orbs.
“What is that?” the ancient man gurgled in a heavy accent, his eyes remaining closed. “...Grayson?”
“Zhang Guo Lao,” Roufas began, “I'm sorry we disturbed you from your meditations. There has been a small complication.”
“Meditating I was not,” Zhang Guo spoke, “but rather sleeping.”
“Well, I'm sorry, either way.” Roufas turned back to Grayson. “Grayson, I think enough is enough. If you haven't found what you've been looking for on Earth, why don't you just cancel the project altogether? We've already located the Bearer, and another Clock is in our grasp. Time is running out.”
“I don't think so.” Grayson stood up, still staring at Roufas with a devilish expression. “You can't possibly comprehend the amount of time and research I have emptied into my project. I will fill the Earth full of holes until I find it! And if I destroy that dimension in the process, so be it!”
“Woah, Grayson, settle down now.” Bruce said. “I know that Caskett's research all checked out, but did you ever consider the idea that the old fart was a little crazy?”
“The psynergy barrier is proof enough.” Grayson continued, his aura flaring up. “All the clues point to the Earth – that psynergy is being sucked from that dimension's inhabitants to fuel the Space-Time Continuum. I am positive that that is where the end of the world lies – that the crux of the universe is within the Earth itself. I will find it..." he gave one last glare to both Bruce and Roufas, "and nobody will stand in my way!!”
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Dawn had barely cut its way through the blinds in Edward's room before he awoke the next morning. He got up slowly and moved over to the curtains, pushing them apart and staring into the beautiful, lush garden in the courtyard of Paradis Perdu. The stone pathways snaking through the garden were covered with golden-brown leaves that had been abandoned by their tall wooden hosts. The bushes around the garden were rectangular and identical, pruned to a near-obsessive perfection. In the center of the garden was a stone, mushroom-shaped fountain, which looked to be around six feet high. Standing on the edge of it, facing inward, was a polished stone statue of a one-winged angel. Its arms were cupped together, pointing upwards with its face. Edward noticed not only a stream of water shooting from its mouth, but also two smaller streams trickling downwards from the corners of its eyes. Inscribed all over the figure were strange runic symbols, winding around its androgynous body. Edward watched as the water spilled down into the shallow saucer, spilling over the sides into the dark basin beneath. All in all, it was the strangest sculpture he had ever seen.
Edward shut the curtains abruptly, closing off everything except for the soft chirping of birds in the distance. He moved over to the oak armoire against the wall and swung its heavy doors open, revealing a plethora of multicolored clothes, all free for the taking. He decided on a conservative brown tunic, complete with dark maroon leggings. The material felt comfortable, although the clothes themselves looked like props from a strange pseudo-futuristic play. He noticed that there was an optional cape attachment for the tunic, but he was less than eager to try it on.
The hallway outside Edward's room was short, and eventually led him out into what he believed to be the dining room. A cedar table adorned the center of the room, so ridiculously long that it looked as if it could seat a few basketball teams – coaches and all. Nord Phileas was on one end, poking at the remainder of a strangely shaped omelet. Frank was not far from the doctor, and seemed like he was just beginning his breakfast. The table was decorated with a multitude of candles, some of them lit, some of them burned right down to the wick. The rest of the room was adorned with multi-colored rugs and wallhangings, complete with a vault-like fireplace directly behind Dr. Phileas. Despite its size, the place was quite cozy.
“Good morning!” Phileas immediately spotted Edward and waved him over to the table. “Nice of you to join us for breakfast, Mr. Dancougar. I was afraid you had perished overnight.”
“What?” Vance's father asked, a bit confused as he stumbled across the floor.
“A joke, Mr. Dancougar, just a joke!” The doctor laughed as Edward slowly lowered himself into a thick oak chair. “It seems that Earthlings don't value humor the same way us Belmarcians do, eh?”
“Well, hmm.” Frank piped up, wiping his mouth. “Could it be, dear doctor, that your joke was maybe just the slightest bit un-funny?”
“Blasphemy!” Phileas shouted in mock anger. “You rude Earthling! Wahahahaha!”
Frank smiled, looking at Edward's groggy face. “Come on, Ed, what's the matter? Looks like you slept too long. Eat up! We're in good hands now.”
Edward forced a smile, and helped himself to a slice of a strange, bluish-grey substance that he hoped was some sort of edible meat. He felt lethargic, as well as exhausted. He was put off a bit by Frank's strangely relaxed demeanor, but glad that his friend was feeling better.
“I'm sure you both have many questions to ask me.” Phileas smiled. “So please, begin. I do not want to leave you in the dark any longer about the ways of the universe. I'll save my own questions for afterwards, so please, please – indulge yourselves.”
Frank looked to Edward. “Do you have any pressing matters?”
“Not really.” he shrugged. “But I think that I would like one thing explained – if only for you, Frank, since you were unconscious earlier when Dr. Phileas started to tell me about it. I want to know about this psynergy thing.”
“Ah, yes, psynergy.” Nord nodded his head happily. “A fine topic with which to begin.”
“What is it, exactly?” Edward asked. “You touched on it earlier. Is it like our life force? Or...something more than that?'
“It is that and so much more.” Nord began. “Psynergy is without a doubt what keeps our universe, in all its many dimensional incarnations, thriving and prosperous. But as with anything, psynergy has as many good qualities as it does bad. It can be used to save lives, and to further society, just as it can be abused to kill, destroy, and cause suffering.
“The word synergy, without the 'p,' is simply defined as the combination of two or more forces working diligently together to combine their powers and accomplish a task. Psynergy is just that – the mind and body working together through psychic and physical energy, to surpass human limits. Psynergy exists within all of us, no matter size, shape, or ethnicity. We all have our own talents and interests when referring to our personal studies or hobbies – some people are simply born to be politicians, scientists, or teachers. The same applies when we talk of psynergy! If one trains and develops their powers, one may find their niche, or 'special ability,' regardless of who one is. Some people are able to control different elements, such as fire, wind, and metal. Others are able to use extrasensory psychic abilities, such as telekinesis or telepathy. Still others are able to psynthesize different materials, such as æsotech or adamantium, just by using their hands and willpower. The possibilities are endless.”
“If I may ask, Dr. Phileas,” Frank jumped in, “what is your specialty?”
“How kind of you to ask!” Nord smiled. “If there is one thing I do love, it is talking about myself – but I will attempt to be brief and to the point. My psynergy is invariably connected to that of the human body and its functions. I can extend my very self and connect with the human body system to aid problems, as long as I can grasp and sustain my patient's body. It comes in handy when doing surgery on patients. The funny part is, I had decided to become a doctor long before my power actually developed. In a way, one could even suppose that my long and laborious hours of medical study could have influenced my powers even the littlest bit! But the fact remains that I found my specialty, albeit after long hours of deliberation.”
“That sounds frightening.” Edward gasped. “Could you...kill someone?”
“My powers are quite restricted, actually.” Phileas explained. “While I can engage myself within someone's nervous system, I first need them to be subdued and willing to allow me to enter. In addition to that, if someone's psynergy aura is stronger than mine, then I can't even attempt to engage myself with them at all. And in this city, that's not a very hard task. My abilities are not combat-oriented in the slightest – I'm actually quite a flop when it comes to any sort of psynergy competitions.”
“So I'm guessing there's some real freaks out there?” Frank asked. “Just how far do these psynergy powers go?”
“Oh, there are some very frightening individuals out there, indeed.” Nord nodded. “There are some assassins out there that can knock down buildings simply by flexing their 'psynergy,' so to speak, and letting their aura do the work for them. Naturally, this takes many years of training to perfect...”
“I wonder...” Frank said, looking down. “I wonder if we've met some people like that before.”
“What?” Dr. Phileas leaned closer. “What exactly do you mean?”
“Ed, you know what I'm talking about, don't you?” Frank moved his eyes upward, until he was looking straight into Edward's. “McCarthy and...him.”
“It's impossible.” Phileas shook his head. “Forget the very thought of it! The psynergy vacuum that exists on earth is enough to knock a low-level psynergy user unconscious. For one of us to stay on Earth for an extended period of time...it would have to take a genius -- a virtual superman -- to even begin to withstand the vacuum, let alone use psynergy!”
“That's what I'm afraid of.” Frank turned to Nord. “I met someone who was capable of shapeshifting. Have you ever heard of such a power before?”
“Shapeshifting?” Dr. Phileas rubbed his chin. “You mean the direct manipulation of one's body makeup, do you not? It sounds like an interesting power, indeed. But who did you meet...?”
“A little girl.” Frank replied. “She could take on the form of multiple people, regardless of their age and size.”
“But to say that she was on Earth...” Nord shook his head in disbelief. “She would have to be impossibly powerful.”
“There was another, though.” Frank went on. “He was chasing me in a car, but somehow, I managed to flip him over, causing his vehicle to explode. I watched it with my own eyes, that explosion. He was in the middle of it. He should have been incinerated. And yet, the very next day, there he was...”
“Amazing.” Phileas listened to Frank's words intently. “It seems as if there is more to this than meets the eye. And yet now it makes perfect sense as to how both of you were able to transcend the barrier between our worlds. But who could have done it?”
“In that case, before we start speculating, maybe we should learn more about these 'worlds' and what they really are.” Edward offered, trying to calm down Frank. “Would you mind giving us a low-down on it all, Dr. Phileas? Try to understand that we come from absolute ignorance on the subject...”
“Yes, I understand.” Dr. Phileas nodded. “I will educate you as best I can, and that way, hopefully we can work together to cast some light on these strange occurrences. It will be a long story, though, so I must make sure you are both ready to listen to it.”
Edward and Frank nodded attentively.
“Alright then. I want you to imagine a big book...millions of pages long, sitting on a table.” Phileas began. “The book itself is sitting in a specific point in time and space – there's no argument about that. This book represents our universe. Each individual page of the book, though, has its own special qualities and attributes, that all work together to make up the object as a whole. The pages, as you may have already guessed, represent the many dimensions of our universe. Just like that book, the planet on which we all live is sitting in a specific point in the universe. There are a multitude of layers to that planet, however, that we are able to exist within. To take the analogy even further – a book's number of pages cannot be discerned unless one either reads to the end, or simply skips to the end of the book. No matter which of the two options you choose, making it to the last page, or the final dimension is an absolute must. Reading to the end of the book represents traveling through every dimension until you find the definitive one – an impossible task for anyone. The other option -- skipping to the end -- represents finding that gate that leads to the Space-Time Continuum, or the crux of the universe.
“The End of the World– a pet name given to it by many scientists who use this similar analogy – has shown up numerous times in legends and other myths in all sorts of civilizations throughout the universe. Logic tells us that because of that, there must have been a moment when it was opened, or when its existence became publicized to these people. It became all the rage years ago to try and figure out the location of the final gate, and suddenly it became a race to find the Space-Time Continuum and unlock the secrets of the universe.
“Somewhere along the line, The Church of Holy Truths popped up, and brought a very interesting legend with them. It told of one man and his twelve followers, and how they entered the Space-Time Continuum. According to the legend, the man sacrificed his life to open the gate. They say he survived for a miraculously long period of time, and during all that time, his disciples prayed for him with all their might. You see, the man had been a holy man all his life, and had tried to spread the news about a glorious, single God that reigned over the world and loved everyone. His followers believed him to be the Son of God – he could perform miraculous feats and do amazing healings with no trouble at all. When this man sacrificed himself, the gate of the end appeared in the heavens, opened up, and everyone could see inside. They could hear the voice of God, and realized what they had done. At that moment, the barriers between multiple dimensions collapsed, and random holes opened up all throughout the universe. The souls of his twelve disciples were said to be blessed at that moment, and were psynthesized into twelve identical clocks and spread out around the universe – marked as the remnants of those who had opened the way to Heaven, or the end of the universe.
“In some versions of the story, it is said that the twelfth disciple had betrayed the man earlier, and then committed suicide later out of guilt. Because of this, the twelfth and final clock is said to be soulless, an empty vessel that is still open to manipulation by us humans. In any case, once the Clocks are brought together by a person with a psynergy aura similar to that of the original man, whom we have nicknamed the 'Bearer' – entrance to Heaven, the Space-Time Continuum, whatever you want to call it – will be granted. That is what we have gathered from hearing those multiple, intertwining legends from civilizations whom we knew for a fact had never had any encounter with each other. There's no mistake – the story of the man and his twelve followers must be the story of the Collapsing.”
Phileas had apparently stopped talking for the moment, leaving the atmosphere of his reading room unbelievably silent. Frank and Edward sat on the edge of their seats, speechless. This man, from another dimension, had just told them what they had both known to be the story of the Resurrection, but in an anonymous way that made it seem like it had happened somewhere else, at a completely different time. Religion had been the furthest thing from their minds ten minutes ago, and yet now it seemed to have zoomed up to them and smacked them both so hard in the face that it became impossible to comprehend. Their minds were blown.
After what seemed like an eternal lull, Edward spoke: “Dr. Phileas...we've heard that story before.”
Dr. Phileas raised an eyebrow, but he wasn't completely surprised. “Continue.”
“In our society the Bearer is known as Jesus Christ – the Son of God. All of his disciples had names, too. The religion known as Christianity believes that he truly was the Son of God, and that when he died, he bore the sins of the entire human race on his shoulders, so that the gates of Heaven could open, and we could enter there when we die.”
The doctor listened to Edward's explanation intently, looking at Frank to confirm, and then sat back in his chair and thought for a moment. “Fascinating...so he exists in your culture as well. I've never heard the name Jesus Christ before, though. But do you see? Even in your cut-off dimensions, the legend exists. That man's crucifixion lead to the opening of some type of gates, no matter what you want to call them. In your story, though, you say he bore the sins of mankind. That part, as intriguing as it is – I've never heard before. Could you elaborate?”
“I'll take this one, Ed.” Frank offered, his interest in the matter quickly increasing. “It was said that before the coming of Christ, no one could reach Heaven, the paradise in the afterlife where good people went when they died, because the human race was too sinful. God realized this, and sent his son down from the heavens to take on a human form, to experience what we went through in our everyday lives. Jesus, is supposed to have bore the pain and blame for all the sins humans had committed and would commit in the future, and now as long as we believed in Jesus, trust in him, and do our best to follow God's commandments – no matter how many sins we commit – we can reach Heaven after death. The opening of the gates, just like you said...as much as this seems crazy to me...it all makes sense. And it all happened.”
“So you two are followers of this – this Christianity?” Dr. Phileas asked, and watched as Ed and Frank nodded their heads. “So it is not a dominant religion where you live?”
“Oh, it's a very popular religion.” Ed replied. “But many other religions exist beside it.”
“I see...” Phileas rubbed his beard with his palm. “It is similar to the other dimensions...this is truly amazing. I have one more question before moving on, my friends. Do you know how long ago your Jesus Christ was crucified?”
“Somewhere around two thousand years ago.” Ed and Frank spoke anxiously, almost perfectly in unison.
“The same as the legend...” Phileas whispered, his eyes wide. “It's uncanny. Come now,” he said, standing up from his chair immediately, and motioning them to follow him. “we have much to speak of, and not enough time to talk about all of it. I have in my studies uncovered many artifacts from different dimensions that I believe have much to do with the legend of the Bearer -- as well as the Space-Time Continuum. Hopefully, you may be able to shine some light on them.”
Frank and Edward looked at each other, and slowly turned back to Phileas.
“We'll do what we can...” Frank stammered, unsure of what else to say.
“I didn't know you were such a religious person.” Edward said, standing up.
“That's the thing,” Frank gulped, wiping some sweat from his brow. “I'm not.”
“That makes two of us,” Edward sighed, and the two followed the doctor deeper into his estate.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
By all appearances, F. Douglas McCarthy sauntered down the main market street of Enmetropolis, as busy as it always was around lunchtime. McCarthy's head was masked by a triangular, Eastern-looking straw hat, and his body was encased in a deep maroon cloak. Madeleine felt that as long as her guise could carry her to the edge of the city, she would be alright.
The crowd began to thin out ahead of her, and she turned into a nearby alley to stop and make sure she was going in the right direction. She slid McCarthy's hand into the inner pocket of his suit jacket, and pulled out a small holographic device that mapped out the city within the palm of her hand.
As she studied the diagram, she failed to notice a tall, dark shadow cast over her between the two buildings on either side of her. It wasn't until the figure had completely blocked out all of the light in the passageway that Madeleine noticed she wasn't alone. She swerved around suddenly, keeping a stern expression on McCarthy's face.
“What do you--” she began, but was stifled immediately.
Standing mere inches away from her, completely suppressing the sunlight that had been shining down the north end of the passageway...was none other than Averyl. His eyes alone seemed to serve as a replacement source of illumination for the passageway, the twin black obelisks glowing in an eerie purple light.
His smile broke, revealing sharp white teeth – and then he spoke. “Madeleine, I presume?”
Madeleine's heart nearly flew out of McCarthy's throat. “How...how did you know?”
“I had a hunch...” Averyl chuckled, still piercing Madeleine with his eyes. “But fun things would happen either way, so I figured I'd ask just to be sure...and if the person really was Madeleine, they would respond accordingly...after all, Madeleine would be quite paranoid and easily startled in this sort of situation...”
“Creep...” McCarthy's lips spat. “What do you want?”
“Ha ha ha...” Averyl simpered. “Nothing in particular...I just enjoy traveling.”
“You won't tell them, will you?” Madeleine begged.
“Oh...” Averyl frowned. “But that's so tempting. It'll involve me utilizing a troublesome amount of self-control...”
“Please!” F. Douglas McCarthy shouted. “I'll do anything!”
“Anything?” Averyl's eyes lit up, and he bent over, coming face-to-face with McCarthy. “Anything...huh? In that case...listen carefully.”
Averyl bent closer to Madeleine, and began whispering in a very low, thin voice. She could feel his breath on McCarthy's ear, and it almost seemed to sting as it leaped and flew from his lips. She could smell him, and although it had to be something else, the scent really was uncanny – he smelled of blood.
“What?” Madeleine drew F. Douglas McCarthy's head back, in utter confusion. “Why would you want me to do that? What's the point? It just seems like it'll cause more trouble.”
“Ha, ha, ha...” Averyl raised a finger. “...and what's wrong with that?”
56
The underground Enmetropolis City Mall was massive, to say the least. Its size alone was that of a small village, and the variety of shops that it boasted made its supremacy within the city irrefutable. Vance and Eden had been there for the past two hours, though, and they had other things on their mind.
“They said they would meet us here around twelve.” Vance grumbled, staring up at a small digital clock hanging in the window of a tool shop. “We've been walking around aimlessly for the past twenty minutes waiting for them!”
“Captain Azuka and Cliff said they were going to meet their fellow Knights.” Eden elbowed Vance. “Obviously something important must have come up. Can't you have patience just for a little bit?”
“Tch.” Vance frowned, stuffing his hands into his pockets and turning away from her. “I just hate waiting on people!”
“There are less than eighteen hours until the tournament, you know.” Eden tried to get him to look into her eyes. “We're supposed to be relaxing and conserving our psynergy – so why don't you just calm down?”
“I'll be fine!” Vance insisted. “If anything, I'm suffering more by having to wait another day to kick some ass.”
Eden rolled her eyes and continued down the hall. “Vance, I thought you had really matured...but lines like that make me wonder if Averyl really taught you anything after all!”
“Just because I disagree with you doesn't make me immature.” Vance shot back. “Maybe YOU need to chill out!”
“You must not have slept well last night.” Eden sighed. “It's like you're trying to pick fights today.”
“I am not.” Vance frowned, shifting his eyes over to the spinning reels of a nearby casino. “I'm just anxious, that's all. And maybe a little apprehensive.”
“We all are, Vance.” Eden walked side-by-side with him. “We're throwing ourselves into real danger now, a danger so strong that even our masters may not be able to overcome it. It's natural, or maybe even healthy, to feel a little scared about that.”
“I'm not scared.” Vance cast her an irritated glance. “I'm...just worried about my dad.”
“You think your stepmother had attacked him too?” Eden ventured.
“No...if it was only that, I could feel at peace.” Vance explained. “You see, at first I was ready to believe that Naomi had some sinister plot planned for my father and I...but especially after talking to her, and watching her go away, I realized that couldn't have been the case. The things she was using, and the unusual air she carried about her – they were all things that she hadn't possessed earlier. Someone corrupted her, and used her to do their bidding. And that person is what I'm really worried about.”
“But your dad can't have any connections with the other dimensions, right?” Eden asked. “So why...?”
Should I tell her about my mother? Vance thought to himself. I don't know whether it'd be a good idea or not.
He obviously has a lot on his mind...Eden said, silencing herself and resigning to watch Vance think. Then again, so do I. Should I tell him what Azuka told me? But then, how would he react?
Maybe I should just tell her. Vance decided, growing tired of all the deliberation. We're teammates, so we should be honest with each other. I shouldn't be keeping things hidden from her, right? If I want to stop arguing with her, then this is one of the steps I should take, right?
“Anyway...” he stared, brushing his hair out of his eyes. “The thing is, my--”
Vance was abruptly cut off mid-sentence, as what seemed to be a floating column of bags and packages slammed straight into him. He stumbled backwards as the goods spilled to the floor, catching a glimpse of two stocky legs.
“HEY!” he shouted, as he smacked off the tiled ground and began to bring himself to his feet. “What the hell do you think you're doing?!”
Eden watched the items fall to the floor, and soon got a better glimpse at the figure behind the massive tower. “Hey...” she said, instantly recognizing him. “You're...”
“I'm sorry!” The squeaky, adolescent voice of Nathan Marks exploded, as he held his plump hands in front of his face in fear. “I'm so sorry!! I wasn't looking where I'm going, it's my fault! Just please, please don't beat me up too bad!”
“You!” Vance grasped Nathan's collar, dragging the boy closer to him and shaking him violently. “Man, what are you doing here? This isn't exactly a tourist-friendly city, kid! If you had bumped into anyone else besides us, you might have gotten your ass kicked!”
“Like you're doing to him right now?!” Eden jumped in, pushing Vance away with ease and stealing Nathan away. She brushed his sandy hair back into position and fixed up his jacket. “Honestly, though, Nathan, what are you doing? Shouldn't you be back at the Guild?”
“Didn't you know?” Nathan said, looking between the both of them. “The Seneschal is coming to watch the tournament, strictly as a spectator. He came late, because he didn't want any of the Knights to know he would be here. And since the rest of the powerful Knights had to stay back at the Guild to keep it under control, he decided to take me with him!”
“Why didn't he want any Knights to know?” Vance asked, growing slightly curious. “What's the big deal?”
“Wait, stop!” Eden said, holding up her hands. “Vance, we're Knights too now, you know! Nathan, you shouldn't be telling us this!”
“Oh no!” Nathan screamed. “I completely forgot! Wait, you can't tell the Seneschal about this! He'll kill me!”
“Okay...” Vance smiled, a dark gleam appearing in his eyes. He moved closer to Nathan, grabbing the boy once again by the collar of his jacket. “We won't tell him a thing...just as long as you tell us everything that you know about his plans!”
“Vance!” Eden berated her friend, stealing Nathan back once again like some sort of fragile treasure. “Can't you be sensible for just a little bit?”
“Pfft.” Vance smirked. “You're no fun.”
“Don't worry, Nathan.” Eden smiled, helping the boy pick up his belongings. “We won't say a thing to the others. Just take care of yourself, alright?”
“You too.” Nathan said, lowering his voice. “Tao was speaking with some official from the Church of Holy Truths earlier...this tournament is supposed to get really dangerous.”
Vance raised an eyebrow.
“They told him that they were looking for something called the Bearer.” Nathan continued, unfazed. “They told him that winning the Clock would mean nothing if they didn't even have that! Isn't that scary?”
“Eden! What's wrong?” Vance watched Eden's face grow pale as she listened to Nathan's words. A horrified look crossed her eyes, and her mouth opened into a small o, like an ancient Greek masque.
“Did I say something...?” Nathan started to say.
“It's fine.” Eden said, lifting her head up, and brushing a hand through her bright hair. “Actually, I was just remembering what we should be doing.”
“Eden...” Vance frowned, looking at her. “You looked as if someone had stabbed you or something. What's going on?”
“Hahaha!” Eden laughed absently. “Vance, that's funny coming from you. You should be more worried about yourself, not me. Come on, Cliff and Captain Azuka must definitely be waiting for us by now..”
“I-I should be leaving too.” Nathan said, nodding his head briefly at them and then stacking his packages up onto his arms once again. “I just saw you two and wanted to say hi. Take care, Mr. Vance and Miss Eden!”
“Now there's a guy who really needs to worry about himself.” Vance muttered, watching Nathan scamper away. “Eden, he's gone now. Tell me...do you know something about that Bearer shit?”
“I told you, nothing's wrong!” Eden shouted, unsure of what to say at this point. “Vance, just let it go already! We all have our uneasy moments.”
“Right...” Vance said slowly, not buying her ruse at all. “We all have our uneasy moments, that's true...but you looked positively shell-shocked.”
“Let's go.” Eden began moving away from him, saying no more.
“Dammit.” Vance muttered, gritting his teeth together and following her. “This reminds me of...”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
It had only been one or two days after my mother's death, when I had felt something was definitely up. I confronted my father about it, but he was less than cooperative about it – and it wasn't until much later that I truly realized why.
“Where is mom?!” I shouted, staring at my father with furious eyes. He was bent over the dinner table, his hands covering his face, his hair disheveled and matted with sweat.
“It's fine, Vance...” My father had muttered, taking his hands away from his bloodshot eyes and looking straight at me. I don't know how he was able to look at me with a straight face then. It just didn't seem humanly possible. But yet, for some reason, with all his heart, he wanted to protect me then. “Just go back up to your room.”
“She's dead, isn't she?!” I shouted then, enraged. Why was he trying to lie to me?! How could he do something to his own son like that? “Who killed her?!”
“GO TO YOUR ROOM, VANCE!” My father screamed, tears once again beginning to pour down his cheeks. He wanted to involve me as little as possible, and would go even so far as to feign anger at me to make it work. At the time, I was too immature and stupid to even realize it.
“Bring her back!” I yelled at him, for lack of anything better. “Bring my mom back to me, you bastard!”
“Vance...” He crumbled again, his head beneath his arms in silence. It was a horrible moment. I did go up to my room then, only to throw up in the bathroom just a few seconds later. That was the last time my father and I ever had a 'heart-to-heart' talk, if you could even call it that. We didn't even speak to each other at the funeral. I don't know why, even to this day. Maybe he felt like if he opened up to me, it would remind him of speaking to her. Maybe it would make him feel weak. And as much as I want to think otherwise these days, my father wasn't completely weak. For whatever reason, he tried to keep me out of things. He wouldn't tell me the full story no matter how hard I tried, and told me that things were "fine."
I hate that bullshit. And I definitely won't take it from Eden. Where does she get off thinking like that? How can she possibly decide to protect me from whatever piece of information she has? Why does she feel she has to look out for me? Man, that pisses me off.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
The four Dimensional Knight Captains sat around a small, circular dining table in the back corner of the Starboard, a popular seafood restaurant within the Enmetropolis City Mall. Azuka was just finishing up the last of her grilled salmon while 2nd division Captain Kamo Metro was halfway through a second helping of sauteed asparagus.
“The Bearer has been among us all this time.” 1st division Captain Ravi Katjagaara spoke softly and discreet, as she raised a forkful of seafood salad to her lips. She was wearing a black-and-brown embroidered Salwar-Kameez, with black leggings underneath the hem of the dress. The sleeves had been cut short to improve mobility, showing off her muscular golden-brown arms. “What took us so long to realize it?”
“It wasn't us, actually.” Azuka admitted regretfully. “The one who noticed it was not one of our ranks, but one of the Zodiacs.”
“Impossible...” Maximillen, the 3rd division captain murmured. He was wearing what looked like a black bullfighter's uniform, complete with a red rose in the notch of his black hat. His thin mustache curled up with his lips as he frowned in indignation. “What do those murderers have that we do not?”
“Maybe they made a mistake!” Kamo offered, his dreadlocks bouncing in rhythm with his nodding head. “Or maybe they're trying to throw us off on purpose. You never know.”
“I don't think so.” Azuka corrected him. “It is my fault for doubting Eden. I had always considered her to be special, but I never believed that she could be the Bearer – and yet everything checks out now. Her strange psynergy aura, its limitless power, as well as her mysterious origins...it seems all too obvious.”
“Maybe that was the point.” Maximillen took a sip of some strange cream-colored liquor. “If it was so obvious, many people would immediately overlook it – giving simple-minded fools like the Dark Zodiacs the upper hand by default.”
“No one is trying to set us up, Captain Trujillo.” Ravi cut in, her voice stern and deadening. “The very thought is ridiculous.”
“The Church of Holy Truths has been putting more pressure on us lately.” Maximillen lowered his voice, looking between his fellow captains. “It's not an impossibility, that's all I'm saying.”
“Either way,” Azuka said, clearing her throat, “we must be prepared for the worst possible situation.”
“And that is?” Kamo inquired.
“That the Dark Zodiacs will attack us with every ounce of their strength tomorrow.” Azuka stated. “Not only within the tournament, but outside it as well. Vice-Captain Walden is currently meeting with your vice-captains and discussing a plan for within the tournament boundaries. We are to secure any external happenings outside.”
“You think that the Dark Zodiacs left some members out of registration?” Kamo raised an eyebrow. “Why the hell'd they do that?”
“Think about it.” Azuka continued. “If they entered all twelve of their fighters, they would breeze through the preliminaries and end up fighting each other in the finals. If they pulled or forfeited a match against each other, their cover would be blown. And if they didn't hold back, and actually fought seriously against one another...not only would they reveal their powers to the entire audience, but they would weaken each other for the remaining battles ahead.”
“It's the same reason we aren't entering ourselves in the tournament.” Ravi expanded on Azuka's comments. “There are other jobs for us to do that require much more concentration and strength. Let our subordinates fight amongst themselves. We shall be working behind the scenes to make sure that everything goes the way it should.”
“When you say it that way, it makes us sound like we're some kind of organized crime ring!” Kamo chuckled. “But I see your point. So should we be prepared to fight the Zodiacs in the surrounding area?”
“I'm not sure if they aim to fight us head-on from the start.” Azuka said, running a finger through her hair as her thoughts churned out from her mouth. “But they will definitely be up to something, I'm positive. They are criminals, murderers, and pirates – they will not just sit idly by and watch if they end up losing the tournament.”
“So in that case...” Kamo smiled. “We'd better be ready for some action.”
“Consider it done.” Maximillen said, standing up from the dinner table and adjusting his hat. “Serving justice to the cretins of society has never been a pleasant job, but it is one I accept with the utmost honor.”
“One last thing,” Azuka said, holding up her hand to stop her anxious teammates. “Do not mention anything about the Bearer to your vice-captains.”
“Huh?” Kamo stuck his bottom lip out mockingly. “But I just love spreading juicy gossip.”
“They do not need to know.” Azuka went on, staring into each of her fellow captains' eyes. “It would just complicate things further.”
“I do not understand the reason...” Ravi said, a bit confused herself, “but in thanks for sharing this information with us, and in respect to you, Captain Ingram, I shall accept this vow of secrecy.”
“I appreciate it.” Azuka said, as she spiraled around and began to move out of the restaurant. “What time shall we meet tomorrow?”
“I assume five o'clock in the morning shall be suitable.” Ravi offered. “We have clearance to the indoor observation rooms, so we should meet in the sixth floor observation tower early in the morning.”
“The one that overlooks the arena?” Kamo asked. “But I thought the preliminary round was somewhere else.”
“It is.” Ravi nodded. “But we needn't concern ourselves with minor battles such as that. We need to keep our eye on the prize – the Clock – and make sure that no one 'tampers' with anything in the calm of the storm.”
“Sounds like a good idea to me.” Maximillen agreed, moving to follow Azuka out from the restaurant.
“You pick up the tab.” Ravi said, nodding to Kamo, and then quickly speeding out.
“What the – hey!!” Kamo shouted, looking down at the cluttered table. “You jerks! Acting all professional, and then...I'll get you guys for this!”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“Twelve o-clock!!” Vance shouted into Cliff's face. “You told us to meet you here at twelve, and now it's one-thirty! Or are we just so unimportant that you forgot all about us?!”
Cliff sighed, adjusting his cowboy hat, and looked down at Vance. “Sorry...I'm sorry, Vance. The guys and I got kind of held up, talking about our plans for tomorrow. All the vice-captains are entering the tournament with us, you know.”
“It's alright, Cliff, we understand.” Eden smiled. “Captain Azuka still hasn't even returned yet, so you're actually early.”
“How can you be so lenient on him?!” Vance blew up again, exacting his rage on Eden this time. “If you don't discipline him, he'll just do the same damn thing over and over again!”
Eden rolled her eyes, and didn't even bother to answer Vance.
“What am I, your dog...?” Cliff said, watching the two with surprise. “What's with you guys, anyway? You're acting like an old married couple.”
“I've had to listen to him all day.” Eden smirked. “I think this tournament is really getting to him.”
Cliff chuckled a bit, and raised an eyebrow towards Vance. “Looks like she has you all figured out, buddy.”
Or so she'd like to think, Vance thought to himself. On the other hand, though, I know there's still something you're hiding from me, Eden...and the fact that you won't tell me is so damn frustrating!
“Did you eat lunch?” Cliff asked, falling into stride beside them and smoothly putting an arm around Eden.
“Yeah, we had sandwiches.” Eden said. “Although Vance threw his away halfway through.”
“It tasted horrible, you wouldn't even believe it.” Vance grumbled. “I still have a terrible aftertaste in my mouth.”
You've even more agitated than usual, Vance. Cliff thought to himself. Did something happen to you that I didn't know about? Or maybe...am I really getting to you? I didn't know you liked Eden that much.
“Can we go home yet?” Vance grumbled. “Captain Azuka knows her way back to the hotel, right? I don't know about you guys, but I really need to get my rest and prepare for tomorrow.”
“Well, Vance, I agree – we all need to prepare.” Cliff smiled. “That's exactly what I've been doing for the past few hours. Just psynergy training alone isn't going to cut it this time, Vance. We're not going to be fighting the whole time.”
“What?” Vance swerved his head. “What do you mean?”
“In fact, the real one-on-one fights won't even begin until the finals.” Cliff continued. “Because of the huge number of people who signed up this year, they're adding some preliminary 'deathmatches' early on to eliminate as many weaklings as possible.”
“Deathmatches?” Vance leaned closer. “What the heck?”
“I'm surprised as well.” Cliff said. “But, this may work to our advantage. If it isn't one-on-one, and we combine our forces...”
“We may be able to single out the Dark Zodiacs early on.” Eden finished his sentence.
“Yes, Eden!” Cliff turned to her suddenly, amazed. “Your ability to assess the situation has come a long way since we first met. I'm really impressed. Vance would do well to take some notes from you.”
Vance scoffed. Picking on me as usual...
“I'm just kidding, Vance.” Cliff said, trying a friendly smile. “Lighten up, it's okay. The bottom line is – we need to stick together to succeed tomorrow.”
“Well said, Vice-Captain.” Azuka suddenly joined the group, almost all in one swift action. “Vance, Eden...how was your morning?”
“Twelve...o'...clock...!!” Vance grumbled.
“What was that?” Azuka bent over and stuck her face in front of Vance's. “I said around twelve. I'd say that that constitutes at least a six-hour grace period either before or after twelve.”
“What the hell?!” Vance looked at her in confusion.
“A test of patience, one that you failed miserably, Vance.” Azuka smirked. “It seems like you still need self-control...even after your time with Averyl.”
Well, self-control isn't exactly that guy's strong point. Vance thought sourly to himself.
“Anyway, we're all back together, and everyone's taken care of what they needed to, correct?” Azuka inquired.
“Yes, ma'am.” Cliff nodded. “The preparations with the other vice-captains concerning tomorrow's plans are all taken care of.”
“Good to hear.” Azuka smiled. “Well then, shall we return to the hotel and begin our more personal preparations for tomorrow?”
“Fine by me.” Eden said, happily walking forward. I'm keeping your promise, Captain Azuka. No matter how much it pains me to do so, I'll keep it...
“Vance, you sure you're okay?” Cliff moved away from Eden, sliding in beside Vance and trying to perk him up. “Did something...?”
“Hey, I'm fine, alright?” Vance quickly retorted, not entirely hostile, but acting quite carefree and untroubled. “You don't need to worry about anything, Cliff.”
“Alright.” Cliff shrugged, feeling satisfied with Vance's response. “Just tryin' to help you, man.”
Keeping my own students waiting...Azuka thought sadly to herself, as she trailed behind the three as they made their way up to the surface. It wouldn't have happened if it was up to me...but I had to run into Zeigfried.
She watched her three students head out of the mall. Things won't be the same after this tournament...she thought. I can feel it. I will work my hardest to protect my students, though, even if it kills me.
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Frank Arazia sat outside in a comfortable wicker chair, shaded from the sun by one of the many trees that filled the garden of Paradis Perdu.
“Although I am not seeing any new patients today,” Dr. Phileas had told them, “I nonetheless got a very important call from a colleague, who needs treatment immediately. I will be gone for a few hours, so please take a break from our research until I return.”
And what a break it had been! Frank had never felt more exhausted in his life. And now, more information lay at his fingertips than he had ever imagined. They had spent a sizable chunk of the morning sifting through the mountain of files and data in Phileas' study, enlightening themselves as to the condition of the universe.
The chaos that Frank had been through in the past few months had taken a backseat all of a sudden, and in its place stood this vast amount of information that had just been bestowed upon him. He had been thrown into another universe, that was true, but it didn't seem to be that different from his own world after all. The only main difference was the existence of psynergy, which allowed Enmetropolis to assume a very different shape from that of Earth – but deep down, they were very similar. They both contained complex governmental bodies, police forces, and general things that any Earthling would take for granted as a cornerstone of civilization.
He had skipped over many of the Belmarc-related items while sifting through Phileas' files, though, since he and Edward alike had been intrigued by the religious topic that Phileas had brought up towards the end of their conversation.
“Do you remember that night when you were driving in the desert?” Edward had asked him, in the middle of their rummaging.
“Yes...why?”
“It was then that I broke into the file room of the Zexaron building. A lot of the files and papers there...they were talking about the same sort of thing that these are.”
“I can't remember exactly what you were talking about...” Frank had said absently. “What did you find?”
“The Clocks.” Edward explained. “It was information about the Clocks, their uses, and how they were related to the Space-Time Continuum.”
“So you're saying...”
“Yeah. If we weren't convinced before, we should be now – Grayson, McCarthy, hell, the whole Zexaron Corporation is from another dimension. And they're searching for those Clocks.”
Frank stared at Edward, now sleeping soundly in his own chair with his mouth hanging open. Although Frank was feeling fine in his new surroundings, he knew that Edward wasn't perfectly at peace. And what this new information meant to them...had turned their whole world upside down.
There was another factor to the equation, though, that really made Frank worry. Since the Zexaron Corporation was undoubtedly involved in some inter-dimensional scheme...what did that make Victoria? The ringleader? A pawn that was disposed of earlier for misbehaving and marrying an Earthling? It made Frank sick just to think of it. She was such a pure, wonderful woman, and now...the atrocity of all of it just didn't seem to add up. There had to be more to it, there just had to be. He couldn't sit around any longer – he had to get some answers.
He stood up quietly from his chair, and moved back along the cobblestone pathway that led to the entrance back into Paradis Perdu. The glass doors, framed by a deep cedar, opened softly and gave him immediate access to the fireplace room, a quaint resting space that was decorated with different artifacts and furniture. Spread across the hearth were long, polished bones of what Frank guessed was some ancient animal. Hung on the walls were strange, three-eyed masks with archaic symbols tattooed around them. Curving pedestals with even curvier vases adorned the sides of the room, decorated with paintings that depicted dancing rodents. Despite how mismatched the atmosphere was, it seemed to fit perfectly with the way Frank was feeling now – lost in a place where he definitely did not belong. Frank passed through the southern door into a narrow hallway, trying to remember which door would lead him back to the library.
The hallway curved around to the east, and as it grew longer, the light seemed to grow dimmer and dimmer. Frank walked past door after door, all of them an elegant shade of brown, each engraved with a symmetrical pattern. Eventually growing tired and frustrated at his apparent meandering, Frank shoved open a random door to his left, one of the identical ones that all seemed to be mocking him.
The door swung open, and he was facing another hallway.
The hell? Frank crept down the hallway cautiously, staring at his “new” surroundings. This house is getting weirder and weirder. How big is this place?
As he took a closer look at the walls, he realized it wasn't identical after all. The print on these walls were of small squares. The doors were a dark shade of maroon, and farther spaced-out than their predecessors. Still, though...it was enough to make one think one was running in circles.
I'll keep opening doors from now on, Frank thought to himself. And it's not like I'm lost or anything. I can just go straight back the way I came if I can't find the library.
This door creaked open, this time revealing a small room, lacking any other doors or triangle-print wallpaper. Its windows were old and dusty, covered haphazardly by some semi-transparent blue curtains. They were mostly blocked by some overgrown bushes on the other side, and as a result, the lighting in the room was very dim. Frank propped the door open as best he could and tried to get a better glimpse within the room.
In the center of the room sat a high-rise gurney, topped with a slim green mattress and rusty metal clasps. There were some dark-colored stains on the edges, and the wear and tear on the device showed that it had definitely been used in the past. Thankfully for Frank, it was empty.
This definitely isn't the library, he realized. But then what is it?
Frank moved carefully over to the gurney, and as he did so, what little light penetrated into the room slowly seemed to retreat behind him. His shadow grew longer and farther away from his body, as if yearning to escape. He examined the gurney as it sat within the center of the room, like some unholy pedestal.
Well, the man is a doctor. Obviously...there must be some use for this.
His eyes crept lower, along the bottom left leg of the gurney. There were thicker, larger amounts of the dark stain along the leg. It seemed as if whatever fluid had originally been contained on the table had somehow trickled down and ended up on the floor. Remnants of the dark red fluid continued to spot the floor, leaving a barely-visible trail over to a small utility closet in the far right corner of the room.
Frank turned to leave. This has gone far enough. I'm snooping through Dr. Phileas's things -- snooping through the rooms of a man who has done far more than he needed to for Edward and I. I'm being incredibly rude...
Or am I? We certainly deserve the right to know if our interim 'caretaker' is harboring any malicious secrets from us, don't we? It's only natural...
But don't you remember the last time you went snooping through someone's things? Argue against that one, Frankie. Just try it...
As he turned to leave, he suddenly heard the creak of wood. Was it the wooden floor, the wooden walls...or the wooden closet in the corner? The creaking continued, yet Frank was at a total loss as to where the sound was coming from.
There's something in the closet. It's waiting. It's gonna jump out and get ya. Grayson's waiting in there for you. He wants to finish what he did before – and this time he has an expert surgeon to help him in his work.
Come on. You really think you're going to be able to walk all the way back out to the courtyard and wake up Edward without looking back once? You've come this far. You might as well finish the job.
The voices swarmed through Frank's head, coming from an unknown source deep in the darkness.
This has never happened to me before. I don't talk to myself.
Or do I? How are you supposed to know whether or not you're crazy?
No...this doesn't make any sense.
I can't...I can't tell which thoughts are mine, and which are...
Frank felt himself moving forward, closer, deeper into the room, his arm outstretched towards the wooden closet. It all felt like he was watching it from some camera positioned in the ceiling, his body in slow motion, grasping the rusty iron handle and pulled the flimsy wooden door open.
The object within the closet stared into Frank's soul with lifeless, bloody eyes. Some skin around its face had either been peeled away or eaten, and windows to its inner skeleton littered its body. Supported by nothing except an eroded attachment to the rest of the skin, the mouth of the body swaggered downwards. Its bottom lip had been either ripped off or taken off by some other rough means, and bloody lower jaw were perfectly visible in the dim light. It had been crammed into the closet in a rough manner, as far as Frank could tell, and its head was curved to the side, the neck undoubtedly broken. Formed into a sort of curved square, its legs were wound up somewhere under its gaping head.
Frank's eyes scourged the thing, noticing the many incisions, cuts, and tears over its surface. It was a 'dead human,' that was true, but there was no way that it could possibly qualify as a corpse. No longer human, that was for sure...but somehow...it seemed deader than dead.
His eyes stopped momentarily on the being's left arm, the remains of which were shoved between its body and where the closet door used to be. The arm was no more than a miniature stump now, the end of it bloodied and scrapped. The muscle and tissue underneath was also cut, and hanging out of the decomposed stump, but it had definitely not been a clean incision. Everything looked ragged and torn, as if some animal had taken the body's arm within its jaws and given it a good shaking. Pieces of gnawed bone stuck out in the center of the arm, perfectly accentuating the grotesque nature of it all.
This is...Frank stared down at its thigh, which had a large, deep, bite wound in it. There's something very wrong here. Blood had spilled from its jugular, and stained its white shirt in a strange, tie-dye-like fashion. I have to get out of here...right...now--
“Everyone has skeletons in their closet.” The cold hand of Dr. Nord Phileas closed on Frank's shoulder, startling the man and causing him to cry out in surprise.
“What, what are you--”
“Hush.” Nord said, as Frank whirled around to stare him straight in the eye. The doctor's face had taken on a new feeling of sinister sublimity, as he stood there staring at Frank in the twilight. “It's not very kind to be snooping around others' private rooms, you know.”
“What the hell is that?” Frank screamed, staring at Nord with wide eyes. “Why...why is there a mutilated dead man in your closet?”
“A failed experiment.” Nord spoke methodically as usual. “But not entirely useless.”
“What do you mean...?”
Nord smiled, his jaw taking on a sort of canine likeness. “I did not lie to you about my psynergy, but it is fair to say that I did not tell you everything. I can manipulate human bodies with my psynergy, that much is true. For example, I could turn off the pain sensors in their stomach for a moment, and then carefully remove their liver. They could calmly watch as I take that warm, pulsating organ of theirs, and engulf it within my own body, absorbing all the power and energy it has to give...”
Frank stumbled backwards, in shock, as he began to process what exactly the doctor was telling him. “You mean--”
“It's not a crime.” Nord insisted. “It is a way to enlightenment...to strengthen the connection between my body and theirs."
As Frank placed his hand on the corner of the wall to support himself, he realized he was shivering again – just like before.
“Come, you're obviously a bit tired from your exploration.” Nord said, placing his arm around Frank again, who was powerless to resist. “You still are in my debt, you do realize – so it would do well not to make more of this issue than what has already surmised. Please, just enjoy yourself. If you can do but that, then you will continue to have a relaxing stay here, I can assure you.”
Frank listened to him, and understood, but underneath that, his mind was working furiously.
Edward...he had an inclination of this from the beginning. He knew something was wrong, but I didn't want to believe him. I didn't want to try and accept the fact that we would run into something so horrible again. Why can't we escape from this? Why does such a terrible doom seem to follow us wherever we go? What did I do, God? Just what the hell did I do?
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“Life is but a dream...and death is an awakening.” Saffron blew a handful of rose petals from his palm, and they scattered into the wind, spiraling downwards to the arena below.
He and Bruce stood atop one of the many hyperneon light fixtures around the perimeter of the Belmarcian Tournament Complex, high above the huge stadium where the final rounds were scheduled to take place. There were eight fixtures around the area of the circle, each of them consisting of four rows of four high-powered neon lights, all encased in complicated metal wiring.
“If it's so romantic to you, why don't you just go kill yourself?” Bruce muttered, his eyes scanning the horizon. The sun was finally beginning to set.
“For some, life is a nightmare, and they wouldst do well to off themselves!” Saffron continued, spiraling around on the skinny light fixture, hundreds of feet from the ground. “For others, though, 'tis an illustrious dreamscape, with a cacophony of wondrous events and excitements!”
“'zat so?” Bruce grunted.
“Forsooth, we must keep living, living, living, living life to its fullest!” Saffron joyfully exclaimed, his eyes shimmering up towards the heavens. “We must live every suicidally -- as if 'twere our last -- taking every chance we get to acknowledge our existence!”
“Well, you'll get that chance tomorrow, I guarantee it.” Bruce retorted. “You remember what you're supposed to do, right?”
“Of course.” Saffron grinned, simmering down a bit and turning to face Bruce with a deep expression on his face. “I shall fight my way to the top...like only an honorable warrior couldst!”
“Yes, but then...” Bruce growled, rubbing his forehead. “Do you remember who you're supposed to look out for?”
Saffron nodded. “My anticipation hast ne'er been greater.”
“Good.” Bruce said, watching Saffron carefully. “Then we're all set for tomorrow, right? No more questions.”
“I have none.” Saffron smiled, looking over Bruce's shoulder. “Dost thou, Averyl?”
“What?!” Bruce swerved around recklessly. This lighting fixture is no more than a foot wide across, and is only long enough for two people to stand on. Saffron and I are both standing at each end...how could anyone...
Sure enough, Averyl was staring right back at him, a wry grin on his face. His legs, clad in plain black strapless boots, were intertwined in the metal wiring that ran around the lighting fixtures. The 12th Zodiac hung from them like a regular monkey, his face as pale as usual, showing no sign of fatigue. And the strangest part: his cape was perfectly still.
“YOU!!” Bruce screamed below, his face turning a fiery red color as the lighting fixture swayed dangerously. “Bout 'damn time you showed up! I was beginning to think you'd been killed or something.”
“Ha ha ha...” Averyl smirked. “I appreciate you worrying about me, but I assure you that I am in fine condition.”
“Who said anything about worrying?” Bruce grinned sadistically. “It was wishful thinking.”
“My mistake, then...” Averyl narrowed his eyes.
“Well?” Bruce said, after a moment's time. “Where the hell have you been? That wasn't a rhetorical question! I didn't even see you last night, when we were chasing the Bearer...a job you should have finished off a long time ago!!”
“Ah, about that...” Averyl raised a finger to his lips. “Yes...it seems that I lost track of them. Good thing you found them for me...”
“We had to back off.” Bruce grumbled. “Just so that our plans for the tournament could run smoother.”
“Smart...that was obviously Roufas's brainchild, was it not?”
“What's that supposed to mean, you shitty monkey?!” Bruce screamed.
“Ahem.” Saffron cleared his throat. “Averyl, do tell us where thou was all this time. We know thy search for the Bearer was in jest."
“Yes...” Averyl nodded. “You see, I forgot our room number...actually, now that I think about it...no one ever told me...But I was content to sleep in the streets for a week or so...it was particularly amusing when I was attacked by thugs in an alleyway. Their screams of death were exquisite...”
“So you're telling us...” Bruce's forehead pulsated. “That you were lying in the streets for over a week, and you didn't think to contact any of us? Not even once?”
“I didn't want to distract anyone from their preparations for the tournament...” Averyl continued. “...because it seems like everyone becomes so angry when I come around...”
“YOU THINK I'M ANGRY?!” Bruce screamed, flames leaping from his nostrils. “YOU HAVEN'T SEEN ME ANGRY, YOU SCRAWNY FAG! WAIT UNTIL I GUT YOU LIKE A FISH, THEN YOU'LL KNOW I'M ANGRY!!”
“Ha ha ha...” Averyl swung gracefully upwards, completing a 180-degree arc and landing on the edge of the metal light fixture, mere centimeters away from Bruce's steaming face. “Is that a threat, Mr. Tiger?”
“Yeah...” Bruce hissed, his enormous fist closing around Averyl's thin neck. “It's a threat, alright.”
“Ku ku ku...” Averyl let a choked laugh escape his lips, his throat semi-crushed by Bruce's death grip.
Saffron stepped back a bit, on the opposite end of the fixture, as he watched the two struggle together. The thin æsotech beams that were supporting the lights rumbled beneath their fluctuating auras – it wouldn't hold for long.
“This color...” Bruce grunted, as he watched the violet streams emitting from Averyl's hanging body. “Damn...where have I seen that before? What are you trying to pull, you bastard?”
Averyl said nothing and merely grinned, his large black eyes enveloping Bruce's own.
Saffron watched the two, entirely indifferent to the recent developments. If they didn't fight, then the plans would continue as normal – and if they did fight, then there would be an amazing spectacle for him to watch! Either way, it didn't matter much to the poetic swordsman.
His thoughts were interrupted, though, as he suddenly felt a vibrating within his pocket, shortly followed by a chiming noise. He pulled the round cellden from his pocket and put it up to his ear, immediately activating the speaker phone option on the device.
“Dog...?” Roufas's voice echoed from the other line. “Are you there? The Tiger isn't answering his cellden...are you with him?”
“I am indeed.” Saffron replied, still watching Bruce and Averyl with blank eyes. “How may we help you?”
“Everyone is planning to meet back at the hotel in about ten minutes.” Roufas explained. “And I mean everyone – with the exception of Madeleine.”
“So the Dragon's back in town?” Saffron inquired. “Fabulous!”
“He was on business evading a large law enforcement body from the dimension of Quoll.” Roufas continued. “I suppose he finally exterminated them – or they may have given up due to too many casualties. Either way, he needed to make a quick trip to his doctor to assess the damage and fix himself up.”
“Ah, yes.” Saffron said. “The good Dr. Phileas.”
“Right – as you well know, he is the only one capable of handling the kind of surgery the Dragon requires.”
“And a fine job he hast done!” Saffron chuckled.
“Indeed.” Roufas agreed. “Anyway, may I talk to the Tiger?”
“Why of course.” Saffron said, casually tossing the cellden through the air in Bruce's general direction.
Bruce dropped Averyl immediately, swerving back around and catching the cellden between his thumb and forefinger. As Averyl plummeted downward, he materialized a thick metal slab from his feet, which shot out forward and snagged between the wiring halfway down from the top of the lighting fixture. He brushed some of Bruce's sweat off from his cloak, and resigned himself to hang and wait patiently.
“'sup?” Bruce spoke into the phone, wiping a massive amount of sweat from his brow.
“Why weren't you answering your phone, Tiger?” Roufas asked patiently. “Is something wrong?”
“Nothing I can't take care of.” Bruce sighed. “You want us back at the hotel?”
“Yes, if you could.” Roufas said. “We're going to have the last meeting before we split up for the tournament tomorrow. Are you ready?”
“I was born ready.” Bruce spat. “This is gonna be a cinch.”
“Good to hear.” Roufas replied. “Now get over here right away!”
The line went dead, and Bruce tossed the cellden back over to Saffron. “You heard him.” he said, casting a deadly gaze down at Averyl. “Get your ass in gear.”
Bruce took a flying leap off the building, his body burning with psynergy. Saffron followed suit, his own light, breezy psynergy aiding him in his descent. Averyl glided along after them, somehow falling at a slower speed than the both of them. Eventually, the three landed on the asphalt alley behind the complex grounds, Saffron and Bruce making a proportionate crater where their psynergy had neutralized the impact.
High above them, on another lighting fixture perpendicular to the one the trio had been standing on, someone was watching. His grey suit blended perfectly with the silver æsotech lining, and not a piece of him was visible from any far distance – except for maybe his shining blonde ponytail.
Averyl...he thought to himself, standing up and preparing to head back to the hotel. How intriguing.
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“Goodnight, Frank.” Edward said, as the two of them made their way down the hall after finishing off their dinner with Dr. Phileas.
“...goodnight, Edward.” Frank followed his friend, emotionally torn about what to do. He'd known Edward a long time, and although their past life seemed like an alternate reality at this point, he still retained an immense amount of trust and respect for his friend – which is why it was such a hard decision to keep Phileas' secret from him. Phileas had more or less told him that they wouldn't be hurt while they stayed there, and Frank really had no choice but to trust the cannibal at this point. Not only did they owe him, but now they were under his command as well.
“The tournament's tomorrow,” Edward told him, “are you excited to go?”
“Yeah, I suppose.” Frank shrugged. That's when I'll tell him, he decided. And then we'll escape together.
Edward looked down for a moment, and then turned to go into his bedroom.
Does he already know? “Is something, wrong Ed?”
“Oh...” Edward stopped halfway, his door propped open. “Not really. I was just thinking...it seems like I'm farther away from my son more now than ever. I wonder if I'll ever see him again.”
“No worries, Ed.” Frank said, trying to get his friend to relax as much as possible. He's going to need all the sleep he can get. “We'll be back home before you know it. I just don't know when.”
“See, now, I'm not sure that's the best idea.” Edward laughed sadly. “This seems to be a much safer place than Earth right now.”
Frank was silent, he just couldn't think of anything to say without ruining everything. But Edward helped so much already...he deserved at least 24 hours of peace, before they threw themselves back into the basin of chaos again. “Yeah. Maybe you're right, Ed. Let's just get some sleep.”
“Good idea.” Edward smiled hopefully, and then disappeared into his bedroom.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“...and you are 150% sure that you're prepared for your duties tomorrow?” Roufas reclined in the sofa in his hotel room, once again sitting opposite Averyl, who had returned just an hour ago to a less-than-enthusiastic homecoming.
“I can't believe you're making me work with him.” Mephistoclessia rasped.
“Methinks it shall be fun!” Saffron, who was polishing his sword in the next room over, shouted. “By splitting the fights thriceways amongst us, we can have our fill.”
“Hey!!” Winslow, watching an action movie on a TV panel on the wall, screamed. “Why do you always leave me out of things?!”
“Shut up.” Mephistoclessia snapped, and then continued to press her argument with Roufas. “Can't you see that this is exactly what he wants you to do? He goes out for months on end without letting us know what he's doing or where he's going, and now he shows up for a few hours and you're letting him compete in a tournament. He doesn't contribute anything to the group effort and yet he always gets the best assignments!”
“I also hear that you and the others will have your hands full tomorrow...” Averyl smiled, completely ignoring Mephistoclessia. “I envy you – I wouldn't mind getting a shot at the one they call Azuka...she's quite a rarity...”
“We shall be very busy, indeed.” Roufas said, standing up and fixing the collar on his suit. “Which is why it is imperative that you all take care of things on your end as well, so that we can secure the Clock when the time comes.”
“Mmm...” Averyl nodded slowly. “It will be an honor, Mr. Ernst.”
“Yeah, thanks for letting me enter, Roufas.” Winslow said, his eyes still glued to the screen. “I, uh, I really appreciate it, you know -- letting me fight and stuff.”
Roufas smiled, standing up and moving to the double bedroom that Saffron, Bruce and Rose shared. “We're going to start the 'Group A' meeting right now. Feel free to join us if you want...although I'll be sending your teammates back to their rooms.”
“I am grateful for thy offer...but mine comrades and I require time to prepare.” he said, running his hand down one of the blades. “Don't we, Rosencrantz?”
“Very well.” Roufas nodded, promptly exiting the room and returning to the living room. “You're all free to make your final preparations or retire tonight. We shall leave here promptly at 5:00 am tomorrow, so be sure you get enough rest.”
The violinist excused himself from the room, making a short trek down to the next floor into the room that Grayson and Xarles Klavier Van Kaen had recently checked into. Within it, either standing or sitting in the small place, were all the Zodiacs who were to be in 'Group A': Bruce, Rose, Zhang Guo, Cecilia, Grayson, Van Kaen, and now Roufas.
“That makes seven.” Grayson said, as he nodded to Roufas. “It is good to finally be together again, with the exception of the traitor Madeleine. Tomorrow we are to engage in battle with the four captains of the Guild of Dimensional Knights, somewhere in the surroundings by the tournament complex. The orders are to kill them without hesitation.”
“Consider it done.” Bruce smirked, squeezing Rose's waist as she sat in his lap. “Rose and I will each take one.”
Grayson nodded, and looked to the living zombie, Van Kaen, who nodded silently back. Roufas had learned earlier that Grayson had somehow been in touch with Van Kaen during the assassin's circumvention of the law, and he had ordered the fiend to accompany them. Despite Van Kaen being the third of the bunch, he still could not resist such a request.
It was an unspoken rule of the Zodiacs that everyone upheld – Roufas Ernst and Grayson Lee, the two men who had originally founded the Dark Zodiacs, acted as the group's unofficial leaders. Their word always went unquestioned, simply because of the respect that the other members carried for them. There was always an occasional scuffle now and then, but they were usually quickly and smoothly resolved.
The condition of the group now, however, was unlike anything Roufas had ever experienced before. Some were uncooperative, unmotivated, and simply rebellious. Earlier, Grayson had offered the idea of a “spring cleaning” within the Zodiacs, and while Roufas hadn't disagreed...it still pained him to throw away such promising fighters like Averyl or Winslow simply because they had chips on their shoulders. His ethics wouldn't let him do it, and he had told Grayson this earlier, much to the man's displeasure.
He watched Grayson now, a tall, confident man with a long blonde ponytail, and remembered when they had first met, so many years ago, when it was just the two of them: Grayson, a cool, calculated youth with perspicacious eyes like icicles, and Roufas, a jaded, middle-aged violinist who had more than a few tricks up the sleeves of his expensive suits. The most remarkable thing that Roufas could remember about Grayson was the way he could take complete control over any situation or person, regardless of the locale or what was going on. He seemed to have some sort of effect on people, an unconscious influence, that all but sucked people up when they came into contact with him.
They had started small-scale operations against rival crime gangs in local communities around where they lived--Grayson taking care of the stealth, and Roufas providing the firepower. They were known as the “Graveyard Hustlers” by the local news sources, as they almost always left corpses in their wake. Soon, their reputation began to grow larger and larger, and they were forced to pick up newer, stronger allies, as well as power-up themselves, just to keep ahead of the game. Eventually, one world was simply too small for them, and they hopped dimensions, enlarging their 'game of murder' to epic proportions.
Although they weren't together as much anymore, there was a strong sense of camaraderie that existed between Grayson and Roufas. The Rabbit felt that he could trust that man with anything, and never doubted his intelligence. They worked perfectly together, as if their combined mental efforts created a powerful head force that would lead the Dark Zodiacs to triumph despite any obstacle. Now, though, it seemed as if Grayson had grown a bit distant. While his personality hadn't changed, he seemed to be less vocal in his ideas and thoughts for the plans of the group. On top of that, he was very private about his goings-on on earth. Roufas didn't understand it, but he knew Grayson, and with Grayson, there was always a reason.
“Roufas!” Grayson shouted, smiling at his friend. “Looks like you spaced out there, brother. Is something on your mind?”
“Not at all.” Roufas rubbed his forehead. “Just a bit tired, that's all.”
“Understood. We'll decide who fights who later, then.” Grayson said, moving on immediately. “The most important thing now is to work out the logistics of the plan.”
“I have a map of the tournament complex.” Cecilia said, pulling a sheet of paper out of her pocket and unfolding it. “The chamber that the tournament committee members will be in during the tournament is the highest floor up, in the north sector facing inwards to the arena.”
“That'll make it easy to gain access.” Roufas nodded. “Everyone understand?”
“What about the Bearer?” Rose asked. “How should we obtain her?”
“The Bearer will not cause any problems...” Grayson pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose, his eyes pulsating with psynergy. “...you just leave her to me.”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“Well, see you guys later.” Eden stood up from the small table in Vance and Cliff's hotel room and moved to the door. “I'd better get to bed...I'm starting to feel kinda sleepy, and we are waking up early tomorrow.”
“Rest well.” Cliff said, as he finished cleaning his gun. “Tomorrow will be very exciting, to say the least.”
“I know...I'm trying to think positive thoughts.” Eden smiled, standing up. “Right, Vance?”
“Eh?” Vance opened one eye from his resting position on the bed. “Uhh...yeah. Me too."
“Let's try to make the best of it tomorrow, guys.” Eden smiled, walking out. “And be careful. See you soon!”
Eden closed the door silently behind her and made her way back to the room she shared with Azuka. The samurai's clothes were hung up in the closet along with her shinai, and she had changed into a light silk nightrobe to rest in. The woman never wore anything but her heavy, armored hakama, and it was refreshing to see her in something different once in a while – just to make sure that she was a real person, after all.
“Are you ready for tomorrow, Eden?” Azuka said, lying slouched on the bed, her muscular arms lying tiredly at her sides. “This will be the last time we can really talk until then.”
“Are people going to come after me during the tournament?” Eden asked after a moment, getting a question out that she had been dying to ask. “I mean...what should I expect? Knowing the circumstances...”
“Eden,” Azuka began, looking at her with saddened eyes. “We told you the stakes of this tournament before, and...you know what you're getting yourself into, right?”
“I'm not asking someone to protect me.” Eden said. “I don't want anything like that. I can protect myself. The question is – from what?”
“The most dangerous people in the universe.” Azuka continued. “And I'm not just talking about the Dark Zodiacs. For the monsters in this world, the only thing that is not within their grasp is your power, Eden – the power to break the barrier between dimensions and journey to the end. And because of that, they will do anything to own you.”
Eden flinched, not liking the last few words Azuka had chosen. “I understand, Captain. I'll do my best.”
“As will I.” Azuka smiled warmly. “They won't have you, Eden...not on my watch.”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“Rest easy, Vance.” Cliff shut off the lights and hopped into bed. “Big day tomorrow.”
“Cliff.” Vance's voice floated through the dim room, lit only by slivers of neon lights radiating through the blinds.
“Yup?” Cliff responded.
“Have you noticed anything strange about Eden lately?” Vance's voice seemed thin, weak, and almost naked, as if it was a second voice speaking from within, one that Cliff rarely heard.
“You're worried about her, huh?” Cliff wondered out loud. “What for?”
“I'm not worried about her.” Vance's voice began to rise. Dammit...but I can't tell him about Nathan, or Eden will kill me. We promised the little doughboy that we wouldn't rat him out...how am I supposed to convey this properly to Cliff? I can't, can I? “She just seems like she's hiding something from us. She's acting so happy.”
“That's just Eden's way, I think.” Cliff explained. “When the stakes are high, she tries to make the best of things and not let people worry about her. I know it well...because I used to know someone who acted a lot like her.”
“I know what you mean,” Vance replied, “but this time it's different. There's something...darker about it.”
“You're really concerned about her, aren't you?” Cliff asked. “Vance, you really care about her that much?”
“Hell no.” Vance answered suddenly. “I just...it pisses me off, that's all.”
“I'm just letting you know...” Cliff sighed. It's been bugging me this whole time. Does this guy have feelings for her or not? Because if he doesn't, then I want to move Eden and I closer together. But if he does, then I'll have to confront that problem first. “You're not alone, if you really do, you know...have feelings for her. She's a wonderful girl.”
“You're insane, Cliff. I'm sorry I talked to you. Just go to bed.” Vance spat, his voice carrying a sharp edge.
“Fine, Vance. Just trying to figure out what was going on. Anyway...get some shut-eye. We all know what's tomorrow.”
“Right.” Vance said, closing his eyes. Have feelings? What a jerk. I couldn't think of a more idiotic idea than that one, even if I tried. What is that guy trying to pull? Just because he has the hots for her, he wants to make everyone want her as well? Man...that pisses me off even more than her hiding something from me! Everyone's being such an asshole today.
Vance closed his eyes and tried to sleep, despite his frustrations, agitations, and sorrows getting in the way of his fatigue. It had only been a couple of hours after he eventually drifted off that he awoke again -- when he felt someone lightly touch his shoulder.
Vance looked at the face in front of him and nearly screamed, until a thin pale hand shot up and covered his mouth in a flash.
“Ssshhh...” Averyl cooed, his unmasked eyes staring down at Vance. “We wouldn't want to disturb the cowboy...”
“What is it?” Vance said, looking up to him. “You always seem to come at the most inconvenient times, you know.”
“Is that any way to greet your master...?” Averyl chuckled. “In any case, you seem like you're in a rare mood today...what troubles you?”
“You're the third person to ask me that tonight, and I'll give you the same answer I told them: nothing!”
“Vaaaaance...” Averyl's hand quickly changed positions, tightening around his neck. “Are you letting that month of training we had go down the drain so early...? Don't tell me the phrase 'Once a weakling, always a weakling' applies to you as well...”
Vance gritted his teeth in silence, waiting for Averyl to finally let his head drop back down to his pillow.
“This is especially important...” Averyl stared down at him, strangely serious. “...now more than ever. Tomorrow we'll see whether or not you have what it takes to bring vengeance to those who killed your mother...as well as protect your beloved.”
“What the hell?!” Vance shouted, quickly covering his mouth and staring over at Cliff, who was snoring softly. “What the hell are you talking about, Averyl?”
“Hee hee hee...didn't you like that last part...?” Averyl said, unable to keep a straight face any longer. “You have a crush on someone, don't you, Vance...”
“I'm gonna kill you...!” Vance growled, whispering as fiercely as possible.
“Anyway...” Averyl said, gliding back to the window that he had climbed through. “Please don't let me down tomorrow, Vance...don't let any of us down, alright? We'll all be watching you...”
“What the--? Who's 'we'?!” Vance shouted, losing all control. “Stop being so damn cryptic, you bastard! Get back here!”
Averyl shot out of the window, just as Cliff began to blink and rise from his sleeping position. “What's going on?” he asked sleepily, still dazed from his slumber.
“There was a bigass spider in here," Vance groaned, throwing himself down onto the bed. "Don't worry, though -- I threw it out."
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Nathan watched the lights begin to dim all over the city as many people began to sleep, their dreams filled with hope, excitement, and anxiety about tomorrow's big event. He was just about to turn in for the night himself – that is, as soon as the Seneschal got out of the shower. Nathan's mother had hammered the ethics of hygiene into her boy's mind ever since he was old enough to pick up a toothbrush, and he would sooner go without clothing or shelter than brushing his teeth.
He's been in there a long time...Nathan thought to himself, moving from his seat by the hotel room window and walking over to the small door that led to the bathroom. I wonder if the Seneschal is okay?
He was about to raise his fist and lightly rap on the wooden door, when he heard the high-pitched ringing of a cellden, barely audible over the steaming water of the shower. The faucet went off immediately, and the metallic clinking of the device of the lacquer sink counter quickly followed.
“This is Seneschal Fukunaga.” Tao's voice sounded quickly from inside the room.
Nathan knew it was wrong to listen, but something seemed to clench his wrist there – freeze him there – and prevent him from moving away. It was strange, because usually he was very good about letting everyone have their privacy. But the hour of the phone call, and the urgency of Tao's answer seemed a little off. Something was wrong.
“Yes, sir.” Tao's voice sounded again, sending a shiver up Nathan's spine.
Sir? He thought to himself. But the Seneschal is the head of the Guild of Dimensional Knights...who does he have to call 'sir'? What is this?
“You're sending...? But, why, sir?"
Silence.
"I feel confident that my Knights can take care of the problem with unparalleled speed and efficiency. I wouldn't want to trouble you any further."
The sound of Tao's fingers scratching nervously on the sink.
"Yes, I understand that this is very important, and I have no doubt in my mind that we will have both the Bearer and the Clock within our grasp before the Tournament concludes.”
More empty silence. Who in the world could he be talking to? Nathan tried to remember the name and face of every important-looking person he'd seen come into the Guild. They had all been very subservient to the Seneschal, and none of them had given any commands...was there someone else working behind the scenes of the Guild? Could it be possible? And, if so, what could the purpose be?
“I-I see...so I'll be expecting Sir Zeigfried...I understa--”
The faint sound of a dial tone. Nathan backed away from the door quickly, and returned to his seat without a further sound. Who was Zeigfried? The Knight tried to relax himself, but his shoulders continued to shiver. Whatever this was about...the Bearer, the Dark Zodiacs, and now this Zeigfried character?
He had a strange feeling that he would find out whatever he wanted to know -- and probably many other things he didn't want to know...tomorrow, when the Belmarcian Tournament finally began.
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It took a little more than two hours for the painfully long registration line to finish. By eight o'clock, the 4003 registered competitors of the Belmarcian Tournament were collected in 40 different 100-person groups around the perimeter of the complex.
“This place is frickin’ huge.” Vance stared up at the metal wall that loomed in front of him, so high that it blocked out the sun and most of the clouds in the sky. “How big is it?”
“Although the arena itself is only about the size of a standard stadium, if the complex and its many rooms and corridors was condensed into a square, it would be the size of a medium-sized town – even bigger than the Guild.” Cliff answered.
“Amazing.” Eden gasped, her big eyes staring at all the different people gathered around them.
They arrived at the complex promptly at 6:00 am, and even then, they had to creep up to the back of one of the many lines that were all spiraling around the town square. They bid farewell to Captain Azuka, who went to meet up with the other three captains immediately, and then the wait had begun. It almost seemed that as they advanced further down the line, the stranger their opponents became. It had started with humanoid looking people wearing strange clothing and carrying even stranger weaponry, but soon they were staring at eight-foot giants, with everything from tentacles to wings. It was a regular freak show.
“What the hell are these things?” Vance said, pointing to a huge blob-like creature, with about a dozen differently-shaped mouths covering the exterior of its pudding-like body. “How can they participate?”
“Any non-humanoid life form you see is either the result of genetic mutation, or simply a very rare creature.” Cliff replied. “I hate to say it, and I know it sounds mundane, but 90% of the world's top fighters are human. They may have different shades of skin and hair and speak different languages, but that's as far as the differences go. The other 10%, however, consists of those 'abnormalities' that exist within every population, from everything to artificial humans, to animals fused and morphed through hideous psynergy experiments to try and increase their battle prowess. Any creature you see like that must have been contracted by a human to fight in the tournament under specific conditions. If they're pulling these kind of creatures out rather than simply hiring a bounty hunter, it means that the creator or owner of the creature must have a high amount of confidence in its abilities. Don't underestimate those things, Vance.”
“...right.” Vance muttered, still eying the grotesque thing with disgust.
The three finally made their way to the registration table, and after a few dirty looks from the registrants who still remembered Azuka's assault on the booth, they were escorted over to a small slimline bus. Its purpose was to take them on a short 30-minute escort to the meeting station for applicants #3901-4003.
“Do we really have to wear these things the entire time?” Vance asked, tugging at the uncomfortable metal choker engraved with the number “4001.”
“I suppose so.” Cliff tugged at his own. “For identification purposes, I guess.”
“I feel like a prisoner.” Vance stared around in the sandy outskirts of the city. “And the scenery isn't helping much.”
“This must be the farthest end of the tournament complex.” Cliff studied the vast, empty lot that encompassed them. “Its main area is in the center, but there are four long branches that spread out around the city, like an X. This must be the end of one of the branches.”
“So what are we gonna do?” Vance asked impatiently. “Race to the finish?”
“I wonder...” Cliff wiped some sweat from his forehead uneasily.
“Cliff, Vance.” Eden whispered quickly, moving over to Cliff and nodding forward to a large man across the crowd from them. “That guy has been watching us all day – and I can feel his psynergy: it's smoky...like it's polluted.”
“Huh,” Cliff followed her gaze through the crowd. “He doesn't seem like too big of a deal. You're right, though – he's trying to look away now, but he was definitely staring earlier.”
Vance looked around, trying to see what the other two were so interested in. Finally, he spotted him: the man was huge, wearing a gigantic utility vest over his a pale yellow undershirt. Out from his blond mullet were the straps of hunting goggles, which seemed to go well with the two massive tire irons he carried at his side.
“Does he know you?” Vance asked Cliff. “If not, what the hell is he staring at us for?”
Cliff shook his head. “Watch out. Unprovoked assaults are always the most unpredictable.”
Vance, Cliff, and Eden stood and watched as the man moved from his position in the crowd, and slowly began to circle around the group like a bloodthirsty shark.
We're in the dead center, Cliff thought to himself. So while it gives us a place to hide, it also means we can be attacked from multiple angles. This isn't good.
They lost track of the man as he came closer, and taller fighters with wilder hairstyles blocked their view.
“Watch out,” Eden warned, “he's coming.”
Vance began to charge up psynergy into his fists, an action that caused a few surprised looks from other contestants standing around them. Wow, so they can all sense psynergy as well, he thought in awe. I wonder what else they can do...
“What's going on?” A muffled voice from the crowd shouted. “Who's charging...?”
“Hey!!” Another voice shouted out. “What the hell was that?!”
Suddenly, out from the crowd jumped the man with the mullet, brandishing his weapons and pointing them towards Cliff's head.
“Idiot!! What are you doing?!” A female voice shouted.
Mullet kept his weapons glowing with psynergy. “You jerks...you think you're sooooo special, doncha?”
“What?” Cliff tried to calm the man down, and placed his arms up in the air as if he was defenseless. “I'm sorry, but what are you talking about?”
“Look at yer necktags!” He screamed. “4001, 4002, 4003!”
“Oh...” Eden suddenly realized. “I know what this is about.”
“What makes you guys so special that they let you in early, huh? My buddies....Heimler, Marcel, and Johann....they waited in line all day, only to be told that they had to leave because registration ended at 4000! So how the hell did you bastards get in, huh?! That's what I wanna know!”
“Great.” Cliff said, placing his hand on his hat sadly. “Of all the things..."
“We had practiced all year for it...this was going to be the big one!! I even quit my job,” the mullet man whined.
“Settle down, please!” Eden insisted, stepping out in front of Vance and Cliff, surprising the both of them. “The tournament hasn't even started, and you're already starting up trouble with everyone. Can't you at least wait until it begins?”
“Are you nuts?!” Mullet screeched. “If I can kill you three, and take your necktags...then my team will be together again!”
“I'm sorry.” Eden apologized. “But this is very important to us too. Even though we didn't use the conventional means to get in, the fact remains...we won't give it up easily.”
“Eden...” Vance and Cliff both gasped, almost in unison. Somehow, she seemed to be taking control of the situation.
“That's it!!” Mullet screamed, changing his aim from Cliff to Eden. “You'll be first then, you little bitch!”
“Eden!” Cliff shouted as the man charged Eden. The Vice-Captain moved forward to aid his subordinate, but it was simply on reflex at this point, not on purpose. He knew from the moment that Eden stepped forward that she could handle this herself. Her palm was glowing with a bright orange aura, and as the man swung his spiked implement down, she caught it easily between two fingers.
“Sorry,” Eden said again, showing no signs of fatigue. “But...”
She shot forward, her slim leg charging up with the citrus aura, and dove forward, kicking the man straight in the jaw and sending him flying into the crowd of people behind...all before the weapon dropped to the ground.
“What the hell?” There were numerous gasps and questions from the crowd around them, and suddenly the place seemed to get much louder than it had been before.
“Dammit.” Cliff cursed, noting the nervous crowd. “We're definitely going to stick out now...”
“Wouldja lookit that hot little thing...” One short, skinny man whispered to his partner, the two of them standing just a little behind Vance.
“She sure can kick some ass.” The other person, a rugged-looking man with a black mohawk, nodded.
“Yeah... but she's pretty cute.” he replied. “The tournament hasn't even started yet, so maybe we can have a little fun with her.”
“Alright, whatever.” The other guy shrugged, moving forward.
“Hey...” Vance twirled around, stepping on the shorter man's foot just as he was about to raise it.
Cliff followed suit, catching the other man in mid-stride. “Don't you think you should mind your own business?”
“The hell?!” The shorter guy growled. “Who are you guys? Her bodyguards?!”
Cliff smirked, brushing a blond lock out from his eyes. “It might be the other way around, actually.”
“Whatever! I'm gonna kick your ass!”
“Yes!” Vance looked the man in his eyes, psynergy pulsating through his body. “I was hoping you'd say that!”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“It is a great pleasure to be working with you all.” Azuka said, bowing deeply as she finished her sentence.
She was standing by the side of the other three captains, all four of them in a line in front of the far wall of the committee meeting room. There they sat: the five members of the Belmarcian Tournament Committee, looking less than enthusiastic about their new bodyguards.
Azuka guessed that they were all high-ranking bureaucrats who could care less whether or not the tournament actually went on or not – but being in charge of such a publicized, widely-watched event gave its orchestrators an amazing amount of political clout. Through this, these petty politicians had managed to make contact with the Church of Holy Truths and received all sorts of funds and gifts for keeping the tournament running. On top of that, they were put in charge of dangerous prizes such as the Clock, and were given the responsibility of watching over thousands of bloodthirsty killers, when none of them could barely create a globe of psynergy themselves.
It was all very contradictory, but there was nothing Azuka believed she could do to change it – at least not by herself. Besides, there were many other worries she had...
“May I ask where the Clock is being kept?” Ravi inquired as diplomatically as she could.
“After the tournament ends,” a middle-aged woman with an obscenely ugly printed olive dress stood up, “we've arranged for the ring to open up, and reveal an underground holding cell. The cell will rise out from the ground with fireworks, and the gates will open up to allow the victor inside. The Clock will be held in there under maximum security. Since there will be fighting going on just above the Clock the whole time, there is no way anyone can steal it during the tournament. But more importantly, the sheer majesty of the unveiling will drive the crowd wild! All the positive responses will be overwhelming -- it will be an unparalleled success.”
Azuka frowned. And I was about to complement them on their intelligence, too. What the hell is wrong with their priorities?
“We will remain in here to guard you throughout the match.” Maximillen announced. “If something were to happen to the controllers of this operation, chaos would break out everywhere.”
“What?!” An older man with a stark white mustache and a stylish comb-over hopped out of his chair with unusual speed. “We have to stay in here the entire time? We're busy people, you know! You can't just confine us like this!”
“Yeah!” Another woman stood up, with pale thistle hair and a chubby face. “Why didn't any representatives from the Church of Holy Truths come themselves? They said they would make contact with us!”
“We are under direct employment of the Church...” Maximillen explained. “So in that respect, they have made contact with you.”
“That doesn't count!” The old man screamed again. “I want to talk to a representative immediately! This is unacceptable!”
“Damn...” Kamo sighed, shaking his head. “Are you tellin' me we get to play babysitter all day, while our vice-captains are out kickin' ass and takin' names? That's kinda lame, you know.”
“What did you say?!” Another younger man shouted, fuming. “Babysitter?! Just who do you people think you are?!"
Azuka turned around, losing all interest in the discussion, and stared out of the triple-layered double-plate reinforced window, the empty arena down below. Cliff, Vance, Eden...She gave out a silent wish for her students, Hope you're having a better time than I am.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
An immense brawl had developed from the single kick that Eden dealt to the mullet man, and now there were at least three-dozen people going at it in the center of the #3901-4003 group. Vance had already knocked five people out alone, but the bastards just kept coming, and so he gave them what they wanted. It was too many people to keep track of, but luckily, Vance didn't notice anyone too spectacular.
Even that card-using bastard we fought way back in the Kantor District...Vance thought back to himself. We could take him easily now, but he still had a potent aura. None of these guys come close to that, though. What gives? Are people really that inept at using their own innate abilities?!
The fighting continued, although many people had already scurried to the far sides of their quadrant, planning to save their energy until the real tournament began. Yeah, they're the smart ones, Vance thought to himself. I get it now – all the guys we're fighting must be total idiots! It's not like we actually have a choice, though...we're in the middle of the damn circle!
Suddenly, there was a large sound of static, and many people stopped and started up at the sky. The static was followed by an electric humming sound, and finally, a booming voice.
“Attention all remaining contestants! Allow me to give you your first congratulations! You have passed the first round of the tournament: 'Getting Registered and Surviving the Wait!' Doesn't it feel great?”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“I'll give you a little road map before we get started. The first round that you'll take part in is the 'Survival Run!' I'll be the tournament coordinator, as well as the announcer for the finals round, Trunculo Yaves! Nice to meet you all, and good luck in the rest of the tournament!”
Amazing...Edward sat in one of the comfy, padded seats of the gigantic arena, staring at the immense plasma psynergy-powered hologram that was in front of him. All over the screen were different views of the different contestants in their sectors, some simply standing around, and others talking and even separating into teams. This is some technology.
Frank sat next to him, followed by Dr. Phileas on the far right, both of their eyes equally glued to the screens.
This is a spectacle. Frank thought, amazed. And to think that Dr. Phileas bought the tickets for us himself...he is being extremely accommodating, and yet...how am I supposed to take this? It's driving me mad inside, this feeling of helplessness -- because I'm morally opposed to this man and what he does, and yet, I'm in no position to reject him or try and change his ways. What am I supposed to do?
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“The Survival Run is a frantic, fast-paced course that moves through the underground labyrinth that exists beneath the tournament complex itself!” Trunculo continued. “Hopefully, this will cut down the number of contestants tremendously!”
Azuka listened to the coordinator's voice as best she could, even with the five committee members grumbling and whispering loudly behind her.
“This shall be all over soon.” Ravi told her. “But don't get stressed out yet – the hard part is yet to come.”
“I know.” Azuka nodded, staring downwards as the spectators began to fill in to the stands. “I just wonder, tomorrow, where everything will stand.”
“This will be a monumental day, for sure.” Maximillen nodded. “Many lives will be lost, and many fates sealed.”
“In any case, did you guys see a refreshment stand around here?” Kamo asked absently. “I didn't have breakfast today because I slept in too late...”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“Not only will you be allowed to engage in mortal combat with your fellow contestants during the run, but there will also be a one-hour time limit on the race! So that means that you can't just take your time and be careful! You'll have to use all of your skills to make it to the next zone by 11:00, or you're officially OUT of the tournament!! Doesn't it just make your blood boil?!”
Madeleine sat high in the spectator seats of the arena, in the guise of an old woman.
No one's going to find me like this. And as soon as I'm done playing your stupid game, Averyl...hopefully no one will ever find me again.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“Do remember that any type of weapon is acceptable, and that there are no rules for this portion of the tournament – simply be in the appropriate holding zones by 11 am, or you are officially finished!”
Bruce, Rose, Cecilia, and Zhang Guo touched down on the roof of the complex near the arena, making sure to stay in the center of the structure as so not to be seen.
“Grayson, Van Kaen, and Roufas are taking the other end.” Bruce explained. “We're going to lure the Captains out of the committee's room. Everyone got it?”
“Yep.” Rose clutched onto Bruce's arm. “You know I'm right behind you, honey.”
“I know what we have to do.” Cecilia nodded slowly.” I just wonder if Roufas and Grayson are alright with that beastly fellow...”
“....should I...unleash them...?” Zhang Guo asked softly, his head bowed and his arms crossed over his robes.
“I wouldn't do it just yet.” Bruce said, still surveying the landscape. “I'm sure there will be time for all of us to go all out, soon enough...”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“Once you've made it to the holding area, there will be a half-hour break so that you can take care of any wounds or diseases that you contracted during the previous round! There will be numerous medics on site, but don't even think of killing them! That'd be a real bad idea, trust me!! And I don't think the chefs would appreciate it either!”
Nathan sat on the plush couch in the Elite VIP room, which was only a floor below the committee room, while Tao sipped a glass of white wine and stood at the window, looking out below.
“I might have a visitor in here during the day, Nathan...” Tao turned around, looking at Nathan in the eyes – something he rarely did. “Please just be your usual hospitable self, and let me do the talking.”
“Okay.” Nathan smiled as best he could. “But who?”
“An important...person.” Tao said, the last two words sounding rather shaky. “I can't think of a better way to describe him. But he deserves your utmost respect...so just be on your best behavior, as usual.”
“Absolutely, sir.” Nathan nodded, as a sinking feeling grew in his heart. Mysterious cell phone calls...and now mysterious strangers....why are things becoming so scary all of a sudden?
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“By the time the final round of the tournament rolls around, there should be 16 remaining fighters left! These fighters will compete in one-on-one matches to determine who the true champion psynergy user is! So don't hold back!”
Averyl sat on the dusty ground of the #2500-2599 quadrant, 99 bloodied, dismembered bodies lying in a circular formation around him.
“Eh? ...16? Only that many...?” Averyl wondered, making a pouty expression on his face. “...Please don't disappoint me...like these ones did...”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“Well, that's it for now! Hopefully I'll be seeing some of you in person later today! The gates in front of you will all open up to the many entrances to the maze. So, get pumped up, get excited, and GET GOING!! We have a tight schedule to follow here, so get your asses in gear!”
The two metal storm gates that had previously been locked began to rise, giving way to a huge, metal slope that led downwards. It was lit by small, yet potent neon lights, and was steep enough that someone could easily trip and get stampeded over -- and to make matters worse, it was only wide enough to fit about 10 people.
As a result, the large group of men and women that went diving towards the entrance collided immediately, some people even knocking themselves out as they crashed skulls with one another.
“This is ridiculous!” Eden watched in horror as the insane mob scrambled to make their way through the tunnel. “They must have some sadistic designers on that committee.”
“They have a limited timespan, and a gargantuan number of applicants.” Cliff explained. “They're doing everything in their power to eliminate as many people as possible and get down to the part that is everyone's favorite – the finals.”
“The finals, huh?” Vance smirked. “How are we supposed to get in there, though?"
“Well, we're not going to get any cooperation from these people, as we've already seen.” Eden looked up to Cliff with a smile on her face. “What do you say?”
“Sounds good to me.” Cliff said confidently. “Let's just follow suit, guys, and bust our way through!” Psynergy brimmed from their bodies, all three of their auras intertwining and mixing to create an even stronger force.
“Fine with me!” Vance shouted, as they began running toward the crowd. “We'll blast through all of them with a single shot!”
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The scent of death burst out from the tunnel as Vance, Eden, and Cliff exploded through the mass of people crammed into the catacomb. Their psynergy shoved them forward, knocking others aside and repelling their weapons, eventually expelling the trio within the passageway, at the head of their respective group.
“Keep moving!” Vance shouted, landing on the ground and quickly moving into a sprint.
Eden and Cliff caught up with him, and the three went speeding down the dark grey tunnel, which was comprised of tiny, neon lights that littered the walls in varying positions. There were no defining marks as far as Vance could see, which meant that they had intended to make each hall look identical – just to confuse people even further.
After an excruciatingly long period of running, the trio came to a four-way intersection, boasting identical hallways in each direction.
“Great...” Cliff muttered. “Now...how do we decide which way to go?”
“Who cares?!” Vance shouted, dashing forward. “Just keep going! If it's a dead end, it's a dead end! There's no use standing around wasting time!”
“He has a point!” Eden agreed, following after Vance.
“Alright, alright!” Cliff shouted, looking behind him to the violent crowd. “Don't forget about me, you two!"
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“Hah...hahahaha...HAHAHAHAHA!!” A teenager stood in front of the exit of the labyrinth, his brown eyes gaping open in amazement. I can't believe it...I made it!! And in such a short time? Damn...I think I might be the first one here, in fact!
He turned around and looked down the small passage behind him. No sounds, no flickering of movement...he was alone.
This is too awesome. I thought, at first, that blowing up those other people in my group so early on would bring me bad luck for the rest of the tournament...but instead, it's done nothing but help me!
Matthew took off a large red rucksack from his back and spilled the contents along the floor. While there were many things contained within the bag, they all looked the same. Long, thin tan rectangles, with wires connecting to a small æsotech display on the top of each.
Just your run of the mill plastic explosives...Matthew smiled to himself. Useless, except to one who can inject his psynergy into plastic polymer chains...like these!!
He scooped up an armful of the explosives and began to make his way to the door. After living through so much ridicule for having such a 'useless' power, he could barely contain his excitement now. Gifted with the ability to manipulate plastics and increase durability, there was little he could do initially, and he was rather clumsy as a fighter. Plastic explosives, however...after spending weeks injecting as much psynergy as he could into them, Matthew was left with a surprisingly potent weapon.
These babies have enough juice in them to probably ruin this entire foundation. I'll just set some up as a surprise here for any other early people who come along...it should give them quite a surprise! Man, thank god I came to the registration early. If I had been stuck in one of those groups that were far away, well, I would have been in a load of--
Pain suddenly shot through the 19-year-old's body, and Matthew moved his head downwards to look at the source. He knew he didn't want to believe it, but...there was a sword sticking straight through the center of his chest.
He felt as if time had stopped – he could no longer feel anything, he could no longer say anything, and he could no longer hear anything. Matthew closed his eyes, and allowed the sword to cut through his body, while red hot pain smothered his consciousness.
A masked knight removed his double-pronged blade from the boy's stomach, allowing the lifeless body to fall on top of his explosives.
“A fitting end for a cowardly murderer.” The knight boomed, his voice masked by the thick iron helmet covering his face. He swerved his enormous body around, the chains that connected the pieces of his armor together clinking softly as he turned. The helmet had been sculpted to look somewhat like a wolf, with a long, accentuated snout, a furrowed brow masking slanted eye holes, and even two pointy 'ears' around the arc of the skull -- all cuteness aside, it was still quite intimidating.
The wolf knight turned to face his subordinates now, ten in all, who had accompanied him to the end of this trail. All eleven of them wore the same identical royal insignia on their armor, two red circles, one thick and thin, with a black, Celtic cross resting in the center. While each soldier looked capable and strong, they all seemed to pale in comparison to their gigantic leader. He commanded them forward, raising his iron gauntlets and pointing to the exit zone from the labyrinth.
“We have achieved success.” The wolf knight spoke, directing his men to gather up the explosives that the dead teenager had left behind. “Let us rest, and pray for our brothers and sisters who are sacrificing so much for us. We will dominate this tournament – this is only the beginning!”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“...the hell?” Vance stopped suddenly in his tracks, dumbfounded. Cliff and Eden nearly had to trip themselves to keep from running into him.
“Hey, Vance.” Cliff stumbled forward. “What's the big...woah.” Cliff raised his head and looked, realizing just what had caused the intrepid Vance to freeze in mid-step.
Floating in the hallway, as if suspended in the air by some invisible puppet strings, were numerous multi-colored batons with round brown ends. They looked to be about five feet tall, and had the width of the thicker end of a baseball bat. The hallway was filled with them – the shiny, vivid floating pillars that simply reeked of psynergy.
“I wonder if this is a trap set up by the tournament committee.” Cliff studied the pillars closely. “I mean, why else would they be here?”
“Whatever.” Vance folded his arms impatiently. “So how do we beat them?”
“They're being controlled by someone...right?” Eden asked warily.
“Not necessarily.” Cliff explained. “Some psynergy users are able to imbue their aura into inanimate objects. Those objects can then stand alone and still retain the abilities of the original user. But still..” Cliff eyed the passageway with confusion. “To be able to psynergize such a large amount of objects...you'd have to have quite a large amount of psynergy on hand.”
“You're right about one thing.” A voice from the other end of the passageway floated down towards the trio, who immediately turned their heads to look towards the source. “I do have a large amount of psynergy at my disposal.”
The figure soon came into view, a lithe, tan-skinned man with a bony, wide face. He was wearing an embroidered tunic, complete with a dark maroon cloak. As the cloak swished with his pronounced steps, Vance noticed an odd insignia on it: two circles with a black Celtic cross in the center.
“Alright, buddy.” Vance called out to him. “Just who the hell do you think you are?”
“My name is Franz Beauregard of the Devonshire Imperial Army.” He spoke slowly, calculating, as he stood his ground midst the many pillars. “I came here along with 99 elite soldiers chosen by our commander, General Loupine, in order to dominate the tournament and secure the Clock within the royal family's possession – where it truly belongs.”
“Devonshire?” Cliff immediately recognized the name. “The dominating kingdom in the dimension of Elysiana...I've never been there personally, but I know that while the dimension is a member of the Dimensional Alliance, they are very elitist and are not open about accepting culture or technology from other dimensions.”
“He looks like a knight.” Eden studied the man carefully. “You'll lose the tournament this way, though...standing here like this and blocking people.”
“That is of no concern to me.” Franz replied, his voice carrying a monotonous tone. “After all of us were gathered together in a group, 89 of us dispersed throughout the tournament complex, in order to seal off every route that let the exit. The remaining 10 men and the captain have probably reached the exit by now. We were quite lucky that they had this sort of contest first – otherwise we may not have been so lucky.”
“Damn...” Vance gasped, actually impressed. “What kind of a psycho king enters a hundred of his best men in some dangerous tournament like this?”
“We must prove our honor.” Franz said. “We shall regain the Clock, and with it, begin our conquest to paradise.”
“You too?!” Eden exclaimed. “Your kingdom is also searching for the Clocks?”
“There is a legend that has been passed down through the years,” Franz began, “of the greatest swordsman ever known – King Arthur – and his twelve companions. Arthur was crucified after being framed for a crime he did not commit, and then his followers--”
“Enough!” Vance shouted. “Eden, don't you realize that he's trying to stall us? This is the worst plan I've ever heard! In about twenty seconds, a huge mob is going to come and trap us all in this hallway, and then we're gonna all be screwed!” He moved up closer to the pillars, eying them up and down. “Sure, these things may stop a few idiots, but they aren't gonna hold off a couple thousand people!”
He reached forward to grab a pillar. Instantly, it soared downwards in a 90-degree arc, the topmost part smashing him in the forehead.
Vance screamed in pain, grabbing at the bloodied flesh on his forehead. “You son of a bitch!”
“It's no use, boy.” Franz insisted. “I control all of these pillars through the psychic psynergy link I have established with them. In a split-second, I can make them crush your skull in. You are stuck.”
“The hell I am!” Vance retorted, stepping forward quickly and then swerving and attempting to dodge the pillar. As he turned, he felt the pillar strike him in the small of the back, sending him crashing to the floor with a painful thud.
“Vance!” Cliff called out. “Maybe we should just turn around and go back.”
“Yeah right!” Vance grumbled. “It took us ten minutes just to get to the end of this passageway!”
“I apologize,” Franz said without a hint of emotion, “but there is nothing I can do.”
Vance stood up, a thin stream of blood running down his nose from the broken skin in his forehead. “We're gettin' through here, man. I don't care what you say.”
Franz sighed. “Have it your way.”
This is nothing, Vance thought to himself, as he approached the pillar again. If I can't beat some dumbass who plays with big sticks, how do I expect to make it through the finals? This should be a piece of cake for me!
Vance dashed forward and watched as the pillar flew down, aiming straight for his forehead again. He placed his hands out in front of him, channeling psynergy into them, and gripped the pillar as it slammed into his skull yet again.
The pain was dazzling, but he did not falter. “I told you...”
The pillar flew back up to its original position, and Vance let it carry him upwards, using the momentum to spring himself upwards like an Olympic pole vaulter. He soared over the gauntlet of pillars, and aimed himself towards Franz like a human bullet.
“...you're not stopping us here!!” Vance finished, as both his heels collided with Franz's head, causing the soldier to cry out in pain and fall to the floor. The psynergy link was broken, and the pillars fell to the floor, nothing but useless slabs of painted stone.
"Nice one, Vance." Cliff said, coming up behind him with Eden. "You certainly caught him by surprise."
Vance spit on the bloodied face of Franz, and turned back to face Eden, looking unusually modest. “It was nothing. Stubborn, self-absorbed bastards like that guy really piss me off, though...”
“Look who's talking.” Cliff rolled his eyes.
“You say something?” Vance arched his head up towards Cliff, his bloodied forehead gleaming in the neon lights.
“Let's keep moving.” Cliff said awkwardly, moving forward past the two. “We've already wasted half an hour with this.”
“Here.” Eden smiled, pulling a handkerchief out of the back pocket of her jeans and dabbing at the blood of Vance's forehead. “If blood gets in your eyes, it'll really sting.”
“Yeah...” Vance muttered, feeling too awkward to know what to say. “It's happened before.”
“It's a bad feeling.” Eden said absently, as she carefully wiped Vance's essence from his eyebrows. “Do you feel woozy at all?”
“I feel great.” Vance said slowly, as he watched Eden stare at him with concerned eyes. Why is she looking at me that way? Those eyes...her eyes are so loving, caring, and pure. They remind me of...my...
“Let's hurry up then!!” Eden said, folding up her handkerchief and starting down the hallway. “We need to find the exit soon!”
“Right.” Vance rubbed his eyes, pushed some hair out of his face, and shot down the hallway. Stop it, Eden...the way you're acting, it's...
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“Oh, magnificent.” Saffron sighed as he sauntered through the exit doors of the tournament labyrinth, spying a group of eleven men standing in the center, their swords drawn. “I was afraid I would be the first to arrive. In truth, I almost contemplated returning to the labyrinth. Who art thou?”
“How did you get in here?” An armored knight demanded, holding his shining broadsword out before him. He looked to be a seasoned warrior, bearded with a long scar along his right cheek. “All our men should have secured any possible route to the end.”
“Ah...” Saffron nodded slowly. “There was a pair of knaves who appeared dead-set on preventing me from my progression through a certain tunnel. How surprised was I to find they lacked strength to back up their claim! Such things cannot be tolerated in this frantic contest of wills, now can it...you dogs of Devonshire?”
“What did you call us?!” A younger man jumped out from the line."Why do you speak in the High Tongue?"
“If thou couldn't tell already,” Saffron said, gracefully gesturing to his armor, “I am one of thy kin...the rogue swordsman known as--”
“Saffron Morrigan.” The wolf knight stepped out from behind the line of soldiers, his voice thick with rage and disgust. “The bastard child that single-handedly destroyed the Elysiana monarchy ten long years ago.”
“Sir Loupine.” Saffron smiled, feeling more energized. "I am honored to be graced by thy presence."
“How dare you show your face around us?” General Loupine growled. “You ruined all hope we had for the future, you bastard.”
“A bastard child I was,” Saffron said solemnly, “but only by your majesty's hand did I become such.”
“Silence.” Loupine seethed. “And never speak of the late King Cuthbert in such a way ever again.”
“Still?” Saffron said, amazed. “After all this time, his legacy of evil still binds you? Amazing...”
“SILENCE!!” Loupine shoved forward, unsheathing his enormous, double-pronged blade. “You gained our trust, lived with us like a brother, and then turned around and stabbed us all in the back. There is no greater liar than you, Saffron Morrigan – the 'Hellflower'!”
“'Twas my goal since the beginning.” Saffron sighed. “Telling the whole tale wouldst but make us grow old, so I shall make it brief. Your dear King had been ravishing local villages to sustain himself and his monarchy since before you were born. Until you have gone through what I have experienced – until your village has been destroyed before your eyes, your mother and father killed in front of you, your sister raped and beaten before your very eyes, your--”
“ENOUGH!” Loupine ran forward, his blade gleaming in the air. “Saffron...ever since I saw your shadow that day, as the castle walls came crumbling down around me, I have vowed...that if I ever see you again, I shall kill you! I shall kill you for sending our society into a downwards spiral! I shall kill you, if nothing more than to satisfy my burning rage within!”
“So be it.” Saffron smiled. “Blame me for thy own problems. I was simply trying to free thee – from the sad lives thou all lived.”
Loupine reached the sunny-haired man and brought down his broadsword, aiming straight for Saffron's face.
“Oh my.” Saffron gasped, as he raised his forefinger and touched the tip of General Loupine's blade, stopping the man in his tracks. “Gung-ho as usual, Friedrich.”
“So the rumors were true.” Friedrich Loupine grumbled between gritted teeth, as he struggled to overcome Saffron's enormous psynergy aura. “You became one of them...one of the Dark Zodiacs. Was this part of your 'revenge' as well?”
“Hardly.” Saffron smiled. “Whenceupon I was finally liberated from the close-minded world of Elysiana, I came to realize that ours was not the only dimension that suffered from the many evils of men.”
“What's...that...supposed...to mean?” Friedrich murmured, his body shaking violently against the force of his opponent.
“This world is no good, Sir Loupine.” Saffron smiled. “It needs to be erased, cast out. I finally found a group of men and women who will rise up to that challenge – that possess the honor and bravery to commit the ultimate task.”
“I can't believe it...” Friedrich gasped, listening to every word that came from Saffron's mouth with utmost horror. “You're absolutely out of your mind.”
“Yes,” Saffron smiled, staring deep within the black recesses of Loupine' helmet. “People tell me that all the time.”
He pushed his finger forward, shattering Loupine's blade. The man who had served as General of the Devonshire Imperial Army for over thirty years, who had saved his city from evil countless times, who was loved by his countrymen all over for an insurmountable number of tasks...fell forward in shock.
Saffron removed a long, thick broadsword from his back, curling his fist around its ruby hilt. “Be at peace,” Saffron cooed, “for now thou can finally wake up from this cruel nightmare.”
“GENERAL LOUPINE!!” The soldiers of Devonshire watched as Saffron cut straight through their master, mentor, and leader. His tattered body fell to the ground, a crimson pool of blood outlining its final resting place upon the floor.
“No,” one soldier moaned. “We can't lose here. Everyone...everyone's out there doing their best to fight for us! Everyone's putting their lives on the line for us -- even General Loupine! We can't lose here, men – it's just inconceivable!”
“He took the General by surprise!”
“That demon!”
By now, a large crowd of contestants who had made their way to the exit had gathered in a spectator's circle around Saffron and the other soldiers. They were quietly murmuring amongst themselves, watching in suspense as well as caution to see what would happen next.
“Attack!!” The oldest soldier of the group shouted at last, and the ten men rushed forward, their hearts beating furiously with adrenalin.
“Look at them come.” Saffron grinned evilly as he stood slouched, the ruby sword at his side. “One by one, they run to me...all so eager to die.”
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“Listen to me.” Bruce spoke to the rest of the Zodiacs, as they sat on the roof above the committee room. “In about a half an hour, the first preliminary round will be over. At that time, there's going to be a crapload of commotion as to who passes, who didn't pass, and so on and so forth. At that time, we're going to attack. The idea is to lead them all out of the room and to get the committee members alone.”
“Who's going to keep an eye on the committee members?” Rose asked.
“Beats me.” Bruce shrugged. “Roufas or Grayson, probably. We're just supposed to get those four captains out of there.”
“So for now,” Cecilia asked quizzically, “all we're supposed to do is...?”
“Wait.” Bruce grumbled. “We gotta frickin' wait some more.”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
The long hallway that Vance, Eden, and Cliff followed had been a strenuous one, but they finally made their way out. After they had knocked Franz unconscious, they had run into a few more stragglers, but luckily, those people were less than eager to start a fight with the three of them. As they reached the end of the tunnel, it began to widen, and suddenly they were facing a huge circular room that seemed to have more entrances than a millipede had legs.
Not all the entrances were visible, however, due to the enormous group of fighting people that filled its vicinity. Getting across the entire room was a joke – there were at least fifty people standing in the way between where they stood and the other side. All of the fighters were swinging their respective weapons -- everything from flamethrowers to spiked chains -- with looks of bloodlust and excitement.
“This group of people must have been those that had the brains not to get killed in the first half, as well as the brawn to cut away any people that were trying to block them from continuing.” Cliff observed. “Looks like we've reached a more elite sector.”
“So what?” Vance shrugged. “Let's just bust through these guys like we did the last.”
“It won't be that easy, Vance.” Cliff insisted. “They're all capable of killing. I wonder if one of the hallways going out of here could possibly lead to the exit?”
“Let's go have a look.” Vance said, stepping forward. The sounds of clanging metal, ripping flesh, and screaming flooded his senses, nearly throwing him off-balance for a second. Cliff was right – these people weren't the same jokers that they had run into so far in this tournament. They were experienced, bloodthirsty, and had a knack for combat. He watched as one man brought a two-sided axe down on a short man wielding a spear. The man was initially crushed simply from the impact, but was then ripped to pieces as his opponent turned the axe and pulled it back through the man's side. It was brutal.
Well, damn. Vance lightly brushed the sweat off his forehead.
Cliff and Eden moved up behind Vance. “It might take a little extra time, but we should circle around this mess.” Cliff offered. “Hopefully we can find a decent exit by then...”
“Alright, let's try it.” Eden nodded. “Vance, let's go.”
“Eh...alright.” Vance gave in rather quickly, and followed in step behind Eden as the three of them began to scale the wall.
Vance couldn't turn away from all the chaos and death that was happening only a few feet away from him. People were dying right before his eyes – and while it hadn't had any effect on him before, now he suddenly felt very forlorn.
I don't want to end up like that, he thought firmly to himself. If I have to throw away my life for something...it's going to have meaning. Well...how about I just don't die? Then I won't have to worry about any of this crap...
“These hallways don't look any different than the one we came from.” Eden noticed, trying to keep her eyes off the carnage around her. “How are we going to tell which one is the exit?”
“Well, we sure as hell can't ask for directions.” Vance snorted. “I mean--”
Suddenly, Vance went silent. Cliff and Eden turned, curious as to what could possibly make him stop in mid-sentence. As they surveyed their surroundings, they failed to find anything out of the normal. The people who were fighting directly in front of them were paying no heed to them. It was a woman and a man, the former in a dark masked tunic, and the latter wearing nothing but a flowing pair of orange breeches, each of them fighting using a strange martial art. The woman was thin and agile, and seemed to be beating the man up considerably. It was an interesting sight, but they still didn't see how it would have carried the force to freeze Vance up.
Vance ceased to do anything, utterly immobile, as his eyes whizzed around the crowd. At first, he had felt them. Nearly seconds later, he had seen them. There they were, just barely visible as they soared up from the crowd, nothing but a thin trail of blood following in their wake. Two mid-sized, farming scythes, bloodstained and moving on their own...being controlled by someone in this very crowd.
He could still remember the sharp, lingering pain when those scythes first cut through his shoulder blades. They left some strange sort of after-pain as they left his skin, which made him feel inferior...and worthless.
“Go on ahead.” Vance said absently. “I'll be right there.”
“Vance?!” Cliff did a double-take in surprise. “Where do you think you're going?!”
“Vance!!” Eden called after him, as he disappeared into the crowd. “Oh no...where is he going?”
“Whatever happened to working together?” Cliff sighed. “We don't have time to go after him.”
“He's on his own now.” Eden realized. “He made a choice...if he was somehow separated from us, it would be different...but this is his choice. Whether or not he makes it...it's up to him.”
“That's...” Cliff was once again awestruck at Eden's wisdom. At first it sounds like she's simply being cold-hearted...but it's not that at all. She just trusts him so much that it's not even a worry to her...
“Let's go!” Eden said, moving ahead. “We should know which one is the exit as soon as we see it.”
“How's that?” Cliff asked curiously.
“There's bound to be plenty of dead bodies around it.” Eden explained. “It's the final stretch.”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Vance swerved and dodged his way through the mob, using his eyes as much as his psynergy to calculate each swing that a person made at him. He slid through an enormous man's legs, hopped over the bent back of someone who was frantically trying to retrieve their sword, and twirled around a nunchaku-wielding girl. Someone tried to throw some wickedly dangerous darts at him, and he barely managed to flip backwards onto the ground to avoid them. They went sailing overhead and stuck into the back of a skinny man wearing some very sinister-looking claws. The darts ripped through his skin like a fork through meat, and he went flailing to the ground, helpless.
“Dammit,” Vance groaned, scrambling to his feet and looking for a quick escape. “What's the big deal?”
“Out of my way,” the dart-wielding woman with dark hair hidden behind a cloth hood demanded.
“Alright, alright!” Vance immediately complied, running over the body of the claw man and continuing through the crowd. Alright...concentrate. That bastard's around here somewhere. Look for that obnoxious fuzzy aura of his...it's impossible to miss!
He found a safe spot midst the confusion, an open clearing confined by a pile of dead bodies in either direction. It was then that he began to feel the familiar sense of pinpricks in his mind.
He's close. Vance thought to himself. But I can't see that dumbass anywhere. Could he really be hiding?
He closed his eyes and tried to concentrate, still keeping tabs on the lesser auras around him in case someone tried to attack. That tawny glow felt like it was almost next to him, burning and pulsating like some fluorescent parasite.
Where is he...Vance turned his head up in the air. Where could he be? There's nothing but people and corpses around here...
Wait a second.
Vance turned around and took another look at the pile of corpses on the ground. It was too tall; something wasn't right.
What a bastard...
“WINSLOW!!” Vance screamed, charging his fist up and running forward. He struck one of the bodies on the back, causing the entire hill to fly apart, revealing the single living body beneath it all.
“Vance!” Winslow sneered, standing up immediately and calling his scythes back. “I could smell you a mile away...but I didn't think you had the brains to find me.”
“I didn't think you were stupid enough to hide under a mountain of your own victims.” Vance retorted immediately. “Shut up and get out of there.”
“So eager to prove your weakness.” Winslow smiled, catching his scythes and licking his lips. “Fine then.”
“I'll shut your mouth for good, Winslow.” Vance growled, placing his hands together and charging psynergy into them.
“You won't even graze me with that!” Winslow laughed, sending his scythes forward. “Die!”
Vance's preparations were interrupted, and he swerved backwards, deftly dodging the first scythe, but failing to remove his body from the course of the second. It ripped through the side of his black jacket, slicing his skin with deadly efficiency.
“You bastard!” Vance growled. “My jacket...”
He shot forward, his right fist now well-psynergized. Winslow regained his scythes and brought them up, blade-out, and prepared to parry Vance's fist. Vance aimed forward, ready to smash through Winslow's blades...and then suddenly noticed that a dark shadow had been cast over both their bodies.
“Shi--” Vance backpedaled immediately, as a huge iron mallet slammed down in between he and his opponent.
“Cute little boys...my favorite.” An enormous, ogre-like man with rusty metal armor grinned. He was missing one eye, and had a mouth that looked as if the man had been sucking down sewage for the past few years. The iron mallet he carried was cracked and bloodstained, which matched perfectly with his disgusting disposition.
Vance took a brief glance to the monstrous killer, and then back to Winslow.
“SHUT THE HELL UP!” Winslow screamed, sending both his scythes toward the man at once.
“AND STAY OUT OF OUR WAY!!” Vance moved next, jumping up onto the man's mallet and running up across it.
As the scythes began their work on the man's midsection, Vance leapt up towards his massive face. “I've been trying to kick this guy's ass for over two months now,” Vance growled, as a purple glow began to rise from his fist. “But every time we've started, some bastard like you has to butt in – and it's really pissing me off!”
“Wh-what?!” The man sputtered. “I-”
Vance punched forward, his fist exploding in a flash of purple light, smashing the man's face in with a sickening crack. His enormous frame fell backwards, crushing two more people behind him. Vance hopped off, feeling satisfied.
He saw a flash go by his head, and quickly turned back around, just to make sure the jerk hadn't waken back up. He watched as Winslow swung his scythes down towards the man's neck, ripping through it and sending a stream of blood flying over his moldy armor.
“Hey!” Vance snapped his head back towards Winslow's direction. “What the hell did you do that for?”
“That weak punch of yours wasn't enough to do him in.” Winslow smirked. “I was merely finishing the job.”
“There's no reason for that.” Vance said, looking back at the corpse one last time. "We already had him down!"
“Awww...” Winslow crooned. “Looks like Vance has a soft spot...what a pussy!”
Vance stared back at Winslow with dark eyes.
“No...” Winslow's smile widened, and soon he broke into an uncontrollable laugh. “Impossible! Seriously? You've never killed anyone, have you?! Hahahahaha!! That's too hilarious! What a loser!!”
“That's it, Winslow.” Vance said, finally turning his back to his sworn foe. “I can't do this right now. This isn't the place for us to fight.”
“What are you talking about?!” Winslow shouted. “You're running away, aren't you, Vance? I can't believe it!! You're actually running away!!”
“I'm going to make it to the finals...” Vance cast him one last glance through the chaos. “And if you're still alive then, I'll take you down with my bare hands, in front of everyone."
“We still have time.” Winslow smirked. “It'll take me just a few seconds to kill you!”
“I'll be waiting, Winslow.” Vance turned his back and dived into the crowd.
“GET BACK HERE!” Winslow screamed. “You're mine, Vance Dancougar! MINE!!”
Vance ignored the screaming cries of his rival, too caught up in his own reverie. So what if I've never killed anyone? He brooded, making his way deeper into the crowd. What point is there in taking peoples' lives? Bullying the weak...I don't even care enough to do that. I just want to know that I'm capable of protecting myself...doesn't that count for something?
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“Yeah...” Eden sighed. “I'd say that's the exit.”
Directly in front of Eden and Cliff, blocking any further passage around the perimeter of the room, the mob continued. It snaked out from the center of the room, and continued down a wide hallway that opened out from the northern end – completely blocked up, and utterly impassable.
“There's no way...” Cliff surveyed the mass of people ahead of him in dismay. “No matter how many people we fight...it's just an endless stream of them!”
“Ha ha ha...” a thin, sharp voice chuckled behind them. “Always thrown into such difficult situations...you poor souls...”
A long gleaming pole shot out next to Cliff and sped forward, shishkabobing a row of fighters in the hallway who had previously been fighting one another.
“A...” Cliff turned around. “Averyl?”
“Go quickly...” Averyl smirked, his red lips stretching completely around his chin. “I'll take care of things back here...”
“Why are you helping us?” Eden asked curiously. “We're not even with Vance!”
“Who said I was helping you...?” Averyl smiled. “I need you to move...so I have a better shot at these tantalizing morsels...”
“Uhh...” Cliff mumbled. “Okaythanksbye!”
“Cliff!” Eden shouted, as she watched Cliff duck into the newly-formed passageway without a further word. “Thank you, Averyl.” She turned back to the smiling devil. “I don't know why you're doing this, but...I'm very grateful.”
“Just move on, little girl...” Averyl raised a finger. “Your time will come...”
Eden turned warily, and then followed Cliff through the narrow space that had opened up in the exit hallway.
“Just whose side is he on?” Eden whispered, as Cliff elbowed a guy who had tried to cut them off.
“Hell if I know!” Cliff shouted. “Don't look a gift horse in the mouth!”
As they shoved their way through the hallway, they could hear the echo of a high-pitched, insane laughter.
“He's back there, isn't he...” Eden muttered, trembling slightly.
“RUN!!” a panicked man screeched, as he tried to burrow his way through the mass of people. “There's a...there's a demon back there!”
Averyl cackled evilly, as a plethora of blades exploded from his body, impaling over two dozen people within seconds. His eyes rolled back in his head, and he raised his arms upwards, his body frozen in a state of ecstasy.
A severed leg flew by Eden's head, its bloody stump nearly mixing in with her flowing red hair.
“Dear god...” Eden stared in horror as slashed body parts began to rain from behind them. “This is a massacre!”
“Yeah.” Cliff swallowed uneasily, moving as fast as his feet could carry him. “And the worst part is, this won't be the last we've seen of him.”
“Die, die, die...” Averyl sang, as his blades exploded from his body, decapitating and discombobulating left and right. “Let your blood pave the way to the true battles...”
One man had had both of his arms impaled, and was currently frozen on the ground. “WHY?!” he cried. “WHY ARE YOU DOING THIS TO US?!”
“Oh...” Averyl smiled, turning to the man. “Well, you see, I--”
A blade leapt from his arm suddenly, impaling the man straight through his eye.
“...simply can't control myself...” he chuckled.
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“Outta my way!” Vance shouted, as he kicked a bald man wearing brass knuckles square in the back. How do you get out of this mess anyway? At this rate, I'll never make it back...
It seemed as if the circle had grown much larger than when Vance had originally entered. There were people everywhere, and no matter how much he moved forward, no exit appeared – just a surplus of idiots.
This is ridiculous! Vance focused psynergy into his legs and hopped into the air, trying to get a better view over the crowd. Now, it looked as if he had somehow made his way into a separate room altogether! There was nothing but heads as far as the eye could see, all stuffed in a long hallway that led deeper and deeper into the maze.
No way...Vance alighted in despair, struggling to keep his bearings and avoid a swing from a nearby axe. How did I move into another passageway? Unless I'm not the only one moving forward...these people are trying to get down there as well. Could it possibly be the exit?
Vance felt a sharp pain in his back as he was punched, and suddenly he was spiraling forward, carried by the force of a psynergized fist. The young Albavitrean went crashing into two other people, and quickly tried to regain his footing by climbing over the two with which he had just collided.
“Ow!” An older woman with short black hair growled. “What the hell do you think you're doing?!”
“Chill out!” Vance said, standing straight up on their backs and quickly springing off.
Alright...who are those two heads up ahead? A bottled redhead and a cowboy hat...yeah, that's definitely them!
Luckily, there were many tall people in the front of the crowd, and Vance used this to his advantage by springing off one after another. By the time he reached Eden and Cliff, he was completely out of breath, his psynergy reaching its limit.
“Hey guys,” he huffed, landing on the ground next to them and nearly giving Cliff a heart-attack.
“Vance!!” Eden shouted. “There you are! Did you come from behind us?”
“Yeah.” Vance began to fall into place in the crowd.
“That wasn't a very smart move, Vance.” Cliff wasted no time in apprehending the young man. “There's barely five minutes before the end. If you had wasted any more time...”
“I know, I know.” Vance said. “I was keeping track. But I saw Winslow.”
“Winslow?!” Cliff shouted. “He's here too?”
“What do you mean?” Vance turned his head sharply. “Did you see someone else?”
“We met Averyl.” Eden replied this time. “He...helped us get ahead.”
“He what?!” Vance shouted. “What the hell did he do that for?”
“We don't really know what he was trying to do...” Eden pondered, “but either way, he was there.”
“Ugh.” Vance groaned. “That guy's in his own world – and when it comes down to the finals, it isn't gonna be pretty.”
“We know.” Cliff nodded. “If any of us go up against him...it's won't even be a question – you must forfeit.”
“Hm.” Vance snorted, continuing onwards. “Anyway, this is the hallway to the exit, isn't it?”
“It has to be.” Eden spoke adamantly. “Think about it – would all these people be going the same way for any other reason?”
“Hey.” Vance held up his hand in defiance. “I wouldn't put it past 'em. I've seen so many idiots here so far – Averyl and Winslow being no exception.”
The trio continued through the rest of the passage with little resistance, and eventually it opened up, revealing a spacious metallic room with walls like an industrial storeroom. The floor was diagrammed in a strange fashion, and there were many panels and openings on the ceiling that were either locked or sealed shut. In a way, it was almost as if they had reached the heart of the complex itself.
Assembled around the room, sitting in different groups and circles, were the participants that had managed to make it through the first run of the contest. There was a great number of them, but Vance could tell that an ever greater number of people had been left behind.
Straight ahead, in the center of the room was a pile of dead bodies, no doubt the remains of those who had fallen victim to the rage and desire of contestants who had finished the maze early and were looking for a little more action. It was a sad sight, and Vance couldn't help but turn away – Eden was more pleasant to look at, anyway. Not that that meant much.
“So, we made it through the first round okay.” She smiled, her lips as red as her long crimson hair. “That wasn't so hard, was it?”
“Right.” Vance scoffed. “Did you even fight anyone?”
“I had to throw a little punch in here and there.” Eden shadowboxed mockingly. “But things are much easier when you avoid conflict.”
“It's kinda hard to avoid conflict when it's coming straight for your throat.” Vance muttered, as the three of them moved over to an empty space in the wall and sat down. “I'm really tired, though. I used up way too much psynergy...”
“See, that's another reason!” Eden noted. “Who knows if we'll have a chance to rest before the finals?”
“Something tells me we'll be getting a little more action before the finals.” Vance looked around. “There's a hell of a lot more people here than sixteen.”
“That's true, but...” Eden trailed off.
“I knew it!” Cliff shouted suddenly, standing up and waving his hands frantically. “It's the other three vice-captains. They made it! I was getting worried since I hadn't seen them at all after the registration. Hey, guys! Amyr! Sabine! Caleb!”
Vance and Eden craned their necks and looked around, finally spotting three unique-looking individuals who were walking together, smiling and waving back at Cliff.
“Vice-Captain Walden.” The first person, a tall, broad-chested man with toasted golden skin, moved up and gripped Cliff's hand with stunning accuracy. “You made it through safely. Congratulations.”
“It was nothing.” Cliff smiled. “It's great to see you all did just as well.”
“Nothing we can't handle.” The woman of the group, whom Vance and Eden supposed was Sabine, nodded back. She had long, curly blond hair, and an accent that sounded Eastern European.
“'Twas a cakewalk, Cliffy.” A tall, lanky man with ice blue hair winked towards him, his eyes eventually drifting over to Vance and Eden. “Are these two...?”
“Yes, I was just about to introduce you.” Cliff grinned. “This is Vance Dancougar and Eden Gardener, our two newest additions to the 4th division of Dimensional Knights. Both of them are extremely skilled in the art of psynergy, and very eager to participate in the rest of this tournament.”
“'sup.” Vance nodded.
“Nice to meet you all!” Eden smiled.
“I am Vice-Captain Amyr Haq of the 1st division.” The bronze-skinned man bowed.. “It is an honor to finally meet you both in person.” He was wearing a light-looking white battlesuit, every sleeve and crevasse looking baggy and free. On both sides of his hips there was a pair of two thick sabres.
What the hell does this guy possibly need four swords for? Vance thought uneasily.
“And I'm Caleb Harper – VC of the 2nd.” The tall, icy-haired man moved closer to them. He had unbelievably smooth-looking skin, so shiny it almost looked wet. He was wearing what looked to be a shimmering rainbow bodysuit, textured as if it were the scales of some long-forgotten aquatic beast. Vance believed that the true genius of the costume was strapped to the man's back, however: a powerful-looking three-pronged trident, so wonderfully curved and golden that it could have been from Poseidon himself.
“I'm Vice-Captain Sabine Cune of the 3rd division.” The young woman smiled, bowing briefly. She was wearing a long, extravagant green dress, with short sleeves that displayed her toned, athletic body. Strapped to a jeweled belt around her waist was a thin, silver rapier. “Let me speak for everyone when I say it's a pleasure to have you working with us.”
So these guys are at the same level as Cliff? Vance wondered. One guy's aura is spicy, the other one feels like ice, and the woman's is shiny and delicate. If I was simply looking at them, though...I'd think that Amyr there would be the strongest. But when you actually sit down and study the volume of their power...Cliff seems to have more. Geez...maybe I haven't been giving the guy enough credit after all...
The crowd began to thin out, and Caleb and Sabine managed to entertain the group with various topics of discussion, ranging from the unusual people they had run into so far, as well as their captains' embarrassing mishaps over the years.
Not too far away sat Saffron, his legs crossed and his eyes closed, as if in deep reflection. Standing beside him was Mephistoclessia, looking no different than usual. Winslow had just recently joined them, and was currently eying the rest of the crowd with anxiousness.
“He's right over there!” Winslow insisted. “The Bearer is sitting right next to him. We could nail them all right now!”
“You're an idiot.” Mephistoclessia rasped. “Fine, go ahead and attack them. I'll be sitting here watching you get your head handed to you.”
“You sayin' I can't take them?!” Winslow shouted. “Huh?!”
“Nay.” Saffron spoke suddenly. “She means that thou cannot take four vice-captains and their two strongest students. Even if you were stronger than any of them, taking six consecutive attacks and only dealing out a single of your own would be fruitless. Now sit down and be quiet, Winslow. Our psynergy is of the utmost importance right now.”
“Save our energy? Hah!” Winslow laughed. “I barely had to use any taking care of those weaklings back there!”
“Do as you wish.” Saffron sighed. “Just be prepared to suffer the consequences afterwards.”
“Hmph.” Winslow frowned, turning away from the both of them just in time to come face-to-face with Averyl.
“Hello, Winslow...” Averyl smiled, drops of blood decorating the bottom of his chin. “...Did you have fun?”
“Uh...yeah...” Winslow gulped. Don't look at the blood on his face...turn away...don't make it so obvious, you idiot!
“Good....” Averyl licked his lips, gliding past the young man and whispering silently to Saffron and Mephistoclessia.
I'm losing it...Winslow thought to himself. I don't know if I can put on the act any longer. These people...they just aren't normal!!
“Aaaaaaaaand that marks the end of the first preliminary round!” Trunculo Yaves' voice boomed throughout the holding chamber as the enormous æsotech doors began to shut. “Congratulations to our 833 contestants who managed to make the cut!”
833? Vance thought to himself in shock. Are you telling me...over 3000 people died back there? No way...that's too insane...who could have done all that?
His eyes drifted across the room to the far wall where he had seen Mephistoclessia, Saffron, and Winslow standing earlier, but had tried not to let them notice. A fourth had joined them now – and he was staring at Vance with an excited expression on his face, waggling his fingers in the air like an ecstatic schoolgirl.
There's no way I'm related to him...Vance gulped.
“Now, to start the second round...” Trunculo began.
“WAIT!!” A strained voice yelled from the passageway, barely audible as the large gates came to a close. “DON'T SHUT THE DOORS! I'M STILL ALIVE!! YOU HAVE TO OPEN THEM!!”
The ragged man tried to squeeze his way through the thick gates. “COME ON, OPEN THEM!” he screamed, using his arms to support himself as he crawled between the two rooms. “WHAT ARE YA GONNA DO, KILL ME?!”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“Ouch...make that 833 and ¼!” Trunculo's voice boomed throughout the arena, as the holographic screens displayed the repeated visual of the man's body being squished like a grape between the huge æsotech doors. “Anyway, on to the rest of the festivities! In the past round, there were approximately 139 clean decapitations, 63 single stab kills...”
“This is disgusting.” Edward turned his face to Frank in horror. “And I thought TV on earth was tasteless...”
“Isn't it interesting?” Dr. Phileas turned his eyes away from the screen, interested at Edward's sudden outburst. “Tools of wisdom like literature, philosophy, and mathematics will hold men's interest for a short while, and some maybe even for a few years...but there is nothing that captivates an audience like pure, raw bloodshed.”
“You have a point there.” Frank frowned. “But if that's the main course that the government serves to its citizens, how can you really tell what they truly enjoy?”
“....30 pairs of missing arms....”
“An interesting counterpoint!” Phileas announced. “Can we honestly know the truth about anything? Beauty, intelligence, strength...these are mere ideas that we have coined as human beings. Never in our history have we seen pure examples of these ideals that we so treasure, and yet we strive to achieve them!”
“You do have a point, I guess...” Frank sighed, throwing in the towel.
“...and 15 complete immolations! I dunno about you folks, but I'd call that a successful first round! Great job to everyone! Now, I'll explain the second round...”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“The room that you, our contestants, are standing in right now, is actually the bottom of a long shaft that leads up to fifty two-man elevators! Said elevators are covered by a special psynergy-imbued glass that is programmed to explode upon contact with another type of psynergy -- so don't try to break in! The only way to undo the lock is by catching one of the fifty keys that are going to drop from this ceiling in about...oh, I'd say ten seconds! So get ready!”
Bruce snorted humorously as Trunculo narrated the instructions for the second round, and then quickly turned his eyes back to the building below him.
“On your mark, Bruce.” Rose reminded him.
“Alright.” Bruce looked at the crowd, their eyes glued to the screen as it flashed different angles of the contestants and the elevators at the top of the room. “This is the perfect time to go. Let's move in, guys, and make those captains wish they had picked a different fuckin' assignment.”
As the Zodiacs dived forward, an enormous fireball exploded from Bruce's mouth, shattering the windows of the committee building on impact.
“Hey there!” Bruce cackled, landing midst the flames and destruction. "You four are in our way."
“The Zodiacs!” Captain Maximillen shouted, dashing forward to secure the committee members. “Everyone spread out and protect the clients!”
“Heh heh heh...” Bruce watched the four captains scramble around the room, each of them trying to find at least two people from the committee, who had run for cover upon hearing the initial impact of the fireball. “Look at 'em run. I love it.”
“Inconceivable!” one committee member called, rolled up in a fetal position beneath the table.
“It's fine, just come with me!” Kamo reached out a hand, only to receive a sharp kick in the jaw from the fat man.
“You get rid of them right now! Then maybe I'll come out!” he screeched.
“Dammit...” Kamo groaned, crawling out from beneath the table. “Hey, it ain't my fault if you guys don't wanna be saved! But I'm getting my ass outta here!”
Bruce craned his neck back out through the flaming window, as the flames ran lovingly over his body. “Alright, you three, follow me in. We don't have to be quick about this – we got all day. So try to have some fun with these guys, alright?”
Azuka made for a straight dash down the center of the flaming room, her fist tightened firmly around the hilt of her shinai and her gazed fixed on Bruce.
The Tiger returned his glare with enhanced malice. “You can bet I will...isn't that right, Captain?”
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“Make sure you find a fun buddy to partner up with! Especially if you don't catch a key in time!” Trunculo continued speaking, his voice barely carrying over the new chaos that had erupted throughout the room as everyone began to try scaling the wall and finding a strategic position to catch the key from. “Oh, by the way, I forgot to tell you one last thing...below where you're all standing is a long, deep pit, that eventually ends in an Olympic-size pool of thermosulfuric acid. And the floor's gonna drop out – right...about...
NOW!!”
Synched perfectly with Trunculo's dramatic narration, the diagrammed metal floor began to slide back into the walls, revealing an unfathomable black abyss that lay in wait below the vertical tunnel. People scrambled in all directions, tripping others and grasping for any possible outcropping with which they could regain their footing.
“I should have known!” Amyr shouted. “Everyone grab one of my limbs!”
“What?!” Vance screamed. “Are you insane? You can't possibly hold us all at once!”
“Watch me.” Amyr smirked, as he curled his arms around and let out a deep breath. “Chauguna karana ya hona!”
A sickening snap was heard, and suddenly, two additional arms burst out of Amyr's vest. He used one to snag a sabre from his vest and slammed it into the wall, creating a makeshift handle as the floor retracted into the wall. He grabbed Vance and Eden both in the palm of his right hand, while Cliff and Caleb made a flying leap to grip each of his lower legs. His fourth arm wrapped itself around Sabine's waist, just as the floor fully disappeared.
“What the hell?!” Vance screamed. “What are you man, some kind of mutant?!”
“This is the ancient art of body constriction and manipulation taught to me by my master, Captain Katjagaarda Ravi of the 1st division. By centering my body energy and borrowing special matter and energy from other parts of my body that are currently unused at the time, I can physically alter my body to adapt to certain difficult situations. But enough talk! We must act quickly. Caleb! Sabine! Cliff! Catch those keys.”
“According to the announcer's words...” Sabine calculated, watching as a hundred sparkling items began to tumble down the passageway, “we have to secure at least three keys for our group. I'll partner up with Cliff, and the rest of you figure it out amongst yourselves! I'm going to grab one!”
“This is insane!” Vance gasped, as he watched over half the group fall into the void below, followed by the mixed sounds of screams and intense burning. “How can this be called a competition? It's cold-blooded murder!”
“They must be running out of time.” Amyr noted. “This tournament is on a strict schedule, and can last no more than a single day. They have to eliminate the contestants in the most efficient way possible...no matter the means.”
“Wait!” Eden shouted. “How are you going to clear that gap to the other side?”
“Don't worry, my dear.” Sabine smiled, as her peach legs began to glow with a leafy green aura. “This is mere child's play.”
The 3rd division vice-captain leapt from Amyr's side, using his body as a springboard as she dove across the wide gap, her psynergy propelling her in a wide curving arc across the landscape. She reached out with her hands, and after her jump had reached its climax, began to spin in a continuous cycle of amazing acrobatic flips as she began her descent. As her speed increased, she began to straighten herself out, and once again charged up her body.
“Wow.” Eden sighed in admiration. “She can gather so much psynergy in such a small amount of time!”
“Sabine is very light and compact, as is her psynergy.” Caleb explained. “As a result, it's easier for her to manipulate it as such. Not like Amyr, here. It takes him a painstakingly long time to charge up, but once he does...well, that's a different story altogether!”
“I see.” Eden nodded, craning her neck up to see Amyr's strained face.
Suddenly, there was a cry from the middle of the shaft, and everyone turned to see Sabine's body sailing downwards, a flimsy-looking arrow poking out of her back.
“Sabine!!” Caleb shouted, freeing himself from Amyr's hold and jumping after his partner.
“Got 'im!” Cliff announced, aiming his gun upwards and firing a blast of brown psynergy at the person whom he had spotted as the culprit.
“PRZEKSZTAŁCAĆ!” As Caleb dove in to catch Sabine, a language that neither Vance nor Eden recognized exploded from the vice-captain's throat, and in a flash, his trident began to extend. Its head shot up towards the nearest wall like a speeding bullet, and and stuck there firmly while Caleb got a decent hold on his fellow vice-captain.
“I was careless...” Sabine muttered, struggling to catch her breath.
“Not at all.” Caleb smiled, as the bottom end of his staff began to retract, bringing the two of them up to another side of the shaft.
“Awesome job, Caleb!” Cliff cheered, as the young man shifted Sabine in his arms and made motions to return to the others.
“What language was that?” Vance turned to Cliff. “Did you know it?”
“Let me think here...” Cliff said, rubbing his chin. “Amyr, do you remember where Caleb hails from?”
“Polska.” Amyr shot out, sweat rolling down his head from the compromising situation he was in.
“Hey, take it easy.” Vance said, looking up uneasily at Amyr. “Don't worry about it, it's not that important. You just make sure you don't let go, alright man?!”
Amyr snickered a bit, and his body began to shake.
“DAMMIT!” Vance panicked. “That's freakin' scary! Quit it!”
Caleb manipulated his trident as best he could, taking advantage of all four different points on the weapon, as he swung and slid his way back over to the others.
“That's some amazing weapon you have there.” Vance marveled.
“Thanks.” Caleb beamed, as he switched Sabine out of his arms and into Cliff's. “If you want, I can tell you about it later. But right now, we gotta get outta here before anything too crazy happens.”
“I like that idea.” Amyr muttered from between a pair of gritted teeth. “Let's go.”
“Everyone charge up their psynergy,” Sabine commanded. “If we can act as jets on the sides of our main 'vehicle,' which will be Amyr, then we will make the journey much less taxing on his part.”
“Let's do it.” Cliff agreed, brown energy beginning to rise from his body. “Everyone get ready!”
“Alright.” Amyr turned his neck upwards, staring at the unbelievably long distance he had to move to reach the top. “This should be interesting.”
“Go!” Sabine shouted, and the four of them let their aura loose, aiming the force towards the center of Amyr's body to propel him upwards.
“Arggghhhh!” Amyr roared, as he struggled to hold on to everyone and keep his own body in check at the same time. “Alright, let's go!”
A loud snap was heard, and Amyr began to climb up the wall, chiseling his sabres through the wall as he scaled it upwards. Sweat poured down from his forehead as he used every ounce of strength he had to carry all five of them up the wall.
“Keep pushing!” Sabine shouted. “Give him as much psynergy as you have!”
“Look at him go!” Caleb shouted happily from the bottom, still balancing on the side of his trident. “I'll meet you guys up there. Have fun!”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Far below the Knights, Averyl hung off the edge of the wall like some kind of comical gargoyle. He smiled with glee, watching the contestants in the pool below scream out in pain as flesh melted off their bodies. From the back of his cloak he had materialized a wide black platform. After he had fused it into the wall, it had become a perfectly sturdy platform for the other three to stand upon. Even though it was materialized from his psynergy and was still connected to his body, the pressure gave him absolutely no pain at all.
“Winslow!” Mephistoclessia growled as the keys went flying past them. “What are you waiting around for?!”
“Ahhh!!” Winslow shouted in surprise. “Shit!! I'm sorry!” He spread his arms out, and converted his psynergy into magnetic energy, calling the keys towards himself, hoping that they had at least some sort of metal hiding within their æsotech covering.
“Hey...” Saffron sighed, as he slowly slid towards Winslow, his swords unable to escape the boy's unbelievably strong magnetic pull. “There must be a way for you to filter that thing.”
“My collar is choking me as well.” Mephistoclessia complained. “Get a move on!”
After a few more minutes, Winslow let out a huge sigh, and over a dozen keys fell onto the edge of the platform. “That hurt...” he muttered.
“See, you did waste too much energy!” Mephistoclessia insisted.
“Whatever,” he sighed, scooping up the keys and tossing one to Mephistoclessia. “Here, I've done my part.”
“HEY!” A veiled woman dressed in dark clothes called, barely clinging onto the wall above the Zodiacs through the clever manipulation of her shuriken. “That's way too many keys! What the hell's your problem, buddy?!”
"Why is everyone yelling at me today?!" Overcome with frustration, Winslow scooped up the keys and tossed them into the abyss. “You want 'em so bad, go get 'em! Hahahahaha!!”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Bruce and Azuka exploded out from the flames of the committee room, her shinai pressed diagonally across his chest as he held her close to him, stuck in a vice-like bear hug.
“Rose isn't going to like this...” Bruce smiled, as they went sailing down towards the ground beneath. “She gets jealous of other girls.”
Azuka said nothing, and slowly began charging her blade, keeping her body still and covered in psynergy so that she would take minimal damage upon impact with the ground.
Back in the top floor of the tournament complex, the flames continued to rage. Most of the members of the committee were huddled in the center of the room, muttering curses and other useless taunts as the fire continued to rise around them.
Captain Katjagaarda Ravi let an olive green wave of psynergy explode from her fingertips, cutting down the fire in front of her and giving her a better view of the room.
I saw Captain Azuka dash at one of them...but there's still three left. That makes one for each of us...but we can't get distracted by fighting!
Suddenly, Ravi spotted the young girl and the old man standing still by the left wall, as if concentrating for something.
Perfect! She thought to herself. At this range, I can take them both out in the same strike...
As she raised her arm back, however, she felt a soft, thin hand wrap around her wrist. Ravi spun around instantly, holding her free hand up to protect herself. She was surprised to see a woman with dusty brown hair who looked to be in her early fifties standing there, smiling sweetly with her hand locked around the captain's wrist in a vicious death grip. She was wearing a flowery dress and had glasses big enough to be used as projector lenses, and yet...she felt unbelievably strong.
“Just stand still,” Cecilia smiled, trying to relax her adversary.
“The hell I will!” Ravi screamed, throwing her arm forward in with a psynergized palm-strike.
Cecilia blocked it immediately, and Ravi watched in shock as the woman began to lift off the ground, floating high into the air until she was staring diagonally downwards at the captain.
“This isn't a good place to fight.” She whispered soothingly. “Let's go somewhere else.”
Cecilia's leg flexed as she made a sharp kick towards Ravi's head, but the captain was not about to lose her ground just yet.
“Sarvasanga!” she chanted, acting out the powerful Yoga position that she had used in countless battles to dodge her opponent's attacks. Cecilia watched as Captain Ravi made an unbelievable display of agility, flipping smoothly onto her back. Not even stopping for a breath, Ravi continued to move through the yoga position, pointing her legs up toward the sky and balancing her entire body on her thick shoulderblades. Cecilia's kick followed through, and the Zodiac watched as her leg was caught expertly between the Captain's vise-like thighs.
“Wooow...” Cecilia blinked. “You're more interesting than I expected.”
Ravi twisted around Cecilia's leg and used all her force to pull herself upwards, but by then, the Sheep had finished concentrating all the psynergy she needed. At that instant, all gravity within an area of six feet around she and the captain was displaced, and Ravi lost all control of her body. Cecilia shot forward like a rocket, bringing forth her second leg to counter-wrap around Ravi's, and both of them went speeding through the flames, out into the fresh afternoon sky.
“We must act quickly,” Zhang Guo spoke, standing perfectly still and calm as he watched the two women fly by. He was dressed in his light tan robes, laden with so many folds and layers that it seemed as if they would swallow up his head if he tripped and fell. “The initial attack was effective. Now we must clean up and take total control of this situation.”
“I'm on it.” Rose said, removing her jacket and kneeling down to the ground. She knelt there, in a black micro-mini and a white halter top, sweat pouring down her smooth, spotless skin. Deep blue psynergy began to rise from her body, and soon, out of every possible orifice in her body, water began to flow. It spread across the ground, resonating with an azure glow, and slowly began to overtake the burning flames.
“How naïve...” Maximillen, who had been hiding behind the both of them for the past ten minutes, smiled. “You're leaving yourself wide open!”
He jumped forward, preparing to wrap his hands around Rose's soft neck and snap her head in an instant, but was forced to stop in his tracks as Zhang Guo appeared in front of him, holding a large wooden bludgeon between the two of them.
“You go no further.” Maximillen could barely understand the small man's slurred, creaky speech. “Unless you seek death...”
He isn't even opening his eyes! Maximillen thought with disgust. How much do they plan to underestimate us?!
“It's alright, Max.” Kamo's voice echoed from above. The man was standing upside-down with his feet attached to the ceiling, both of them burning with a neon yellow aura. He had his right hand pulled back, as if it was gripping an invisible bow. Snaking from his back hand to his first hand was a thin yellow psynergy aura, carrying enough power to demolish a small building. The end of the arrow was wrapped around the forefinger of his left hand, which was stretched out in front of his body, pointed straight for Rose's head. “I'm just waiting for this cute little honey to put out the flames here, and then we'll get down to business.”
“A stalemate...?” Zhang Guo wondered out loud.
“Not quite.” Rose smiled, opening her eyes and springing to her feet. Three large, sparkling tentacles comprised solely of water shot out from her arms, hooking around Kamo's neck and ripping him from his perch on the ceiling. He fell onto the soggy floor of the committee room with a thud, breaking his concentration and causing the arrow to dissipate into thin air. He tossed and turned as the water tightened its grip around his throat.
What the hell is this?! he thought in frustration, as he tried to grip the water fruitlessly with his hands. They simply slid into the water ring around his neck, grasping empty handfuls of liquid. It was an entirely different organism altogether.
“I can control water at my will -- without changing its uniform structure -- through psychic power.” Rose chuckled, her feet at the base of Kamo's head. “Even this room right now...I've specifically commanded the water to go no further than the edge of the broken wall, so that I wouldn't have to waste any due to spilling. My Aqua Leash works the same way...you're mine, Captain Metro.”
“You...crazy bitch...” he growled, as the mass of the water expanded, crushing his throat even more.
“Let's go!” she commanded, dashing out to the edge of room and leaping off, using the Aqua Leash to drag Kamo behind her.
“Kamo!!” Maximillen screamed, as he watched Rose jump off into the air, his partner trailing steadily behind her. “NO!”
The 3rd division captain attempted to shrug off Zhang Guo's staff, dashing through the dying flames to save his friend before he fell to his death with the woman known as Rose.
“Good, good...” Zhang Guo smiled, walking slowly after him. “That makes four.”
Maximillen got a decent grip on the end of Kamo's baggy jeans, but was unable to grab a decent footing in time on the slippery floor, and soon went tumbling off with them.
“Idiot!!” Kamo yelled, as the two of them slipped off the edge of the building. “What the hell are you doing?! You were our last defense!”
“I won't let you die alone!” Maximillen insisted. “I'll do something in time!”
“Die?” Rose smiled, staring to the left of the building, as if her eyes were caught on something particularly interesting. “No one's going to die just yet.”
Then, as if it had flown straight from the pictures of a child's storybook, a gigantic blue dragon came and swooped beneath the trio, each of them falling hard onto its scaly diamond back. It had deep emerald eyes, and an enormous snout with long, flowing whiskers that trailed out above its canyon-like nostrils. Each scale on its back was the size of a single bed, and its monstrous wings were large enough to block out most of the sky at their peaks. The serpentine dragon rose high up into the air until it was at the same level as the floor of the committee, allowing Zhang Guo to carefully traverse the gap and join the others on its back.
“What in God's name...” Maximillen gasped, “...is this?!”
“Qin Long,” Zhang Guo whispered, moving up and softly petting the dragon's neck. “God of the East.”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“Impossible...” Azuka peeled her eyes away from the monster in the sky and turned to Bruce in horror.
“Zhang Guo is not a man to be underestimated.” Bruce smiled. “Especially with his command over the 4 Godly Beasts.”
“No matter.” Azuka frowned, stepping out of the crater where the two of them had landed in the ground and taking a defensive stance with her shinai. “The other three captains can all hold their own. Your death is foremost on my list of priorities.”
“Aww,” Bruce grinned. “I feel so special. But I'm not really worried.”
“And why is that?” Azuka began to charge up her shinai.
“Our goal is simply to keep the four of you busy and split up for the day.” Bruce explained. “My comrades are taking care of all the other details – that means that all I need to worry about right now is my sexy little samurai girl.”
“This has gone on far enough...” Azuka murmured, her iridescent aura flaring up around her. It's the truth, though...if I tried to leap back up to the building, it would leave me wide open for an attack, and if I tried to run, it would just waste more time and lead me further from the committee members.
She cemented her resolve. "I will strike you down where you stand, right here and now."
Flames roared from Bruce's fists as his face lit up in anticipation. "Now that's more like it."
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“Run to the elevators!” Sabine called, leaping from Amyr's shoulder and touching foot on the small balcony that ran around the circumference of the shaft. It was only about a foot wide, but did indeed hold fifty separate elevators, just as Trunculo had boasted. Vance, Cliff, and Eden followed Sabine, working together to help up the drained Amyr.
“Phew...” Amyr leaned up against the wall, sweat simply raining from his forehead. “That...was...”
“Don't even talk.” Sabine said, placing her hand over his mouth. “Your psynergy is pretty low right now, isn't it? In case we have to do anything more...it's best to save what you have.”
Amyr nodded, and awaited further instructions.
“There you guys are!” Caleb moved up to them from further along the curve. “Don't worry about Amyr, I'll take care of him. You guys get going into an elevator!”
“Alright.” Cliff nodded, taking a key from Sabine and handing it to Eden. “You two...go together.”
“Us?” Vance looked to Eden, and then back up at Cliff. “You mean...”
“Yes.” Cliff looked confidently at the two of them. “Take care of each other.”
“Naturally.” Vance returned Cliff's gaze with powerful eyes. “You take care of yourself too, Cliff.”
“Right.” Cliff said no more, backing up and moving to follow Sabine to the next elevator down. “We'll see each other again soon.”
“Yes.” Eden smiled. “In the finals.”
Caleb hoisted Amyr onto his shoulders, and the two of them moved on down the passageway after Cliff and Sabine.
“Well, this is it.” Vance said, sliding the key into a large green membrane that covered the two small seats of a futuristic-looking elevator. It slowly became thinner, thinner, and thinner, until it finally dissipated into thin air altogether – a psynergy-lock, no doubt. A bright red light blinked on over the seats, and the elevator whirred to life.
“There he goes.” Eden watched happily. “Cliff...he's done so much for us.”
“He's not leaving for good,” Vance said, shrugging it off. “We're gonna see him right when we get to the top, I mean, come on.”
“I know, but...this is the first time we've really split up before. You know...” Eden sighed.
“I bet you never did this when I split up from you guys.” Vance rolled his eyes. “Thanks, friend!”
“Oh, let's go.” Eden said, rushing into the elevator shaft and sitting in one of the small cup-like seats. “The sooner we leave, the sooner we'll be back with everyone again.”
“Yeah.” Vance agreed, sliding in beside Eden and hitting a button on the console to shut the front gate of the capsule. “We'll see him again before we know it.”
But then...why do I have this foreboding feeling like...we won't?
Although unknown to him, Vance Dancougar's instincts were true – and from that moment on, it would be a very, very, long time before he and Eden ever made contact with Cliff Walden again.
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“Sarvangasana!” Captain Katjagaarda Ravi twirled into a headstand, deftly dodging a force punch from the floating Cecilia.
“That again?” Cecilia observed. “It won't work a second time!”
Sure enough, the woman had a second blow ready, and let loose immediately, aiming straight for Ravi's lower stomach.
“Setu Bandha Sarvangasana!!” Ravi bellowed out the name of another pose this time, bringing the lower half of her body to the ground behind her, in the shape of a crab, just barely moving out of the range of Cecilia's kick.
“Wow...” Cecilia heaved, catching her breath. “You're so nimble for a gal your age. But why all the shouting?”
“Chanting is one of the key strategies to raising the flow of one's chakra.” Ravi replied, keeping her full attention on the battlefield around her. The two of them were fighting in a small alley off the road from the tournament complex, where Ravi had chased Cecilia soon after they both had landed on the ground.
“The seven limbs of Yoga...” Ravi went on, keeping her eyes on Cecilia all the time. “Yama: ethics, integrity. Niyama: self-discipline. Asana: contortion of the body. Pranayama: the extension of one's life-force. Pratyahara: Withdrawal from the self. Dharana: Focusing the energies on a single point of exit, and finally Dhyana: Uninterrupted concentration! As a Yoga master, I have perfected all limbs of Yoga, and maximized my body's inner chakra to its fullest extents. The contortions of my body have no boundaries, and I am able to produce psynergy at a faster rate than any normal user. This is what it means to be a true Yoga master – and I, Katjagaarda Ravi, will one day stand tall as the universe's strongest Yoga artist!”
“Quite a speech!” Cecilia said, happily clapping her hands. “Never before have I been able to face such an interesting opponent. I, on the other hand -- Cecilia Schroeder, pleased to meet you -- have mastered the science of psynergy. In fact, as we speak this very moment, my psynergy is manipulating the gravity and the quantum forces around you! As a fellow elite, it is an honor to engage in battle with you, Miss Ravi!”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“Your elevators should be reaching the top now!” Trunculo's voice returned a third time now, as over two dozen elevators went speeding up from the underground catacombs beneath the tournament complex. “Exactly 62 people passed the second preliminary round! Wow! That's even lower than I expected! Some of you were acting very naughty, weren't you?”
Winslow smiled uneasily as the elevator in which he and Averyl rode came to a jarring stop.
“Well, you should have reached your next destination by this point! Time's of the essence, so get started on the third and FINAL preliminary round!! In fact, we're in such a hurry, that I don't even have time to explain what the instructions are! Oh, dear! What will you do? Anyway, have fun! Just remember...that 46 of you will definitely, absolutely, certainly, not pass this round!! So if you feel like killing your partner, now's the time to do it!! Bye!”
Averyl stood up from his seat and slowly turned his head, looking down at Winslow with slitted eyes.
“H-hey...” Winslow stammered, sliding out of the elevator shaft. “What are you looking at me like that for, anyway? Shouldn't we, uh, get going?”
Dammit...how the hell did I get stuck with this guy again??!
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“Did you see that?!” Nathan shouted, his face nearly plastered to the window of the VIP room. “They showed Vice-Captain Cliff's face!! He's still in the tournament!”
“He will make it to the finals.” Tao nodded his head sagely. “I am sure of it.”
“Do you think...” Nathan turned around, his light brown hair lightly cascading across his forehead. “Do you think that Vance and Eden could make it, too?”
“Hmmm...” Tao stroked his chin, staring deep into Nathan's eyes. “What do you think, Nathan?”
“I...” Nathan looked at Tao sheepishly. “Excuse me, sir, but...did you just ask me what I think?”
“Yes.” Tao smiled. “I want to know your feelings on the matter.”
“I...” Nathan looked back outside again. The holographic screen was showing views of eight different elevators, some filled with mutated monsters, others with unusually plain-looking fighters. There, in the bottom left corner, was a black-haired young man next to a red-haired young woman, both of their backs to the screen. They almost looked forgotten, sitting down there in the bottom corner of the screen, in a completely different category from the rest of the challengers.
“I think...” Nathan stuttered, turning around to the stony-faced Tao. “I think they can win, Seneschal!! I honestly think they can do it!”
Tao chuckled at Nathan's energetic shout, which he obviously had had to summon up much courage to perform. “Me too, Nathan. However...” he smiled, his eyes staring out the window, but not at the screens...as if he was looking to somewhere much farther off. “The price of victory is never an easy one to pay – no matter who you are.”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“Man, you've gotta be kiddin' me!” Vance stared at the long, winding hallway that lay ahead of he and Eden as they moved from their seats in the elevator. “Another damn maze?! Gimme a break!”
“Maybe we're at the end...” Eden offered. “It could be just a small dash to the end. We should get going, Vance!”
“They could have thought up something better than this.” Vance grumbled. “It's the same thing as the first round!”
“I'm sure they're pressed for time.” Eden shrugged. “The big deal is the finals, anyway.”
“Hmph.” Vance scoffed. “Sounds like they're just lazy to me.”
The two of them began to move forward, but slowly came to a stop as a rumbling sound began to echo from the other end of the hallway. Quickly, its volume began to escalate, and the entire passageway rumbled in unison.
“What's that?” Eden asked warily.
“You think it's another group fighting?” Vance guessed.
Soon, a dark shadow began to spread along the walls, reaching out from behind the first curve of the passageway. The loud noise quickly reached its climax, as a huge metal orb rolled around the bend and came speeding down towards Vance and Eden.
“That's...!!” Eden gasped.
“Great.” Vance placed his hands in front of him, charging up as much psynergy as he could muster. “This passageway isn't very large. We aren't gonna be able to dodge that thing – so we're gonna have to bust through it, Eden!”
“Okay!” Eden pulled her delicate hands up, forming an orange plate-like shield around the two of them. “I'll be the barrier!”
“And I'll be the bullet.” Vance muttered, bringing his fist forward and slamming into what he guessed was the center of the rock.
“Everything has a weak point...” Averyl told him, while holding a stone the size of a small apartment over his head. “If you use your psynergy to feel that weak point out...suddenly, destroying things becomes much easier...”
Vance watched as Averyl closed his eyes, tossed the stone into the air, and let it come crashing down onto him. The stone split as it made contact with Averyl's head, shattering as if it was a Styrofoam prop from a movie. Rubble went flying in every direction, finally leaving Averyl alone again, his head in perfect condition.
“See...?” he smirked. “I simply aimed the stone's weak point at my head...and then allowed nature to take its course...”
“That's impossible.” Vance rolled his eyes. “Your head would have split open like a melon. Tell me the truth.”
“Ha ha ha...” Averyl chuckled, placing his hand over his mouth in mock embarrassment. “Okay, maybe I used psynergy after all...but you, Vance... you're a different story altogether.” Averyl slowly raised his arm up, and materialized another stone, a bit smaller in size, but still a monstrous object. “Your turn!”
He launched the rock at Vance, watching with enthusiasm as he waited for it to make its impact.
“You bastard!” Vance shouted in frustration, quickly shutting his eyes and concentrating his energy into his fist. One point...one point. Put it all into one point!! Vance thought frantically, opening his eyes just in time to see the rock above him, blocking out the entire sky, as if it were the jaws of Hell closing around his mortality. His fist slammed into the rock, sending cracks ripping up every side, until the front half of the boulder had been reduced to nothing but crumbs. Then...the second half smashed into his body, knocking him backwards and sending him sprawling into the dirt, bloody and beaten.
“Averyl took me by surprise back then.” Vance growled to himself, as his fist made contact with the metal, his mind desperately searching for that unreachable weak point. “This time though...I'm ready!!”
“Anything can be destroyed, Vance...it doesn't matter what they are. Any opponent you fight is still but one organism...just a single entity! In that respect, they are defeatable...”
Vance tumbled through the mass, trying to concentrate as much psynergy as he could to reduce the damage he was taking. He felt thesharp edges of the shattering metal scrape his legs and arms, drawing blood, and finally felt his body crash onto the cold hard floor as he landed through the other side.
The orb, now in two separate pieces, rolled to a stop, slowly crumbling as the cracks Vance had planted in it developed and spread throughout its mass.
“Vance...” Eden had fallen backwards from the force of the impact, but had escaped the situation without any wounds. “How did you do all that?”
“It was a trick Averyl taught me.” Vance explained, getting up and wiping the stone residue from his body. “By centering all my energy on a single point in my fist, I....well, for whatever reason, the punch can break down matter like that rock over there.”
“That's amazing.” Eden moved over to him. “But that seems like something anyone would do unconsciously...why was yours so powerful?”
“I don't know.” Vance sighed, trying to clean up the cuts along his arms. “Maybe it's the fact that I made a conscious effort. I'm really too tired to even start thinking about it now.”
“Let me take a look.” Eden said, carefully placing her hands on Vance's arm and looking it over. “I'll fix you.”
“What?” Vance looked down at her. “Shut up. I can handle it.”
“No, just hold on.” Eden said, staring intently at his arm. “I can do this...I did it to Cliff before, when he saved me from Van Kaen.”
“Hey...” As he felt a comforting warmness permeate through his arm, Vance's voice eventually wavered and weakened. He watched as the large cut on his forearm began to seal itself up and disappear. “You're healing me...? How?”
“I don't know.” Eden shook her head. “Not even Captain Azuka knows. All I can say is...it has something to do with the psynergy within me.”
“That's nuts. Is there anyone else that has that ability?”
Yes...Eden kept her mouth shut and staring at Vance. The Bearer...the Bearers alone, and no one else, have the ability to regenerate, or to...to create miracles.
“I'll take that as a no.” Vance rolled his eyes and began to move down the passage. “...thanks, though. For the healing thing.”
“It's no problem.” Eden replied after a while, feeling sorry for the secret that she had sworn to protect from her friend. “Do you feel any better?”
“My psynergy is pretty drained.” Vance took a deep breath. “I need to rest, but we should keep moving.”
“You're right, I suppose.” Eden caught up to him. “Let's go.”
The two of them picked their pace up to a heavy jog, and after about ten minutes, they had reached another section of the floor – a large wide pit, about fifty feet deep. At the bottom were about a dozen silver pipes lined across the floor, each of them surging with a dangerous-looking electric charge.
“What in the...” Vance looked at the gap they had to traverse, as long as a football field. All along it, floating to and fro, were small silver platforms, each of them glowing with a faint red psynergy aura. The walls on every side of the room were lined with the same silver pipes, crackling and surging with energy.
“Someone's controlling this from somewhere,” Eden realized, looking around. “This was set up specifically to...to test us?”
“Unlike the first round, which was strictly about speed,” Vance explained, “this one is definitely about endurance. They're trying to wear us down, to see how far they can really push us...”
“But even more than that,” Eden's eyes moved to and fro as she watched the formulaic pattern of the floating platforms. “This looks...”
“...just like some stupid video game.” Vance groaned.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“Where have you taken us?” Maximillen watched as Qin Long alighted, the dragon's enormous girth sending dust clouds flying out below it as its claws dug into the ground.
“We're in the bluffs just outside of Enmetropolis.” Rose hopped off the beast's back onto the grass, Kamo in tow. “Many, many, miles from the center of the tournament complex.”
As Maximillen looked around, he realized she was right. The edge of Enmetropolis stood on the horizon, the city itself blocking out most of the sky. Many paved roads stretched toward the city limits, and a few small tollhouses were visible in the distance, but beside that, the five of them were all alone, midst the unusually well-kept grassy plains of Belmarc.
“I...I demand you unhand him!” Maximillen shouted, watching as Rose knelt down beside the struggling Kamo. “Or else I shall be forced to take action.”
“Do you want to begin the battle?” The muffled voice of Zhang Guo startled Maximillen, and the captain swirled around suddenly, once again face-to-face with the short Chinese man. “That is our purpose, after all...to play with you.”
“Wh-what?!” Maximillen shouted. Once again, the monk's eyes were closed, matching perfectly with the serene expression on his wrinkled face. “Open your eyes, you heathen...and then I shall heed your call!”
“Keh keh keh...” Zhang Guo gurgled, coughing as he attempted what Maximillen believed to be a chuckle. “Look closer.”
Maximillen did as he was told, and bent closer to stare at the man's face. As soon as he realized what he was looking for, he let out a horrified moan, backing up and nearly slipping off Qin Long's back. “Why...why?!”
Across the edges of Zhang Guo's eyelids were thick black stitches, penetrating his skin and keeping his eyes eternally closed. “This world is a disgusting, vile place,” he spoke. “In order to move closer to enlightenment, one must do everything they can to shut off the evils around themselves. The rejection of one's own body is also an equally punishable sin, however – but no one's perfect.”
“Hmph.” Maximillen reached behind his back, sticking his arm up the tail of his jacket. In a flash, his hand came back out, now grasping a shining gold-and-black mallet. “I knew it after all...you are taking me lightly, old man!”
A croquet mallet...? Rose thought to herself, raising an eyebrow at the captain's offbeat weapon. What does he expect to do with that?
“You know nothing.” Zhang Guo hopped off the back of the dragon with unparalleled grace, landing softly on the grass below. “I have been given powers from the gods of the likes that you would never dream of, all in order to destroy this unclean universe. I will cut you down...just like every other fleshly man who has dared to oppose me.”
“Self-righteous...just like the rest of them!” Maximillen shouted. “I shall strike you down, with the Campeador as my witness!”
“Qin Long...” Zhang Guo murmured. “Show this man his first mistake.”
The dragon roared and took to the skies, its back sliding upwards. Maximillen flailed about on its back and tried to find a foothold, but as the dragon flew higher, he decided to jump ship and let his body slide down the beast's tail into a full free fall.
“He's dead.” Rose chuckled. “What an idiot.”
Maximillen went sailing towards the ground, but all was not lost. Rose and Zhang Guo watched in confusion as Maximillen struck himself on the knees with the silver end of the Campeador. His legs turned a silver hue, and he landed straight on the ground, showing no signs of pain or pressure at all. Likewise, the ground had taken no damage, proving that he hadn't tried to cushion the blow a bit. And yet, his legs remained that strange gray color.
Maximillen flashed a glance at Rose, and then turned back to Zhang Guo. “So what's next?”
Zhang Guo held his staff out defensively in front of himself, waiting for his opponent to attack. “You survived...but yet you did not use psynergy to stop the fall. How, then...?”
“Stone!” Rose realized. “He...he turned his legs to stone?!” She watched in surprise as Maximillen spun around his mallet, now aiming the red end at his legs, and tapped them both lightly. The gray color disappeared, and he stepped forward, demonstrating the effects of his unusual weapon.
“The Campeador is a weapon charged solely by my psynergy. With it, I can effectively turn both your bodies into beautiful stone sculptures at will...and only a small smack from the other side of this mallet can revert you. What's better, is that you retain full consciousness as one of my magnificent art pieces. Why, I have some at home right now who I received over fifteen years ago – and still they stand, in my 'Hall of Retribution,' serving their sentences while they have time to contemplate their wrongdoings.”
Maximillen pointed his mallet straight at Zhang Guo. “I cannot imagine how many innocent souls have died at your maniacal hands, but this shall be the end of it!”
“Hmph.” Zhang Guo replied. “Your toys mean nothing to me. Qin Long!”
The dragon swooped down from the sky, letting loose a thunderous roar as it approached its target. Maximillen dashed across the plains to Rose, completely ignoring the beast altogether.
“You shall be first!” He shouted, pulling back his mallet to strike her. If I can just get Kamo loose...we will have an equal chance to win!
“Stupid idea!” Rose screamed, as her body turned a transparent blue color. Maximillen swung his weapon, but it simply shot through the water, soaking the captain in up to his elbow.
“I exist as a completely different state of matter than you!” Rose's voice echoed from the puddle on the ground as it wrapped around Maximillen's legs and locked him in the ground where he stood. “You have no hopes of winning, Knights. Give it up!”
The shadow of Qin Long appeared over the three of them, casting a dark shadow over their vicinity.
“Maximillen...” Kamo gasped. “We're in...trouble...here...”
Qin Long roared once more, then made a final dive as it swooped in to swallow up its prey.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“Platform...thirty-seven...” Vance huffed, falling to his knees on the floating piece of metal, barely big enough for he and Eden to fit on.
“We're almost to the end, Vance!” Eden pointed to the small gap that remained between them and the rest of the hallway. “You can do it!”
“We've been jumping like madmen for the past fifteen minutes!” Vance screamed. “This is ridiculous!! When I get out of here...I'm going to personally kick the ass of whoever designed this damn place!”
“Let's go!” Eden cheered on her partner, jumping from the platform as it moved in line with the next one. She stumbled a bit as she caught her footing, and it looked as if she was going to teeter off.
“Eden!!” Vance cried, immediately jumping to his feet and leaping across to catch her and steady her out. “What the hell are you doing?! Jeez...you scared me half to death!”
“Hehehe...” Eden laughed, sticking her tongue out. “I was just actiiiing!”
“I'M GONNA KILL YOU!!” Vance roared, lightly wringing Eden's neck as the platform glided across the air.
“Woah, hey!!” Eden said, her feet dangling off the edge. “Now I'm really going to fall!”
“Alright, alright.” Vance pulled her back, their bodies suddenly unusually close together. He looked down at her face, and she looked back up at him, unsure of what to do. Vance was clutching her body against his, and she had somehow wrapped her arms around his back in the process. He could feel her increasing heartbeat against his chest, and she could feel him breathing raggedly, worriedly, unsuredly...as he tried to keep his balance.
“I...uh...” Eden swallowed.
“Let's make this final jump together.” Vance smiled, dissolving the awkward moment in an instant. “This is our win.”
They leapt across the final gap together, finally touching foot on solid ground again. Vance stepped away from Eden, and tried to let out a sigh of relief as best he could...without letting her hear.
“How are you doing?” he asked, spinning back around afterwards. “Are you tired at all?”
“Nope!” Eden smiled. “Not a bit! I'm excited to get out of this place.”
“Me too. Haven't we reached the end of it yet?”
Vance's question was soon answered, and the hallway opened up once more. This time the next room that had many other hallways leading into it, much like the converging room from the first preliminary round. Scattered around the room were more bodies, presumably those of the people who had arrived here first. At the far end of the room was a large set of stone stairs leading upwards. From high above where anyone could see, light seemed to shine down into the passageway.
“The exit!” Eden stared ahead. “Vance, we made it!”
“Wait.” Vance surveyed the area. “There's others, I can sense them. To our left, to our right...even up those stairs.”
Eden was silent, sensing the different auras around them. Vance is right, there are others here. A spiky, fuschia aura, followed by a putrid yellow ooze-like aura...the list went on.
“Be careful.” Vance moved forward into the passage. “It's--”
“THERE'S ANOTHER!!” A high-pitched voice screamed from one of the other alcoves. “DESTROY HIM, ALFONZE!”
Vance turned just in time to see an enormous blob with many tentacles, mouths, and eyeballs squelching towards him, growling and making many disgusting noises as it approached. Behind the blob stood a middle-aged woman, wearing some very complicated-looking goggles and a lab coat.
“He'll be our next test subject!” the woman cackled. “Eat him up! Eat up his psynergy!”
“Dammit.” Vance looked back to Eden. “Follow me!”
They dashed up the stairs, Alfonze in pursuit of them, and finally reached the top.
It was a small, oval room with a couch, sink, and a door to what looked like a toilet. In the left corner was a Regeneration Tank -- and in the center of the room was a mound of dead bodies.
“Another one has tried to take this spot from us!” A young woman's voice called from the ceiling, and Vance looked up just in time to see the hooded woman from earlier launch a set of darts at him. Vance pushed Eden to the side and rolled, just barely evading death as one of the darts flew through the loose corner of his jacket.
“I get it...” he whispered to Eden, watching the woman on the ceiling carefully. “This is it. This is the waiting area for the finals. But again, unlike the first round...this isn't about speed. Not only do you have to make it to the end...but you have to stay there.” He and Eden both jumped in unison as another group of darts sang around them. “It's a deathmatch!”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“Five of the eight rooms around the arena have been claimed already – albeit by multiple people!” Trunculo's voice echoed through the hallways as Caleb bounded up the stairs, the body of Amyr still balanced on his shoulders. “Don't forget, only two people may stay in each of the rooms – leaving us with a perfect sixteen!”
I see...Caleb made his way into the room, staring out of the windows that gave the room's inhabitants a perfect view of the arena, as well as the millions of spectators seated around it. Now, that we're up here, and it all becomes clear. The octagonal shape of this stadium was no accident – right now, the sixteen fighters for the finals are about to be determined within these rooms!
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“Don't worry if your partner from the elevator already died!” Trunculo continued. “You can always find a new one once you've killed everyone else in the room! Wahahaha!”
Mephistoclessia and Saffron walked slowly up the bloodstained stairs, a pile of bodies in their wake.
“Now I see why you insisted on fighting down there.” Mephistoclessia rasped, moving over and reclining on the plush couch in the corner. “It would have been troublesome if we had dirtied our own room."
“Indeed.” Saffron agreed, peering out of the windows into the crowd. “Oh, how exciting! I feel like a star waiting to make my debut on the stage!”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
A disgruntled, inhuman roar was heard as Alfonze lumbered its massive body up the final step, and began to slodge into the southwestern room of the stadium. Its presence startled the dart-wielding woman who was perched on the ceiling, giving Vance barely enough time to charge up a punch.
“Sorry,” he said quickly, leaping up to strike her, “but one of us has gotta go.”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“Oooooh!!” Trunculo's voice boomed throughout the arena, as all the holographic screens flashed to a shot of Vance's fist slamming into the dart woman, sending her twirling down to the ground, unconscious. The screens flickered as they rotated around the room, showing a strained-looking Eden, as she moved to evade Alfonze. “There's a lot of action goin' on in the southwest room, here! Competitor #1271 just got a special delivery from #4001, forcing her to relinquish her position in the room! Everything's up in the air here, folks!”
Edward leaned closer to the screen, focusing on the body of a tall boy with long black hair that fell to his shoulders. His back was to the screen, but he was wearing a dark jacket that looked oddly familiar.
And...that hair...it looks so much like....Edward almost brought his hand up and slapped himself in the face at that point, ripping his eyes from the screen and looking away. No...who am I kidding? There's no way...no possible way that it could be him. You're a fool, Edward – an old fool, who was too busy having a fake mid-life crisis to notice that your son had completely abandoned you. And no matter how much you wish, want, or yearn for it...as of now, your son is gone. You may never see him again...and you're going to have to learn to accept that.
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“It is time.” Grayson watched as the last bit of flames died out around the back windows of the committee room, and nodded back to Roufas and Van Kaen. “Let us go, gentlemen.”
“Wait, Grayson.” Roufas held his hand up, causing his colleague to stop abruptly in his tracks. “What exactly are you planning?”
“I'm sure you already know the answer to that question.” Grayson replied flatly.
Roufas stared into the flames in despair. “Bruce was much too clumsy...he caused more commotion than was needed. We really need to watch how we handle things from here on out, Grayson. At this point, one small error could throw our whole operation off-kilter.”
“Heh.” Grayson smiled, getting ready to flip himself downwards through the window. “Save your breath, dear Roufas. I am already well aware of such things.”
“Hold on, Grayson!” Roufas shouted, reaching out and firmly gripping Grayson's shoulder. Van Kaen flinched as he felt the violinist's powerful aura rise. “We need to think this out carefully. How will we deal with the committee members at the end of the tournament?”
“Deal with them?” Grayson laughed, craning his neck around to stare Roufas deep in his eyes. “You know very well how we will deal with those insolent pigs.”
“You're acting rashly, Grayson.” Roufas continued. “The men in there have strong ties to the Church. If we attract that much attention to ourselves, they won't hesitate to send all they have after us.”
“So? Let them come.” Grayson sneered. “We can take whatever they've got. Or, at least....” he raised an eyebrow in Roufas's direction. “...I can.”
“You're so damn full of yourself!” Roufas shouted. “Grayson, what's happened to you?”
“I should ask you the same thing.” Grayson stood up, staring Roufas deep in the eyes. “But so be it. We will and secure the situation, as you best see fit.”
Roufas stared at Grayson for a long moment after that, trying to discern his true intentions.
“Go, then.” Roufas turned and prepared to dive down below. “Van Kaen, follow us.”
Grayson watched Roufas slip downwards, a thin smile across his face. You may think you've regained control over the situation, Mr. Ernst...but you've merely allowed yourself to fall into my hands. I was reluctant to do it at first, because I didn't think you would come so willingly into my clutches. Yet, you never cease to amaze me, dear master – and the time has come for me to repay you for all the many things you taught me.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“Curses!” Bob Potter, the oldest and most outspoken of the committee, tossed his cell phone across the room with rage. “The darn thing's useless!”
By now, all five of the committee members had climbed out from beneath the table, their uniforms singed and ruined. The place was a mess, completely devastated and charred beyond repair.
“Mine doesn't work either!” Angelica Peele, a well-to-do woman with a ring on every finger shouted. “What should we do?!”
“Maybe we should try to escape.” a plain, unshaven man named Travis Coleman replied. “It's not like the doors are locked, right?”
“You fool!” Bob shouted hoarsely. “Are you out of your mind? They probably have the whole place under control now! Besides, they won't kill us. We still have our trump card.”
“You're right.” A thistle-haired, elderly woman agreed. “They won't kill us if they know what's good for them.”
“Wait a second, everyone.” Angelica said, her head slowly gliding towards the hole in the back of the room. “What's that noise?”
The other four committee members turned their heads to the south end of the room, to see three figures standing on the edge, their faces obscured by unbelievably bright sun shining in behind them. One of them was furiously playing a violin, sending a haunting melody echoing through the room.
“Who are you?” Angelica asked out loud. “Are you friend...or foe?”
“My name is Grayson Lee.” Grayson stepped forward, smiling warmly at the five. “I am a member of the Dark Zodiacs.”
“You...!!” Bob Potter shouted, throwing a decrepit pink arm out towards the Snake. “You're all going to pay for this, you, you...terrorists!!”
“Do I instill terror among you?” Grayson's smile turned sadistic as he cocked his head to the side, studying Potter. “Do I make you feel like some sort of insignificant life form?”
“N...no...” Potter answered, attempting to stand his ground. “The hell you do! Why, in my time, I've seen people ten times as terrifying as you! You're nothing! All this is going to come crashing down on you before you know it! And...”
“Grayson.” Roufas interrupted Bob's tirade, as he watched the killing light shine out from his partner's eyes. “Remember our agreement!”
“Hmph.” Grayson scoffed, not even turning to face Roufas. “This has nothing to do with that. I'm simply going to show them a good time.”
Roufas looked to Van Kaen, who was unresponsive as usual, and then warily turned his head back to Grayson. What's going through his head...? Something's...not right here!!
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“Devour her, Alfonze!” The peach-haired, dwarfish scientist woman had made her way to the top of the stairs by now, and wasted no time in shouting orders to her mutant slave. “She'll be Course #163!”
“Dammit...” Vance shifted his concentration from the fallen body of the dart-wielder, just in time to see Eden square off against the blob.
“It's no use, Vance!” she called to him, throwing another baseball-sized psynergy blast towards Alfonze, only to see the mutant absorb it completely. “This is just a waste of psynergy...he's eating it or something!!”
“What?!” Vance screamed in disbelief. “Are you sure?”
“Gyahahahaha!!” the scientist cackled. “Alfonze is a one-of-a-kind monster – it has natural psynergy-based enzymes that are secreted throughout its body, capable of absorbing even the strongest psynergy wave! You fools don't have a chance of beating my baby -- give it up!”
“Huh.” Vance shrugged, watching the woman speak with less than interested eyes. “Well, I'll accept that, I guess,” he said, walking calmly over to her.
“What are you doing?!” she cried, staring at him with wide eyes. “Alfonze!! Get over here!”
“Either way, I'm sick of hearing your mouth, lady!!” Vance yelled, gathering psynergy into his leg and swinging outwards, connecting with the woman's stomach and efficiently punting her down the entire stairwell. “I agree that it's rude for a man to hit a woman...but just look at this way: you're ugly enough to be a guy!!”
“Vance!” Eden called again, a bit irritated. “A little help here, please?”
“Oh, right.” Vance said, pulling his eyes away from the stairwell. Eden was cornered between the refrigerator and the wall of the room, with Alfonze only a few feet away from her. There has to be some way to stop this thing...Vance thought frantically. If psynergy won't work, then what will? Could I still damage it otherwise?
“I'm going to try and punch it!” Vance declared, moving up to the back of Alfonze, and pulling his naked fist back. “Here goes!”
Vance's fist made contact with Alfonze's pudgy exterior, but neither he nor the monster felt any damage. In fact, his fist seemed to slide in between two rolls of the disgusting brown flesh, as if his hand was being absorbed. He tried to pull it out to the best of his ability, but it was to no avail -- he was stuck.
“Crap...” Vance grunted, whilst yanking his arm so hard he felt it would pop out of its socket. “We're in trouble.”
“Maybe we overestimated our abilities, Vance.” Eden hoisted herself up onto the sink, trying to put as much distance between her and the blob as possible. “Think about it – in the first round, we had Averyl to help us, and in the second round, Cliff and his friends – but now, we're finally on our own.”
“That sounds pretty damn pessimistic for you, Eden.” Vance cut in. “You can at least have a little faith in me...”
“It's not you, Vance...” Eden replied immediately, suddenly aware at the way her previous comments sounded. “I mean...”
“Just hold on a little longer.” Vance insisted, trying to grab onto the side of the entrance with his free arm. “I'll get us out of this somehow!!”
“Vance..” Eden gasped, as she watched the body of the fallen woman begin to stir and rise to her feet. “Um, that person from earlier...”
“What?!” Vance spun around suddenly and stared at the opposite corner of the room. The woman he had decked in the side of the head was standing straight up, albeit a bit woozy, and was reaching inside the pocket of her leather pants – probably for another one of those poison darts.
That's it!! A mental lightbulb flashed in Vance's head.. “Oh no!! Crap – I'm stuck in this thing. I can't move! She's gonna kill me!”
“Vance?!” Eden stared wide-eyed at her friend, sensing this strange change in his disposition. “What's going on?”
The woman brought out five dark-tipped darts, aiming them each at Vance. “Begone,” she murmured quietly, and then tossed them.
I hope you threw extra hard...Vance thought, as the darts ripped straight through his body. They passed through him and slammed into the back of Alfonze, causing the creature to let out a bloodcurdling moan.
“VANCE!!” Eden shrieked, watching as thin streamers of blood flew out both ends of his upper arm and chest. In a flash, she had made her way behind the woman, both arms charged with a burning orange aura.
“Wha-” the woman spun around, preparing to counterattack the small girl who had just leaped over to her, but it was too late. Eden quickly slammed the woman in the head and then rushed over to Vance. His body was slumped next to Alfonze, who was currently whining and screaming, its tentacles flailing and its teeth gnashing. It slodged backwards, attempting to escape the room. Its flesh shifted suddenly, allowing Vance's arm to be pulled free by Eden. She dragged his body away from the suffering mutant, and then looked down to inspect her fallen comrade.
His eyes were barely open, and he was panting fast. His body was under intense pain from the poison that had infected his bloodstream.
“Sorry...Eden...” he gasped, his eyes shifting ever so slightly to look at her, “but I think...I'm going to have to be rude...and ask you to use the Regeneration Tank...first...”
“Don't talk!!” Eden shouted, hoisting his body over hers as best she could and carrying him across the room to the Regeneration Tank. She stripped him down to his underwear, trying to keep her eyes on his strained face. “Vance...you scared me half to death!!”
“At least I did something right...” Vance laughed hoarsely, as she hooked him up to the wires and closed the door.
“What were you thinking, Vance?” she murmured to herself, switching the machine on and watching the medical fluids rush over Vance's body. “You went so far as to sacrifice yourself...just for me?”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“Well that was interesting!!” Trunculo's voice continued to resonate around the arena, as the holographic screens changed once again to show a short, thin girl, all by herself in an empty room. “Contestants #4001 and #4003 have successfully secured the southwestern sector, bringing our survivor count to a perfect sixteen! Her partner is taking a long, well-needed rest in the Regeneration Tanks that we have placed in each room, as I'm sure many other fighters are doing at this very moment!”
That shadowy figure in the tank there must be that boy...Edward thought, squinting as best he could. But I can't make out his face...
“So the finals are going to begin soon?” Frank inquired, turning to Dr. Phileas, who had purchased a small box lunch from a wandering vendor.
“Mm, yes, I believe so.” Phileas said, slowly ripping the skin off a barbecued piece of chicken with his teeth. “This is where we will see the true elite, giving it their all. I hope you enjoy it.”
“...yeah.” Frank answered shakily. “...I'm sure we will.”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“Ah, that was a lot of work.” Caleb finally had a chance to relax as he pressed the start button on the Regeneration Tank and carried Amyr's robes over to the other side of the room. Jumping over a body here and there, he finally made it over to the sink to wash the blood off of his partner's clothes. “Yup...” he sighed, taking a wary look at the mess of bodies that littered the floor. “I suppose I should take care of these bodies next...”
“We'll give you about twenty minutes to clean up any messes that conspired in your respective rooms!” Trunculo suddenly continued his speech, nearly causing Caleb to trip and fall backwards onto a corpse. “Obviously, this won't be enough time to heal both of you well enough, especially if you've both taken significant damage in the past rounds. Due to the limits of our time today, and because we like to keep you on your toes, we won't be giving you extra rest! However, we do have the tournament bracket for the finals created, so we'll give you a chance to look at that now and decide who gets to heal up first!”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“The tournament bracket...” Winslow echoed, his eyes sparkling as he watched holographic screen change from the other side of his room's window. “Where's #4001....4001....”
“Did you forget which number you are...?” Averyl smiled, coming up slowly behind Winslow. “You're #2499, you know...”
“I know, I know that!!” Winslow snapped. “I'm not looking for my number...I'm looking for his!!”
“His?” Averyl raised an eyebrow in mock ignorance.
“Yes...his!!” Winslow shrieked, his eyes scanning the developing bracket. “Vance Dancougar!!”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“Interesting.” Mephistoclessia and Saffron both scanned the tournament bracket, taking note of theirs and their partners' positions.
“Do you know what numbers...they are?” Mephistoclessia inquired, turning to Saffron suddenly.
“Yes...” Saffron replied. “According to Winslow, the boy is #4001. So I would imagine that the other two would be #4002 and #4003.”
“I see.” Mephistoclessia rasped happily. “So that means that...I'm...”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“Well, there it is.” Sabine placed her hands on her hips, staring up at the bracket as the lines finished appearing on the screen. “Any idea who those other numbers are, Cliff?”
“No,” he frowned, wiping some sweat from his brow and removing his cowboy hat. “But it looks...like I'm up second.”
“Get in the Regeneration Tank, quickly!” Sabine ordered, turning around briskly as Cliff removed his button-up shirt.
“Alright, alright already, don't peek!” Cliff said worriedly, running over to the tank.
“How can I not?!” Sabine half-laughed.
“Argh, alright.” Cliff grumbled, crawling into the tank and trying to hook himself up as best as possible. “Make sure you let me out when it's my turn.”
“Sure thing, Cliff.” Sabine replied, her tone suddenly changing as her eyes locked onto a certain area of the bracket. Right there...it looks like...
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Eden tore open the single lone drawer underneath the sink, looking for some kind of writing utensil, or anything she could find. Within it were some basic kitchen implements, forks, spoons, knives, as well as salt and pepper. Stuffed in the back, as if hidden away, was a mutant-looking pen and a pad of soft white paper.
She peered back out the window up to the holographic screen, unsure as to how much longer the screen would remain there. Writing as fast as she could, she managed to copy down the bracket onto the paper, so that they would have a lasting copy to make additions to throughout the matches.
“I'm up soon...” Eden noticed, staring at her reproduction and trying to figure out with whom each number corresponded. There is a group of four – 2497-2500. They must be the four Dark Zodiacs that entered...and then the group of three besides us – 1672-1674. They must be the other three vice-captains. Cliff...he's up against one of the Zodiacs in the first round...and I'm right after him. That means, if I beat him...
Eden studied the structure of the bracket, suddenly realizing her looming fate. This is going to be bad...and there, further down, there's two vice-captains stacked up against each other. Vance is healing slowly...but he should be ready in time, right?
As she stared outside, she noticed a man dressed in a green-and-purple suit, with a sharp-looking black goatee and blond highlights make his way out into the center of the arena. It was hard to see from how far away she was, but he looked to be quite the character.
“I bet you're all tingling with anticipation, just waiting for the tournament to begin!!” Trunculo shouted, his voice somehow amplified without the assistance of a microphone. “Take this opportunity to make your last bathroom run, folks – because I guarantee you'll be glued to your seats once we kick this show into high gear!”
“Vance...” Eden whispered, watching as the holes in his chest continued to seal up. “I'm scared.”
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Qin Long exploded backwards with a cry of pain, causing torrents of drool and spittle to come crashing down upon Maximillen and Kamo. The beast landed on the ground in the distance, far away from the two captains, and began pawing furiously at its nostrils, trying to remove the two psynergy arrows that had been fired up its massive canals by Captain Metro.
“Heh!” Kamo chuckled, now free from Rose's Aqua Leash and standing on his two feet again. His psynergy-bow was glowing brightly between his hands, two new green arrows already nocked in their places. “And there's more where that came from, buddy!”
Rose, once again in human form, was now standing next to Zhang Guo opposite the two men. She was glaring -- but it wasn't at the archer.
"So you still can take pain in your aquatic form." Maximillen grinned devilishly. In his left hand was a metallic object, flickering with electricity. "I was the protege to the greatest inventor the Guild has ever known, you know -- it wouldn't do to come to a battle such as this with only one tool at hand."
"Tools can be broken," Rose replied menacingly. "And unlike psynergy, they can become a burden."
“We'll just see about that.” Kamo snickered, eying the small tattoo of a faceless horse on the woman's lower thigh. “I'm more interested in figuring out just how that power of yours works, seahorse girl.”
Rose said nothing, water still dripping from her damp hair.
“You keep an eye on her.” Maximillen whispered to his partner. “I'll take care of the rest.”
“Well, in that case...” Kamo aimed his bow at Rose's upper chest. “Let's get started.”
Kamo fired two shots, and Rose's body immediately responded by reverting back to the large puddle of water.
So far, so good...Kamo thought to himself, momentarily shutting off his bow and dashing up to her. Now, if I can just get my hands on her...
Maximillen watched closely as Qin Long rose back to its feet, growling and staring at Kamo with enraged emerald eyes.
“I don't think so!” The 3rd division captain yelled, tightening his grip on his mallet and dashed forward, aiming to intercept the dragon before it made contact with his partner.
This thing is unbelievably huge...Maximillen sized up his foe. But that shouldn't matter. All I need to do is get a few hits in on its legs, and then...the rest will be easy. The hardest part is always getting that first hit!
As Maximillen closed in on Qin Long, he saw the beast rear its head back, open its mouth, and suck in a deep breath.
Breathing fire? Maximillen thought instantly. No, that can't be it...that wouldn't explain this strange psynergy aura I'm getting from it...it's burning, strong, and powerful, like some sort of...
A spark seemed to ignite in the dragon's throat, and soon a huge white laser appeared, shooting down towards the ground – and Maximillen.
A beam!! Captain Trujillo rolled along the ground, dodging the initial contact that the psynergy stream made with the ground. The dragon was far from finished, however, and began to twist its head, dragging the beam across the ground, slicing the earth like a soft piece of birthday cake.
Alright, calm down, calm down...Maximillen assured himself, as he sprinted around the dragon in a circle, waiting for an opening. Remember...the first one's always the hardest!!
Meanwhile, Kamo caught up to the escaping Rose, who had already managed to hide half of her volume within the soil of the ground.
“Won't you get swallowed up that way?” Kamo smirked, as he leaned in closer to the puddle.
“You know nothing.” Rose's voice resonated back. “As long as my consciousness exists even within a single drop of water, I can return to my original form, simply by absorbing more Hydrogen and Oxygen molecules from the air, land, and seas around me. You are powerless!”
“Oh, I understand.” Kamo nodded sarcastically. “In that case, don't mind if I do...”
“What are you doing?!” Rose cried, as Kamo placed his hand into the puddle, his entire arm glistening with a neon yellow glow. “I told you, you can't hurt me in this state! I'm invincible!”
Two tentacles shot up out of the water, each aiming for a different limb of Kamo's. He was quick to react this time, removing his hand from the water and leaping back immediately. As the tentacles closed in on him, he set up a quick psynergy shield in front of himself, not only repelling the water but causing the leashes to splatter into tiny droplets, entirely useless for the time being.
“What is this?!” Rose shouted, slowly transforming back from the puddle of water. As her head re-formed, she looked down in horror to discover the new addition that Kamo had made to her body. There, just above the V where her halter top came to a close, was the mark of a red bulls-eye. She scraped at it with her finger, tried to use some spit and wipe it away, but nothing worked. Somehow, some way, he had 'marked' her.
Kamo chuckled, creating his psynergy bow again and nocking it with a blue-green arrow. “Now we can play my game.”
“What did you do to me?!” Rose screamed, scratching at her chest in frustration. “How...how did this get on me?!”
“Like you said...” Kamo chuckled, “I can't possibly hurt you in your aquatic form. So I tried something else...I placed a psynergy marker on you. Of course, like all psynergy markers, it manifests itself in a kinda physical form, but the real power is in the nature of the marker itself. I got a psychic link with your body now, and so do my arrows. They'll fly at you automatically, without delay...as long as my Hard Target is on your body!”
“...the hell?” Rose gasped, finally realizing the seriousness of her situation. “That means...”
“Yep yep!” Kamo raised his bow, grinning with glee. “You'd best get running now, my little stallion!”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Tao stood beside Nathan, both of their eyes glued to the outside window, studying the tournament bracket as well as the arena itself.
“Sixteen total battles...” Tao murmured, “and the victor shall be affirmed.”
“That seems like so little!” Nathan remarked. “Especially for a prize of this magnitude.”
“Indeed.” Tao nodded. “Then again...they are the best of the best.”
“It's kind of scary though, when you think about it.” Nathan commented. “They're going to be fighting down there, on that big white platform...but it doesn't have any bars or anything. What if they get out of control and move into the audience?”
“Very perceptive, Nathan.” Tao noted. “You were quick to realize that there is little space between the fighting grounds and the audience. That white stone platform that they will be fighting on down there is roughly seventy-five feet long on every side, which, while quite large, is hardly enough for some of the vicious battles we are about to watch. Between the platform and the beginning wall of the stands, there is about a twenty-five foot gap. And then, under the seats, circling the whole arena, are the rooms that the contestants are waiting in at this very moment. They are barely out of harm's reach!”
“So then...” Nathan tried to piece together the information that Tao was giving him, “...that's not very safe, is it?!”
“Not at all. But there is a catch.” Tao smiled, staring down at the small figure of Trunculo Yaves, who had just returned to a plain white table in the north end of the arena, where he was apparently going to reside for the remainder of the tournament. “Maybe our announcer here will explain it now.”
Trunculo leaned back into the comfy-looking lawn chair that had been placed on the ground, and threw his suede shoes up onto the sparkling white counter of the table in front of him. The holographic screens each slowly changed to a close-up shot of the man himself, and then he opened his mouth.
“TIIIIIIIME'S UP!!” he called out, a wide grin stretching his black goatee all the while. “The wait is over, ladies and gentlemen! Now, the final rounds of the tournament can finally begin!”
The screens flashed to a close-up of the bottom left corner of the tournament bracket, where the first two fighters' registration numbers were displayed.
“Would contestants #2500 and #0635 please make your way to the arena at this moment! Do note that a five-minute delay in arrival will be considered as a forfeit!”
Two of the doors situated in the centers of each different sector around the arena opened, and then quickly shut as the two contestants stepped forward.
“From the southern corner, we have contestant #0635, Kayley Monroe!” Trunculo announced, as the camera immediately zoomed in on the approaching woman's face. She was wearing a tight yellow jumpsuit, two thin swords strapped to each side. Her hair was pulled back in a bun, and she had a beautiful smile on her round, healthy-looking face. “She looks as limber as she does powerful, folks -- a true, well-rounded fighter! Kayley took out over fifty men alone in the first preliminary round, so men, be cautious when approaching this sweet honey for a date!”
Kayley made her way onto the arena, raising a black-gloved hand and waving quickly to the audience – then returned to a more serious stance and awaited her opponent.
“From the northeastern sector, we have contestant #2500, a man known simply as...Averyl!” This time, the camera focused in on the dark, pale man, his black hair flowing down around his waist as he glided over to the arena. “Averyl slaughtered the other 99 members of his division no more than ten seconds after the first preliminary match began!! He's no pushover, folks!”
Averyl hopped lightly onto the stage, and smiled evilly at Kayley, his eyes squinting so hard that the large black orbs were no longer visible.
“I'll go over the rules for this first fight, in case some of you aren't aware!” Trunculo stood up, gesturing towards the arena. “Any attacks within the arena are fair game! Even if your attacks or projectiles fly out, don't worry about it! However...if you even so much as touch a hair from your body on the outlying grounds around the arena...you are out!! You lose! Game over!! No exceptions, absolutely none! So make sure you keep an eye on your boundaries, eh? Of course, there are also the basic rules – don't attack the spectators, and certainly not your poor little announcer friend here! But besides that...anything's fair game!” Trunculo smiled, an ambiguous glint beginning to shine in his eyes. “Well then...Averyl...Kayley! Please make your way to opposite sides of the arena! Good, good...perfect! Right...now, may the first match of the finals....begin!!”
Just as the 'n' sound of Trunculo's last word had finished its last vibration through the air, ten silver blades came whizzing out from Averyl's coat, taking Kayley by surprise and skewering her instantly. She didn't even have time to blink as the sharp metal cut through her skin, sticking her like a piece of barbecued meat. Her body remained standing for a moment, although she had long since lost consciousness. Then, her head slipped from her sliced-up body. And so, as the blood started to pour out of her wounds, her body fell to pieces, signaling an end to the first round.
“Hoo hoo hahhhh!!” Trunculo let out a hearty laugh, as Averyl turned from his prey and made his way back over to his room. “With deadly efficiency, Averyl has skewered his foe and won the first round! While not exactly the most exciting fight I've seen, he showed an amazing amount of precision and calculation!! And to top it all of, he's one of those strong, silent types!! Don't rush him for autographs all at once, ladies!”
“What a waste...” Averyl sighed, as he pushed through the door and made his way into the empty room. He stared at Winslow's body, currently stuck within the Regeneration Tank as the boy regained his psynergy. “...It looks like I'm not really going to be able to engage in a truly satisfying match at this tournament, after all. At the very least, though...” he smiled, turning back out to face the arena, “...I'll be able to watch some incredibly delectable battles.”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“Dear lord...” Frank gasped, as he watched the holographic replay of Averyl's speedy kill. “If you blinked, you would've missed it...but that was all the time it took for that man to kill that poor, innocent woman...”
“Yes...” Phileas smiled, his eyes lit up with passion as he watched the fourth replay. “He is no doubt an expert in the art of murder. You can see in the way he attacked her...each of those knives hit a vital part in the body, giving her no chance of escape, recovery, or revitalization – she was dead on the spot.”
“That really is frightening.” Edward shivered, turning his eyes away from the screen and watching as the tournament's medical unit rushed over to the arena and wiped the blood off the tiles. But you know...that man looked unbelievably familiar. Not in the way he acted...not in his dress...but it was that smile. That wry, cunning smile that he gave her, right before the match began...it reminds me of someone!
“You okay, Ed?” Frank interrupted, noticing his friend's strained expression.
“Yeah, yeah, I'm fine.” Edward sighed. “Just a little shaken, I guess. Before, it was all on the television, but now...now, it's happening right in front of us.”
“Yes.” Frank nodded. But you know, Ed, I really don't want it to end. There's only a little more than a dozen fights left, and these festivities are going to be over. Then, where are we going to go? What are we going to do? And what...Frank stared back at Phileas, who was still entranced by the video screens...does he plan to do with us?
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“Well, without further delay, let us commence with the second round!” Trunculo rejoiced, as the last of the blood was wiped clean from the arena floor. “Would contestants #3788 and #1674 please make their way to the arena floor!”
Eden looked over to the Regeneration Tank. Vance's chest wounds had healed entirely, and he looked to be doing well overall. She figured that at the very least, she would talk to him and see if he was finished. After all...Eden felt like she would need some sense of security before her match began.
“Do you feel better?” Eden turned off the machine, propping the door open and looking in quizzically.
“Whew...” Vance clamored out of the tank, taking a look at himself. “What the hell?! Eden!! You undressed me?!”
“Hey, I had no choice, you idiot!” Eden shouted, giving him a sharp whack in the head. “You had me scared half to death back there!! What made you go do a stupid thing like that anyway?! You could have gotten yourself killed!!”
“Some thanks that is!” Vance grumbled, rolling his eyes. “Man, I really feel glad that I let myself get stabbed with a bunch of darts for you!”
Eden crossed her eyes and lowered her head, feeling the heavy wave of tears coming on. “Your clothes are over there,” she said softly, pointing over to the table.
Vance silently moved over to his belongings, and slipped into his shirt and pants.
“Look, Vance...” Eden said after a while, as Vance took a look at the copy of the tournament bracket she had made. “I'm sorry. You know I appreciate what you did. It's just...no one's ever done that to me before. I didn't know how to react, and, I...I just don't have the words to say how thankful I am.”
“Hmph.” Vance turned away from her. “Well, we've both done some stupid things, alright? We're okay now, and that's all that matters.” He turned around, placing his hands on her shoulders. “We did it. You and I, and no one else.”
“Yeah.” She pulled him towards her and gave him a tight hug. “I'm glad we made it out okay, Vance.”
“Alright. Now, get in the tank! Your match is up soon, right?”
“No, it's fine.” She shook her head. “I don't need it. My psynergy level is okay, and all I really wanted was a few minutes to let my body rest. I ate a snack, too. I'm really okay.”
“Are you sure?” Vance raised an eyebrow. “What, you don't want to get naked or something?”
Eden narrowed her eyes at Vance and raised her fist menacingly. “You pervert...”
“Alright, alright.” Vance raised his hands in mock-defeat, moving back over to the window. “So Averyl won his first battle?”
“Of course.” Eden replied. “He killed her right at the start.”
“Pfft.” Vance shook his head. “I wonder if there's anyone here who can actually beat him...”
“From the western sector,” Trunculo's voice returned, as the screens cut to a shot of Caleb moving across the grass, his trident in hand, “we have contestant #1674, Caleb Harper, 2nd division Vice-Captain of the Guild of Dimensional Knights! He describes himself as a laid-back, easygoing guy, but then why does he carry that big sharp stick around with him?! What an unusual fellow!”
The screen flickered, then, centering in on the man who was to be Caleb's opponent. He had spiky, stone-grey hair, with a streak of yellow here and there. Despite his unusual hair color, however, he looked quite young. A pair of uncomfortable-looking utility goggles covered his eyes, lightly nestled on the bridge of his arched nose. He wore a thick, black bodysuit with strange power crystals attached to the shoulders. From each of the crystals extended a tube that was attached a large battery to the center of his back.
“From the northern sector, we have Tyson Gabriel, a lone wolf with a shocking disposition!! Don't underestimate him, or you'll end up like the 137 people that came before you today!”
Caleb and Tyson stopped on opposing ends of the arena, sizing each other up.
Looks like he's a close-range fighter, from the type of weapon he's holding, Tyson thought happily. In that case, this should be a cinch.
He has some kind of power that's connected to that bodysuit he's wearing ,Caleb calculated. I'll be careful.
“You think he'll win?” Cliff asked Sabine, the two of them watching Caleb closely from behind their glass.
“Of course.” Sabine said assuredly. “No matter what his enemy pulls, Caleb will figure something out. He's the most cunning out of all of us, you know.”
“Yeah, you're right.” Cliff chuckled. “I would hate to fight him in the next round...”
“Alright boys...!” Trunculo boomed, adding to the tension in the air like only an expert announcer could. “BEGIN!!”
Caleb immediately began the round by dashing around the outside perimeter of the floor. If I can disorient him early on, that will make things easier...
“What are you doing?” Tyson mused, cracking his neck and knuckles. “Wanna play tag or somethin'?”
Caleb watched as Tyson put his fists together, blue psynergy crackling from the impact. He slammed his fists into the arena ground, sending what looked like an electric current speeding towards Caleb.
So that's what it is! Caleb realized immediately. Electricity...
Caleb watched the approaching current carefully, and then made a psynergy-enhanced leap just in time as it reached the edge of the arena and fizzled out. The trident-wielding vice-captain landed softly on the ground, now only a dozen feet from his opponent.
“That's interesting.” Caleb complimented Tyson. “But I didn't know that stone conducted electricity.”
“Heh.” Tyson scoffed. “With this kinda power, I don't need any material conductor to send my electric currents into. I can simply electrify my psynergy with this Volt Suit and send it anywhere I please. The stone has nothing to do with it – I could cover the entire skies with electricity if I wished!"
“Oh, I see.” Caleb nodded, apparently in awe. “So all the power's in the suit, then?”
“Of course!” Tyson shouted. “Millions of electrons are running through me as we speak! Go ahead, just try to attack me -- I'll fill you so full of volts your eyes will pop right out of your sockets, you little bastard! That last blast was just a little warm-up – here's the real thing!!”
Tyson gritted his teeth and slammed his fist together once more, causing his body to ripple with crackling energy. He quickly placed them down on the tiles beneath them, sending an electric shockwave spreading out over the arena floor.
“Here it is!!” Tyson growled, veins popping out all over his forehead and neck. “My zillion-volt shock!!”
“Woaah!!” Caleb hopped into the air as the currents spread out over the far side of the ring. “He's using such a powerful attack now...how frightening!”
Vance watched Caleb leap backwards and scratched his head uneasily. “You know that Caleb's just playing around with this guy, but can't he at least act a little better?”
“More important than that, though...” Eden noticed, “he's gonna be out-of-bounds soon if he doesn't do something!”
“Well, well, everyone!” Trunculo's voice cooed as Caleb's jump reached its peak. “It seems as if our good man Tyson has turned the tables in his favor!! What will the intrepid Caleb do to get himself out of this one?! Stay tuned for these shocking developments!!”
“At this rate...” Vance watched in horror, as Caleb began falling down to the smooth green grass around the arena floor. “He's gonna lose!!”
The crowd watched in surprise as Caleb suddenly flipped his body around and aimed his trident toward the ground, in what seemed like some sort of last-ditch effort.
“PRZEKSZTAŁCAĆ!” Caleb shouted, sending his trident straight into the ground like a spear. He held on to the end of it, his legs pointed upwards towards the sky in some sort of makeshift handstand.
“Woaaaahhhh!” Trunculo gasped. “Ladies and gentlemen, Caleb has just demonstrated some incredible acrobatic skills in front of our very eyes! I dunno about you, but I think that deserves a round of applause!”
“This isn't against the rules, is it, Mr. Yaves?” Caleb asked innocently from his awkward perch.
“Not at all, not at all!!” Trunculo laughed. “Please, continue!”
Caleb waited for the electricity to disperse into the air, and then flipped skillfully back onto the arena floor. “It's my turn to attack now!” he decided, and darted forward towards Tyson.
“You're taking me too lightly!” Tyson called out. “No matter what you throw at me, I can still hold out until I'm charged up again!! And this time I won't miss!”
“Ohh...” Caleb nodded his head, as he closed in on his enemy. “I'll just have to make sure you don't get another chance then, huh...”
He swung his trident forward, and Tyson raised his forearms, each of them covered with a protective metal gauntlet.
“This is too easy!” Tyson cackled, blocking Caleb's attack with ease.
Caleb simply smiled, his face showing no signs of malicious intent, violent behavior, or even hate for his enemy. “This is what happens when you don't get cocky and explain your entire ability to your opponent. Bye now.” he whispered, and then opened his mouth and let loose a roar: “ZLODOWACIEĆ!”
An icy mist whirled out from the center of Caleb's trident, covering Tyson and freezing his body in an instant. In less than a minute's time, his body had become encased within a thick cube of ice, completely immobile. Caleb tapped on the ice with his fingers, and the block fell backwards onto the platform, sliding a bit, and finally coming to an indefinite stop.
“What a move!!” Trunculo immediately cut in. “It seems as if Caleb has permanently frozen his opponent in fear! Hahaha!”
“Shut up and start the count already!!” Vance shouted from his window. “Geez. I want to kill the announcer more than anyone so far.”
As if on cue, Trunculo began to slowly give the count. “One...two...”
“So that's Caleb's true power, huh?” Cliff marveled. “Man, what a scary guy.”
“Most people think that his staff can stretch,” Sabine said, “but he also uses it as a medium with which to channel his powers. He's had a moderate amount of ice-related abilities ever since he was young, and has trained them well.”
“I'll say.” Cliff nodded.
“...and TEN!!” Trunculo screamed. “The winner of Round Two, by KO...is Caleb Harper!!”
The crowd cheered this time, although the sound of the voices seemed more female than male. Caleb bowed and waved humbly at the crowd, quickly moving back to his room. I don't have to wake up Amyr just yet...he figured. After all, I'm really not tired one bit!
“We'll start thawing out Tyler right away!” Trunculo laughed, as the medical staff ran out and shifted the human ice cube into a large metal bin. “Hope he doesn't catch a cold in there! Wahahahaha!!”
“Man.” Vance stepped back from the window and looked at Eden with boggled eyes. “That Caleb guy seems really happy-go-lucky, but it looks like he can switch into 'scary mode' whenever he feels like it.”
“He sure is powerful.” Eden agreed. “But Vance...I'm worried about the next fight.”
“I know.” Vance said solemnly, looking back at the picture of the bracket that Eden had drawn. “I saw Winslow's collar, Eden. He was #2499. Averyl was #2500. Assuming that the other Zodiacs registered at the same time....Cliff is going to be facing one of them.”
“Yeah.” Eden swallowed. “But which one?”
“I don't really think it matters at this point.” Vance replied. “He's gonna have one hell of a hard time, either way.”
“Well then,” Trunculo commanded, “now that we've really got the ball rolling, let's move right onto the third round! Contestants #4002 and #2497, please make your way to the arena at this moment!!”
“Shit.” Vance gasped, as he watched the two figures emerge from their respective doors. “I was hoping it'd be the other one.”
“Oh no.” Eden stared in horror. “It's...”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“GRAYSON!” Roufas shouted, lowering his violin and moving closer to his partner. “Just what do you think you're--”
Grayson slipped his glasses back on and turned to face his partner. By now, the five committee members were huddled in a corner of the room, shaking and wondering if they would live through the day.
“I'm just trying to pass the time, Mr. Ernst.” Grayson smiled coyly, staring at his senior with cold azure eyes.
“Grayson.” Roufas seethed, his blood boiling and his patience reaching its limit. “You know that I have never asked this of you before...we have always seemed to have reached an unsaid mutual agreement between our plans – but I am asking you, at this very moment...to stop what you are doing, and listen to what I say!!”
“What's wrong?” Grayson asked flatly. “Have I misbehaved?”
“You're acting very strange, Grayson.” Roufas confessed. “As of now, I...I don't trust your actions and decision-making capabilities. I want you to follow my lead and just do what I say from now on.”
“I see.” Grayson becked, his eyes staring deep into Roufas's. “You don't approve of my plans. Is that it?”
“I am being honest with you because I respect you, Grayson.” Roufas spoke. “And yes. I do not approve of what you wish to do.”
“I understand.” Grayson said in consent. “Well then, I shall excuse myself for a moment. I am going to go out and get a better view of the upcoming battle.”
“Who is it?” Roufas asked. “Averyl?”
“No, no...” Grayson shook his head, stepping to the edge of the hole in the wall. “One of our own is about to engage in a duel with Mr. Walden, from the 4th division.”
“Ah.” Roufas nodded. “I ran into that man a few days ago...he showed promise.”
“Indeed; it should be a most noteworthy battle.” Grayson said, turning his back and preparing to leap up.
Thank you so much for yielding, Grayson...Roufas relaxed a bit, content to take his eyes away from his partner and look out the window at the arena. I was afraid for a moment there...that we were about to have our first real 'argument' within the group. Today has gotten under everyone's skin, it seems – you included.
Grayson turned his head back one last time, only to see Roufas standing calmly in the center of the room.
You feeble old man...I bet right now you're rationalizing the decision you made to yourself...and you're becoming happy about the fact that no conflict came from it. Sometimes, the best path is the most painful one, you peace-loving fool. Wasn't that one of the many things you taught me? You're so quick to forget your own words, and still so quick to judge others'. Grayson leapt up from the ledge, doing a swift backflip and landing soundly on the rooftop of the arena. That...will cost you dearly in the end.
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“From the northwestern sector, we have contestant #4002, Cliff Walden! He is the 4th division Vice-Captain of the Guild of Dimensional Knights, as well as one of the fastest shots we have here in this tournament! Don't be turned off by his unusual style, people – this guy's got some definite experience under his belt!
“And also, from the eastern sector, we have contestant #2497, Me....Mephi...ummm, well, we have a woman who needs no introduction! That amazing, slim body...and the mysterious mask she wears over that luscious, flowing hair! I know I can honestly say that I'm not the only guy here who'd like to have a peek behind that thing! Maybe our friend Cliff here will get a chance...but there's only one way to find out, though, and that's by stickin' around and watchin'!”
Cliff and Mephistoclessia stood opposite each other, the air between them so thick it could be cut with a sword.
Sin...Cliff raised his shotgun to his chest, cradling it like a mother would a newborn child. You and I are the ones who shall deal out justice unto this devil. You and I...alone.
“Aaaaannnnndd.....” Trunculo's voice wavered off.
Mephistoclessia raised her arm, the sickly green psynergy pulsating from her thin arms.
“GOOOOO!” Trunculo screamed, and Cliff and Mephistoclessia dove for each other.
“Foolish boy...” the woman rasped, as she made her way into close proximities with the Knight. “I thought I told you that you weren't worth my time.”
Cliff raised his shotgun as Mephistoclessia's psynergy threads shot out towards him, blocking each and every one of them without even blinking.
This is nothing...He flicked his wrist in every appropriate direction, not missing a beat, as he expertly deflected each of Mephistoclessia's unpredictable lashings.
“You attacked my master...” Cliff began to speak as Mephistoclessia ended her first assault. “And not only that, you attacked my friends and I as well...”
Mephistoclessia stood still, utterly unresponsive.
“Still further...” Cliff growled, staring at her with furious eyes. “You continue to try and kill my comrades...so you can throw the world into an unredeemable darkness.”
“So?” Mephistoclessia crossed her arms. “What do you think you're going to do about it?”
“YOU SHALL GO NO FURTHER!!” Cliff declared, pointing Sin at the woman and firing a single blast. Mephistoclessia instantly cocked her head to the left, as the huge brown ball went sailing over her shoulder, just barely singeing the material of her dress.
“Holy...” Edward watched in horror, as the tan ball came flying towards them. “What the...what the hell is that man doing?!”
Then, as Cliff's blast closed in on the audience seats, it seemed to hit some kind of invisible barrier, and was dispersed into the atmosphere.
“Hahahahaaaa!” Trunculo chuckled loudly. “Did you guys really think we were gonna roast you like that? Do not fear, the inner arena is surrounded by a huge energy field, run from the underground by a hundred of the city's most potent psynergy users. There's no way anything's gettin' through that baby! But more importantly...look at those two go! It seems as if there's some kind of vendetta between them, folks. Could she possibly be his ex-girlfriend?!”
Cliff fired two more shots towards Mephistoclessia, who twisted and swung her body downwards, evading them in a flash. “What are you aiming at?” she asked sarcastically, bringing her arms back up and recalling her paper-thin psynergy threads.
Cliff once again closed his eyes and concentrated, using Sin to fend off her blows. I can't rely on my eyes for this...he realized. I simply have to concentrate on her aura, and its limbs...that feeling of disgusting, inhuman green that emanates from her...I'd never mistake it!!
Cliff swung his shotgun in a full arc, getting rid of all the remaining threads in a single swipe, and dove closer towards Mephistoclessia. “It's no use!” he bellowed, closely concentrating on her hands so as not to miss any sudden moves. “Without any slaves, you can't beat me!”
“Oh...really?” Mephistoclessia's voice was quickly followed by the sound of tearing flesh, as a thin green psynergy thread floating from the back of the woman's curly brown hair went slashing through Cliff's side.
“CLIFF!!” Eden shouted from within the room, banging on the window in denial.
“Eden, settle down!” Vance pulled her away from the window and gritting his teeth.
“Oh, Vance...” Eden sobbed, moving closer to the security of his chest. “I know this sounds pathetic, but...I just can't bear to watch him get hurt like that.”
“I know what you mean.” Vance growled, rage rising within him as he watched his friend's wounds bleed. “It's hard for me too, Eden...”
But this is just the beginning...Vance brooded. Not just for Cliff...but for us as well. Things are going to get ugly soon...and we're too far in to turn our heads in fear and try to make it all go away. However you want to look at it...this is a matter of life and death.
“Argghhh!” Cliff leapt backwards as Mephistoclessia's psynergy thread sliced through the meat of his thigh, a thin stream of blood following him as he made his descent.
“You didn't think my hands were the only thing that could control my psynergy, did you?” Mephistoclessia teased, as her hair floated unnaturally behind her scalp. “Please...you take me much too lightly.”
She has way more range now...Cliff noted. I'll have to keep her running to throw off her aim!
He fired Sin again, replicating the fire-hose effect that Vance and Eden had seen months ago during their battle with Black Rylan. Mephistoclessia side-stepped the initial blast easily, and Cliff held on, feeling his psynergy drain out into the shotgun as he began to pull the beam quickly across the arena's perimeter. Mephistoclessia dashed away from it at a blinding speed, soon moving behind Cliff and out of his range.
Dammit....Cliff realized. I'm not able to move this quickly enough due to its sheer volume and size. It's more of a burden than anything!
“You think this is some kind of game?” Mephistoclessia suddenly whispered into his ear.
Cliff turned around immediately, dropping his shotgun and letting all that energy go to waste. He tried to bring it up to shield himself in time, but it was too late. Two thick threads attached themselves to his left arm, rendering it useless.
“Woah-ho-ho!” Trunculo shouted jovially. “It looks like the agile Mephistoclessia has lassoed her pal Cliff here! How's he gonna get out of this one?”
No!! Cliff panicked. I'm not thinking straight...I'm overlooking too much!! This isn't good...
“You sad, sad, little man.” Mephistoclessia spoke. “I almost feel bad for you. Almost.”
Vance and Eden watched in horror as Cliff's left arm flew up and dealt a sharp uppercut to his chin, causing him to stagger back and shout in pain.
“Cliff!!” Sabine shouted, watching as her fellow vice-captain was beaten by his own hand. “You have to forfeit!!”
“Just give up.” Mephistoclessia frowned. “It's annoying to have to waste even this much power on you.”
“Give up?” Cliff snorted, he dropped Sin and tried to keep his own arm from betraying him. “That's a bad joke. At this point...”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“...there's nothing I can do but keep moving forward!!” Azuka heaved, sweat pouring down her brow, and raised her head up to stare at Bruce, his flaming body giving his face a sinister glow.
Bruce laughed, looking at the mess the two of them had made. Their battle had taken them all the way from the inner streets of Belmarc to an abandoned, run-down freeway on the outskirts of the city. Most of the lanes had craters the size of swimming pools in them now, from a combined effort of Bruce's fireballs and Azuka's powerful sword techniques. It seemed that, aside from some minor wounds and bruises, that neither of them would take the upper hand any time soon.
“All your reasons for fighting...” Azuka spoke, wiping the sweat from her forehead, “are entirely selfish! All these deaths...can't you see that what you're doing is wrong?”
“Selfish, huh?” Bruce smiled. “You're one to talk. The little princess of Yamato who fled from her people when they needed her most. Now who's selfish?”
“H...how do you know about that?!” Azuka screamed. “Why do you keep bringing that up?!”
“Some of our rookie assassins are ex-samurai from the dimension of Yamato,” Bruce went on. “I heard them relaying their history to a comrade one day. Naturally, I was inclined to listen...being a fan of yours.”
“Don't act as if you know me.” Azuka growled. “You don't know anything about what I've been through!!”
“On the contrary, dear Azuka.” Bruce's flames had died down now, and his body was entirely still – as if he was more comfortable than he had ever been before. His fiery red aura that had sparked up when they first began to battle had also calmed, as well. “You and I are very much alike, I believe.”
How can he be this calm? Azuka thought in disbelief. Does he really believe that he has this much control over the situation?
“We are both people who have thrown away our original heritage...” Bruce explained, “and have searched out more favorable professions.”
“You?” Azuka asked, inadvertently sucking herself into Bruce's conversation. “What can you possibly know...about such things?”
“Look at me, honey,” Bruce said flatly, igniting his body once more. Flames danced across his skin, as if he was a human candle, and yet he did not wince even a bit. “Look at my body! Do you think this is simply a result of my psynergy training? Hah! I've developed my control of these flames, yes, but no human body could ever take heat this intense. I'm not just some thug who decided to go into cahoots with the Dark Zodiacs, you know. I'm under a contract....a life contract.”
Azuka listened to him with mild interest, remembering to retain her guard.
“Rose and I were born in the Sagacia Laboratory Metropolis. Our mothers and fathers were probably some nameless scientists who got knocked up or something along the way. We were extracted from our mothers' wombs as embryos, and then grown in test tubes by the scientists until we had reached full term. Through the initial growth process, however, they injected psynergy into our bodies, as well as psynthesized our DNA and bodily structures as they pleased. As a result, we were born as mutant babies...each with the ability to control a piece of mother nature. Water & Fire...we were to be the two invincible warriors who would bring their empire greatness.”
“The Laboratory Metropolis...?!” Azuka gasped, remembering the dimension in which she, Cliff, Vance, and Eden had spent over a month training. “You mean...you're a survivor?!”
“I lived the first sixteen years of my life in that place.” Bruce continued, his eyes growing dark. “Rose as well. They treated us alright -- we were considered to be special beings who were more than human. And we are.” Bruce smirked. “But I will never forget the tests that were done on us, Azuka. Being trapped in a room colder than a freezer for hours on end, just to help develop my power. Trapping Rose underwater to try and test her body's reactions...they were all just parts of daily life for us!”
Azuka said nothing, her mind still processing all that Bruce's words meant.
“And we had it easy, now that I think about it.” Bruce went on. “There were other test subjects there besides us, you know. Tons of 'em. One kid was born without any bones in his body. Just to collect data. And as soon as they were done with him, they threw him out. Another kid was born perfectly healthy, but then they started to remove his sensory organs. First, his nose. Second, his mouth....third, his ears....just to see if it would increase his psychic capabilities. Another kid--”
“Stop it!!” Azuka shouted, her eyes pleading with Bruce. “Please...I...I am sorry for what happened to you, Bruce, but--”
“I'm not finished.” Bruce cut in, his voice as cold as ice. “By the time Rose and I had our sixteenth birthdays, we were both very learned in the evils of men. The original six Zodiacs came around that time – Roufas, Van Kaen, Grayson, Zhang Guo, Cecilia, and Mephisto – and laid waste to the research facility, as well as the rest of that entire civilization. They had heard about the experiments going on there, and about us – the horrible results of such. They didn't like the idea of having to face an army of super-powered children in the near future, so they decided to act on the initiative and kill them all. That's when I saw him for the first time...Roufas Ernst.
“He told us that he was gathering able-bodied warriors to usher in a new era throughout the universe. The guy saved our lives – what would you have done in the situation? But you know, Azuka...I have to admit, I could sympathize with where he was comin' from on the issue. Most of the people in this world...really are utter trash.”
Azuka stared at him, listening to the words from his mouth, and felt as if an unbelievable revelation had just overtaken her body. He's not lying...I can tell. And this is all coming straight from his heart, gushing with emotion. The camaraderie he feels for that man, Roufas...as well for the others he works with. He'd give his life for them, he really would. That feeling...why can't I feel that way too?
“There is a difference between you and I, though.” Bruce continued. “I will fight, and give my life for the cause of my comrades, no matter what the cost. There's no two ways about it for me – I am loyal to one, and only one. But you...”
Azuka's psynergy flared up suddenly, and she gripped her shinai defensively. “What are you insinuating?” she growled. “That I'm a traitor?”
“Maybe.” Bruce raised an eyebrow. “That depends on how you answer my questions. Because, you see...I never had the choice to return to the facility. It's gone, never to return. But you were still in contact with some companions from the Yamato dimension, weren't you? And then, you were contacted by the Church...”
“How do you know all this?!” Azuka shouted. “Who...who would know such things?!”
“I saw the Seneschal around town the other day.” Bruce replied. “Out of curiosity, I asked Roufas about it, and he in turn asked Grayson. Between the three of us...we were able to figure things out pretty well.”
Azuka pulled out her shinai in front of herself. “And...?”
“I already hated you Knights,” Bruce said, “simply because your group refuses to understand what mine wishes to do. We just can't coexist together. But you know what I hate more than Knights? More than the Guild?”
A bead of sweat dropped off the end of Azuka's steep nose. “...what?”
“Traitors.” Bruce finished, materializing a fireball in each of his hands and launching them at Azuka.
The captain responded with a furious scream, igniting her aura even more than it already had been, until the sheer energy flowing from her body rose a dozen heads higher than her person. She raised her shinai, watching both fireballs come close, and then, in two flashes -- sliced cleanly through both of them, dissipating the psynergy with her own.
"That's more like it." Bruce's speed was shocking considering the man's size, but he closed the distance between he and Azuka in an instant, coming at her with two wrecking-ball punches. Azuka backed up, swiping up colorful psynergy barriers with her sword, just to have Bruce charge through them like a mad animal.
"I can keep this up all day!" Azuka laughed, jumping backwards at a higher speed now, while Bruce rammed headfirst through her mirror-like barriers.
"You think you're funny, don't you?" Bruce smirked. "What a dumbass."
Azuka's smile turned to an expression of suspicion at Bruce's words. She swerved around backwards, just leaving herself enough time to move her head out of the way of a massive column of flame speeding towards her from behind. Behind her was a half-circle of volcanic flame reaching high into the sky, which was quickly spreading around the two of them.
"I bet you thought I was too stupid to plan ahead." Bruce laughed. "This is an old freeway that isn't in use anymore. Yesterday I spent some time burying volcanic rock beneath the asphalt and around the outskirts of this place. You didn't notice at all, did you? I've been leading you here the entire time we've been fighting!"
Azuka turned from the fire to stare at Bruce, just as he clasped her neck with his massive fist. "So...what?" she croaked, her stony gaze unwavering.
"Stop underestimating me." Bruce growled, his grip tightening. "Didn't you listen to what I told you earlier? I can control fire...and not just the kind I produce from my own body."
At the flick of Bruce's free wrist, the spires of flame roared upwards, curving in an arc and aiming toward the center of the circle where the two stood. In the meantime, red-orange psynergy surged up from Bruce's body, turning himself into a human wick.
"Infernal Cocktail!" Bruce roared, as the combination of the flames and psynergy collided in a circular explosion. Asphalt, grass and rock flew from the ground as earth was ripped away. All the time Bruce stood with his arm tight around Azuka's neck, a demonic grin on his face as white-hot flame rushed over their bodies.
"Weißglut," Bruce didn't hear the woman whisper.
As the destruction ended, Bruce loosened his grip on Azuka's neck, expecting to hear her body crumble with a bloody squish. However, as the smoke cleared, he was shocked to see her standing in the exact same position he remembered him, without a single scratch on her entire body. There was nothing out of the ordinary with her...except for the brilliant red light shining off from all over her body.
"H...how..." Bruce stumbled backwards, in honest shock.
"That pathetic psynergy blast of yours was simple enough to deal with." Azuka spoke sternly, sweat pouring down her body as the light disappeared. "The problem was those massive flames."
"Why aren't you burned?!" Bruce screamed. "This doesn't make any fucking sense!"
"Incandescence." Azuka smirked. "Fire has very little force power, as I'm sure you know. Its destructive capabilities come from how hot it is -- in other words, its temperature. But I'm wondering..." Azuka stepped back, regaining her stance with her shinai brandished defensively in front of her body. "Did you know that color also has a temperature?"
Bruce, too curious and confused to let his anger interrupt Azuka, could do nothing but listen in silence.
"I am the Prismatic Valkyrie," Azuka declared. "I, and the warriors of the Ingram clan before me, have all studied the art of color mastery. This, of course, includes the manipulating of one's psynergy to produce different colors, and in turn, gain an increase in temperature thanks to that wonderful mass of flame known as the sun."
"Wait..." Bruce gasped. "You're saying..."
"Yes." Azuka laughed. "Had we been inside, or had it been nighttime, this wouldn't have worked at all! But thanks to your guidance, Bruce, I was in perfect range for the sun to heat me up based on the wavelength and the frequency of the color I was producing! All I had to do was estimate a color that would result in a higher temperature than your fire! Do you know what that means?" Azuka's blade glimmered. "Matching yourself up against me was a very bad idea."
"Bullshit..." Bruce growled, his body fuming. "You think I care about that? I'll pound you into the dirt with my bare fists, bitch!!"
Azuka said nothing, leaping
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
backwards, swatting at the psynergy threads that were attached to Cliff's butchered arm.
“It's no use.” Mephistoclessia hissed. “Once attached to you, they feed off your own psynergy. All you can do now is simply sit back and surrender the rest of your body to me.”
“Heh.” Cliff paused a moment to wipe some blood from his mouth. “I was just waiting for you to put enough psynergy into this sucker before I pulled out my trump card.”
Mephistoclessia was silent.
She's been constantly increasing her grip on my arm...Cliff thought, relieved. At first I wasn't sure, and I was afraid to take the damage...but getting a few punches in the face and the gut was definitely worth it. The amount of psynergy stored in those threads...it's more than enough to take her down!!
Cliff picked up Sin, taking another punch in the cheek, and quickly touched the barrel of the shotgun to his arm.
Take it...he pleaded, addressing his shotgun as if it was a living being. Suck up as much as you can. Obviously, the psynergy that is personal to that woman can't be absorbed...but there's still that plain raw energy there that is free for the taking!! This is what we've been training for together...don't let me down!!
“What do you think you're doing?!” Mephistoclessia shrieked, sending out more threads and attaching them to his arm. “Are you just flailing around hopelessly in desperation?!”
“Go ahead, send more!!” Cliff's face was lit up with a smile quite unlike him. “Gimme all you got!!”
He could feel the raw energy surging through his shotgun, making it feel heavier and more powerful at the same time. As soon as he felt that he had absorbed just about as much as he could handle, he whirled the gun towards Mephistoclessia.
Let's see if this trick really does work after all...he took a deep breath. “Show her your true power!!”
His shotgun exploded in an array of dazzling light, creating an enormous shockwave far beyond the size of a simple shot or beam. It engulfed the bulk of the area in front of him, digging into the stone tiles and chipping their surfaces. The blast eventually fizzled out as it smashed into the barrier, and the smoke began to clear.
“Innnnncredible!” Trunculo cheered. “It looks like our friend Cliff here has found his second wind, folks -- and what a shot that was! It looks like the opposite side of the arena has been completely charred! Amazing!!”
Cliff struggled to keep himself on his feet, flexing and stretching his newly-freed left arm. I emptied all of my psynergy into that one...he realized worriedly to himself. Any more and I'll start damaging my body itself. Please...there's no way she could have dodged that entire thing, is there?!
“Oh my gosh...” Eden gasped. “That was amazing....he did it! He did it, Vance – Cliff won!”
“No.” Vance said darkly, his eyes fixated on the dissipating smoke. “Concentrate, Eden. She's still alive. And now, for the first time, I can feel her psynergy aura – she's finally getting serious.”
Cliff suddenly spotted the figure of Mephistoclessia standing a little to the side, as if she had run from her spot in front of him in order to try and escape the attack. Her dress was in tatters, her hair was fried, and her mask caked with ash. As Cliff looked closer, he could see past the smoke, and realized that her left arm had also been completely demolished from the blast. Strangely enough, from the darkened stump where her arm had once been, not a drop of blood spilled. She seemed completely unfazed from the attack, and in a flash, made her way towards Cliff.
“No!!” Cliff panicked. I'm dead!!
“That arm is mine!!” Mephistoclessia screeched, closing in on her prey. “An eye for an eye, Knight! Tourniquet of Woe!!”
Cliff saw the psynergy threads fly towards him again, but at a much faster pace than before. So she's finally showing her true colors, huh? And just after I've given it my all...dammit!!
He pulled up Sin with his right arm, but this time he was much too slow. The threads wrapped around the edge of his right shoulder, sliding in beneath his armpit, and squeezing it tight. Then, in one fluid motion, Mephistoclessia yanked the thread backwards, slicing off Cliff's left arm in a split second.
“ARGGHHH!!” he screamed, his eyes nearly bulging out of their sockets. All he could feel at the moment was pain, pain, blinding white pain, as a geyser of rich, red blood exploded from the newly-formed hole in his body.
“You're out of psynergy, aren't you?” Mephistoclessia smiled, fixing more thread between her fingers and creating a cat's cradle. “Perfect. Now you'll really be able to surrender yourself fully to me...”
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“CLIFF!!” Vance and Eden both shrieked as they watched their friend's arm sever, sliding off from his body as smoothly as a piece of jello. The blood was almost too much to bear, and Eden buried herself in Vance's chest. Vance continued to watch, although not by choice. He felt as if his body was totally frozen solid in that spot – as if he couldn't pull himself away no matter how much he wanted to. The circumstances were just too bewildering.
“Dear me, dear me, dear me, ladies and gentlemen!!” Trunculo continued to chronicle the battle. “Mephistoclessia and Cliff are really pulling out all the stops here!! But who's gonna come out on top? That still remains to be seen...and you will never find out if you leave now!!”
“This...” Cliff grunted through gritted teeth. “This isn't over...”
“Oh, is that so?” Mephistoclessia toyed with him some more. “And what are you going to stop me with? Your bare fist? Don't make me laugh.”
Cliff fell to his knees, struggling to keep himself from falling completely, with only one arm and a shotgun.
“I don't know where you got that huge burst of power earlier...” Mephistoclessia spoke, “but I'm positive it won't happen again. So get ready!”
She hasn't caught on yet...Cliff realized. She doesn't know that I can absorb some of her psynergy with the aid of Sin...in that respect, I still have the upper hand! There's still something I can do!!
“Hahaha!” Mephistoclessia shouted, as the psynergy threads flew from her fingers once more, lashing into Cliff's skin and lacerating it from every angle.
I have to take this....Cliff thought stubbornly, as he held Sin close to his body and scrambled to absorb as much extra psynergy as he could get. If I can take this for just a little bit longer...this purposeless, insignificant pain...then I will have another chance at redemption!
“This is terrible.” Vance whispered, watching as flesh was ripped from Cliff's body. “Cliff...I understand your desire to win, but...sometimes you have to know where to draw the line! If you continue like this....”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“...you'll surely reach your limit.” Cecilia spoke, floating high above the fallen body of Captain Katjagaarda Ravi.
“Yes.” Ravi smiled, picking herself up and standing up to face Cecilia. The two had exchanged blows for quite a while now, and they had taken out a whole residential district due to Cecilia's wide-ranged gravity blasts. Most of the citizens had fled by now, but there were still some stragglers. Ravi had been scrambling around, trying to protect them, and as a result, it had distracted her from the real danger at hand. Now, she climbed out of yet another of Cecilia's pool-sized craters, standing up to face her foe yet again. “I suppose I shall have to break my limit, then.”
“Hm?” Cecilia inquired. “What's that supposed to mean?”
“Just as there are seven limbs of Yoga...” Ravi explained, folding back her hands and placing them at the base of her spine. “There are also seven chakra seals that run throughout one's body. These seals can be manipulated and opened through intense training, allowing the energy flow of one's body to speed up and thus become more powerful. I, Katjagaarda Ravi, have mastered the manipulation of said seals...and I shall use them to defeat you. Muladhara....I release you!!”
A red light exploded from the base of Ravi's spine, and she leapt upwards at an astounding speed, giving Cecilia a sharp kick in the stomach. The woman went flying into a nearby building at a blinding speed, exploding through the windows, plaster walls, and finally coming out the other side. She straightened herself out in mid-air, and re-activated her anti-gravity field, coming to a stop and looking around for her opponent.
If I hadn't been prepared for that one...Cecilia thought dangerously to herself, I could have been in some major trouble there. It seems as if she was just playing with me this entire time...how rude!!
Ravi suddenly appeared at the top of the building, and immediately launched herself towards Cecilia, her heels outstretched and charged with deep, roaring psynergy. Cecilia tried to move, but her body was not yet ready to begin again, and she was caught hard in the stomach, sailing down, down, towards the ground, crashing through the pavement and coming to a stop eight feet below the surface.
Ravi stepped off Cecilia's stomach and watched her. The wind had been completely knocked out of the middle-aged woman. Her bottle-cap glasses lay cracked and broken across her warped face as desperately gasped for air while coughing up blood at the same time.
“Looks like you were able to block most of that one too, with your psynergy.” Ravi frowned, ceasing from her assault for a moment. “What pushes you on, Cecilia Schroeder? Why do you continue to fight a battle that you know is wrong? Why go through the trouble?”
“You wouldn't understand.” Cecilia muttered.
“Try me.” Ravi retorted.
“There's a man I love...” Cecilia explained, “and for him, I would sacrifice anything. He understands me...he can appreciate the things that I appreciate...and most of all, he appreciates me.”
Ravi listened in silence.
“Wherever he goes, no matter how far, no matter how dark, I will follow him. And I will do anything for him...because I know he will protect me.”
“Sounds like foolishness to me.” Ravi frowned.
“It's love.” Cecilia smiled, nearly closing her eyes and losing herself in the euphoria. “And for the man I love, Roufas Ernst...I shall give my life.”
“Don't worry...” Ravi smiled, charging up a strike. “I will make sure you serve an adequate time for all your crimes."
“I never said I wouldn't go down without a fight!” Cecilia shouted, raising herself up once again from the ground and spinning around to face Ravi. “Die!!”
Ravi barely dodged out of the way another wave of intense gravity flew by her, skidding across the ground and crushing the earth beneath it. That suffocating, mothball-like aura of hers...Ravi realized, it's becoming larger. Impossible...
Cecilia let out a roar, increasing the gravitational weight of her muscles and sailing downwards towards Ravi, her body aflame with psynergy.
“Garudasana!” Ravi screamed back, striking an eagle pose and meeting Cecilia's fist with her own, successfully blocking the attack. Both of their bodies pulsated, struggling, each of their auras flared up and practically covering the whole street with their girths.
“Seal #2...Svadhisthana...I release you!!” Ravi chanted, an orange light exploding from just below her navel and giving her the extra force she needed to repel Cecilia back into the sky.
This is unreal...Ravi stood in awe, marveling at the sheer power of her opponent. It seems like...we have only just begun to fight!
Cecilia withstood the
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
pain, as most of the flesh on Cliff's legs was ripped off, one piece at a time, by Mephistoclessia's relentless attacks.
“He just won't give up!!” Trunculo called out. “Look at him, folks! The sheer willpower...the utter stubbornness of his stance...it's as if our friend Cliff Walden is far from finished!”
Cliff winced as an especially sharp thread slashed across his upper chest, and Mephistoclessia cackled with glee.
Just a little more...he closed his eyes, feeling the power within Sin rise and pulsate. Then it should be enough to deal sufficient damage to her!
“This is really terrible.” Edward sighed, watching as Cliff was demolished by his enemy. “They should have rules against these kinds of things. That's just plain torture!”
“Yes, he should step down.” Phileas explained, his eyes focused intently on the developing battle. “Some people, though...deep within, they have a certain resolve -- a certain reason for which they must fight. That reason drives them on, and for that reason alone, they can withstand that pain. I wonder what that man's reason is, and why he fights so adamantly?”
That's nothin', Frank thought sarcastically, as he looked at Cliff's bloodstained body. She hasn't even started working on your muscles yet.
One of Mephistoclessia's threads aimed low this time, twirling around and slashing out Cliff's Achilles tendon. Cliff cried out and fell down to his left knee, but still managed to absorb the psynergy from that last attack, despite the unbearable pain.
That's it...he thought desperately to himself. I'm going to try it!!
“I'm so tempted to simply cut your limbs into pieces...” Mephistoclessia laughed, “but I want to try and have as much fun with you as I can.”
“TAKE THIS!!” Cliff screamed suddenly, pulling up Sin and pointing the barrel straight at his enemy's stomach. “MEPHISTOCLESSIA!!”
Sin exploded for the second time, the barrel ripping to pieces as it released the combined psynergy from all of Mephistoclessia's previous attacks. The dark brown beam the unprepared fighter head-on, and she was thrown backwards like a rag doll, coming to a stop just a few feet from the arena's edge. Smoke slowly began to rise from her downed body, and the muffled sound of a pained cough could be heard in the distance.
“Once again, Cliff pulled another trick out of nowhere!!” Trunculo shouted. “Could this be the end for Mephistoclessia?!”
Cliff slowly crawled over to her, an arduous task that seemed to be more painful than Mephistoclessia's attacks. Finally, he crouched over her ruined body. There she lay, her dress in tatters, with an enormous, gaping hole in the center of her stomach.
“You....absorbed...” she croaked, “absorbed my...”
“Yes.” Cliff smiled, blood dripping down into his eyes. “All the pain you bestowed onto me...I was able to return it straight back at you: that's the power of Sin!”
Mephistoclessia coughed, trying to raise her body up, trying to gather some psynergy to launch one final attack.
“You wasted so much of your power with those tiny little threads...” Cliff smiled, picking up his shotgun. “You're just like me now. Empty.”
Mephistoclessia gave no response.
“It's alright, though.” Cliff raised his shotgun. “I don't need any psynergy at all to finish you off. Now...let's see what's under that mask of yours!!”
He brought down his shotgun, shattering the firm mask Mephistoclessia wore on her face into pieces. The small white shards trickled off her gnarled, rotten bones one piece after another, until Cliff could finally get a clear view at her true face.
“No...” Cliff stammered, hardly able to believe his eyes as he stared at the visage in front of him. “This is...impossible...”
He scanned her body, and looked closer into all the rips and tears on her dress. It was all the same...a decayed, lifeless skeleton. Maggots and worms squirmed between the open holes of her girdle, getting long-awaited breaths of fresh air. Her face was frozen in a warped expression of a scream – two black, eyeless holes, followed by a triangular hollowed-out nose and a disgusting mouth that had no more than two remaining teeth in it. The rancid smell of a decaying corpse flooded Cliff's senses, sending him reeling and nearly causing him to throw up there on the spot.
“She's...dead?!” Cliff screamed, closing his eyes and wishing it all was a dream. “That's impossible...if this is a corpse...then she's being controlled...by...”
Suddenly, the severed arm of Mephistoclessia, which had been lying alone in the far corner of the arena for quite some time, raised itself from the ground and went flying towards Cliff: a flesh-covered bullet on its way to deliver the killing blow.
“CLIFF!!” Vance screamed in horror as he watched the rest of the arm pierce its way through the back of Cliff's chest, the grotesque hand clawing its way through his inner organs.
“No...” Cliff looked down to see the naked, decomposing hand of Mephistoclessia pointing at him, each finger drenched in his own blood. It slowly bent four of its five fingers, leaving none but the middle one remaining – pointing straight up at his face.
“You...lose...” that deep, wispy voice that Cliff had heard briefly the night before penetrated into his mind, just as his body began to shut itself down. The Vice-Captain of the 4th division of Dimensional Knights fell backwards, his empty white eyes staring at the sky, Mephistoclessia's hand pointing straight up out of his chest cavity like some unholy memorial.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“Looks like you just lost your best toy.” Grayson stood on the roof of the tournament complex, a hunched-over figure draped in all black perched beside him. Grayson spoke to it like a person, but he knew that what lurked beneath the cloth was anything but. Well, that wasn't entirely true – it had been a human once, until it was devoured and absorbed by the gentle Dr. Phileas...afterwards reverting into nothing but another one of the man's numerous corpse slaves.
Grayson traced the path of psynergy leading from the corpse all the way to the doctor himself, far across on the other side of the arena. The thread was only barely visible to the Snake himself, and could only be detected by someone who was already familiar with the doctor's aura. It was the psychic link that allowed him to communicate through the slain body – like a cell phone embedded within his own brain. It was only one of the many ingenious tricks the doctor used to multi-task while doing important jobs – such as entertaining Grayson's many guests.
“You shouldn't worry, though.” Grayson continued, turning his attention back to the doll. “After this tournament, you will have more than enough time to find a new one.”
“Yes...” a deep, ghostly voice emanated from the hulking mass, transforming Phileas's thoughts into audible speech. “We shall find...another...”
“I see.” Grayson smiled, looking down at the devastated body of Cliff Walden. “I have to admit, though, that really was artistic how you dealt the finishing blow to him. You waited a long time after it was initially severed from her body, just so that you could project the illusion to him that he actually had a chance at winning. It was brilliant.”
The corpse shifted towards Grayson, and the black robes began to slowly sway downwards, as if emulating some strange sort of bow. “Yes...thank you...”
“Well then.” Grayson pulled his wrist up, looking at his watch. “Time surely does fly when one is having fun. I'll be off, then. You stay out of trouble now...but I suppose you're relieved of duty as far as today goes, Rat. Take care now.”
“Yes...sir...” Mephisto's voice wavered, the body slowly turning again and crawling along the roof into the distance.
What a guy, Grayson marveled. He must be quite exhausted by now, with all the extra projects he's been working on for us. The kindly doctor Nord Phileas...you've always been such a smart, dedicated little worker bee. And hopefully, now...you too will be able to enjoy the results as all our plans come to a beautiful fruition.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“Dear god...” Vance gasped, staring at the dying body of Cliff lying on the arena floor. “Aren't they going to do something? The man's dying...dammit, I'm gonna go out there!!”
Eden lay crumpled in the corner, sobbing quietly to herself. Cliff...why did you have to...why did you have to go so far for us? You should have given up...we're...we're not worth that!! If others have to die to allow me to live, then...I'd rather just...
Vance grasped the handle of the slim door that led to the outside, and jerked it suddenly, only to receive a sharp electric shock throughout his body.
“ARGHH!” he jumped back in pain, breathing heavily. “Those bastards...what the hell is this?!”
“What an amazing finish!!” Trunculo stood up from his seat, clapping his hands slowly as he surveyed the damage. “Both of them down, their bodies utterly exhausted, unable to continue anymore! Mephistoclessia was indeed the one who fell first, so that means that this round's winner is....CLIFF WALDEN!!”
The crowd was silent, nearly everyone in shock at the recent turn of events. The screen had closed up on the disgusting, putrid corpse of Mephistoclessia, which had sent them all head-first into the realm of confusion. Some people stood up to leave, and others began to look away, trying to find something else to focus their minds upon.
“We'll take Mr. Walden away immediately,” Trunculo said, snapping his fingers and calling out a group of medical aides carrying a stretcher, “and hopefully he'll be A-OK by the time the next match begins!”
“That's a damn lie and you know it!!” Caleb screamed from within his waiting room. “Not even Regeneration Tanks can bring back a missing arm!! That bastard...”
Cliff was carried hastily away from the arena, and the body of Mephistoclessia was scooped up and deposited into a metal bin. Another aide began to quickly wash the blood off the arena with a small hose, and then made his way out as well.
“Before the fourth round begins, I'd like to call out my friend Bruno Mathers!” Trunculo announced, apparently unfazed from the murders that had just been committed in front of his eyes. “Bruno has developed a very unusual power...the ability to materialize stone from his own two hands using his own psynergy!! At first, this was very confusing for him, since he really didn't have any particular use for it – but we soon changed that! Now, he's our official Arena Repairman, and we should all give him a round of applause!”
Dr. Phileas was among the small amount of audience members who actually clapped for the large, Italian-looking man who walked out into the arena, wearing what seemed to be a very retro-looking wrestling uniform. He crouched down next to the arena and placed his hands on the edges, and slowly began to concentrate. A rough, light grey aura began to rise from his body, and slowly, the areas that had been damaged around the arena by Cliff's gunshots began to regenerate. After a few moments, Bruno was done, and disappeared from the arena – not before giving a quick bow to the audience, of course.
“Now that that's all said and done...” Trunculo smiled, “let's commence with the tournament! I'm gonna call out our next contestants now...#3109 and #4003!”
Eden stood up from the corner of the waiting room, wiping the shining tears from her eyes and taking a deep breath.
“Eden.” Vance said, still livid from the results of the last match. “You don't have to go out there if you don't want to. We could leave here right now and--”
“Vance!!” Eden shouted, staring at him with angry eyes. “Don't be stupid. Cliff...he gave his all for us out there! What do you think he would say if we showed up at his bedside, huh? He'd be crestfallen!”
Vance was silenced immediately – after all, she was right.
“I'm going, Vance.” Eden decided, staring out at the arena with serious, determined eyes. “Let's win this tournament, you and I. Let's win this...if only to acknowledge that all of Cliff's sacrifices were not in vain.”
Log 16 : Premonitions of Destruction
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“Well, well, well...look what we have here!” Trunculo's voice seemed to dance through the arena as Eden made her way across the grass to the platform. “Isn't she just the cutest little thing?! From the southwestern sector, say hello to contestant #4003, Miss Eden Gardener! She's a rookie this year, and far from weak. She demonstrated an amazing amount of speed in the preliminary rounds! But don't get too friendly on her – seems like she already has a love interest!”
“Gardener...?” Edward scooted further from his seat and tried to peer closer to the screen, as it displayed the smiling, clear face of a 17-year old girl with shoulder-length hair. Above her forehead, her original brown roots had returned, but everything below that was a strange candy-apple red color. She had mesmerizing green eyes, but it wasn't her pure beauty that startled Edward, it was something else, something completely different...
“What's wrong, Ed?” Frank asked, turning to his friend inquisitively.
“I swear...” Edward racked his brain, trying to find the single needle within a planet-sized haystack that would allow him to recognize this mysterious girl. “Damn, I don't know why, but...I swear that I've heard that name before.”
“Well, maybe you have.” Frank shrugged. “Two people can have the same name, after all...”
“No, it's more than that.” Edward said, looking back to the screen. “Those eyes of hers, and that face...I don't know why, but I recognize them!!”
Eden paid no attention to Trunculo's taunts and stood firmly at the edge of the arena, awaiting her opponent. She was surprised to see a 20-something man with long baby blue hair wearing plain clothes approach the stage. He had a soft, calm expression on his face, and didn't look worried in the least.
“From the southeastern sector, we have contestant #3109, a cutie with looks to kill! He's known throughout the universe as 'The Butcher,' on account of his unusual love for slicing and dicing the remains of his opponents! Outlawed in over sixty dimensions, being chased by over two dozen different law authorities....the one and only....Geiger Schlag!”
Geiger bowed, looking at Eden with eyes that looked so empty and pure that they were frightening. "So nice to make your acquaintance."
“Alright then, you two...” Trunculo pointed towards the arena overzealously. “Let's get STAAAARTED!!”
“I bet some guys would just kill to have you for a night or two,” Geiger smirked, “but you know what? I don't care. All I want to do, little Eden...is slice your soft flesh into tiny, unrecognizable pieces...”
“Is that supposed to scare me?” Eden crossed her arms and stared back at Geiger with a hard expression, despite the uneasiness she felt inside. I can tell he's violent...but he's also very smart...I haven't faced anyone like this before.
"The cries of young girls are quite special." Geiger went on, his eyes lighting up as he continued to talk. "Amazing to hear such a different sound come out of the same mouth that tried to seduce you earlier."
“I've fought much more dangerous people than you.” Eden rolled her eyes casually. “You may know one of them, in fact...does the name...'Xarles Klavier Van Kaen' ring a bell?”
“Hah...hahahaha!” Geiger laughed. “Van Kaen? Of the Dark Zodiacs!? That's quite funny. You're trying to play hard to get, aren't you..."
The killer began to slowly walk toward Eden, and she stood her ground, a deep reserve of psynergy already charged within her body.
"I'll give you one chance to step down without getting hurt." Eden declared. "I don't intend to lose here."
Snickering from Geiger's side continued, and he placed his hand in front of his face, as his head shook with violent laughter. Then, all of a sudden, he ripped his hand out forward, shooting a volatile blast of mint psynergy straight towards Eden. It was so fast that she barely had enough time to prepare a defense. The attack hit her hard, sending the girl skidding backwards, nearly off the ring itself.
So powerful...Eden gaped. He doesn't even look like he's trying!
With each step Geiger took forward, another ball of light exploded out from his hands, showering Eden with a barrage of psynergy and ripping the arena to pieces.
"Run, Eden, run!" Trunculo's voice chimed through the destruction. "Or you'll soon be well done!"
She circled around to Geiger's side, wasting no time, and took a powerful leap into the air, spreading her right leg out into a roaring kick. The speed with which she covered the distance across the arena was astounding, and all Geiger could do in response was hold up a hand. In his eyes, however, Eden could see that he was not the least bit worried.
"Come now," he whispered, as he locked his hand around Eden's leg, the immense force of her attack not fazing him a bit. "Do you really wish to die that badly?"
A thunderous crash echoed throughout the arena as Geiger slammed Eden's body into the ground. With sharp, accurate movements, as if he had done this many times before, Geiger quickly drew both hands back and prepared a final attack.
"This should be enough to finish you." Geiger's childlike eyes glowed. "Then the fun will really begin."
The spectators gasped as the girl and the miniature crater she was in were engulfed in an explosion of psynergy.
"No!" Vance screamed, banging on the glass with his hands. "Eden! What the hell are you doing?!"
"Could this be the end?!" Trunculo yelled with unbridled enthusiasm. "Has another young light just burned out before our very eyes?!"
"Huh?" Geiger took a brief look at the empty spot below him, and then instantly spun around to see Eden standing at the far end of the arena, her psynergy as radiant as ever. "How..."
"Not telling." Eden said. "But if you can't even figure that out, then I guess you're not as tough an opponent as I imagined."
"Hahaha..." Geiger started laughing once again, apparently unfazed by his slip-up. As his laughter heightened, his eyeballs started to roll back into his head, eventually becoming empty white orbs locked in the center of a shivering body.
"Are you going to let her talk to us that way, mom...?" Geiger whispered.
"No..." a deeper voice came out from somewhere within the killer. "Just leave it to me, son..."
"Ladies and gentlemen..." Trunculo's voice boomed. "It appears...as if Geiger has for some reason called his mother on a cellden!"
"Idiot..." Dr. Phileas scoffed from the stands. "This man is probably suffering from multiple personality disorder...who knows how many more reside inside him."
"You said suffering..." Frank said. "But if he's managed to come this far with such a dangerous problem, then...?"
"Indeed," Phileas smirked. "One could say it's a gift rather than a curse."
Geiger's eyes snapped back, and he fazed out from the place where stood in an instant, moving so fast that Eden could barely keep up with his psynergy aura alone. She felt the massive density of both psynergy and body together as he stopped in mid-air right before her, preparing to slam her in the face. Time seemed to slow for a moment, and everything was moving like molasses.
The crowd, Geiger's attack, the sweat on her face - for a brief moment, although it seemed to Eden like an eternity - everything was moving incredibly slow. Everything, except her left hand. She brought it up in front of her face, centimeters away from Geiger's. His face was warped into a monstrous, demonic mask of rage, spittle dripping from his mouth as he heaved forward. Eden left her middle and pointer fingers straight up, while she brought her other three into her palm and created an ultra-condensed ball of citrus psynergy. For this moment, Eden felt like she wasn't in control of her own body...as if there was something else from far-off...speaking to her...
The two collided in a brilliant spectacle of light, ripping the ground beneath them to pieces and sending a mushroom cloud of white smoke up into the air. Those in the crowd with especially good eyesight saw Geiger's body, his clothes now in tatters, fly out from the back of the cloud at a rapid speed, quickly heading towards the outside of the ring.
"You bitch!!" he yelled, his voice now shrill and high-pitched. "How dare you lay your fingers on my boy?!"
Before his body could touch the ground, Geiger whipped his arm backwards and let a blast of psynergy explode into the wall behind him, propelling him towards the ring again. As the smoke cleared, Eden could be seen teetering on the edge on the ring, her left palm raw and bloody.
I can feel it...she realized. His power's increasing.
"Little Geiger's crying, daddy..." the man's body swayed back and forth, his eyes once more in the back of his head. "Mommy's sad too...she doesn't want to see her baby cry..."
"Sadness." A black voice slid from Geiger's lips. "Yes."
As Geiger's eyes returned to their original position, he appeared calm and collected once more. The numerous wounds and blood covering his body were apparently nonexistant to him, and his eyes were fixed only on Eden.
"This is the third one." Phileas observed. "As of now, that man thinks he's a completely different person. His body and psynergy alike are in perfect condition."
"You mean..." Edward watched, biting his nails nervously. "He's Eden's third opponent."
Realizing her danger, Eden took the initiative this time, getting into close range with Geiger once more and releasing a flurry of punches toward him. The wounded man blocked every attack with minimal effort, never loosening his gaze from her. Eden let her foot touch the ground just once and then leapt up toward him again, pumping out psynergy in hopes of breaking his titanium defenses.
It took only a few more seconds for Geiger to find an opening, and his left leg connected with Eden's side. It felt like a wrecking ball smashing into her kidney, and she immediately crumpled to the ground, letting out cough after cough as she trying to catch her breath.
Vance watched from his room with frightened eyes, the bloody image of Cliff's devastated body ever in his mind. He opened his mouth, but couldn't make a sound. At this moment, the idea of losing another person close to him was something he just couldn't bear.
Geiger walked slowly over to Eden's body, a crazed smile on his reddened face. "You," he spoke in a gravely voice. "Happy?"
Despite her pain, Eden's face was ever strong. She looked Geiger in the eye and spat on his feet.
"Happiness," Geiger whispered, chains flowing out from his body and covering the whole of the entire arena. Eden felt the spiked metal close in on her skin, unable to move any muscle in her entire body, and watched as Geiger wound up another kick.
As Geiger's foot came down, Eden simply closed her eyes and concentrated. Instantly, her body shot up from the ground, a spiraling orb of citrus energy, visible only for a second, and then returned to her physical form as she reached the end of the ray's limits. A burning hole just to the left of Geiger's heart appeared, sending the man reeling once again.
“Beautiful!!” Trunculo shouted. “Just beautiful, folks!! It's so perfect that a gorgeous girl like her is able to use such a gorgeous technique! You can practically see that ray of light sparkle with her psynergy as she rips through her enemy!! Bravo!!”
“Amazing...” Roufas marveled, staring at Eden's glowing body on the screen. “Look at her, reducing her body to nothing but pure psynergy as if it was child's play. It's something not even we can do.”
“What a beautiful specimen.” Phileas observed, now leaning on the edge of his chair, not unlike Edward. “I've never seen anyone else like her.”
"The Ethereal Star." Eden turned back around to face Geiger, who was struggling to stand. "Now do you understand how I got away from you before?"
She watched him from behind as he stood there, apparently thinking the question over. And not to mention, my body has just about reached its limits...I have more than enough psynergy to carry me on, but it's my physical limitations that are the problem here. Any more, and I might seriously injure myself...
“You're...right.” Geiger said, turning around to face her with a sad, puppy-like expression on his face. He moved closer to her, dropping to his knees, and nodded his head in respect to her. “I have clearly lost. You win, Eden.”
“Thank you.” Eden smiled and relaxed for a bit. Happily, she turned to face the crowd, and then focused on Trunculo. “See? Some people can change for the better, you know. Even if they are murderers.”
“HA!!” Geiger shouted, seizing the perfect moment as Eden turned her head away from him to move in for the kill. “LIKE I WOULD SAY THAT!! I'M GOING TO RIP YOU TO PIECES, YOU LITTLE--”
Instantly, Eden became a shooting star again, this time flying straight through Geiger's groin, ripping away his consciousness due to the sheer pain of the attack. He fell to the ground with a thunderous boom, the impact of his head sending cracks rippling through the arena. Eden looked down onto him from the sky, her eyes cool, dark, and calculated.
“I said some people,” she whispered coldly, alighting and beginning to walk off the stage. “But I sure as hell didn't mean you.”
“OHHH YEAHHHH!!” Trunculo shouted, hopping out from his booth and raising his fists energetically in the air. “ATTA' GIRL! She's kickin' ass and takin' names, folks....oh man, I think....I think I'm in love!”
Eden hopped off the side of the arena, as Trunculo announced the obvious winner of the fourth round and began to call in the medics.
“Eden...” Vance's eyes lit up as he watched the tired girl make her way through the door. “That was amazing! Your technique, I mean...you were awesome!!”
“Oh, Vance...” Eden sighed, moving past him and trying to hide her tears from his eyes. “This whole thing...it's bringing out the worst in me. I don't know how to react.”
“...Hey, you're bleeding.” Vance said, crouching down and taking hold of her arms. “We need to take care of this or it might get infected!”
“Vance.” Eden grabbed him by his chin, and pulled his head up to face hers. They looked into each other's eyes then, frozen in a strange moment during which neither of them knew how to react. Finally, Eden spoke: “I want you to promise me something.”
“I told you, I'll be by your side.” Vance mumbled, looking down. “You don't have to worry, Eden. Whatever happens in the next matches...you did a spectacular job.”
“I'm not talking about that, and you know it.” Eden snapped, struggling to get Vance to concentrate on her. “I want you to promise me...promise me that you won't kill anyone.”
Vance stood up from her then, turning completely away from her and staring out the window to the arena. “...what's this about?”
“We can't turn out like them.” Eden explained. “Like these murderers we're fighting...like the Dark Zodiacs. Even Cliff, Vance – can't you tell the weight of guilt that Cliff feels, because of what he's done? I don't want either of us to turn out like that, ever! Taking a person's life is something that no one has the right to do – no matter who they are!!”
“Eden,” Vance said, his voice flat and unemotional. “One of those guys out there killed my mother.”
“What?” Eden said suddenly, her face going pale. “Vance, what are you talking about?”
“I don't know who it was.” Vance continued, his eyes fixated on the bloodstained arena. “But Averyl told me that much.”
“Averyl...what does Averyl have to do with this?” Eden asked.
“He's my mother's younger brother.” Vance confessed, turning back to face her finally, his eyes just the tiniest bit wet with a nostalgic, salty liquid. “My uncle. After my mother was killed by one of the Dark Zodiacs, he joined their organization, with the sole purpose of avenging her murder.”
“He...Averyl...” Eden looked down in confusion, trying to put together all the puzzle pieces that had been floating in her mind up until this point. “Vance, you mean...”
“Yes.” Vance nodded. “Averyl's been training me all this time, Eden. Even for a man as great as him, the Dark Zodiacs still pose a great threat. He needs a partner – someone like him, that he can rely on to finally get things done.”
“Vance!” Eden shouted, standing up. “What are you saying?”
“I'm not saying anything, Eden.” Vance rubbed his eyes and looking back at her. “I just...for now, at least...I can't make any promises.”
“I...see.” Eden murmured sadly. “Vance...there's something I need to tell you as well, then.”
“Yeah?” Vance sighed. I feel horrible. I'm sorry, Eden, it's just...you don't understand the amount of pain and anguish that I've been feeling. And Averyl needs me. I can't back down, now....not after all he's done for me.
“You know...the Bearer, right? The person that the Guild and the Dark Zodiacs are looking for?” Eden moved her eyes up to meet his, both of them looking equally shaken. I feel horrible, Vance. I'm sorry, I know I'm not supposed to tell you this, but...at this point, and now after your confession...I can't just stay silent anymore. Especially since I'm not even sure what I'm supposed to do.
“The Bearer?” Vance asked. “Yeah, supposed to...be someone who can use the power of the Clocks. I remember Cliff telling me.”
“I'm the Bearer.” Eden said suddenly, almost cutting off the last bit of Vance's dialogue. It felt so good to get it off her chest, so good to finally be rid of any dark secrets that she had to keep to herself. “I'm the one that everyone's been looking for.”
“WHAT?!” Vance nearly tripped over himself as he backed up against the wall in shock. “Eden...why didn't you tell me this before?”
“It happened that night, when we were running away from the Dark Zodiacs. Azuka realized it – and she told me not to tell you or Cliff.”
“Why the hell would she do that?!” Vance screamed, getting more and more upset by the minute.
Eden was aware of Vance's rage, and although it pained her to watch him, she kept her eyes focused intently on his. “She thought that it would cause you and Cliff too much pressure throughout the battles...and that the both of you might do something rash.”
“Do something rash?!” Vance shouted. “Oh, you mean like getting stabbed in the chest by the severed arm of a corpse who cut your arm off?! Cliff didn't know, did he? And look what happened to him!!”
“I know!!” Eden shouted back, raising her voice to more than a friendly shout. “But I couldn't disobey Captain Azuka's orders, you know that. And to be honest...I didn't want to publicize it, myself. It's not that I was trying to hide it, Vance...it was that I didn't want to believe it.”
“Geez...” Vance ran his hands through hair, looking up at the ceiling in pure anguish. “Eden...you're telling me that all of the Dark Zodiacs are after you, and, due to your connection with the Clocks...will do anything to get you?”
“Yes,” she nodded. “They've been after me ever since day one.”
“Well.” Vance let out a ridiculously long breath, lowered his head down, and crept down to Eden. “I don't think you have anything to worry about, Eden.”
“Huh?” Eden was taken aback, looking at the nostalgic cocky smirk that she knew and loved as it made its way once again onto Vance's face.
“I'm planning on kicking all their asses anyway.” Vance said firmly, placing his hands on her shoulders. “That means I may have to stay with you until the end of the universe, but you know what?”
Eden felt new tears spill from her eyes now – not tears of anxiety, uncertainness, or pure angst – but soft, fresh tears of relief.
“...I wouldn't have it any other way.” Vance said, his white-and-black eyes piercing into the center of Eden's complex heart. “Now,” he stood up, changing the subject abruptly. “Uhhh, you're hurt, and I bet you're pretty tired. It's a long time until your next match, so I think you'd better...you know, get into the Regeneratio...”
Eden jumped up from the floor and threw her arms around Vance's shoulders, squeezing him close to her for a moment. “Thanks for being there, Vance.”
“Being...there?” Vance raised an eyebrow. “What are you talking about?”
“You're always there to comfort me.” Eden smiled. “Even sometimes when I don't deserve it, you do it anyway.”
“Uhhh, right.” Vance rolled his eyes. “Are you getting in the Regeneration Tank or not?”
“Sure!” she said, sauntering over happily.
“Wh-what?!” he shouted, honestly expecting the other option. “You mean you're really going to get in?!”
“Why wouldn't I?” Eden said, turning back to him innocently, and then raising her hand and pulling on a thin lever hanging from the top of the machine. “I'll just turn on the curtains."
Dammit...why the hell'd she have to notice that?! Vance curled his fists in frustration, making an unintentionally comical face of pure chagrin.
“Hahaha!!” Eden laughed happily, as she climbed into the darkened tank and tossed out her clothes onto the floor. “You're so easy to read, Vance.”
“Yeah, whatever.” Vance scoffed, turning back again to face the arena. “Messing with peoples' heads like that...you have problems, Eden!"
Major problems...he thought sadly, as his eyes scanned the late afternoon horizon. Possibly even too many problems for you and I to deal with, Eden. But if those bastards think they're just going to step all over us like they do to everyone else around here...they're in for a big surprise.
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“Mornin', sunshine!” Caleb helped Amyr out of the Regeneration Tank, which, in all seriousness, was much too small for the large man to be reasonably comfortable within.
The 1st Division Vice-Captain put on his robes, took a quick look around the room to re-orient himself, and then turned to Caleb. “So what's happened so far?”
“Do you want to hear the bad news or the good news first?” Caleb asked him inquisitively.
“Hmmm...” Amyr rubbed his firm chin. “Bad news, I suppose.”
“Well, Cliff won his battle against Mephistoclessia in the third round, but the injuries he sustained were devastating. Immediately after the battle, he was rushed to the hospital and is now in critical condition.”
“What?” Amyr gasped. “He sustained injuries even the Regeneration Tank couldn't heal?”
“He was up against a Dark Zodiac.” Caleb sighed. “But still, the man did an amazing job even for what he was faced with.”
“You can tell me the details later.” Amyr said. “What's the good news?”
“I won my round!!” Caleb said cheerily. “It was against some weirdo who used electricity.”
Amyr rolled his eyes. “That it?”
“Oh...” Caleb said, looking down. “Alright, there's one more thing. This might qualify as 'really bad news'.”
“What?” Amyr turned around, looking quite worried. What could possibly be worse than Cliff facing near-fatal wounds?
“Your opponent in the next round...” Caleb's eyes turned grave, as he pointed towards the blurry figure walking up to the arena outside. “It's Sabine.”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“From the northwestern sector, we have contestant #1673, the pleasant, lean-bodied swordswoman, Miss Sabine Cune! Sabine exhibited amazing finesse and grace in the second preliminary round, where she took a flying leap across the entire elevator shaft, only to be struck in the back by an arrow...and survive!”
Sabine was stone-faced as she made her way onto the platform, knowing all too well who her opponent would be.
“And now, from the western sector, we have contestant #1672, Mr. Amyr Haq! He showed his physical prowess in the second round as well by scaling the elevator shaft! Bet he burned some carbs on that one, folks!”
“Sabine.” Amyr said, stepping up onto the platform with troubled eyes. “This is...”
“Alriiiight, you two!” Trunculo shouted, jumping the gun yet again. “Let's see some bloodshed! Goooo!”
“This really is unfortunate.” Sabine sighed, finishing Amyr's sentence. “I suppose the only good side to this is that one of us will leave the tournament without suffering any serious wounds.”
“Not someone.” Amyr spoke quietly. “You.”
“What?” Sabine looked up suddenly. “Amyr, what are you saying?”
“Let's not drag this out any more than we need to, Sabine.” Amyr explained. “Cliff's already been put of out commission, and after this battle, there will only be two of us left. We can't mess around now...because three Dark Zodiacs still remain.”
“Are you saying...” Sabine arched her eyebrows defensively, “that you don't think I can handle them?”
“It's not that, it's just--”
“You are, aren't you?” Sabine frowned. “If anyone should sit out, Amyr, it's you! You nearly killed yourself in the preliminaries!”
“Sabine, it's my duty as a vice-captain.” Amyr explained. “You know that I'm not looking down on you because you're a woman – my own captain is one!”
“I know you're not.” Sabine sighed. “You're looking down on me because I'm myself.”
“Sabine--” Amyr moved forward, trying to comfort her.
“HEEEY!!” a few voices shouted from the crowd. “WHAT IS THIS, A TV SHOW?! LET'S SEE SOME HEADS ROLL!!”
“Oh my!” Trunculo shouted, as the shouts and screams among the audience increased. “It looks as if the audience is getting restless! If we don't see some action soon...”
“You were resting up until a few minutes ago, right?” Sabine asked. “So you didn't see Eden's fight.”
“Eden's fight?” Amyr asked. “Why, what?”
“She's unbelievably powerful, Amyr.” Sabine explained. “We have more dependable allies than we may think.”
“That doesn't change the point, Sabine...” Amyr continued. “I can't just stand by and let you put yourself in danger like this!”
“Stop underestimating my power!!” Sabine seethed, unsheathing her rapier from her side. “If you truly want to find out who's the stronger one between us...”
Amyr stared in shock, watching as Sabine approached him, completely and utterly serious with her intent to fight him. “Sabine, there's no need for this!”
“You won't let me win any other way, am I right?” Sabine asked, her deep brown eyes crushing Amyr's defenses. “There's no other option, then. En guarde, Amyr!!”
Master...Amyr thought, as his fellow vice-captain and unrequited love made her way forward to strike him. Even if protecting the one I love means going this far...I will not falter!
Amyr closed his eyes, concentrating for a moment, and instantaneously produced two extra arms from just below his armpits. Captain Ravi...lend me your strength!!
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cecilia exploded through the wall of another concrete building, Ravi hot on her heels. Still feeling the rush from her second chakra seal, the Knight sped forward as she fell and hooked her arms around the woman's legs, spinning her around in mid-air.
“Ugh!” A painful grunt escaped Cecilia's throat as Ravi finally let her loose, sending her sailing downwards toward the ground like a flying torpedo. The Yoga master touched foot on the ground soon after, surveying the damage she had done.
Cecilia was relatively unhurt. Ravi could sense that dusty psynergy aura surrounding her body, like a tiny yoke within a thick white eggshell.
“Where is all that power coming from?!” Ravi asked. “You can't possibly have such a concentration psynergy within that fragile body of yours. Any other person, after going through this much pain...would surely have died already!!”
“Don't you understand?” Cecilia picked herself up from the crater, adjusting her roasted dress. “As soon as we began fighting, I permanently altered the force of gravity affecting me. Because of that, my body is lighter, the force dealt to me is lessened, and...I can produce five times as much psynergy as I would normally be capable of.”
“What?!” Ravi shouted. “How...how is that even possible?!”
“That's the beauty of science, my dear.” Cecilia laughed, concentrating her psynergy. “I think it's about time we end this, though...because I don't know how much longer it will last. I'll just keep increasing the gravity in this area...until you're crushed like a tiny bug.”
What?! Ravi began to panic as her body began to feel heavier and heavier. Is this even possible?! How can her psynergy connect with the atmosphere so flawlessly like that?!
“You don't look too good!” Cecilia grinned psychotically as Ravi fell to her knees. “This is payback for being so mean to me!”
This is going to hurt, Ravi realized, but I really have no other choice at this point.
“Seal #3...Manipura...I release you!!” A small yellow light close to Ravi's solar plexus flashed, and suddenly, six additional arms grew out of Ravi's body, four on her sides, and two from just below her lower shoulderblades. They shot forward from her body towards Cecilia, stretching limitlessly like some strange rubber props. She was captured before she even knew what hit her, an arm on each of her limbs, one around her neck, and another grasping her head. Ravi managed to get up as she felt Cecilia's hold over the gravity waver, her new extended limbs rising with her.
“Ggh...it seems like we both have a few tricks left up our sleeves...” Cecilia smiled. “Body manipulation?”
As Cecilia spoke, Ravi could feel the gravitational forces increase with power again. She was still holding on...
“Seal #4...Anhata...I release you!!” This time, a green light appeared on the captain's chest bone, spawning dozens of new limbs, nearly covering the outside of the Ravi's body. They all sprung at Cecilia, gripping any part of her body that was available, finally taking her down from her standing position and pinning her to the ground.
Of course...when I explained my power, I didn't let her know about the intense strain it puts on my body. These chakra seals are in human bodies for a reason...to keep them from accidentally overextending themselves in any sort of physical situation and destroying themselves. Yoga martial arts, though...is the study of manipulating those seals, and conditioning one's body to deal with the pressure that they exert – in order to achieve a greater power. But no matter how many hours you spend training...your body will never be in enough condition to freely unseal them all!!
But when I think about it that way...Ravi calculated, watching as Cecilia struggled beneath over fifty separate limbs, my body would take more damage simply from fending off these gravitational attacks that Cecilia is dealing out. In that regard, it's better for me to end this as quickly as possible!!
Suddenly, Ravi felt the ground rumble beneath her, and the gravity returned to normal around the vicinity – although by now, most of the buildings had long since been destroyed beneath the weight of Cecilia's gravitational distortion. What? The captain stood her ground, tons of psynergy surging through her body, just waiting to be unleashed. She's calling her power back to her? But--
Ravi's extended limbs were torn to pieces, their leftover psynergy dissipating into the air as Cecilia let out an explosive gravitational shockwave from where she lay, freeing her from her bonds and lifting her once again into the sky, now looking more hostile than ever.
Not a word was said as the woman dove downwards to Ravi, her fist heavy and burning with that mothball-scented psynergy. The two immediately became locked in a furious fistfight, Ravi just barely able to keep up with Cecilia's amazing speed and strength. Soon, she lost control over herself and Cecilia slammed her hard in the cheek, sending her body sailing backwards into a concrete wall, crushing it to dust at the moment of impact.
“I'm not finished yet!” Cecilia raged, speeding forward once again and letting a flurry of kicks loose upon the Yoga master.
This is a problem...it's not possible for me to keep up with her at this rate, even with four chakra seals loose!! Ravi was struck again in the stomach, flying back and colliding with another wall. Cecilia pursued immediately.
Unsealing the fifth...I'm aware of its power, but...I've only done it once before, and that was after two straight weeks of preparation. If I jump the gun here..
Cecilia leg connected squarely with one of Ravi's lower ribs, causing the woman to cry out in pain as the cartilage and bone was smashed beyond recognition.
There's no time left!! I have to do it!! Ravi resigned herself to her fate, and opened her mouth again, a bright turquoise exploding from her throat. “Seal #5...Visuddha...I release you!!”
Time slowed to a snail's pace as Cecilia's attacks ceased, the woman standing frozen on the wrecked pavement: her closed fist in mid-punch, her face distorted in a desperate anger.
Five moments of enlightenment...Ravi gathered herself up and positioned her body in front of her foe. I shall not waste them!!
“Sarvangasana!” Ravi shouted, moving into a shoulderstand pose, catching Cecilia's left fist between her legs. The woman growled and immediately kicked downwards.
“Setu Bandha Sarvangasana!” Ravi quickly dropped down into a crab pose, pulling Cecilia's arm with her and snapping it on the spot. The Dark Zodiac's next attacks were easily blocked, as Ravi grabbed Cecilia's right leg and moved up into her final pose.
“Adho Mukha Svanasana!” she screamed, moving into an amazingly symmetrical triangle formation, crushing Cecilia's leg beneath her own.
Cecilia stood up, a bit dazed, just in time to notice Ravi wrap herself around the Zodiac's body. She curled her limber legs around Cecilia's waist and slipped her four arms underneath the Sheep's, each of her palms resting on a different side of Cecilia's head. If Ravi so much as even flicked her wrist at this point, Cecilia's head would be ripped clean off.
Should I kill her? Ravi's hands were shaking as she retained her grasp on Cecilia's beaten body. Or...is there some alternate way to solve things?
Ravi's sudden hesitation proved problematic, however, for at that moment, Cecilia sprang forward from the Yoga master's grasp, blood spilling out over the street as she fell. “You truly are a fabulous warrior...” she gasped, her head drooped against the ground as she supported herself with the only two limbs on her body that were still functional. “In return...I shall finish you with my ultimate technique.”
Is this some kind of joke?! Ravi stood flabbergasted. The woman's beaten! Finished! Her psynergy aura is nothing more than a dying flame at this point. There is nothing more that she can do!!
“Gravity exists as gravitational waves...” Cecilia collapsed, rolling over to her side as she stared up into the sky. “These gravitational waves are carried by particles called gravitons, which I can in turn control using my psynergy.”
“Cecilia!” Ravi called out to her, but somehow, she knew deep inside that the woman wasn't listening anymore. “I'm going back to the others. You're beaten.”
“I'm going to call all the gravitons in this area, and compress them all together.” Cecilia said, closing her eyes. “It will take a minuscule amount psynergy to do this...I'll just let them run their course. When gravity is crunched into a small spatial area like that...the results are unpredictable. And I don't care what happens.”
“What?!” Ravi looked up to the sky, and although there was nothing visibly wrong with it, she could feel a strange disturbance growing in the atmosphere. The dark clouds of the afternoon began to slowly skew and warp above Cecilia as all the gravitons were pulled into a single point in the sky.
“You can't run, Ravi...” Cecilia whispered in a sing-songy voice, as a small black spot began to appear in the sky. “You can't run from gravity...”
The black spot spread out over the sky, energy crackling as it swallowed up the clouds around it, growing bigger and bigger, as the spatial rift caused by the unbearable weight of gravity opened wider, creating a massive void ready to suck up anything and everything around it.
Ravi stared upwards in sheer horror. Amyr...I pray that wherever you are, whatever you're doing...you're having a whole lot better luck than I.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Sabine slashed forward, cutting through Amyr's skin for the first time as the two danced across the stone platform.
“I'm sorry, Sabine...” Amyr said, raising his hands up to catch her next sword strike, “but this has gone on long enough!”
Sabine swung downwards, and Amyr moved his hands up to catch her thin blade with a palm strike. He clapped all four of his hands together, but Sabine's speed proved too much for him to handle. Her sword came down straight through his arms, digging into the center of his chest.
“Amyr!!” Sabine screamed in horror, suddenly aware of the damage she had caused to her teammate. “I...I thought you were going to catch it!”
She sheathed her sword and dashed towards him, moving close to his chest to inspect his wound as he stood there, trembling. “Amyr...oh, Amyr, I'm so sorry.”
“Not as sorry as I am.” Amyr whispered, suddenly pulling all four of his hands together around Sabine, trapping her instantly. “I'm sorry Sabine, but...this was the only way.”
He walked over to the edge of the arena, and just as casual as someone reclining on their couch for a nap, fell face-first towards the ground.
The platform stood at least three feet off from the ground, so because of the position of his legs, Amyr did not fall completely to the ground. The woman clutched between his arms, though – the woman he had secretly loved for over seven years – lightly brushed her neck against the tip of a blade of grass protruding from the ground.
The holographic screen's close-up showed it all, and Trunculo lethargically moved up from his seat. “Yeah, so, ummm..this battle's over, I guess. You guys get off the damn arena -- you've wasted enough of our time! Sheesh!! Sabine touched the ground first, so Amyr's the winner! Now get outta here!!”
“Sabine.” Amyr picked himself up from the ground staring her in the eyes. “Now do you know why I'm doing this?”
Sabine didn't answer, picking her body up from the ground and brushing the grass from her dress.
“I could never endanger anyone I love so much.” Sabine's head jerked up in surprise as Amyr expressed his feelings to her, seeing the pain, sadness, and love that was permeating from his eyes.
The two were silent, staring at each other as years and years of unspoken emotions came brimming to the surface.
“Amyr...” Sabine shed her pride then, moving in an instant and embracing him with a kiss.
“This is terrible!!” Trunculo shouted, moving his hand to shoo Amyr and Sabine out from the public eye. “Disgracing our sacred arena with such lewd acts...unforgivable!!”
“Wow.” Vance snorted. “Well, I never expected one of these battles to end like that...”
“Brilliant.” Saffron observed, watching silently from his darkened room. “A powerful young valkyrie succumbs to her fellow knight, and the two march on toward destiny anew. Our battle ahead hath become all the sweeter, Amyr.”
“Hahaha,” Caleb laughed as he watched the couple enter the door to the northwestern sector. “Amyr...you crack me up!”
“With that out of the way...” Trunculo coughed, “since there was no damage done in that last 'battle' – if one can even call it such – we can move right on to the sixth round! Would contestants #2498 and #0031 please make their way into the arena at this time?”
Saffron immediately began striding across the grass, having already exited his room, his armor polished and gleaming in the sunlight.
“From the eastern sector, we have #2498, Saffron Morrigan, our tournament's very own knight in shining armor! His sword is not just for show, folks – he's pierced over 200 bodies since we first began this morning! And look at that nice, clean, heroic chin there, ladies! Oh, and that shining blond hair! Let me just say this, if I was ten years younger and a woman, then....uhh...well, anyway, let's go to our next contestant, shall we?!”
The holographic screen positioned around the arena flashed away from Saffron, now focusing on what looked to be a bipedal, humanoid lizard carrying a fifteen-foot spear under his right arm.
“From the southeastern sector, we have contestant #0039, known simply as REZZO, the latest psynthesized animal-human hybrid on the market! A former psynthesization researcher, he gave his life up for science when some of his colleagues approached him about the infamous Fusion Project! And now, here he stands before us, one of the most popular bounty hunters of our time!!”
The lizardman made his way onto the platform, his long, sturdy-looking tail flicking steadily behind him. The bluish-green scales along his body glittered in the afternoon sun, as his strange, triangular head stood tall above his lanky, muscular body. He opened his reptilian jaws, exposing an unnatural number of gargantuan, razor-sharp teeth: “Hello there, Saffron.”
Saffron nodded back to his opponent cordially, giving Rezzo a clear view of the twin broadswords strapped to his back as he did so. “Greetings.”
“Okay, you two...” Trunculo smiled, pointing forward as always from his white booth. “Don't get any ideas from that last round! Let's have it out, fast, furious, and most of all, bloody!!”
“My pleasure.” Saffron smiled an award-winning grin.
“This should be an interesting fight.” Frank nodded, looking down below. “Both of those men seem pretty confident of their abilities. This isn't a strange mismatch of fighters like the last few rounds have been.”
“Heh...” Phileas chuckled a bit at Frank's comment. “It's a shame you can't sense psynergy, Mr. Arazia. Your opinion would surely change, I imagine.”
“You think?” Frank eyed the two men again. “How so?”
“That blond swordsman down there, Saffron Morrigan...” Dr. Phileas smiled. “He's a friend of mine. I'm quite familiar with the way he operates...and knowing him, this match should be over in an instant.”
“Huh.” Frank shrugged. “I didn't know you dealt with assassins.”
“A true doctor never turns down anyone in need of medical assistance.” Phileas winked.
“I...see...” Frank murmured dejectedly, turning to face Edward, who was staring about in a daze. “What's wrong with you?”
“This day has...” Edward sighed, “I dunno, been pretty overwhelming so far.”
“Yeah.” Frank sat back, staring up at the sky, which was overcast and filled with puffy grey clouds. “It sure has. I doubt much will ever surprise me again, you know?”
“Oh, speak of the devil!” Frank heard Dr. Phileas's voice call, soon followed by the doctor's hand tugging on his sleeve. “Frank, Edward, face this way, please! A fellow colleague of mine has just stopped by, and I want you both to meet him!”
Frank and Edward turned around slowly, preparing to face another thick-bearded, sadistic physician, but what met their eyes this time was something one billion times worse than their minds ever could have imagined.
Standing in the aisle between the seats, wearing a grey pin-striped suit and a white-and-gold tie, his coarse blond hair tied tightly back into single braided ponytail, the silver attache case at his side, was none other than the man himself.
“Hello, gentlemen,” he said, bending over and outstretching his hand to Frank and Edward, a warm smile on his face. “Dr. Phileas has told me so much about you...I'm thrilled to finally meet you both. My name is Grayson Lee.”
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“I was wondering when you'd come around!” Dr. Phileas said cheerfully, as he scooted over into the empty seat facing the aisle and allowing Grayson to sit next to Frank. “This tournament has really been something so far, eh?”
“It certainly has.” Grayson nodded his head, turning to the side of Edward and Frank. “I don't mean to be rude, but dear Nord here has told me that you are both Earthlings. I find it fascinating...I mean, I've always wanted to go there someday.”
“Grayson is a archaeologist sanctioned by even the Church itself.” Dr. Phileas explained. “Because of this, he has access to even the most sacred ruins and temples in all the universe. In fact, most of the items you perused in my collection back home were donated by him. He's quite knowledgeable on the ways of the universe.”
“What do you think of our culture?” Grayson asked, his serpentine green eyes plaguing Edward and Frank. “It must certainly be a change to you.”
This is impossible.
Frank repeated those words over and over again as he stared into the eyes of the man who brought his life crashing down into ruin, Grayson Lee.
There aren't two identical-looking beings, with identical names, running around in this world. And especially...not with those eyes!! This is the real thing, this is him...and yet, something's changed! He has to be toying with us, but why? No doubt, he could kill us both where we stand right now, if he wanted to...he could have killed us months ago, back on Earth...if he had only wanted to!!
“We've...certainly seen a lot of amazing things.” Frank managed to crank out, turning to Edward. “Huh, Ed?”
This bastard...Edward was equally moved by Grayson's arrival, but his sentiments were diametrically opposite Frank's. Just what is he trying to pull on us this time? Obviously, he wouldn't kill us in front of all these people, yet...why is he playing these games with us? Because of Phileas? Something's wrong. If anything, his presence is even more dangerous now than it was on Earth. This is his domain, and if Frank and I don't figure some things out...
“Huh?” Edward was interrupted from his anxious soliloquy as Frank passed on the torch to him. “I, uh...yeah, some stuff was pretty strange at first, but...it has been an educational experience...Mr. Lee.”
“That's very good to hear.” Grayson smiled, looking between the both of them. “I hope you stay for the remaining battles as well...they should run at least until midnight tonight. It would really be a shame if you left before the grand finale, after all...” Grayson put an extra emphasis on that part, his eyes becoming illuminated with some strange force. “You do plan to stay with them, don't you, Dr. Phileas?”
“Of course!” Dr. Phileas spoke up immediately, as he watched Grayson move from his seat. “Where are you going?”
“Oh, I have prior engagements with some fellow archaeologists.” Grayson turned back to Frank and Edward, smirking. “You both must be very happy to be under the care of the doctor, here – and I'm sure you've found him to be a most intriguing host.”
Frank and Edward nodded slowly.
“Well then, I shall be off.” Grayson stepped back out into the aisle. “Do enjoy the rest of the tournament. I'm sure we'll see each other again soon.” He winked suddenly, and then removed himself from the premises.
“Such a charming fellow, isn't he?” Phileas smiled, getting himself re-situated in his confining chair. “He is so well-versed in the ways of the world, though. If you ever want to have a discussion with him, just let me know.”
Phileas' comments hardly fazed Edward and Frank, as they looked at each other with the desperate eyes of two escaped convicts who had just been found out by local law enforcement.
“Ed...” Frank whispered to his friend. “Are you thinking what I'm.--”
“Absolutely.” Edward nodded his head firmly. “Everything that we've gone through – the portal, meeting Phileas, coming to the tournament, and now, his return...”
“Doesn't it seem like...” Frank began. “Like he...”
“Yes.” Edward finished Frank's sentence for a second time. “It seems like he's been stringing us along since the beginning – like everything that has happened has happened only because he allowed it to...like we have no freedom.”
Frank was quick to correct him. “...Like we have no destiny.”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Grayson entered the inner hallway that surrounded the edge of the tournament complex, heading for the restricted ladder that gave access to the roof.
That went so perfectly well...he smiled to himself, his steel-toed shoes click-clacking jovially along the æsotech floor. The stage has been set for their final performance. In a little while, they will see the bait, and their fates shall be sealed. By midnight, tonight, they will pursue this bait, and then...finally, everything shall be in the palm of my hand.
He made his way to the ladder and leapt up it, using only one rung of the fifteen-foot steel apparatus to make his way out through the chute leading to the roof.
They must be simply stupefied right now, he thought amusedly, as to why I have left them alive this long. They aren't useless maggots, like Naomi or Patrick, though...simply inferior ones. I have plans for the both of them...and in a few more hours, they will know the true scope of my vision.
His eyes focused on the tallest end of the tournament complex, the top of which housed the infamous committee room.
Now...He shifted the attache case from hand to hand, cracking his knuckles with delicate finesse. Time to take care of the last obstacle that stands in my way.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Saffron felt the razor-sharp spear of Rezzo's long pike deflect off his armor, like a mindless hummingbird slamming into a glass window.
“Eh?” Saffron looked down at his gear, still in perfect condition. “Oh, no, no, no, you simply must put in more effort than that.”
Rezzo stopped his approach abruptly, cocking his head to the side in confusion.
“You see, thou art wielding this weapon with range absurd, yet the way thou brandish it maketh it more drawback than asset. If thou wouldst simply put greater thrust rather than swing into it, thou wouldst be better able to pierce the armor of thy foes!”
“What's this?!” Trunculo shouted, leaping up from his booth in surprise. “It seems as if Saffron here is giving his opponent fighting tips!! Could this be some elaborate plot of trickery?!”
Rezzo frowned at Saffron, but nonetheless, adjusted the grip on his pike and thrust forward. This time, the blade of the weapon penetrated the top layer of Saffron's armor, leaving a small, yet visible cut in its wake.
“A hit! A very palpable hit!!” Saffron cheered, moving forward with a smile of joy on his face. “Nicely done, dear Rezzo. However...”
Rezzo watched closely as Saffron unsheathed a large broadsword from his back, crested with a stunning ruby hilt.
“Thy attack was still phenomenally weak.” Saffron frowned. “Hadst I not been looking in that direction, nary wouldst I have noticed...”
Rezzo tried to back up, his long pike getting in the way of his escape, as Saffron covered the fifteen-foot distance between he and the end of his weapon with relative ease.
“Thou hast failed!” Saffron announced, raising his blade and slicing down the exact center of the lizardman's body in one single strike. The two bloody halves fell opposite each other, splattering the arena with dark mutant blood.
“Woaahhhhhh!!” Trunculo stood up, cheering. “Check out that deathblow, folks!! He's gonna feel that one in the morning – oh wait, he's dead!”
“'tis a pity.” Saffron sighed, sliding his sword into the sheath on his back and trotting off the arena. “Another buzz-kill.”
“Well, without further ado...” Trunculo sat up. “The winner of the sixth round is none other than Saffron Morrigan!”
The crowd began to cheer for Saffron no more than a second later, finally relieved to see another bloody finish.
“Holy...shit.” Vance blinked, staring in awe at the vanishing swordsman as he made his way back to his room. “That guy's got some power.”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“Got 'im!!” Maximillen shouted triumphantly, as the Campeador struck one Qin Long's hind legs, turning the huge blue stalk into gigantic stone pillar. “Hahaha! The first one was always the hardest...but now that you're frozen there, I can take care of your other three limbs without breaking a sweat!”
Qin Long roared in rage as soon as it realized it was immobilized, beating its wings furiously and attempting to take to the skies.
“Not yet, not yet...” Maximillen said, leaping up and tapping the other hind leg lightly with the end of his mallet, turning it to stone as well. “But don't worry, you'll soon be free of these troublesome limbs before you know it.”
The pattern continued, until Maximillen had carefully and expertly transformed all four of the dragon's legs into stone.
“Now what?!” Maximillen laughed at his frozen foe. “You've felt the power of the Campeador...the only weapon that can turn your body to stone, as well as the only device that can turn it back!"
Zhang Guo was still above the beast's back, and it didn't appear as if he was going to respond at all.
"I see." Maximillen smiled cockily, restrapping the mallet to his back. "Trying to act like the better man by not speaking. Does my gloating grate on your nerves? Is it shameful? Don't you realize, monk, that to gloat and be proud of one's victories is what it means to be truly human?! Reveling in a man's own victories gives him strength!"
Maximillen thrust his arm forward, his cape fluttering behind him as he struck a rather flashy pose. "Woven into my uniform and strapped to my body are psynergy amplifiers -- imagine them as speakers attached to a larger sound unit! At my maximum potential, I can wield the psynergy capacity of ten men! Of course, my body can't bear such an astronomical strength for long, so I have to activate it manually. Of course..." Maximillen flexed his power all of a sudden, a fearsome aura exploding from his back. "Just two minutes at this level should be enough to do you in."
Maximillen opened his palm in front of him, letting a sweeping blast of burnt orange psynergy explode across the field, engulfing everything in its path. Had his own mad power not been blocking his view, the Captain would have spotted Zhang Guo recalling the beast back into one of his orbs, before preparing his own defense.
"You think that's all I have?" Maximillen grinned, adrenalin pumping through his veins as power spilled from his amplifiers. "This is just the beginning!"
The Knight continued to thrust his arms forward, layering blast over blast as he proceeded with his merciless assault. His boots skidded backwards across the ground from the sheer force of his attacks, and he felt his body beginning to wither.
"Let the weight of your karma carry you down to Hell!" Maximillen screamed, as his psynergy exploded outwards in all directions like an atomic bomb, ripping plant and rock apart as it scorched the planet.
Standing on shaky legs, Maximillen surveyed the damage. Everything within a one mile radius had been completely wasted, and his own body was smoking with strain. Lastly, and most important of all -- Zhang Guo was standing in front of him, a sublime, jade shield arced around his small figure.
The Captain's mouth dropped, but no exclamation of shock came from his throat. He was far too shocked to think of something like that.
"Are you finished?" Zhang Guo lowered his defenses, not a bit of fatigue in his voice. "Your psynergy is much like your incessant rambling -- loud, boisterous, and lacking true substance. I imagine it is just like your mind -- shallow and uncontrolled, far from concentrated."
Maximillen stumbled backwards, fumbling in his pockets for another item.
"This has gone on far enough." Zhang Guo sighed. "But I thank you for this encounter. It has reminded me just how much I detest fighting."
An orb around the monk's necklace glowed once more, and soon Qin Long fazed into existence once more, in perfect condition. Maximillen blinked, trying to register what happened.
"All your attacks are meaningless." Zhang Guo explained, as more of the orbs began to glow with power. "I can erase my beasts from reality any time I wish, and recreate them with my own psynergy. Everything you have done so far has been in vain. Do you understand this?"
In an instant, ten more beasts sprung from Zhang Guo's body, surrounding Maximillen and leaving him without any route of escape.
"Victory does not exist in this world." Zhang Guo muttered. "There is only death...for all things."
"Help" was the last word out of Maximillen's mouth, before the Boar's spirit beasts ripped into his powerless body, severing limb from muscle from bone, all in one fell swoop.
"Hubristic fool..." Zhang Guo recalled all of his creations, trotting quietly over to the gruesome remains of his foe. As he neared the gore, he bent over and picked up Maximillen's Campeador. “This is a fine weapon...I shall add it to my collection.”
The small, decrepit monk turned abruptly around from the body of the 3rd division captain of Dimensional Knights, and began to make his way back to his companions.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“You can't run forever!!” Kamo shouted, chasing after the slippery trail of Rose, as the two dashed through the canyons just past the outskirts of Enmetropolis City.
Rose cringed, looking at the three psynergy arrows that Kamo had already shot her with, two sticking out of her back, and one just above her lung. They hurt, and unlike normal arrows, did not fall out when she returned to her aqueous form. They were strictly attached the psynergy seal he had placed on her, and would not leave until he made them do so.
“You're the kinda person who tries to escape from every troublesome situation they come across, aren't you?” Kamo shouted to her, taking a different approach as he followed her.
“What would you know?!” Rose yelled back, dashing into a small crevasse between two large rocky hills.
Kamo ducked into the pass, realizing he had lost sight of the woman. Her slippery aura was still in the area, but her body was not visible in the dried-out riverbed in which he now stood. Shale cliffs covered his left side as the pass continued further into a forking intersection.
She must be hiding, Kamo realized, trying to survey the area for any sudden movements. “Sometimes,” he called out, “it's easier just to face a problem head-on rather than running from it. Prolonging unpleasantries only make 'em worse, after all.”
No answer. But Kamo knew she was listening, wherever she was.
“You act the part pretty well, Rose.” Kamo continued. “But after a while, you don't really seem like such a ruthless assassin anymore. Nah, the only thing I can think of when I look at you...is a scared, pitiful little child, swimming onwards and goin' with the flow, because otherwise she knows she's gonna sink.”
“Quit preaching!!” Rose called out from the shadows, her muffled voice echoing through the canyon.
So she's in her aqueous form after all, Kamo thought, wasting no time in continuing. “You don't have to keep going with the current, you know. There's other options. Every time you turn a new path down that stream...there's a branch or two sticking out for you to grab. If you can only muster enough strength to pull yourself out of that stream...you might be able to achieve true freedom.”
“You're just spouting nonsense!” she shouted defiantly. “This is the life I chose!! Why would I want to leave it?”
“Somehow...” Kamo sighed, raising his arms upwards. “I think yer lyin'.”
As he concentrated a heavy ball of vibrant yellow psynergy into his hands, Kamo fixed his eyes on the horizon, enjoying the darkening color of the sky as the last bit of the sun disappeared over the hills. It was a beautiful day out, and it was a terrible time to be fighting, as far as he was concerned.
"Search and Destroy." The Captain opened his palms to the sky, sending a bright spire upwards toward the clouds. As his toss reached its apex, the psynergy burst into a countless stream of tiny arrows, crashing down around the valley in a shower of quick strikes.
Kamo sensed one of the arrows strike its target, and moved to follow the signal. He jumped towards one side of the cliff, gathering psynergy into his feet and kicking off the side of the rock, giving him the momentum he needed to carry himself to the opposite side. This continued for a good half-minute, as he criss-crossed along the valley, finally making it to the top of the steep pass.
Above the canyon, there was only a few feet of space before the rock curved upwards again, shifting colors into a darker, rougher grey, as it began to form into the true mountains that surrounded the perimeter of Enmetropolis. Kamo moved carefully along the thin ridge, looking both ahead and behind him, in case he had any unexpected visitors in the meantime.
Up ahead was a sharp curve, marked by that wide outcropping that Kamo's arrows had flown towards earlier. He peered over the side warily, seeing nothing but a small dip in the foundation, followed by the steep slope downwards towards the rockbed. Even turning his head and looking around the corner yielded nothing, not even a single drop of water – just more boring stone cliffs.
At that moment, though, Rose's aura felt closer than ever. Kamo spun around in an instant, turning to face the wall of another higher cliff. There, spilling down the sides of the rock, crisscrossing and spilling onto the ground below, were over a dozen tiny rivulets of water, each of them identical to the one before.
Clever...Kamo couldn't help but admire her efforts. At this rate, I'll exhaust my energy before I can figure out which one is carrying her consciousness.
“Don't pretend like you know me...” Rose's voice threatened, its origin unknown due to the multiple echoes that followed. “You have no idea what I've been through!”
“You're right, I don't know...” Kamo agreed, desperately trying to track his psynergy seal. “But what I do know is...there's still time to save you from this dark existence.”
The water slowly began to pool around Kamo's feet, and it wasn't long before he figured out what was going to happen next. He barely dodged out of the way as four aquatic tentacles appeared from the tiny pool of water, gathering his psynergy and creating a makeshift shield to deflect their attacks.
Unfortunately for Kamo, his magnificent dodge made him jump clear away from the rest of the cliff, and he was soon sailing downward to the ground. He was protected from the force of the impact thanks to his psynergy, but he had once again lost sight of Rose.
“Tell me,” Kamo said, lying on the ground calmly as if he was simply relaxing on a hot summer day. “If you could have any profession in the world right now, what would it be?”
He felt a flicker in her aura as Rose reacted to the strange question. “What...?”
“Cahmaaaan...” Kamo whined. “The least you can do before you kill me is tell me that much.”
It took a while, but finally, Rose met his request: “Well...I've always wanted to be a florist, I guess.”
“A florist, huh?” Kamo smiled. “And if you had a store, you could even give it a really cheesy name, like 'Rose's Garden' or something. I like it.”
Rose peeked out from behind a far cliff's edge, looking down at Kamo's back suspiciously. He seemed completely defenseless, and utterly focused on this conversation.
“So if you wanna become a florist so bad,” Kamo continued, oblivious, “then why don't you just go and do it?”
Rose frowned. “I...people can't just drop everything and do whatever they wish!” she shouted. “Don't you at least know that much?!”
“Why not?” Kamo shrugged. “Tell me then, what's holding you back?”
Rose looked down, angry at having fallen into his trap, but also giving in to her curiosity to hear more. “I'm not a normal person like everyone else,” she muttered. “I could never live a normal life for long.”
“What?” Kamo asked. “Just 'cause you have amazing powers?”
“I was a test tube baby...” Rose explained. “Bruce and I were born in the Sagacia Laboratory Metropolis, and we lived there until we were sixteen.”
“Ah...” Kamo was silent for a moment as he processed the information Rose had just told him, making all the necessary connections and inferences. “And that was when the Dark Zodiacs came and destroyed it, yeah?”
Rose nodded. “...yes.”
“And so, you continued to live your life with them, working with them, 'cause you felt it necessary to deal your revenge onto the human race for the crimes they committed against you?”
“...not quite.” Rose replied. “Although I agree with the other Zodiacs that the human race is inherently evil, and that there really cannot be true peace in the world as long as they exist...that's not the reason I'm with them today.”
“Oh?” Kamo raised an eyebrow.
“Killing doesn't mean anything to me, really.” Rose replied. “It's not like I get a certain satisfaction from it. It's all I've known for my whole life, and as a result, I'm not sensitive to it. It's really just a by-product of the way I live.”
“I see.” Kamo nodded sagely.
“But Bruce...ever since I can remember, Bruce has been by my side. He used to sneak outside the complex once in a while, and he would bring back flowers for me. He must have seen it in a movie, because I don't know how else he would have thought to pick them – it's not like we had a normal social environment there. Either way, he would go pick me flowers every week, and we would spend our days watching them grow and living together.”
Kamo listened to her story silently, digesting every word.
“At first, he seemed like my brother. It's not like we ever said to each other 'let's be siblings', it just seemed like a unspoken fact. As time went on, though, we became more attached to each other than ever before. I realized soon after we joined the Dark Zodiacs that we were indispensable from one another. The love that exists between us is something that is raw and pure. Even though we did not live a normal life like any other humans, and even though we were completely removed from society...we were still able to experience love together. If anything...I believe that is the single thing that allows us to remain connected to the rest of humanity.”
“You would never leave his side, would you?” Kamo asked. “Even if it was the end of the world...”
“I'd die happily in his arms.” Rose explained. “And he would die happily in mine. When we were saved from the research facility, Roufas promised us that we could stay together forever, as long as we would journey with the Dark Zodiacs and stay true to their ambitions.”
Kamo sensed a flare in Rose's aura, as she began to gather energy, and move herself from behind the rock. He slowly slid his body up from the ground, salvaging what little defense he could find for himself in the period before she began to strike.
Whoops...he frowned, picking his legs up. It seems that not only have I straightened out her mind...but I further encouraged her, as well...shit.
“But you know what?” Rose said, her body in human form again as she stood on the rock outcropping. “I've had a good life so far. Bruce and I have been able to enjoy as much freedom as we want, and we've been able to live safely with each other. I feel a strong camaraderie with the people I work with now. They saved my life, and have given me protection as long as I've been with them! That's why, now, and forever more...I will fight to protect their ideals!”
“Oh, man...” Kamo sighed, scratching his hair nervously. “This is gonna take a while.”
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“Here's contestant #2499 from the northeastern sector, Mr. Winslow Bandeaux!” Trunculo cheered as Winslow sauntered up to the platform, the coattails of his blue-and-white suit coat bouncing as he stepped onto the stage. “He was the valedictorian of his graduating class at the Vonnornoth Psynergy Research Institute. He's a genius, but don't call him a bookworm – or he might just be inclined to dissect you!”
Winslow took this opportunity to wave at the crowd multiple times, bowing extravagantly and smiling.
“Coming up from the southern sector, we have Jordan Skye, the world-renowned bounty hunter! He came into the tournament with his trusty laser pistols, but due to a catastrophe that happened during the final preliminary match, both of them were accidentally destroyed!! Will this experienced fighter be able to weasel his way out of this battle without his own weapons?!”
The screen focused now on a tall, mature man with ear-length white hair and a matching curled mustache. He was wearing a thick combat vest over-decorated with different-colored stars and honorary lapels. Strapped to his leather leggings were two empty gun holsters.
“Alright, boys!” Trunculo called out. “Get ready, get set, aaaaaand...FIGHT!!”
“Here.” Winslow immediately called out to Jordan, removing his two scythes from the confines of his jacket. “You lost your weapon in the previous round, didn't you? I have a spare, if you want it.”
“Hah!” Jordan put his fists up defensively. “You think I'd fall for such a trick? Giving your own opponent a weapon -- don't make me laugh!!”
“Come on, just take it.” Winslow offered it out, an earnest expression on his young face. “It's against my code of honor ever to attack an unarmed man. I just can't bear it – and I'd be no good in a fistfight. Let's just have a fair duel, okay?”
Jordan raised an eyebrow skeptically. “How do I know it's not rigged?”
“Look.” Winslow said, holding the blades of the scythes up from his hands, letting the camera zoom in on them. “See? They both have knicks, scratches, and bloodstains on them. I've used them both numerous times before – it's not like they're gonna explode in your hands or anything.”
“Hmph.” Jordan inched a bit closer to his opponent. “Well, so be it. I'll take it. Maybe I'll use it, maybe I won't. Just throw it in the center there!”
“Fine.” Winslow tossed the scythe like a Frisbee into the center of the arena. “I'll wait until you pick it up and move back to your spot to start.”
“Most gracious of you.” Jordan bowed slightly, moving to the center and wrapping his hands around the hilt. “But this is a most...unique weapon, if I may say so.”
“Yeah.” Winslow chuckled. “I get that all the time.”
Jordan moved back to his side of the arena, moving the scythe about in his hands as he did so. “Well, I must say, son, it's been a while since I met a warrior with as much honor as you. Never would I have expected another fighter to even the tables in order to have a good, ol'-fashioned bout. I am most impressed! May the best man win.”
“Yes.” The edges of Winslow's mouth turned up in a pleasant smile, while his eyes shone brightly with a psychotic light. “I will.”
In a flash, the scythe flew up out of Jordan's hands and slammed into his neck, slicing through his jugular and killing him on the spot. Blood squirted from his neck as the man collapsed, and Winslow's scythe floated back across the arena into his hands.
“Oh my god!!” Edward shouted, watching as the man met his demise at the hands of the automated scythe. “He...”
“A cruel strategy.” Dr. Phileas commented. “But it did give him the win.”
“Yeah, he's ruthless alright.” Frank raised an eyebrow skeptically. “But why would someone have to resort to such tactics unless they didn't have the proper strength to win?”
“What an idiot!!” Winslow cackled, arching his back as his obnoxious laughter reached its peak. “I can't believe you thought that your opponent would actually have some kind of pride....or morals!! Man, what a stupid old fart! I can't believe he even made it this long...gyahahahaha!!”
“Winslow...” Vance growled, slamming his fist into the window as he watched Winslow continue to gloat. “Just when I think you can't become any more of a bastard, you go and pull a stunt like this...damn you!!”
“Uhhh...” Trunculo spoke up nervously over the booing crowd. “In any case, Winslow has proven himself the winner of the seventh round! Congratulations...and someone get out here and clean that guy up before he stains the entire arena! Pronto!!”
Winslow continued to chuckle to himself, spinning his scythes around his fingers and continuing to gloat. As he did so, he peered straight down the line past the corpse of Jordan Skye, across the grass, and into the window of the southwestern sector – right into Vance's eyes.
Yes...He smiled, bringing one of the scythes up to his neck and horizontally sliding across the air. That's right, Vance...you're next. And your death will be ten thousand times as satisfying!
Vance stared back, knowing that Winslow's sudden glance was no coincidence. I don't know what you're planning, Winslow...but I promise you, you're going down.
“Alrighty then!” Trunculo said happily, after the medics had removed Jordan's remains from the premises. “Let's proceed onto the eighth round...the last battle of the exhibition rounds! Would contestants #2062 and #4001 please make their way to the arena floor at this moment?”
Vance took one look back at the darkened Regeneration Tank. I'll let you sleep a little longer, Eden...that may be for the best, in case I get a bit 'irritated' here.
He opened the door to the outside and began to walk up to the arena, his old black jacket over the clothes that Eden had picked out for him at the city mall. Vance practiced charging his psynergy once for a bit of a warm-up, and then stepped into the arena, listening as Trunculo introduced his opponent.
“Say hello to contestant #2062, Krys Rundle! His line of work, is uh...” Trunculo stopped suddenly the screen flashed to a tall, bony man with long, gross blond hair, matted across his head. He was wearing a plaid jacket and a pair of loose jeans, and looked like one of the dirtiest people Vance had ever seen. His eyes were glazed over a bit as if he was in a daze, the expression on his face...just utterly repulsive. “Err, um, well, anyway, he's a very skilled fighter!” Trunculo finally finished his sentence, sounding more than a bit confused. “Now, from the southwestern sector, we have contestant #4001....Vance Dancougar!”
Edward and Frank stared in dead shock as they watched the 17-year old boy make his way onto the platform. Time seemed to stop as he stood there, his face looking ten years older than when Edward had last seen him. His black hair lightly touched his shoulders, almost to the same length that Victoria had once worn hers. To the both of them, it was like seeing a ghost.
“Vance, another rookie this year, proved his finesse in the previous preliminary rounds by taking out any fighters who dared to stand in this boy's way! He got pretty beat-up when he went head-to-head with a psynergy-munching mutant, but managed to survive! I bet he'll give Krys a run for his money!”
“Ed...” Frank gasped, staring at the close-up of Vance's face on the holographic projection. “Could it really be...?”
Edward was completely and utterly speechless. He simply sat, frozen in disbelief, as he tried to make sense of what was happening. The reality of it all just seemed to bizarre to be true. My son...is in an alternate dimension...and has either entered himself or been forced to enter in a brutal deathmatch...and has made it to the finals?!
“Alright, you two...” Trunculo said, quieting down the crowd as they prepared to watch the two men fight it out. “Get ready...and...GOO!”
Vance moved into a defensive pose, holding his hands out in front of him, both of them charged with psynergy. This guy's gotta have some weird trick up his sleeve.
At that moment, Edward was beside himself in shock. His son – the only other person besides Frank that he had left in this world, his own flesh and blood – was right in front of him.
“VANCE!!” Edward suddenly shot up from his seat, tears running down his eyes, as he stared at what he had believed he would never be able to see again. “VANCE! IT'S YOUR FATHER! IT'S ME!”
Vance could barely hear the man bellowing from high up on the stands, yet for some reason, he turned his head. It was hard to recognize at first, but there was no mistaking that dark hair, or the sound of his voice. By some twisted hand of fate, his father had not only wound up in a parallel dimension, but was now sitting in the audience, preparing to watch Vance fight.
“No friggin' way...” he gasped, all the emotion and sound from his reaction being caught by the arena's psynergy-powered microphones. Although he didn't notice it due to his intense surprise, his eyes seemed to automatically light up, and a brief, boyish smile appeared on his face. “Is that...Dad?”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
The rift had finished its expanse once it had grown the size of a swimming pool, dragging trees, cars, and anything else within reasonable distance from it into the abyss.
“Where does it lead?!” Ravi asked the collapsed body of Cecilia. “You created it, didn't you?! Where does it go?”
Cecilia coughed and gathered her wits, preparing to answer the question: “My research tells me...that it leads to an anonymous self-sufficient pocket dimension. This dimension, upon reaching critical mass, will release the appropriate amount of antimatter, thereby destroying everything within it in the blink of an eye.”
“And when's critical mass...?” Ravi asked warily.
“Good question.” Cecilia replied, a hollow laugh following.
“You idiot...” Ravi growled. “How could you do something so irresponsible?! It must be closed!”
“I have no clue how to do so.” Cecilia smiled. “I've never attempted this before. Only you, Ravi...only you have pushed me so far to the edge. And I thank you for it.”
I'll have to do it...Ravi took a deep breath, taking her remaining options into consideration. At this rate, it will suck up this whole place before it reaches critical mass...and I'm not taking the risk of sacrificing any more lives! My body will just have to deal with it later...I'm going forward!
“Come, lay with me.” Cecilia murmured. “We shall be swallowed up together.”
“I have other plans.” Ravi frowned, summoning up all the psynergy within her body. “Seal #6...Anja...I release you!!”
A blue light shot out from the area just above Ravi's eyes, and her body was propelled forward by an unbelievable amount of force. This time, it was not arms that shot out from her back, but wings: eight shining feathery wings, that carried her towards the hole that could potentially lead her to her death.
I can't believe I'm doing this...she thought to herself, her body on fire, as she shot forward. But it's too late for regrets. I shall do my best. Sambhogakaya...lend me your strength!!
“Heh heh heh...” Cecilia chuckled, watching Ravi zoom towards the void. “Even if you do manage to bring it to critical mass...the explosion and dispersion of all the extra energy will kill you. You'll die...just like me!!”
I'll blow this thing up before it can do any more damage! Ravi reached the edge of the void, feeling the pure force of gravity sucking her towards it. There's no more time left! If I can't make this final seal, I will surely die. And even if I do make it, my body might not be able to handle its immense power. Not even my former master has been able to lose the last seal and gain its power...but I cannot turn back now!!
“FINAL SEAL...SAHASRARA...RELEASE!” she howled, her body going completely numb as she used all her remaining energy, both physical and psynergetic, to remove the last harness from her body. A crown of light shot out from her forehead, and in an instant, she was bathed in a golden glow. Her skin felt so smooth, her body so warm, and her mind was at total peace. It was a feeling unlike anything she had even fathomed before – floating there in the sky, all pain momentarily forgotten. If she ever lived beyond this moment, right then, Ravi knew she would remember this forever as the single instant at which she felt one with the universe – at which she felt truly enlightened.
“Chidakasa...” she murmured, raising her shining golden arm and placing it onto the void. It reacted just as Cecilia predicted, exploding brilliantly in the early evening sky, like some psychedelic firework. Cecilia raised her arms to the sky then, waiting to be immolated along with all the other matter, but then, the strangest thing happened.
She felt two soft hands grasp her own, and lift her into the sky.
“You will not die here.” she heard Ravi's smooth voice coo to her. “If you think you can escape all your sins, wrongs, and problems this easily...you are quite mistaken.”
Ravi zoomed through the sky, flames igniting in her wake, as she carried Cecilia along with her.
“We are returning to the others,” she declared, staring down at Cecilia's dying face. “And you shall live on to repent.”
Before Cecilia lost true consciousness, there was one final image burned into her eye. Among all of Ravi's illuminated beauty, there was still one abnormality of it all. It wasn't the beautiful shining wings extending from her back, and it wasn't the unbelievable golden luster of her skin.
There, in the center of her forehead, stuck there as if it was a sticker or some sort of magnet...was a third eye.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“Dad?!” Vance cried, immediately forgetting his surroundings and taking a shaky step towards the stands. “What in the hell are you doing--”
The Albavitrean let out a surprised cry of pain as he was punched in the side of the face, his body skidding across the arena and nearly slipping off into the grass.
“Vance!!” Edward shouted, cursing himself inside for distracting his son's concentration from the battle at hand. “Dammit...what was I thinking?!”
“Who is this boy you keep prattling on about?” Dr. Phileas asked, a bit annoyed at Edward's sudden outbursts -- after all, up until this point, the fellow had been so nice and quiet.
“My son.” Edward was proud to say it, after all. “That's my son down there – Vance.”
“What?!” Dr. Phileas spat. “Surely you jest!”
“No.” Vance's father continued. “I lost him two months ago, but now...finally, we've been reunited.”
“This is impossible!” the doctor exclaimed, in clear and honest denial of Edward's words. “Look...just look down there!”
The three watched as Vance picked himself up from the ground, summoned a good amount of psynergy into his hands, and fired an explosive purple blast towards Krys, who dodged appropriately.
“That boy can clearly use psynergy!” Dr. Phileas explained. “And you men cannot, am I wrong? That's why...there's no way he has any sort of relation to you!”
“You're quite mistaken, Dr. Phileas.” Frank watched Vance with interest as he approached his opponent. “I've known Ed for many years now, and his son as well. It doesn't make sense, but there's no denying it – that is Edward's boy.”
Vance picked himself up quickly, watching his snickering foe. “Yeah, you better enjoy that punch,” he grunted, moving forward. “Because that's the first and last one you're gonna get on me.”
Krys snickered. “But we've only just begun...”
Vance struggled to keep his eyes on his opponent, although his urges to look back at his father were taxing his willpower. He was hardly paying attention as Krys pulled a long, fat syringe out of his pocket. The man stabbed the liquid-filled object's long needle into one of the pulsating veins on his neck, sighing in ecstasy as the drug filled his body.
“Yes....” Krys groaned, his muscles pulsating and growing to twice their original mass. His body looked as if it had been rejuvenated, blood pumping furiously through the man's veins, his eyes lit up, his mouth twisted into a triumphant smile.
“Woah!” Trunculo shouted. “It looks as if Krys has used some kind of drug to alter his body! Now he looks like a bodybuilder from the deepest, darkest depths of Hell! Whew...how gruesome!! But yet...Vance is hardly even paying attention! Does he really believe that he has that much of an advantage?!”
Why is he here...?! Vance screamed inside his mind, still trying to come to terms with his father's unexpected arrival. First, Averyl tells me my about my mother...then Naomi shows up, and now...my own father!! It's as if someone's been stringing me along, bringing me here, bringing those close to me here...all for some unknown purpose!! It's just too much of a coincidence, isn't it?! It isn't possible that he and I would ever meet each other in another dimension like this!! It isn't--
Vance's thoughts were severed again as Krys's fists came crashing down upon his head, crushing his body downwards and slamming his head into the stone foundation of the platform.
“Vance!!” Edward screamed in horror, watching as his son was brutally attacked by Krys. “Get up, Vance!”
He's in trouble...Frank realized. I mean, the boy's just an Earthling like us. Up against these freaks...he's dead meat!!
“Grrraahhhh!!” Vance growled, pushing Krys's monstrous arms off him and lifting himself up from the ground. “Damn you! What the hell did you do?!”
“You don't need to know....” Krys moaned, already injecting himself with another syringe. “You wouldn't understand, boy. The beauty of drugs like these...all the pleasure and pain that comes with them...multiplied tenfold onto my enemies...ohhh, it's so beautiful, so beautiful...”
I need to concentrate!! Vance put his fists together, trying to channel his psynergy once again through his panicking body. I'm too shaken up...I won't be able to even gather my psynergy, let alone make an attack at this rate! Dad...of all the times to show up...!
“You're weak!” Krys roared, every blood vessel and vein pumping the psynergy-enhancing fluids throughout his body. “I'm in heaven, and you're a lowly maggot!”
Vance felt the man's huge leg slam into his chest, lifting Vance high up into the air as it reached its peak.
“Ohhh...the beautiful lights!!” Krys stared up into the sky, his eyeballs rolling back into his head as the hallucinogenic effects of the drug began to take over his body. “They're calling to me!”
Vance's body crashed back onto the stone, ending up a few feet away from his original position, in a crumpled heap.
That really freakin' hurt...he rubbed his stomach absently, as he tried to make it to his feet. My psynergy...I need my psynergy!!
Krys lumbered over to him, the man's tongue lolling out of his mouth as his body moved solely by the will of the drugs.”I'll teach you the beauty...the beauty of my...”
Vance made it back to his feet and stared at the monster before him. Forget about Dad for a second....deal with it later!! Look at what's in front of you...what's trying to kill you!!
“Son!!” Edward shouted again, watching as the brute attacked his only child a fourth time.
“Wait...” Frank gasped, looking down. “Ed, something happened...”
Vance's right arm was burning with a purple glow, as he held it up towards Krys, blocking the man's punch with the palm of his hand. His dark eyes locked with Krys's, the pure density of his aura causing the man to stumble backwards in surprise.
“Alright.” Vance swung his arm back in an instant, his muscles spasming as his power was unleashed. “Now it's my turn.”
The crowd was silent as Vance swung his fist forward, letting his psynergy loose just as he made contact with Krys's cheek. A shockwave erupted through the arena, and the man went flying backwards across the arena, blood exploding from his mouth as he shot across the landscape. Trunculo barely dove out of the way in time as Krys cleared the surrounding grass area in an instant, his body finally coming to a stop as it crashed into the æsotech wall of the arena. A symphony of snapping bones sounded throughout the man's body as his momentum was displaced.
“Wh...whew!!” Trunculo crept back into his seat, looking at the crater in the wall behind him, just above one of the windows of the eastern sector. “With a single amazing attack, Vance has subdued his opponent and won the eighth round!”
Krys's body fell from the wall and crashed to the ground, drooling as he attempted to recover from the world of pain into which he had been thrown.
“Hahahaha!” Trunculo bent over the beaten man, poking him like some kind of rare specimen. “That's gonna leave a mark! Get him outta here, you guys! By some poor stroke of fate, the sucker's still alive!”
Vance couldn't help but smile a bit as he made his way off the arena. I was even holding back, too...idiot.
“A single punch...” Dr. Phileas gasped, his voice in a hushed whisper. “Amazing. To think that the little bastard's improved this much...”
“He used psynergy?” Frank stared in disbelief, as Vance got off from the platform and trotted happily back to his room, massaging his wrist. “But, Ed...”
“What happened to him?” Edward watched as the camera followed his son's peaceful face. “That Vance down there...is...a Vance I've never met before...”
“I told you he couldn't be your son.” Dr. Phileas rolled his eyes. “Why, he's one of the strongest people in this tournament by far!”
“It's frightening.” Edward sat back in his chair, physically exhausted from the ordeal he had just gone through. “All these new expressions of his...his determined attitude...and that strange new feeling that's permeating from him...”
“He's so much like her, isn't he?” Frank turned his head towards Ed.
“Victoria.” Edward whispered, the very mention of the name nearly bringing him to tears again. “She's...maybe she is still with us, after all....”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“What a guy!” Nathan shouted, watching as his new idol, Vance Dancougar, made his way back into the southwestern sector.
“He sure is something.” Tao smiled. “And he hasn't even shown his true colors yet.”
“He's gotta win.” Nathan was gushing with enthusiasm. “If Vice-Captain Harper doesn't win, I bet Vance will!”
“I wonder.” Tao raised his eyebrows contemplatively, staring downwards. “There is still much time left...but I am looking forward to seeing how everyone does.”
Suddenly, there was a knock on the door of the small VIP room, making the usually calm and laid-back Tao nearly fly out of his chair.
“Stay here...Nathan,” he whispered, waiting for a nod of confirmation, and then creeping to the door. “Yes?”
“Tao.” the voice from the other side was low and gruff, which made Nathan think of some kind of scary drill sergeant.
“Father Zeigfried!” Tao swung open the door immediately, bowing suddenly and bringing his head up. “I'm glad you made it safely.”
The man in the doorway was not especially tall, and probably stood only about 5'7” or 5'8”, but still seemed to cast a much greater presence than the Seneschal. Zeigfried had long, mildly curly dark grey hair that came down to his chin. The hair itself was quite messy, but the actual quality and texture of it seemed so soft and smooth, that it was obvious that the man took certain care of it. Across his left eye was a thin black eyepatch, embroidered with thin red lines, and a plain white cross in the center. He had a rough, yet strong-looking face, painted with a permanent scowl. His open eye was a dark bluish-grey, and seemed to be etched in his face like some kind of ancient, forgotten jewel. Black and white priest's robes were his chosen outfit, both arms held tightly together behind his back. Nathan sat quietly in front of the window, trying to look inconspicuous and still listen to every word the two of them said.
“So...” Tao began, looking quite nervous. “What exactly did the Church say your mission here was?”
“I am here to check up on the captains.” Zeigfried answered, straight and business-like, not even moving from his spot to step in the room. “I've already sensed multiple psynergy auras in the area around the city that would match them, so directions are not needed.”
“Around the city?” Tao asked. “So their struggles have taken them that far...”
“You're going to stay here.” Zeigfried explained. “Your presence is not needed outside, nor is it wanted. I shall take care of any problems that arise, so do not feel worried about your little captains – their struggles shall be over soon enough.”
“You need to talk to the captains?” Tao asked confusedly. “But...why?”
“Like I said...” Zeigfried spun around abruptly. “This does not concern you. You know that we do not show our faces in public often. I am here to do my purpose as quickly and efficiently as possible. Any further time talking to you will be a waste of such.”
“I...understand.” Tao consented, backing up. “Um...please, though...tell me if you need any...assistance.”
“The very thought is absurd.” Zeigfried replied quickly, his shoes clacking as he walked down the hallway. “May the Lord be with you, Tao.”
Tao closed the door, looking down towards the ground with a look on his face that Nathan had never seen before – a look of pure, unbridled fear. The brave leader of the Dimensional Knights had never balked in the way of any enemy before...he hadn't even trembled in the face of the Dark Zodiacs...and yet now, he was cowering in terror!
“Seneschal...um...” Nathan spoke, his voice barely above a whisper. During their short conversation, Nathan had attempted to sense the man's psynergy aura multiple times, but he seemed to be blocking it, or guarding it, or something like that. It was the strangest thing that Nathan had ever felt...and almost the most frightening. That, combined with the look of horror on Tao's face nearly made him want to crawl into a fetal position in the corner and die.
“Don't worry, Nathan.” Tao said, moving over and trying to calm himself. “You don't have to worry about that man. After he's done doing whatever he needs to, he'll...he'll go back to where he came from.”
“But Seneschal...” Nathan asked, perplexed. “Who is he?”
“A priest...” Tao spoke softly. “Or, in other words...one of the most frightening people that we will ever set eyes upon.”
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“The exhibition round of the finals has ended,” Trunculo announced. “It's hard to believe that just this morning, we had 4000 different fighters, each of them with their own reasons for fighting, desires for winning, and unique powers by which to do so! And now...only eight fighters remain! While one of these people shall rise to the top and claim the Clock as their own...the scary part is to think about the other seven, who have come this far just to lose it all! What will the outcome be?! The only choice you have is to stay and watch!!”
As Vance returned to the southwestern room, he was surprised to see Eden sitting in one of the two chairs, meticulously combing her hair.
“What the...” Vance groaned, looking at the empty Regeneration Tank. “How did you get out?!”
“I woke up, so I just let myself out." Eden shrugged. "That isn't supposed to happen, is it...?"
“What?!” Vance cried in despair. “So...I missed...you getting out...”
Eden rolled her eyes. “You looked less hurt when you were getting your butt kicked out there,” she smiled.
“You watched my fight?!”
“Of course!” Eden screamed, tossing her brush across the room and smacking Vance right between the eyes. “And I'm really mad at you for not waking me up when you left! Because of that, I missed like half of it!”
Phew...Vance sighed mentally. So, she doesn't know about my father. That's good – I'm still not even sure what to make of that myself.
Eden stood up and looked out the window, as they finished cleaning up the crater that Krys had made in the wall. “So...do you know who's up next?”
“According to this...” Vance fingered Eden's drawing, “it should be Averyl and Caleb.”
“Do you think...” Eden wondered, “Averyl will...”
“Man, how the hell am I supposed to know?” Vance threw his arms up in defeat, expressing his frustration with the situation. “That guy...I lived with him for a month and I still have no idea how that screwed-up brain of his works.”
“I hope Caleb will be okay.” Eden sighed.
“Yeah. Next is you, though.” Vance noted. “And if Cliff was here, you would have been fighting him.”
“I know...” Eden looked down in relief. “On one hand, I hope he's okay, but if I had to fight him...”
“Oh, you know he'd just forfeit.” Vance laughed. “Or at least try to convince you to do so first, until you kicked his ass.”
Eden chuckled happily with Vance, but both of their smiles soon grew dim as the reality of their friend's fate came back to hit them.
“...he'll be fine.” Vance said after a while, turning back to face out the window. “Come on, Eden. Think of all that the three of us have been through together. There's no way he'd let that puppet bitch take him down.”
“I know.” Eden said, joining Vance at the window and scooting next to him. “All we can do is look forward to the future.”
“In a few moments...” Trunculo's voice returned ominously, “the first battle of the quarter-finals shall begin! Make sure you are in your seats soon, or you'll miss the thundering beginning!!”
“Is there any way to get down there?!” Edward asked Phileas, bolting up from his seat and staring down at the arena. “My son..I have to go find out what's going on here!!”
“Sit down.” Dr. Phileas ordered, more than a little irritated. “I shall have no more of your boisterous carrying-on, Edward. Please, silence yourself.”
“But...”
“You'd never be able to get down there anyway.” Dr. Phileas explained. “This public area that we are sitting in right now contains no direct access to the arena. And with that invisible psynergy barrier that not even high-level attacks can pass through between us and the field...getting through is impossible.”
“I think we're going to have to wait until it's over.” Frank sighed. “There's only going to be a few more battles, you know, Ed.”
“Vance will be dead by then!” Edward cried. “Don't you understand?!”
“I think you're the one who doesn't understand, Ed.” Frank sighed. “Honestly...I know your love for your son is genuine and all, but...can't you have a little more faith in him?”
Edward did not respond, his eyes staring woefully down at the ominous arena platform.
“You know Vance better than I do...” Frank said, “but we both know that he's one headstrong kid. Whatever he's gotten himself into...I'm sure that he'll get himself out. Just like she always did.”
“Let's bring out our next fighters!” Trunculo shouted. “We will start with the first two winners of the exhibition rounds -- the former being that tall, dark, handsome gentleman that set our show off with a bang...Averyl!”
The crowd cheered as the shadowy man glided across the grass, his red lips pursed in an inviting smile as he stepped up to the platform.
“You know...” Frank began, trying to figure out any way to make Edward lighten up. “I just noticed what a stark resemblance Vance has to that guy right there.”
“Him?!” Edward shouted, immediately jumping to the defense of his son. “Look at those gross eyes of his...they're like an insect's.”
“Yeah, but that face of his, that pointy nose, and that dark hair...he's almost like an older Vance...”
“You're just seeing things.” Edward insisted, although deep within, he had to agree with Frank. Dark thoughts that he dare not even verbalize flashed through his mind then, but were soon cast away by the more conservative entities within Edward's mind. He'd get to the bottom of this eventually, and until then, he was not planning on jumping to any extreme conclusions.
“Averyl's opponent for this round will be that wily, trident-carrying powerhouse that proved his true strength to us in the first round...Caleb Harper!”
Caleb moved his way up to the arena, his trident loosely resting along his shoulders.
“Caleb's got a tough fight up ahead.” Amyr noted, as he and Sabine relaxed in their waiting room.
“That man seemed especially frightening in his first battle,” she said. “He didn't even hesitate to kill that young girl.”
“Yeah.” Amyr nodded. “And I can't sense his psynergy, either. On top of that, he's partnered with Winslow, who we know to be a member of the Dark Zodiacs...so I think it's safe to say that this guy is one of them as well.”
“Do you think he can win?” Sabine bit her lip. “This will be the second time one of our own goes up against a Dark Zodiac...and....”
“It's alright, Sabine.” Amyr placed his hand on her shoulder. “Let's just watch, hope, and pray that Caleb makes out of this alive.”
“Okay, you guys've eyeballed each other long enough!” Trunculo called out. “Let's get going! Aaand, FIGHT!!”
He's definitely one of them, Caleb gripped his trident tightly. I'm going to have to handle this battle quick...I doubt I can match him in terms of endurance, after all, with all those blades he has concealed within his coat. It's boring, I know, but I'm going to have to take him out the same way I did the first guy...except a thousand times faster!!
Averyl smiled devilishly and tip-toed forward, his fingers tingling excitedly at his side. “Let's have fun together...shall we?” he asked innocently. “It may be the last true fun I have for a while...”
“I hope I can meet your expectations.” Caleb smirked, immediately shooting off to the side and breaking into a rapid sprint. I gotta get around to him first, and then I'll try to get into close range...although with this guy, that's nearly impossible!
Blades flew from Averyl's body, this time severing from his person after they reached a good three-to-four feet long. They followed Caleb like a swarm of hornets, slicing up the ground behind him as he ran.
There's no end to them!! Caleb realized in awe, as they continued to pour out of the man. Could he possibly be...creating them?! The vice-captain made his way around the right corner of the arena, turning suddenly and heading upwards. After I reach the end of this long stretch, I'll be much closer to him. I have until then to formulate a plan!
As Caleb began moving, Averyl outstretched his right arm, materializing even more blades from his fingers and shooting them sideways. They cut into the path about thirty feet ahead of Caleb, as Averyl slowly brought his arm toward his chest, shortening the distance that Caleb had to work with.
“Averyl's playing around with him.” Vance rolled his eyes, turning and heading to the Regeneration Tank. “I don't mean to be pessimistic, but I really doubt Caleb's going to win this one. I'm going to get into this thing while I still have the chance.”
Eden said nothing, mesmerized by the battle as she studied Averyl. But, if Caleb can't beat him...then that means that my next opponent will be...
“It looks like Caleb's stuck in a game of cat and mouse, everyone!” Trunculo announced. “Unfortunately for him, though, he ain't the feline!”
Caleb made his way up to the knives, and suddenly stopped and ran inwards, the gap between the two streams of silver growing thinner and thinner. Averyl smiled and raised his left arm at that instant, letting another long blade fly towards Caleb. The vice-captain immediately swiped his trident outwards, cleaving the blade in two and rushing forward.
Now inches from Averyl, he thrusted the pronged weapon forward, only to see one of Averyl's arms snake outwards and grab onto it. With a lurch of his body, Averyl lifted both Caleb and the trident into the air, tossing them both off to the opposite side of the arena.
Giving Caleb no time to breathe, Averyl immediately readied another line of gleaming blades, shooting them all forward toward the crumpled mass on the ground.
“ZLODOWACIEĆ!” Caleb screamed, lifting his trident up and aiming it forward. A wide stream of icy mist exploded from his trident, freezing the arena over and encasing the blades in a gigantic block of ice.
Averyl chuckled, this time letting even more blades fly from his body, chipping through the ice with little effort and surprising the downed Caleb, who still hadn't any time to bring himself back to his feet.
This...he thought, as he leapt up and began to parry the blades with his already-fatigued arms, ...is ridiculous!!
The Vice-Captain immediately began a rapid series of dodges, expertly twisting his body this way and that to dodge every single one of the knives that moved in his direction.
One after another...Caleb thought to himself, keeping his eyes focused ahead as the huge wave of swords from all over Averyl's body flew towards him. There's a small gap between every seventh blade, and then they continue...but it's not perfect!! There's a pattern!
After a few seconds, Caleb was able to predict where each blade would aim for on his body, and before he knew it, he was dodging them all as if it was nothing.
“Would you look at that...” Dr. Phileas marveled. “See, boys...this is psynergy...this is the beauty of fighting! It isn't some common fistfight, or violent brawl...when psynergy is used by those who have mastered its powers, it becomes something that transcends all other forms of entertainment! Two men doing their best, taxing their bodies to win out against one another – this is what psynergy was made for. This is art!!”
“Hmmm..” Frank rubbed his mustache. “But art that can kill someone...?”
“Many art forms have such a power.” Dr. Phileas smiled. “For instance...the art of surgery.”
Caleb closed his eyes, moving fluidly around each blade that Averyl tossed his way. Obviously, I can't do this forever...he realized, making sure he kept his body in the proper motions. I'll repeat the pattern twice more, and then during that split second, I'll try to raise my trident and dodge out of the way. Then I'll have to start running again...
Caleb prepared to jump out, but this time, after the seventh blade came, an eighth one followed. Averyl smiled as the three-foot long silver sword ripped into Caleb's chest cavity, a geyser of blood squirting out from his back. The shock of it all threw Caleb off, and he was soon pierced by over ten other blades, decorating his arms and legs like a pincushion.
“Good job...in figuring out that minute pattern.” Averyl commended him. “I guess I'm guilty...in that I play with my prey too much.”
No!! Caleb panicked, struggling to keep his skewered body standing. This entire time...it's all been a game for him? Heh...I thought that I could undermine this guy, didn't I...
“Say...” Averyl removed one more five-foot knife from his pocket and aimed it carefully at Caleb's head. “...goodbye.”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Ravi's celestial wings burned a pathway through the sky as she zoomed across the city, tracking the iridescent aura that she knew to be Azuka's. Cecilia lay unconscious in her arms, the vestiges of psynergy that still remained in her body pulsating like a beast in hibernation. The Yoga master made a quick descent down to where she believed her fellow captain was still locked in battle, scanning the horizons. She had just turned her head around for the second time when a huge column of flame erupted from a barren highway towards the eastern sector of town, giving away the location instantly.
“I shall not yield!” Azuka declared, her hakama in tatters, her blonde hair darkened with blood. She continued to hold her shinai in front of her just as ferociously as she had in the morning, when they had first started their battle. While the amount of psynergy she commanded had dropped considerably since then, her resolve had not budged a single inch. “I will defeat you...and return to my comrades.”
“That's funny, you know...” Bruce had reduced his fiery aura, condensing his psynergy and dedicating it to powering his brutal fists. They were crossed over his chest now, bloody sword wounds decorating his muscular body. “...because I was just about to say the same thing.”
“Why do you continue?!” Azuka shouted.
“You still don't get it?” Bruce growled. “I'm doing the world a favor here! You're the most two-faced, backstabbing bitch I've ever met. Even for my enemies, I can't permit it. I'm taking you down, Azuka Ingram – whether it takes all day or not.”
“You have no room to talk about treachery!” Azuka retorted. “You're a traitor to your own race...to all of humankind!!”
“But I already told you...” Bruce charged his fist up, scrounging up the remainders of his available psynergy. “I'm not human. Even since the day I was born, I didn't think of myself as one. As soon as I came out of those test tubes, they told me what I was: a monster!!”
Bruce rammed his fist into the pavement, sending a rippling shockwave exploding across the ground towards Azuka. She took the skies, instantly dodging the attack, shifting the psynergy from her legs to her weapon as she fell back down to pierce her enemy.
“Man...” Bruce raised his fists, the psynergy-induced flames canceling out Azuka's attack. “We're not going to be able to keep this up much longer, are we...”
“Maybe not you,” Azuka bluffed as best she could, “but I can keep going for--”
Azuka froze suddenly, spinning around as a glowing beacon began to come into view on the horizon. It didn't take long for Bruce to follow her lead, also gazing up with curiosity as to their first visitor.
Ravi's tan robes had become lighter, and now stuck closer to her skin, covering her body as if to act as an extra layer of skin. As she came closer, her enormous wings blocked out the evening skies, instead brightening the ground with her own newfound illumination.
She set the ravaged body of Cecilia gently to the ground, much to Bruce's surprise, and turned to face her teammate. “Azuka, it is I.”
“Ravi...?!” Azuka gasped, unable to believe that this angel-like being standing in front of her could possibly be her comrade-in-arms. “What happened to you? Your face...it looks like a...”
“Yes.” Ravi slowly blinked the third eye that had appeared on her forehead. “I have achieved a state of enlightenment. I am now an Angel of Dharma.”
“But your psynergy...” Azuka marveled. “I can't sense any on you. How could you possibly be masking so much?”
“I'm operating off of some kind of raw energy now.” Ravi explained. “Something...different than mere psynergy. I don't know how long it will last, but...” she turned abruptly to face Bruce. “I'm sure it shall be more than enough to allow us to finish him off.”
“No, Ravi!” Azuka moved out to touch the woman, but then stopped abruptly, not sure if she should desecrate what seemed to be such a sacred body. “I've come this far. Please, allow me to finish him myself.”
“So be it.” Ravi nodded, her three eyes still fixated on Bruce's face. “I shall allow you to continue your battle, Azuka. But trust me...if you take too much damage, or are unable to continue your struggle...rest assured that I shall be the one to protect you.”
“Heh!” Bruce grunted, winking playfully at Ravi. “What do you know, now I have another beautiful woman after me. What a lucky guy I am!”
Azuka stepped back in front of the Tiger, gripping her shinai with solid desperation. “It's not over
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
yet!” Caleb shouted, blocking Averyl's blade with his trident while sliding one of the smaller ones out of his chest with his free hand. He wiped the blood he had coughed up during the attack from his chin and turned his trident toward the ground, slamming it in as hard as he could.
The crowd was in awe as Caleb managed to bellow “PRZEKSZTAŁCAĆ!” and take to the skies, the bottom end of his trident extending and carrying him high above the arena.
“Hmm...” Averyl peered upwards, whistling appropriately. “Caleb...Harper...”
There's no way I'll be able to rebound after this attack...Caleb began to fall forward, his trident shrinking itself and following him downwards. This is it!!
“Caleb!!” Sabine shouted in fear as she watched her friend dive down towards the Dark Zodiac.
“Well folks, it looks like Caleb is finally giving it his all, with one last close-range attack!” Trunculo called out. “What will Averyl do to counter this?”
As the distance between the two of them grew shorter, Caleb swung his trident from underneath his body and pointed it at Averyl, as if he intended to spear the man right where he stood.
"Sorry, everyone." Caleb smirked, his eyes glossing over as he began to fall downwards toward the ground. "But I can't beat this guy." The Vice-Captain pointed his own weapon toward his head and gave one last earth-shaking scream: “ZLODOWACIEĆ!”
Once again, the frosty mist exploded from Caleb's trident, freezing his body into a tall, thin ice cube within seconds. The Knight smashed onto the arena floor, chipping a corner of the otherwise perfect cube, and skidded along the tile until he teetered off the edge, coming to a stop on the soft warm grass.
Vance watched in surprise, and in shock as he saw Averyl's left eyebrow curve up a bit in what seemed to be an inkling of surprise. The 12th Zodiac tiptoed over to Caleb's frozen body, the arena stunned in silence as the Monkey began to laugh.
“Hahaha...” Averyl smiled, pulling a thick iron stake out of his chestbone. “Now, time to crack you...open...”
“Wait!!” Trunculo interrupted, but Averyl paid him no attention and continued to remove the lengthy weapon. “Zoom in on this! Cameras! Caleb's body has been turned to ice, and that ice has clearly touched the grass area outside of the arena, which we all know is an out-of-bounds zone! That means, if you attack this defeated man now...you will be disqualified from the tournament, Averyl!”
Averyl slowly slid his head to the side, peering at Trunculo, his enormous black eyes peeking through the slits of his eyelids.
“What can I say, man?!” Trunculo shrugged. “We have rules to follow here, you know?”
"How unfair..." Averyl turned back to Caleb, considering the option one more time, and then turned away, his lips slowly turning down into a pouty frown. “I was looking forward to that, too...” he murmured, his black cloak swishing as he made his way off the stage.
“Caleb...” Sabine gasped. “That was such a close one.”
“Well, sort of.” Amyr smirked. “That guy...even when he loses, though, he still manages to do it with style.”
“What do you mean?”
“Didn't you notice?” Amyr pointed out. “The place where he landed...he was only a few feet from the edge of the platform. He planned on going out of bounds from the very beginning."
“So smart..." Sabine shook her head in awe.
“Phew!!” Trunculo wiped what seemed like a gallon of sweat from his forehead as he regained his wits. “My life almost flashed before my eyes there! Well, folks, it looks like Caleb has lost this round! Due to some dark twist of fate, his own attack was blown back to him, encasing him in a solid block of ice! He'll be rushed to the hospital immediately to be thawed out, while Averyl will proceed to the next round!”
The crowd cheered once more as the medics rushed in removed carried Caleb's body from the arena. Somehow, a vice-captain had gone up against one of the most bloodthirsty Dark Zodiacs, and survived. He hadn't won, but the outcome of the battle was really water under the bridge at this point – he had made his comrades proud.
“Alrighty!” Trunculo continued. “I'd be happy to lead us into the second round of the quarter-finals right now, but unfortunately, there won't be one! Cliff, one of the previous winners who would be scheduled for this fight, is currently in intensive care at the Enmetropolis City Hospital. We told him we'd be happy to push his battle back a few minutes, but sadly, he won't even be ready then. His body is in critical condition, and while he will make it, it won't be without a painful amount of work. Because he cannot physically continue with us today, he has forfeited, making Eden Gardener, his would-be opponent, the default winner of the round! And although he won't be joining us for the rest of the festivities, at least he can rest easy knowing that his monumental battle against Mephistoclessia will not be forgotten within our minds! Hats off to Cliff Walden, ladies and gentlemen!”
The crowd clapped, as replay shots of Cliff's bloody struggle against Mephistoclessia was displayed on the holographic screens. Eden eased back in her chair. It felt as if a 10-ton weight had been lifted off her mind, now that she knew Cliff would pull through...eventually.
You were so amazing, Cliff, she thought happily to herself. Now, you can finally enjoy a well-deserved rest. You don't have to worry about the tournament – Vance and I will take care of it.
The truth of the matter was, however, that Eden had absolutely no idea how she was going to 'take care of it.' Averyl had crushed Caleb in a matter of minutes in their battle, and she would be up against him next. There was no guessing as to who would be the victor of the next match – it sure wasn't going to be her. And while that was bad enough, she was more worried about another thing...the fact that it meant that Vance and Averyl would most likely be fighting each other in the final round.
Shivers ran down Eden's spine as she turned to stare at Vance's healing body in the Regeneration Tank. Vance, what were we thinking? All this time...did we really think we could make it this far and be okay? Cliff's gone, Caleb's defeated...only you, Amyr, and I are left. Is there really a chance at bringing home the Clock this time?
“Without any further ado, then, ladies and gentlemen...” Trunculo cleared his throat, “let's rush on into round three: the many-handed Amyr Haq versus the handsome Saffron Morrigan!”
Amyr was already standing on the platform long before Trunculo called his name, gazing intently down the platform at Saffron's illustrious eyes.
Cliff...Caleb...Sabine...he thought, the images of his companions furiously flashing through his mind. If only for your sake...I shall not accept defeat!!
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“Five battles left.” Grayson chimed softly, his nose just barely touching the edge of the spacious window that overlooked the arena. “And it looks as if every one from here on out shall have one of our comrades in it.”
“Not that it matters.” Roufas reminded him. “We all knew what was going to happen even before the tournament began, remember?”
“Of course.” Grayson chuckled dryly, turning around to face his associate. “As usual, you think you know everything, dearest Roufas.”
The sun was engaged in a losing battle against the moon and the dark clouds shadowing it. All of the lights had been broken in the committee room, leaving it a very dark and brooding place. The five members of the council were still huddled in the corner, where they had been through the last few pulse-pounding hours. Van Kaen was slouched against the wall next to them, either guarding them or sleeping -- possibly even both.
“Once the victor has been announced,” Roufas spoke again, “you are clear on what you are supposed to do, right? I don't intend to go over it again.”
“Spare me.” Grayson frowned, his irritability rising once again in the presence of his partner. “Your anal-retentiveness about these plans of yours have caused them to be forever etched inside my mind. You need not to waste your breath, Roufas...especially since we don't know how much you may have left.”
Roufas was not amused. “What's that supposed to mean?”
Grayson spun around abruptly, turning to face the glass, a demonic smile gracing his face as his glasses seemed to give off their own kind of light in the dark room.
Grayson...Roufas kept his eyes on his associate, his hands balled up into his fists, shaking nervously at his sides. Why are you acting this way? What is your purpose?
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Amyr studied Saffron carefully, taking note of the man's powerful-looking armor, as well as the thick, dangerous-looking broadswords strapped to his back. He found his eyes catching on the silver crest of a featureless dog on Saffron's breastplate, almost invisible due to the numerous straps that were wound around his upper body.
So he's a Zodiac after all...Amyr realized. That means I must somehow succeed where even Caleb failed.
“And....go!” Trunculo cried, giving the two fighters the OK to beat each other senseless.
Amyr wasted no time in producing two additional arms from his mid-section. He channeled psynergy into each of them, and let loose multiple shining blasts from each palm.
In an instant Saffron's sword was out, and within a few slashes, he had expertly deflected the attacks. “What a convenience that must be,” he observed.
“These four arms represent the four noble truths of Buddhism.” Amyr explained. “The first, dukka: that the idea known as 'suffering' exists. The second, tanha: suffering arises from attachment to desires. The third, nibbana: suffering shall cease when the attachment to desires also ceases. And the fourth, ariya-sacca: the way to attain that freedom, by following the Noble Eightfold Path.”
“Cute.” Saffron nodded, stepping forward. “I myself know much about suffering. 'Tis valiant...maketh the body stronger. I also know much about desire – also that which maketh men strong...in a way.”
Amyr braced himself. “True strength comes from one's freedom from any vices that ails one.”
“Oh?” Saffron rested his blade on his shoulderpad, looking up the sky wistfully. “Hmmm...I don't much like thy brains, then.”
Amyr did not respond, trying to anticipate the man's next move.
“If'n I cut down a knave who own'st that true strength...” Saffron smirked, lowering his head to face Amyr once again. “T'would indeed maketh them wrong, now, wouldst it not?”
The swordsman leapt forward, his left hand gripping the ruby hilt of his broadsword, and slashed outwards at the vice-captain. Amyr side-stepped the initial strike, spinning back around and aiming to punch Saffron in the face. The Zodiac dodged, but Amyr adjusted his aim appropriately, connecting with the man's chin. Saffron didn't move, however, and Amyr's fist merely stuck there, useless, not even drawing blood or breaking a bone. It was as if the swordsman had caught Amyr's fist simply with his face.
Saffron chuckled. “Canst thou not at least put some effort into it, man?”
What...?! Amyr stood frozen in shock. I still can't sense his psynergy...does that mean...he blocked this...just from using physical power alone?!
“Let's not stop,” Saffron brought his face up, pushing Amyr's fist back, “lest we lose the rush of the moment.”
The swordsman came on strong again, swinging his left hand wildly like a sunflower twirling through the air. Amyr watched the man spin forwards, and brought out his lower two arms, attempting to catch the blade as it came down towards him. He prepared a barrier of psynergy on his chest that would hopefully hold off the attack if he failed.
His hands met the iron sides of the blade, slamming together with a loud clap as he stopped Saffron's blade in his place. The swordsman nodded in approval to Amyr's accomplishment.
“Not bad.” Saffron pushed harder on his sword, as Amyr felt a breezy, floral aura finally begin to permeate from the man's body. “I assume it's fine for me to use psynergy, then.”
Saffron's sword slid easily from Amyr's hands and cut downwards, inches from the Vice-Captain's heart. Ravi's disciple quickly brought one of his extra arms up in the way, feeling the blade rip through his flesh, and spun out of the way as the weapon carried through. Although the hands were not true appendages of his body, the pain still felt very real, and he cried out in agony as the top half of his extra hand splattered onto the floor.
I never even had time to draw my own sword...Amyr thought sadly, finally reaching to his sides and bringing up three sabres in his working hands. “En guarde, Saffron!”
“Ah, wonderful...I was afraid thou were wearing those simply for show.” Saffron looked at Amyr's swords interestedly. “Thy blades against mine own...now this shall be something!”
Saffron seemed especially invigorated as he advanced, once again slicing downwards in hopes of ripping Amyr's body in two. This time the vice-captain was ready, but was forced to use all three of his swords to block the powerful blow.
“Oh my!” Trunculo gasped. “It looks like these two men have finally turned to a battle of steel against steel! Now, locked in a furious struggle, they both put their lives on the line to prove their superiority! Who will be the victor in the end?!”
Both of their auras flared up immensely as they attempted to overtake each other. Saffron's sword seemed unusually heavy for a single broadsword, its ruby hilt sparkling in the arena lights as it loomed over Amyr's head. Then, after what felt like an eternity, Amyr had successfully gathered the proper amount of psynergy that he needed to overpower his foe, and pushed forward. Saffron stumbled back a step, smiling pleasantly at this new development as he prepared to move forward and attack again. Amyr wasted no time and took the offensive, using all three of his arms to simulatenously attack at different places on the Dark Zodiac's body.
His neck, his chest, his upper thigh...Amyr thought cleverly. He can't possibly block all three of them at once!
Saffron had to work quickly as Amyr's sabres converged on him. He swung his broadsword down diagonally to block the two sabres heading for the upper half of his body.
As I suspected he'd do...Amyr followed through with the rest of his attack. But his leg's wide open!!
Amyr's sabre cut into the upper portion of Saffron's leggings, slicing through and taking a stab at the flesh beneath. His shoved the blade in as far as he could, leaning his body forward, just as Saffron pushed his other two arms away and began to rush him.
Now we're even! Amyr stood triumphantly, falling back, ready to face the swordsman head-on again.
Saffron pulled his sword up and prepared to slash it down again, but this time Amyr was more than ready. He slid around the broadsword with ease, taking two large steps and spun around to Saffron's rear.
“Huh?” Saffron turned around suddenly, trying to stay on target, but Amyr already had him. He moved his trunk-like legs around Saffron's, locking them in place, and then slid his two real arms under the Zodiac's arms and around his head, pointing it down. His third arm snaked forward and held its saber against Saffron's neck, in the classic Execution pose that Ravi had taught to him so many years ago.
“I'll give you a chance to forfeit, of course.” Amyr explained. “I'm not a...murderer.”
“'Zounds!” Saffron cheered in praise. “I truly thought thee to be a fool's knave all this time, but thou hast proven me wrong.”
“I take my battles seriously,” Amyr confessed. “That's all.”
“Ohhh.” Saffron groaned, pulling his sword up from the ground and pointing it at his own stomach. “Then...thou took this battle seriously too?”
Amyr's eyes caught Saffron's slight movements instantly. “Hey, what are you doing?”
“A fine outcome!” Saffron cheered, slamming the ruby broadsword into his own stomach, the blade tunneling through and ripping into Amyr's. It slid through slowly, as if Saffron was savoring his own pain as he ripped through Amyr's intestines in the process. Then, in the blink of an eye, the sword slid back out, and Saffron turned around to face the startled fighter. “Then you shall be able to accept this death...like a true warrior!”
Amyr bellowed in pain as Saffron ripped his sword through the vice-captain's body again, slicing off two of his arms in a clean strike. This man is a demon...the vice-captain shivered, staring at the bright, cheery, jovial face of Saffron Morrigan. I know I'm the last line of defense here, but...how am I supposed to beat such an unstoppable monster? There has to be a way...Amyr made a fist with his last remaining arm, as blood poured out of his opposite shoulder. No matter what happens to me in the long run...I can't allow him to continue! If anything...I shall stop him right here where I stand!!
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Azuka's shinai sliced across Bruce's chest, knocking the beast of a man backwards and sending him skidding across the pavement. He quickly picked himself off and shot forward, but Azuka had already closed the distance, and was in his face before he had time to prepare a defense.
She's gonna try and smack me in the head, he realized instantly. I'm sure of it.
Azuka raised her sword up, and so Bruce too raised his hands up over his head, only to watch in shock as the woman let go of her weapon and kicked the Tiger straight in the guts. He let out a heavy cough and doubled over, and this time he felt it -- a hard, psynergy-charged elbow connecting straight with his cranium, knocking the Zodiac down to the ground with blinding force. Before he could raise his body all the way up again, Azuka had reclaimed her weapon and was on his back in a flash, her muscular right arm wrapped around his neck in a choke hold.
"You bi--" Bruce started, only to be silenced by pain as Azuka tightened her hold around his throat, cutting off his oxygen momentarily. As Bruce thought of a way to turn the tables, he shifted his eyes over to Ravi, who was standing still on the sidelines, Cecilia lying unconscious at her feet.
Well, Cecilia was never that hot of a fighter anyway. Bruce shrugged. She had a few good tricks, but terrible stamina. Hell, I coulda beaten her...I think.
Suddenly, Azuka's eyes widened, startling Bruce as she completely released her hold on him and rose to her feet. It took Bruce only a split-second to catch on, and he too jumped up, looking to the grey skies in confusion.
“What...” Azuka gasped, feeling it stronger only seconds later: a murky aura that seemed extremely powerful. “It's...”
Bruce frowned. “You tryin' to tell me that that big-ass aura is one of your partners?”
“Uh...” Azuka stuttered, stepping back in fear. “No. It's...”
“What's wrong with you?” Bruce swerved around, surprised at this sudden nervousness that Azuka was displaying. “What's that guy tryin' to do? It's almost like he's acting as a beacon.”
“As if its owner wants us to feel it...” Ravi cut in. “I do not know who it is, though.”
The aura grew stronger, and the three of them could feel it growing ever closer. Then, Bruce's head snapped upwards, focusing on the rooftop of an old abandoned factory building. Standing there, a dark silhouette on an even darker sky, was the trio's second guest for the night.
“Shit.” Bruce frowned. “This is really turning into some kinda party, isn't it?”
The man leapt into the air, his body shooting across the sky with unbelievable speed, arcing perfectly and gliding down slowly to the ground. A foggy aura covered his body as he descended, dissipating into the air like steam as he touched foot on the ground.
“Hello, Azuka.” Zeigfried nodded slightly, holding up a steady hand to move a tuft of dark grey hair from his visible eye. “So good to see that you're doing well.”
“Z...Zeigfried!!” Azuka moaned, stumbling backwards in surprise. “What are you doing here? I thought we--”
“You thought we what?” Zeigfried asked her, his eye probing her like a physician's needle. “Please don't tell me any of the agreements we made were unclear.”
“Agreements?!” Bruce shouted, butting in immediately. “Wait, just who the hell are you, buddy?”
Zeigfried turned to Bruce, a look of disgust swarming over his face. “You, Dark Zodiac...” he muttered, instantly spotting the tattoo on Bruce's skin. “Please cease your insipid chatter.”
“The hell I will!” Bruce growled, flames rising along his shoulders. “You just better tell me who you are -- and tell me nicely -- before I pound your face in, buddy!"
“You may ignore him if you wish,” Ravi spoke, advancing on Zeigfried. “But you seem to be an acquaintance of my partner's, and we have not been properly introduced.”
“Fine.” Zeigfried frowned. “If the fact that you do not know my identity torments you so much – albeit while there is still so many more important things that you do not know – then I shall tell you.”
Ravi and Bruce watched with curiosity as Zeigfried held his right hand over his chest in some strange sort of salute, displaying a pale cross on the back of his robe's sleeve.
“I am Father Zeigfried Harknett Abaddon,” Zeigfried began, “an Apostle of the Church of Holy Truths. My job is simple: I am here to neutralize the forces of both the Guild of Dimensional Knights and the Dark Zodiacs, so that the Church may resume its rightful control of the Clocks and their respective personnel.”
“What...?” Ravi processed what Zeigfried was saying, becoming only more confused than she had been. “But wasn't the Church the very organization that authorized the tournament take place? Didn't they authorize the Clock to be put up for the prize? If so, then why...”
“You're the 1st division captain, aren't you? And yet you're so unintelligent...how pitiful.” Zeigfried scoffed. “This entire tournament has been a setup from the start. It was created with the sole purpose of gathering all of the Knight Captains and Dark Zodiacs in one spot...so that we could effectively exterminate them all at once.”
“What?!” Ravi screamed. “But...we work for the Church! Why would they want to...”
“Your 'services', if you can even call them that...” Zeigfried rolled his eyes, “have become more a nuisance than an asset. And since shutting down the Guild professionally would take much time and dedication that we do not wish to sacrifice...we're simply going to exorcise you like the heathens you are.”
“Just wait a damn second here.” Bruce snapped his fingers, the pieces of the puzzle finally falling together in his mind. “Tell me one thing...how were you able to keep such a firm grip over this situation so far? What I mean to say is: how were you able to make sure that all us captains and Zodiacs were safely removed from the tournament, while our subordinates fought it out inside? How were you positive that everything would go your way? It all seems like a long shot that all these people would do as your expect, you know?”
“It seems as if you're the sharp one of the group.” Zeigfried snorted through his nose. “How saddening.” He raised one of his long arms, pointing directly between the figures of Ravi and Bruce, lining up with the frightened, paralyzed body of Azuka. “There were no worries from the start that anything could go wrong. We had her, after all.”
“So it was true!!” Bruce realized, swerving around to face Azuka, his own visage distorted in rage. “You were working with these bastards all along, weren't you?!”
Ravi slowly rotated her body, looking over to the scared body of Azuka, the powerful warrior frozen in fear in the presence of her hidden superior. “Captain Azuka...” the Yoga master muttered, not wanting to believe what she thought she was hearing. “Just what...is going on here?”
“I shall tell you.” Zeigfried spoke up, smirking as he watched Azuka crumble under the pressure. “This weak fool won't be able to speak for herself, anyway.”
Azuka slowly lowered herself to the ground, supporting her upper body with her shinai as she continued to tremble.
“Sit back, and listen...” Zeigfried sneered. “I shall relay to you a story of forbidden love, violent rebellion, and most of all...ruthless treachery.”
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“For the past year or so, Azuka had been making visits to the dimension of Yamato, her original homeland. She was secretly born as the daughter of a Yamato man, after a night of sudden passion with a Doitzian in the dimension of Tartoch. I do not know the details of their affair myself, but I imagine it was one that would have caused quite the uproar back in those days...especially since it was so soon after Yamato had rejected the contract to become a part of our Dimensional Alliance. In any case, her father tried to take her back with him, simply as an “adopted” child, but as the child grew, she proved far too problematic. Despite her blonde hair and fair skin, her facial structure resembled that of her Yamato ancestors far too nicely. You see..this man was the Emperor -- the head of the sacred family meant to watch over the decisions of the Yamato government.
“And so, poor little Azuka Ingram was sent back to her father's illicit lover's home in the dimension of Tartoch, one of her father's Royal Guards along at her side to make sure she made it 'home' safely. Her mother welcomed her with open arms, overjoyed that she could experience the beautiful result of that forbidden love. For most of her life, Azuka lived in the dimension of Tartoch, but never forgot her heritage. The Royal Guard who eventually became her master stopped by often to check up on her training, eventually developing her into a phenomenal warrior with stunning battle abilities.
“That was not the only thing that Azuka's master educated her in, however. He schooled her on Yamato's history, as well as current events, no matter how painful they seemed. Her father had grown ill, and since Azuka was not an acceptable candidate to become Empress, due to her tainted blood, he had no choice but to appoint his 5-year old son, Makoto. The Emperor chose his 'trusted' Imperial Court to watch over and school the young child. The child lived a life of solitude behind palace walls, and the elders took care of much of the delegating.
“Fast forward to a few years ago -- the Emperor's illness grew worse, and an elder named Kouga Suzunosuke's iron grip over the regime only grew more powerful. Millions were driven into poverty due to Suzunosuke's poor control over the country, and as a result, many people began to complain. In frustration, Suzunosuke began executing them, one after another – whoever spoke out against him would simply die. It was the only defense tactic the man was capable of, and his situation grew even more and more desperate as he summoned up the Emperor's own personal army to quell the peasants.
“You both have probably predicted this by now, but as a result of Suzunosuke's decisions, the citizens were forced to take up arms and create their own rebel army to separate the evil government from the state, and restore the seat of the Emperor to its righteous place above all other law. With Suzunosuke's easy access to all the dynasty had to offer, though, it looked as if this civil war would not end any time soon. As the death toll from Suzunosuke's attacks increased, the citizens grew more bent on finding their 'secret trump card' – some kind of last-ditch effort that they could use to turn the tables. They searched far and wide for Azuka's half-brother Makoto, but it seemed as if the boy had disappeared from the face of the planet. They began to ask around, then...wondering if their emperor had ever conceived any other, less publicized children.
“By this time, Azuka had already established her position as a respectable captain in the Guild of Dimensional Knights. Since the dimension of Yamato was not a Church-sanctioned universe, she never risked the danger of returning to her people and being dragged into war. Her master pleaded with her to return to her rightful heritage and claim the throne as her own – if only to save the whole dimension. But Azuka continued to hold out, trusting that the decision she made to shed her past and enter the Guild was the correct one.”
Ravi and Bruce listened to Zeigfried's story carefully, marveling at the man's uncanny knowledge of Azuka and everything that was related to her.
“Now...this is the interesting part.” Zeigfried smirked, continuing. “Exactly one year ago, the rebellion army started losing every battle they fought, suffering unbelievable casualties. In truth, Suzunosuke and his royal army tapped into some very powerful resources...not only had he used the royal fortune to establish technologically advanced stronghold where the capital used to be, but he also, somehow...enlisted the help of demons.
"As this information was relayed to Azuka, the true reality of the situation finally began to sink into her head. She was the last hope that her people had...the last hope that her father, who had been everything to her...had left. She was desperate to find a way to help them...and was prepared to do anything.
“Six months ago, as I was making my bi-annual inspection to the Guild, Azuka first approached me. She spoke with me, telling me her sad story, the very story which I relayed to you, and I decided to make a deal with her. I would put together an army of 500 Acolyte warriors from the Church of Holy Truths, entrusting them under Azuka as their commander, and send them to Yamato together to battle the demons...under the conditions that she helped me with a little mission I had.
“The mission, as you can probably guess, was to exterminate the Guild of Dimensional Knights as well as the Dark Zodiacs, in one swift blow. Both organizations had caused us equal trouble in the past, and I and the other Apostles had been wishing to rid this universe of such trash. More importantly, though, the need for the Clocks had risen in the past few months, which in turn amplified our interest in finding the Bearer.
“She and I concocted this plan together, luring all of the targets to a similar location in order to be wiped clear from the earth. Face her, now, both of you...her allies and enemies alike shall curse her for eternity! After all, she agreed to coordinate your deaths for her own gain!!”
“You liar!!” Azuka stood up, bringing her shinai out in front of her. “That wasn't the agreement! I was simply supposed to get them out of your way...not kill them!”
“Shut the hell up.” Bruce's eyes pierced Azuka, a large, thick vein pulsating on his forehead in anger. “I knew it from the start, from the first time I saw you! Deep down, you're just a spoiled brat who doesn't know what she wants...and will nonetheless betray her own comrades just to get her way."
“Azuka...” Ravi faced downwards, her palms vibrating in anger. “Tell me, face to face, that what this man is saying is a lie.”
“He's trying to deceive us all!!” Azuka screeched, her eyes intense and furious as she stared ahead, sweat pouring down her crimson face. “I AGREED TO NO SUCH THING!”
“Oh, gimme a break!!” Bruce turned to Ravi. “Did you listen to a word that that guy said? She's a con artist – a professional liar! All this time, she's been deceiving you, just so he can kill us all!”
“So then, what you're saying...” Ravi turned around, trying to avoid facing Azuka at all costs. “is that the true culprit here is the newcomer?”
“Yeah...” Bruce peered over to Zeigfried, a disgruntled expression on his face. “I guess I'll start with this son of a bitch first.”
“You're planning to resist?” Zeigfried laughed. “How futile. Don't you know anything? I am an Apostle...it is my God-given destiny to collect the Clocks and restore order unto this universe. You fools can't possibly stand up to my holy power.”
Ravi looked at him, her wings flapping gently as she began to hover off the ground. “If the sort of 'God' you follow is one who advocates such senseless destrction...then I shall be the first to defy Him!”
“Don't kid yourself.” Zeigfried sneered. “The damned may never overtake the Almighty. Blasphemy shall never be able to hurt us.”
“Hey...” Bruce muttered. “Rovy, Ravi, or whatever your name is...this will mark the first time that the Dark Zodiacs and the Dimensional Knights have ever worked together, isn't it?”
“Possibly. But from the looks of things,” Ravi corrected him, “it seems as if the Guild exists no longer.”
“Haha...” Bruce laughed. “You're right...”
“Yes.” Ravi nodded. “So we aren't teaming up...or anything like that.”
“Of course not.” Bruce growled. “We're just a couple of warriors determined to beat the shit outta some cocky jackass.”
“Watch, Azuka...” Zeigfried commanded, staring intently at the crumpled body of the 4th division captain. “...As all your treachery finally pays off.”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Everyone...Images of the Seneschal, followed by the 4 captains of the Guild of Dimensional Knights flew through Amyr's head as he stood in front of Saffron, bleeding out of more places than he could count. I know you're all out there right now, fighting, sacrificing your all to protect us as we press on in this tournament. I wish...there was some way for me to thank you...to give you more respect than words could ever do.
Saffron stood in front of him, a crazy, excited smile on his face, his ruby-crested sword balanced shakily on his shoulders.
I will do my part. Just as you all are...I will give my life for the Guild...for the dream we all have together!!
Amyr struggled to raise his final remaining arm, barely retaining enough strength to grip the sabre he held in it. “Prepare yourself!”
Saffron's face was lit with joy. “Yes...yes...wonderful!! Show me thy desire. Let me watch as the final pumps of adrenalin pour through your body -- as thou giveth me everything thou hath!! Allow me the honor...of cutting down a desperate warrior!!”
Amyr rushed forward, aiming for Saffron's neck as the vice-captain slashed one last time with his left arm. The saber fell out of his grasp as he shoved forward, clanging onto the ground uselessly, as Amyr's consciousness slipped away.
Sabine's face contorted into an expression of uncontrollable agony as she watched Saffron slice through Amyr's midsection, cutting the man she had realized she loved not two hours earlier into two bloody, mutilated chunks.
“Yes...” Saffron basked in the evening light as blood from Amyr's body painted his armor a devilish, crimson color. “T'was beautiful...such weakness...mixed with desperation...unfathomable!”
“Oh no!!” Trunculo screamed, his own voice sounding so strained that the exclamation became almost comical. “Amyr gave it his all, folks, he used up every single ounce of blood he had...but it still wasn't enough!! In the end, Saffron cut him down...but not without suffering a few wounds himself!”
Saffron's own stomach wound seemed to be an after-thought, despite the amount of blood that had trickled out of it in the past ten minutes. He stood over Amyr's corpse, his eyes closed, simply relishing the honorable death of his opponent.
“Saffron is clearly this round's winner...but what a bittersweet win it was! Let us all follow his example, and dedicate a moment of silence to this honorable warrior!”
Sabine collapsed, her mind shutting off, as she lay sprawled out in the enemy room, tears pouring out of her eyes. If only I'd gone in your place, Amyr..if only I'd gone in your place! Things could have ended differently. We both could have survived...you wouldn't have had to do that, Amyr...if only I hadn't been so damn stupid!!
“Vice-Captain Amyr...” Nathan sobbed, trying to wipe the tears from his eyes as he sobbed uncontrollably, Tao's arm patting his shoulder softly. “He...”
“He gave his life for our case.” Tao said, biting his lip. “He is a true hero of the Knights.”
“Why'd he have to do that?!” Nathan refused to accept it. “Why do people have to die like that, Seneschal?! Why can't we just live together peacefully without killing?! It's too hard to see someone die like that...it's too hard to live without them like that!!”
“I know, Nathan, I know.” Tao hugged Nathan closer to him, the boy's words honestly moving his hardened heart. “But for some people...giving their life for something they truly believe in is one of the most satisfying things in the world.”
“Amyr...” Nathan wept, unable to say anything more.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“Vance!!” Eden screamed, banging her fist on the Regeneration Tank to shut it off as she tried to hold her own tears back. “Vance...Amyr...he...”
Vance leapt out from the tank, the cold air slicing into his warmed skin. “What?!”
“He's dead.” Eden told him, the tears squeezing through her eyes like the first drops of a legendary flood. “Saffron cut him into pieces.”
“Bastard...” Vance scrambled to put his clothes on, turning his gaze as the medics scooped up what remained of Amyr into a body bag.
“Caleb lost too.” Eden sniffed. “But he managed to make it out alive by going out of bounds. But Amyr...he wouldn't stop fighting! He sacrificed himself...to try and save us.”
Vance began to fathom just what Amyr's loss truly meant. The first vice-captain of the Dimensional Knights couldn't beat him...and after I take care of Winslow, Eden is up against Averyl. And then...it's me versus Saffron.
“We're in trouble, Vance.” Eden sniffed. “We've really bitten off more than we can chew here.”
“It's fine, Eden.” Vance tried to keep himself strong; although inside he felt very, very small. “You're going to forfeit your next round. Don't even try to fight him. Just get in there, and then step out of bounds immediately.”
“What?” Eden sat up, looking up at Vance in shock. “But Vance, there's no way we can take--”
“Don't worry about it.” Vance headed toward the door. "I'll take care of them all myself.”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“Phew...” Kamo panted, wondering how many minutes he had left until his psynergy became completely and utterly drained away. “You sure know how to fight, Rosie!”
“As do you.” Rose breathed equally hard, sweat pouring down her face. “There's only a few people who can keep up with me in a fistfight for over thirty minutes.”
“I'll take that as a compliment.” Kamo laughed, zooming forwards along the ground again, aiming for her head with a flying side-kick. Rose blocked it immediately, and soon they were throwing attacks back and forth to one another, punch after kick after block after punch.
Rose transformed as fast as she could while Kamo attacked, but he was just too fast. The Knight had hit her numerous times already, and while she had heavily damaged him as well...she somehow felt that his damage per punch ratio was much higher than hers.
It was when she felt the sudden disturbance in the air that Kamo made his next strike on her, hitting her hard in the chest and sending her sprawling backwards onto the ground.
“Eh?” Kamo peered downwards at her, a bit surprised that he hit her head-on all of a sudden. “Somethin' wrong?”
“For a second, I...” Rose stood up, shaking her head. “I can't sense it, though. My psynergy is too drained.”
“Mine is too.” Kamo frowned. “I couldn't even tell if one of my teammates got his butt kicked, at this rate.”
“But...” Rose looked over Kamo's head, smiling. “I just noticed something else.”
Kamo raised an eyebrow suspiciously, turning around. “Eh...oh, crap.”
Directly behind him, looking in the sky like an enormous fluffy pillow, was a huge grey raincloud, the first drops just beginning to fall from above.
“It's raining!” Rose shouted happily.
“Good...for you.” Kamo instantly realized what good tidings this brought for Rose, and tried desperately to think of a way out of it. Am I gonna to be the one who'll have to run this time?!
“Yes.” Rose sighed happily, as the rain slowly began to fall over them, more clouds moving through the sky and spreading over Enmetropolis. “How refreshing.”
Kamo tried to re-create his psynergy bow, and was not surprised to find that it was no longer possible. Rose's power would be increasing exponentially as he attempted to create another flimsy arrow, and soon, he'd be washed away...all because he had gone and played Mr. Psychiatrist.
“Looks like this is the end, Kamo.” Rose smiled, her Aqua Leashes spinning around her body once again.
Yeah...this is definitely a problem. Kamo prepared to move as fast as his feet could carry him.
“Wait.” A new voice suddenly floated into the pass, causing Rose and Kamo to spin their heads madly in search of their unexpected guest. “I'm over here.”
Kamo was surprised to see the figure of Zhang Guo appear from the corner of the ridge, sitting atop a gargantuan dark green turtle with a smooth, onyx shell.
“Stop, Xuan Wu.” Zhang Guo tapped the beast and causing it to freeze mid-step. “You two...haven't you felt that strange aura?”
“What?” Kamo asked, almost on the verge of freaking out. If the old chinese dude is here, that means... “What happened to Maximillen?”
“I wonder.” Zhang Guo shrugged.
“Now that you mention it...” Rose spoke up. “I did feel something, just for a split-second. But it's really hard to track auras when our psynergy levels are so low.”
“I see.” Zhang Guo nodded. “You are both exhausted. Get on my back.”
“What?!” Kamo shouted. “You're leaving?”
“My job is finished.” Zhang Guo explained. “But I will take you to the others if you wish.”
Kamo looked at the turtle skeptically, then back at Zhang Guo. Crazy bald guy...
“Come on, Kamo, just get on.” Rose said, climbing onto the turtle's lowered head and moving up its neck. “Or you can just stay here and collapse of exhaustion, if you want.”
Kamo sighed, lumbering over to the turtle and staring at its deep, void-like eyes. “I guess you don't really have too much to say about this either, eh, big guy?” he whispered.
The turtle's beak was large and powerful-looking, its mouth as wide as a two-car garage. Its skin seemed covered in over a million intricate wrinkles, carrying their way up its neck into the dark confines of its shell.
“Alright, alright, whatever.” Kamo sighed, climbing up the side of the cliff and then carefully stepping onto the turtle's head. “Can't resist a free ride, I guess.”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“That's just too brutal.” Frank shook his head in horror, watching as the medics brought in special cleaning equipment to suck Amyr's blood out of the cracks of the stone arena. “How can one human do that to another?”
“Indeed, it was a mortal blow.” Dr. Phileas nodded, seeming preoccupied with something entirely unrelated. “Hmm..7:00 on the dot. We've been here for over 12 hours straight now, boys.”
“It's seems like even longer...” Frank sighed. “Just when you think of all that has happened today.”
“...that may be so.” the doctor smiled. “In any case, I will go grab some dinner for all of us. I'll be back shortly – any requests?”
“Uh...I guess we have to eat, but...” Frank muttered, “how can you really have an appetite after watching all this?”
“Hahahahaha!” Dr. Phileas laughed happily. “I'm a surgeon, you know? I've seen much worse than this.”
Are you talking about what you've done yourself? Frank shuddered, watching Phileas disappear up the aisle. As soon as he was gone, Frank turned immediately to Edward, who had still been in a rather dream-like haze ever since he saw his son.
“Ed.” Frank shoved him in the shoulder. “Phileas is gone.”
“...so?” Edward asked lethargically.
“We need to get out of here, Ed.” Frank said. “We may not get another chance.”
“But...” Edward sat up in his chair, looking wistfully down at the arena. “I don't want to leave without seeing my son.”
“You're right, actually.” Frank sighed, rubbing his chin introspectively. “Now that I think about it, it may just be a better idea to wait until the tournament's over. If your son has been living here for a long time...he may even have some friends that could help us.”
Edward nodded slowly, looking back at Frank with critical eyes. “I'm frightened, you know. Not for him...but about him.”
“I understand how you feel.” Frank said, becoming a little worried himself. “That boy of yours...there's always been something about him.”
Edward sighed. “Is this how a father is supposed to watch his son grow up?”
“I don't know about that...but I do know one thing.” Frank spoke. “Feeling sorry for yourself isn't going to fix anything about this mess. All we've gotta do is keep waiting and watching.” Frank turned away from Edward tiredly, staring up at the cloudy sky. “It looks like it might rain soon.”
“And now...” Trunculo voice boomed once again around the arena as the last remains of Amyr were wiped clean from the platform. “Here we are, at the last round of the quarter-finals! We have two powerful young men stepping up to the plate this time...the scythe-wielding scholar, Winslow Bandeaux, and the one-hit-wonder, Vance Dancougar!”
Vance gave Trunculo a humorless stare as he stepped onto the platform, raising his arms and giving his body a good stretch.
“Vaaannce...” Winslow hissed gleefully from the other end, his eyes lit with bloodlust. “What a coincidence...”
Vance stuffed his hands into his pockets, staring down at his opponent on the other end. “What is?”
“You didn't want to fight, because you were scared of me, weren't you?” Winslow snickered. “You hoped your little Knight friends would save you from fighting us...but they all lost!! Now you and that little whore have NO ONE to protect you!!”
“Winslow...” Vance growled, psynergy rising from his body as he shut out his surroundings and focused solely on his enemy...just as Averyl had taught him. “I didn't want to fight you, because you make me sick.”
“Hahahaha!” Winslow cackled. “That's a good one!”
“But that doesn't mean...” Vance charged up a punch, “...that I can't kick your ass if I have to!!”
“Seems like they're all heated up and ready to go, folks!” Trunculo shouted, trying to get one more line in before the two leaped ferociously at each other. “Well, I won't hold you two back any longer...”
Vance and Winslow glared at each other, both of them ready to unleash all the pent-up rage, frustration, and anger within each of their bodies.
“Okay, get ready now, you two! Annnnnnd...FIIIIIIIGHT!”
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Storm clouds swarmed the night sky over Enmetropolis, obscuring any sort of light that the moon would have otherwise provided. The monstrous psynergy generators in the basement of the tournament complex rumbled noisily, producing enough power to provide all the lights around the arena with enough juice to last through the night.
Deeper still within the complex, one hundred psynergy specialists sat, alternating between shifts as they worked hard to sustain the psychic barrier around the fighting area. They could hear Trunculo's voice, aided by his special psynergy-based ability to project his voice across unfathomable distances, and knew that it was the final match of the quarter-finals. The semi-finals were next...and they were always the toughest to keep up with.
The first drops of rain began to fall silently down towards the arena, deflecting off the secondary, much less powerful barrier that surrounded the outer edge of the arena itself. The conditions of the weather were the last thing on the crowd's mind, though. They watched with anticipation as Vance and Winslow leapt violently at each other, both of their bodies aflame with psynergy. Vance's smooth purple aura clashed with Winslow's tawny prickly one, crackling and vibrating as the two collided.
Vance moved his right fist to punch Winslow, and the Rooster moved his left fist to punch Vance. They ended up catching each other's attacks with their respective hands, coming to a stop mere inches away from each other.
“I saw what you did in your first battle...” Winslow began all of a sudden. “You didn't have the balls to kill him, did ya?”
“I don't bully the weak.” Vance replied firmly.
“It's the way of the world, Vance.” Winslow's face twisted into a violent smile. “The weak shall obey the strong!”
“Sorry.” Vance muttered, pushing forward with his hands and causing Winslow to skid backwards a bit along the arena. “But I really don't feel like discussing philosophy with you right now.”
Vance abruptly changed positions then, swinging his right leg up with psynergy-powered finesse and aiming for Winslow's neck. Winslow blocked the foot with his left hand, struggling to keep a grip on Vance's body, as he pulled one of his scythes from his jacket with his right hand and slashed out at Averyl's apprentice.
Vance slipped his leg from Winslow's shoulder and spun away from the attack, evading the first scythe but not the next, which had shot out from Winslow's jacket and aimed for his calf. He felt the curved blade sliced through a chunk of his skin, giving him a nostalgic feeling and reviving his memories from the night in Despair. It seemed as if it had all happened eons ago, like some far-off dream when everything was so much simpler...so much less threatening. Everything was on the line now, however...as he battled it out with someone who wanted to extinguish his life more than anything else.
The scythes twirled into the air and came back to him, whizzing by his head as they aimed for his jugular like mechanized dogs. Vance flipped backwards and began to summon up the best psynergy barrier he could at the moment, hopefully one that was able to alleviate any of the pain he would feel if he got slashed by the sharp implements.
“You've got nowhere to run, Vance!” Winslow screamed, using the force of his magnetic ability to keep the scythes in hot pursuit of the boy. “This shall be a testament of my superiority over you!”
“Vance!!” Edward cried in astonishment as he watched his son scramble back and forth on the arena floor, attempting unbelievable spins and somersaults just to stay one step ahead of the scythes. “It's unbelievable...where did he learn how to do all that?!”
“He must have learned it from somewhere.” Frank said, studying him. “His moves alone look so much more fluid and natural than most of the other fighters. I wonder who taught him?”
“He is indeed a splendid psynergy user,” Dr. Phileas smirked. “But I still refuse to believe he is your son!”
“He's my son, alright...” Edward insisted, feeling a mixture of fear, amazement...and pride. “He's my flesh and blood.”
This is going nowhere!! Vance realized in frustration, as the scythes gave him a long, stinging paper-thin wound across his bicep. I just barely dodged that one...and I'm simply wasting psynergy like this!
“You're going to fall flat on your face before you know it, Vance!” Winslow continued to heckle him from the sidelines. “Just give it up and accept what you are...complete and utter trash!!”
“I'm sick and tired of playing your games, Winslow!!” Vance stated firmly, his psynergy igniting and blowing the scythes away from his body. “This ends here!”
“So be it!” Winslow called his scythes back, each of them approaching Vance from a different side of his body at blinding speeds. “You asked for it, Vance!”
Vance closed his eyes, removing his defenses and sending his psynergy into both fists, concentrating solely on the scythes as they closed in on his body. Then, in an instant, he punched outwards, both of his fists colliding with the curved metal sides of the scythes' blades, shattering them on the spot.
The useless shards fell to the ground, nothing but small sparkling pieces that, even if controlled, would never be able to pass through any well-constructed psynergy shield.
Vance moved his fists back to his sides, opening his eyes and staring back to Winslow, the Albavitrean's face completely devoid of any emotion. Vance's cold, feral pupils pierced the Zodiac's soul, causing the genius to stagger back in surprise.
“No more games, Winslow.” Vance stepped forward. “If you have something to settle with me, let's settle it then. Face to face, hand-to-hand...like true warriors.”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Bruce's blazing fist shot forward, his whole body propelled towards Zeigfried, fueled by a furious rage that he needed to let out on someone. Zeigfried dodged out of the way with ease, causing Bruce to stumble forward as he frantically tried to change his body's direction of movement.
“How sloppy.” Zeigfried chuckled. “It's hard for me to believe that this is the fearsome power of a Dark Zodiac.”
Ravi used this opportunity to launch her own attack towards the man, creating eight additional arms and sending them shooting out to hold him down. With the flick of his wrist, Zeigfried raised his left appendage, slapping each of the arms away like irritating flies.
“You too,” Zeigfried shook his head, “are lacking in talent.”
Bruce studied Zeigfried, wondering how he could change his attack pattern to give himself less of a disadvantage. “If you're so powerful, then how come we've never heard of you?!”
“There is no need for us Apostles to waste our time on the surface.” Zeigfried explained. “We reside in the golden sky, and conduct all business from our holy city...that mecca that is said to be the closest place to Heaven: the Supernal Chapel.”
“So you're snobs, is that all?” Bruce put his hands together, preparing to launch a projectile attack against the agile man. “Just another thing that pisses me off.”
A huge fireball exploded from Bruce's hands, taking the rest of his psynergy as it shot towards Zeigfried. It struck the ground where he stood, exploding into a column of flame as the psynergy dispersed into the atmosphere. As the smoke cleared...not even a speck remained of Zeigfried.
“Huh?” Ravi stared in shock. “He's...?”
“I didn't come here to play with you.” Zeigfried whispered into Bruce's ear, the man looming behind the Tiger as if he had been there all along. “I'm here on a mission.”
Zeigfried flicked the back of Bruce's head, and his body was thrown forward, skidding along the worn pavement like a marionette. Grunts of pain escaped his lips as he came to a stop, the back of his head bleeding as if he had been shot by a bullet. The man of the cloth turned to Ravi, smiling challengingly.
Something is very wrong here, Ravi thought to herself, trying to understand this situation as best she could. He is clearly using a high level of psynergy to defend against our attacks, but...I'm sensing absolutely no aura from him! Even though Bruce and the other Dark Zodiacs could cloak their psynergy, their auras would still become visible when they attacked. But this man...he's a total enigma!
The rain had just begun to make its way over to this far sector of the city, darkening the skies like never before. Zeigfried was beginning to close in on Ravi, just as an intense rumbling noise was heard in the distance. Both of them swung their heads immediately to pre-empt the oncoming guest, only to watch as Zhang Guo's massive turtle, Xuan Wu, lumbered its way onto the highway from a mess of ruined buildings.
“Hm.” Zeigfried noted the new arrivals. “It seems that more have come to join the fray.”
“Bruce!!” Rose cried, instantly spotting her downed lover and rushing to his aid. She leapt easily from the turtle's back, some of her power temporarily restored from the rain, and knelt beside the blooded Bruce, cradling his head. “Where did he hit you?” “You must be another of them.” Zeigfried said, turning from Ravi and making his way over to the two. “You look especially powerless.”
“Who are you?” Rose stood up and stepped in front of Bruce, ready to defend him. “Are you with the Guild?”
“On the contrary.” Zeigfried smiled. “I am here to destroy them – as well as you.”
Zeigfried lunged out to grab Rose, who instantly reverted to her aquatic form, taking refuge in the multiple puddles that had already formed on the ground.
“Haha...how interesting.” Zeigfried's face lit up with interest. “Another master of the elements.”
He crouched down and began scanning the water on the ground, his mind working furiously to pick out her fine psynergy aura from the molecules. “Let's see...you should be around here somewhere.”
Bruce took advantage of this perfect opportunity to leap up from his position on the ground, tackling Zeigfried and working his body into a compromising wrestling move.
“Zhang Guo!” he shouted, grappling with Zeigfried. “Give us a hand down here! This guy is one crazy-ass bastard”
Zhang Guo listened to Bruce's directions and turned to Kamo, motioning for him to get off. “It looks like they might need some help.”
“Uh, alright...” Kamo nodded. “Aren't you coming too?”
Zhang Guo shook his head. “That man has nothing to do with me. It is time for my meditations...I shall recover the downed one and take my leave."
Kamo slid down the turtle's neck, deciding that the old monk was a lost cause. The archer immediately spotted Ravi and Azuka and ran over to them, trying to assess the situation.
“Kamo,” Ravi called to him. “It is good to see that you are still alive.”
“Yeah...” Kamo sighed. “Is Azuka alright?”
Ravi looked at the helpless body of the 4th captain on the ground. “She is...still in good health.”
“Huh?” Kamo raised an eyebrow, peering over as he watched Bruce continue to struggle with the grey-haired man. “What is going on, anyway?”
“It's rather complicated,” Ravi replied. “Where is Maximillen?”
“I have no clue,” Kamo replied anxiously. “I was forced to return here with the other Zodiacs. I haven't seen him since we split up earlier.”
“In any case...” Ravi said, moving ahead. “We need to stop that man.”
“What?!” Kamo shouted. “But isn't he attacking the Zodiacs? I thought he was an ally or something.”
“He means to kill us all,” Ravi explained. “And we're going to need all the help we can get.”
“Argh!” Bruce grunted, as he tried to twist Zeigfried's body around on the ground. “Rose!! I need some help here!”
“I'm on it.” Rose's aquatic voice replied, sending two Aqua Leashes up from the puddles on the ground. They each wrapped around one of Zeigfried's legs, grounding the man instantly.
“The union of water and fire...” Bruce snarled into Zeigfried's ear. “Even in this exhausted state, our combined powers are unstoppable!”
“Amusing, at best.” Zeigfried replied, his body suddenly thinning out and becoming transparent where he stood.
Bruce's arms slipped right through the man as his figure grew hazy, steam rising off from every inch of his body. He moved from the ground, leaving Bruce's hands free and Rose's Aqua Leashes empty. Only his head remained, as the rest of his body had been transformed into nothing but hazy steam. He rose higher into the sky until he was levitating above them all, staring down like some ghostly apparition.
“Vapor is defined as being any substance in the gaseous state at the maximum of density consistent with that condition,” Zeigfried began. “The mist formed by condensed vapor, becoming visible...is known as steam. I am able to manipulate my body temperature as I please, vaporizing it and changing it to steam at will. Your petty games of fire and ice have no effect on me, sinners.” A misty tendril began to snake out from his body, slowly tightening itself around Bruce's neck as it materialized back into Zeigfried's hand. “Prepare to meet your creator.”
“Hey there!” Kamo fired a psynergy arrow into the sky, barely missing Zeigfried's head as it passed through his foggy body. “That's my enemy you're trying to kill, buddy.”
“Silence, Knight!” Zeigfried commanded, another tendril shooting out at a much faster rate and reaching for Kamo. He dodged swiftly, but the steam followed soundly behind him, forcing him to continue fleeing from the monster.
“Bruce!” Rose screamed, trying to pry Zeigfried's vice-like grip from her partner's neck. “Hold on!”
“Shit...” Bruce struggled to speak, Zeigfried's grip temporarily softened as he concentrated his efforts on catching Kamo. The only thing the Tiger was focusing on, however, was the body of Azuka Ingram, lying prostrate on the ground in defeat. “Is this how you're gonna let us die, Azuka?!” he screamed, trying to break through to her in a last-ditch effort. “Your comrades, your enemies...are you really serious about letting us perish like this, at the hands of this bastard?!”
Kamo nearly stopped running, surprised at the heartfelt words that were spouting from the mouth of a Dark Zodiac. Ravi listened intently to Bruce's words as well, focusing on the silent, nearly catatonic body of her fellow captain.
My fellow Captain...Ravi thought to herself, wondering how long Azuka's body would continue to support her in such a desperate state. It seems you really have sold us out. No, that word is much too soft. You haven't done such an innocent act – you have forsaken us beyond all salvation...and condemned us to a fate from which none of us ever shall escape.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“Hahahahaha!!” Winslow threw his head back, his obnoxious, high-pitched laughter exploding from his lungs. “True warriors? Don't throw around words when you have no idea what they mean, Vance!”
Vance did not respond, his aura still burning brightly as he confronted Winslow.
“YOU...a true warrior?!” Winslow spat every word as he struggled to keep control over himself. “What a sick joke! A coward like you...who doesn't even have the guts to kill a person?!”
“You're half-right,” Vance replied. “I'm not a murderer. But you don't seem to understand, Winslow – that doesn't make me any less stronger than you, believe me.”
“But you see, that's the true difference between you and I!” Winslow went on. “Our power is so vastly different! You don't even know what true power is, Vance! And because you fail to acknowledge me as your superior...you never will.”
Vance sighed, growing tired of arguing in circles with his opponent. “You're wrong, Winslow, but you're so wrong that I don't even know where to start. So I'll tell you something.”
For once, Winslow shut up and listened, curious as to what was going to come from his enemy's mouth.
“There is a difference between you and I -- you're right about that much. But it has nothing to do with our strength, psynergy level, or anything like that.” Vance's entire demeanor seemed very, calm, relaxed, as if he was telling a story to some close friends. “The difference lies in the way we look at the world. When I first met you, so long back there in the mines of Despair, we were exactly the same. I'll admit it – I was a loathsome, stuck-up, pouty dumbass who thought that that no one understood him, that he was some kind of unique exception from the ways of the world, and that could undermine anyone with little repercussions. We fought, those same behaviors lodged in our minds, and you beat me. Fair and square -- because we were both immature, and you had been at the act far longer than I had.”
“So he admits it!!” Winslow screeched. “Admit your weakness, Vance!! Admit that I'm stronger than you!”
“I'm not finished!” Vance shouted, holding up his hand to silence Winslow. “We were the same then, but then something changed. I'd like to say I grew up, Winslow, but who knows – something tells me I have a lot more growing to do. I know, though, that the person I am now is much different from who I was back then. Oh, sure, there's some similarities: I'm still reckless at times, and I still shirk some of my responsibilities. But I've matured, Winslow – even if it's just a little, I've matured. I realize that there's things I can't do myself. I realize that sometimes it's better to listen to other people's advice on things. I realize that sometimes...you need to depend on others if you want to get things done. I realize that friends are the most reliable thing that I have, as a person. I acknowledged that I was wrong, Winslow, and I took the steps to make myself a better person. I did it...and I've been waiting to see if you would too, Winslow...but you're just the same as you've always been – a spoiled, bitter, immature child.”
“Vance...” Eden whispered suddenly, tears rolling down her cheeks as she listened to him as he voiced his true emotions for the first time, in front of over a thousand people. This isn't that sour-faced boy that I met in the desert...that was just a mask, a shell that had hardened from years and years of neglect. Vance, you're finally showing your true self...something that I've been struggling to do all this time. You're so strong, so much stronger than I am. I want to follow you and be at your side...as long as I can.
Edward's couldn't hold his emotions back any longer as he listened to his son talk. Tears poured down his face, as he finally understood what exactly the unusual change in his son truly was. “These past two months...it's unbelievable how much he's matured, in such a short amount of time.”
“He certainly has grown up.” Frank stared in wonder. “But you know what he reminds me of, more than anything, Ed?”
Vance's father peeled his eyes away from his son for a moment, looking curiously at Frank. “Victoria, right?”
“No.” Frank smiled cleverly. “He certainly has many qualities that she does, but the way he relates his words, the way he expresses his feelings -- the way that they seem to come straight from his heart -- that reminds me of you, Ed. The way you used to be.”
Edward Dancougar turned back to the arena, looking down at his son with hope as he began to turn over Frank's words in his mind. Was I ever like that..? Was I ever so powerful, so hope-inspiring as that boy seems now? It can't be possible...
Down below, Winslow fumed at Vance's comments, hardly able to contain the immense rage that boiled within him. “HOW DARE YOU?” he screamed, his whole body shaking, his pins-and-needles aura rising along with his voice. “HOW DARE YOU TRY AND PATRONIZE ME, YOU CRETIN?!”
“Winslow!!” Vance shouted, trying to calm his opponent down. “I'm not patronizing you! I'm not even trying to say I'm better than you! We've both made our share of mistakes...but you still have a chance to turn around! Anyone does!! So I'm telling you, now...make that step! Take responsibility for yourself and stop being such an ass, for once!”
“SHUT UP!!” Winslow hollered, his face beet red and distorted, like a small child having a tantrum of nuclear proportions. “JUST SHUT UP AND LEAVE ME ALONE, VANCE DANCOUGAR!!”
Vance heard the sound of bending, twisting metal as the lining around the walls of the arena began to slowly peel off, flying towards Winslow and clumping together into a huge steel ball floating above his head. The enormous steel lighting fixtures of the arena began to slowly bend inwards, the looser pieces of metal snapping off from their main structures and slipping through the psynergy barrier to join the metal asteroid.
“YOU DON'T UNDERSTAND ME!!” Winslow shrieked again, his body crackling as his psynergy aura was poured into the colossal ball. “YOU'RE JUST LIKE EVERYONE ELSE...THEY DON'T UNDERSTAND ME AT ALL!!”
“Dammit, Winslow...” Vance muttered, staring at the new monstrosity that the Rooster had summoned up. “Why can't you just admit your mistakes?!”
“Oooh...” Averyl watched from the darkness of the northeastern sector, a smile creeping across his face as he stared out the window at the two boys. “So interesting, Vance...you've managed to perfectly epitomize the results of all you've learned...in your mental education, that is.”
Winslow's ball cracked and clashed with the psynergy barrier around the arena, piercing it at its highest point as the mass continued to grow larger and more powerful.
“Now...” Averyl couldn't keep himself from shaking with anticipation, his eyes lighting up as he focused in on his nephew with unbridled fanaticism. “...Let's see how well the results of your psynergy training can measure up! Don't let me down, Vance...give me even a just glimpse that ancient, sleeping psynergy...lying dormant inside you...like a demon in the darkest depths of Hell!”
Averyl's fingers gripped the bottom of the windowsill, his already-pale knuckles somehow turning brighter as he squeezed, the concrete cutting roughly into his skin. “Don't hold back now...show me! Show me the ultimate strength that lies deep within your soul...the limitless power of the last Albavitrean!!”
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“Well, I'll be damned!” Trunculo shouted, looking up in awe at the mass of metal that Winslow had drawn together. “Winslow's really lost his patience with his opponent, and it looks as if he'll stop at nothing to defeat him – even if it means disassembling our arena! Unfortunately for Vance, there is no rule against killing your foes with pieces of the tournament complex...so it looks like he's in just a bit of trouble!!”
“Winslow!!” Vance roared again, still trying to make contact with the berserk Zodiac. “Think about why you're doing this!!”
Winslow gave no answer, continuing to send his psynergy up into the orb of metal and æsotech that was floating above his head.
He's resourceful, I'll give him that...Vance stared up towards the floating mass nervously. If and when he drops that, there's no way I'll be able to dodge it in time. It'll cover the entire arena, except the far end where he stands...and even if I manage to run far enough, I'll be out of bounds.
“Alright, fine.” Vance called out, visions of the boulder in the tournament complex's hallway flooding through his memories. “If that's the way you want it, pour all your anger, frustration, and emotion into this attack. Then I'll make you acknowledge your mistakes, Winslow.”
The conglomeration of metal crackled suddenly, as Winslow moved his raised arms forward, his teeth clenched, his eyes staring blindly ahead, 110% of his mind focused solely on keeping the magnetic forces high enough to hold all the pieces together. The outer layers of the tournament complex had been stripped bare in order to create this house-sized monstrosity, its size testing the limits of the psynergy barrier covering the arena.
“It looks like Winslow's really lost his marbles, everyone!!” Trunculo continued. “Does he really plan to drop that thing on Vance?! Why, it's large enough to crush the whole bottom half of the platform!”
The ball moved slightly at first, as if it was a rollercoaster just reaching the top of a hill. A second later, it came sailing down towards Vance, his half of the field in the shadow of the robotic meteorite. Vance said nothing, simply closing his eyes and concentrating on the flow of his psynergy as the darkness closed in on him. He was ready.
The crowd watched in horror as the cluster slammed into the ground like a crashing spaceship, crushing the stone of the arena platform. Sharp metal pieces as long as automobiles splintered off, haphazardly flying through the area. The crowd rushed to the northern end of the arena, fearing that sooner or later one of those enormous æsotech chunks would smash through the barrier and decapitate someone.
“VANCE!!” Edward shouted out through the stampede of people, staring down at the mountain of metal that was being unloaded onto the area where his son had been standing. He wanted to say something, to shout out to his child with all he had, but...he had no idea what exactly to say.
Winslow focused his eyes on the gigantic pile of metal that had overtaken Vance. A sick grin began to spread on his face as he watched the mass remain still, his tongue lolling slightly at the end of his lower lip as he stared at the makeshift grave of his sworn enemy. He's gonna die...the Rooster thought happily to himself, and then they will have to respect me...they will finally realize my strength and treat me as one of their own!!
“It looks like...” Trunculo shouted, “Mr. Dancougar has been canned!”
Eden kept her eyes on the center of the pile, unwavering.
“Let's start the count, ladies and gentlemen!” Trunculo decided. “One...two...”
Nathan and Tao leaned closer, trying to see if they could notice any signs of Vance's questionable mortality.
“three...four...”
Averyl smiled happily to himself.
“five...six....”
Winslow watched as a small piece of metal fell from the top of the pile, clanging down quietly to the ground. Pure chance...it means nothing.
“seven...eight...”
“He's dead!” Winslow leered. “There's no way he'll get up in time.”
“nine...” Trunculo looked honestly surprised as he finished his count. “...ten.”
“VANCE IS DEAD!!” Winslow shouted, tears brimming in his eyes as he exploded in joy. “I KILLED HIM!! HAHAHAHA!!”
The crowd was silent in shock, unsure to believe what they were actually seeing with their eyes. The boy that had seemed so strong, so absolutely determined to win...had just been crushed where he once stood. It seemed too cruel, even for this tournament.
“He's not dead...” Edward said, staring down in disbelief. “He can't be...he can't be dead!!”
Vance...Eden knew better, but was still confused as she watched the still mountain of metal. What are you waiting for? He's already finished the count!!
“Well then...” Trunculo coughed, standing up and turning to Winslow. “It looks as if the winner of this match is--”
Suddenly, a thin ray of purple psynergy shot out from a gap between the chunks of metal. That single ray was soon followed by another, and another, until Vance's dark purple psynergy had poked its way through every possible orifice in the jumbled hunk. There was a flash, followed by a thundering explosion, as Vance unleashed his psynergy across the stage, vaporizing most of the metal, æsotech, and steel that surrounded him, leaving nothing but charred remains scattered along the arena. The crowd cheered instantly, their enthusiasm re-ignited by Vance's late comeback.
“Well, I can't say I'm surprised.” Winslow scoffed, the wide grin still on his pasty face. “But it's too late, you idiot! You couldn't do it in time!!”
“Hm.” Vance winked to Winslow, a clever, Averyl-esque smile creeping on to his face. “Hey, announcer guy!”
Trunculo scrambled for his microphone, still recovering from that astonishing explosion, and answered the young man. “Uhh..yes?”
“That count you just did...” Vance inquired craftily. “It was to see if I would get up before you counted to '10,' right?”
“Uh, yeah, that's correct.” Trunculo answered. “You didn't make it, so you lost...sorry, buddy, that's the rules.”
Vance nodded. “That's the rules, huh? Gotcha. So then...since I've been standing the entire time, that count shouldn't mean anything, right?”
Trunculo blinked, stupefied. “But...that's...impossible. You were just hit with a...with a...”
Vance lifted his legs from the arena floor, pieces of smashed concrete coming up as he pulled his lower legs out of the ground where they had been implanted. “Ahhh..” he yawned, pulling his knees up to his chest and giving his bruised knees a good stretch. His arms were lacerated in multiple places, and his shirt and jeans were in tatters from all the flying metal. Blood dripped from his forehead, but there was no mistaking that pleasant, content smile that adorned his face. “So I'm still in?”
Trunculo scratched his head. “Well...yeah. I don't believe it, but...rules are rules.”
“Good.” Vance stepped out from the charred remains of Winslow's attack and moved up to his foe, an violet aura illuminating his body like never before. “Now we can get on with this.”
Winslow stood his ground. “You couldn't have gotten out of that without some sort of loss, Vance – whether it is to your constitution or your psynergy. Face it – I have the upper hand now, even if you still live!!”
“Winslow.” Vance gestured behind him. “All you do is spew trash. You can't beat me like this.”
Winslow furiously watched Vance approach him, gathering up a weaked handful of psynergy and firing it, the light dusty color nearly invisible over the ruins of the arena.
Vance raised his hand, instantly deflecting the attack with his own psynergy and sending it flying toward the arena's wall. “Your attacks are weak, Winslow. There's nothing behind them. You have no passion, there's nothing you're fighting to protect...”
“Sure there is!!” Winslow growled, throwing two more psynergy blasts at Vance, who didn't even bother to raise a finger this time, and simply dodged them nonchalantly. “But you just wouldn't understand!”
“Try me.” Vance came to a stop, a few inches from Winslow's body now. "Try and explain it to me...what are you fighting for? To protect your own reputation? Get real! You don't have one good reason for continuing on like this, do you?”
“TO BEAT....YOU!!” Winslow shrieked, curling his hand into a fist and punching out, only to have his wrist caught tight between Vance's thumb and forefinger.
“Come on.” Vance sighed. “You can't fool me, Winslow. I've been up against you four times now...and every time I've fought you, all your attacks have been the same. They're filled with nothing but anger. Pure...uncontrolled, useless anger.”
Vance threw Winslow's hand down and rushed him, gripping the collar of his uniform and pulling him close. “Your anger can be used to aid you...there's no doubt about that. But you have to channel it...you need to put it to use, or else it'll just spill out fruitlessly whenever you strike. You need to find something to protect, Winslow. You need to give a reason as to why you're fighting and sacrificing yourself like this!”
Winslow struggled against Vance's strength, gripping the young man's bloodied arm with his own hands and trying to pull him away. Although the two of them weren't much different in height...Vance, all of a sudden, seemed a whole lot taller.
“That's what he taught me.” Vance looked into Winslow's eyes, making sure his rival knew exactly who he meant. “Can't you sense it, Winslow? Can't you sense the difference in my psynergy between now and then? The whole way I fight...it's not for myself. It's for the person that I'm fighting to protect.”
Vance raised his fist then, switching his left hand from Winslow's collar and replacing it with his right. He slammed into the Zodiac's chin with a blazing uppercut, Winslow's face twisted into an unrecognizable symbol of pain.
"Fuck you!!" Winslow screamed, his eyes reeling back into his head, coming once again at Vance like a wild animal. His legs lifted off the ground as he attempted to pummel Vance, and the metal scraps around the arena began to slowly rise as well. Unconsciously, Winslow sent them towards Vance, thinking of nothing but incapacitating the young man.
The Albavitrean blocked Winslow's weak punches with little effort, using a thick psynergy barrier to deflect the sharp implements aimed toward him. Soon growing tired of Winslow's growling rampage, he leaped into the air, spinning around and aiming his right foot straight toward Winslow's head.
"Stop struggling, Winslow!" Vance shouted. "You've lost!"
A ear-shattering crackle erupted through the arena as Vance's foot slammed down onto Winslow. The Zodiac barely had enough time to raise his arms to defend himself, but even that was not enough. With his psynergy sapped, his defenses were nothing against Vance's force, and his body went crashing down into the arena, downed for the count.
“Now...” Vance once again took hold of Winslow's body, turning his head so that Vance could stare the man in the eyes. “Do you understand the difference in our powers?”
“...I have nothing to fight for.” Winslow muttered after a while, his eyes looking tired and worn-out, the psychotic edge gone from his voice. “I have nothing left anymore, you know.”
“That's not true.” Vance knelt down next to him, not averting his gaze even in the slightest. “What do you live your days out for? Why do you even get up in the morning, if you have nothing left?”
“Shut up.” Winslow muttered, moving his eyes away, but Vance's hand shot out instantly, gripping Winslow's head and pulling it back.
“I want you to talk to me.” Vance growled. “I have the upper hand here, so I'd advise that you just do the easy thing and answer my questions. Now, what makes you get up in the morning?”
“Hmph.” Winslow snorted. “I don't know what this has to do with anything...but I'll tell you. I'm running.”
“Running?” Vance asked.
“All my life.” Winslow replied. “I started running when I was six -- that was when I first discovered my powers. It was also the first time I ever told a lie, too, now that I think about it. That day...I pulled a knife towards myself using my psynergy, ripping it through my nanny's heart and killing her on the spot.”
Vance listened to Winslow's story unfold, finally feeling a sense of honesty from the psynergy genius.
“Of course, I was still six then, and extremely bright. My father was the judge for the supreme court in our city, and as a result, he had connections with tons of people. They had me under intense surveillance as a child, feeding me special psynergized vitamins when I was just a baby to ensure that I would grow up to be the most capable child in the universe...just so they could save some face.
“It wasn't hard to make it look like an accident. Instinctively, I made it look like one. All I had to do was move another knife into her from the kitchen, and throw some more stuff around to make it look like she tripped and impaled herself. Now that I think about it...it's pretty ridiculous that they even believed it at all. But when they came home to see their six-year old son crying in front of the door, waiting for them...what were they supposed to do, admit that their child was a murderer? They wouldn't do it...not those two.”
“Let me guess,” Vance sighed. “They pressured you a lot.”
“Yeah, but it didn't bug me that much.” Winslow continued. “I could deal with pressures – after all, I had the brains to do everything that was asked of me. It was pretty easy when my parents were around, too. They never wanted to risk letting it out to the public that their child had made any 'slip-ups' in his academic career, so if anyone ever became suspicious of me, my father would threaten them -- then he would threaten me. Those bastards would talk about me behind my back and act as if I was the enemy...all because my parents were wealthier than theirs...because I was smarter than them...they wouldn't even nod their heads in my direction!!”
“I think I know what you mean.” Vance cut in, ancient memories of his own school life returning to his mind. In elementary school, kids would stray far from him because of his unusual eyes, and when high school came around...they avoided him for more personal reasons.
“Those little pricks...” Winslow growled, his fists shaking. “I never even finished killing them all!”
“Winslow.” Vance cast away his own painful memories, focusing his attention on the collapsed body of his former enemy. “It's really surprising, the vast similarities between us. I bet I know exactly how you acted in school, too. Walking through the halls, glaring at people because you just knew they were thinking something cruel about you. Declining offers for help and ostracizing the confused kids of the class simply because you felt they were just trying to use you, and nothing more. Ignoring teachers just because they seemed all the same...just trying to impose their ideals on you so that they could feel better about themselves.
"We shut off everyone in our lives around us, simply because we didn't know how to vent our frustration properly. But where your downfall was in your untruthfulness, mine was simply in my lack of compassion and trust for other human beings. Either way, it doesn't change the fact that we were both living our lives in parallel states of paranoia and grief...just because we refused to shed our pride and look at what others truly had to offer.”
“Pfft.” Winslow frowned, refusing to look Vance in the eyes.
“You're so much like I was back then...so then who am I acting like now?” Vance muttered out loud, a small smile spreading across his face. “...I don't even wanna think about it.”
“Now what are you spouting off about?” Winslow groaned.
“Settle down.” Vance smirked. “Anyway, the important thing, Winslow, is that we realize the flaws we had...and try to fix them. You know that now...right?”
“I knew that this day was going to come eventually.” Winslow frowned. “I realized that from the day that I joined the Dark Zodiacs. My lies had gone too far. Even after all the people I killed...even destroying as much of my past as I could...I knew they would bring about my downfall in the end. I think they were the first people that made me realize...my true inner weakness.”
Vance said nothing, standing up. “Well..you can always get out, Winslow.”
“I bet you got this new annoying, optimistic outlook of yours from that girl, didn't you?” Winslow sighed. “But I can't get out. They'll kill me if I try.”
“They won't.” There was not an ounce of doubt in Vance's words. “Come with us. I have my own score to settle with them -- we can kick their ass together, Winslow!”
“Why are you so intent on giving me salvation?!” Winslow growled. “It's really pissing me off, Vance! You should hate me! You should want to kill me!!”
“But, Winslow...” Vance explained, looking down at him with interested eyes. “All over you, I see myself...I see what I used to be like. And if an asshole like me gets a chance to turn myself around...then you should too.”
“I can't.” Winslow spat. “Don't act like you know everything just because you think you matured a little. You don't have the blood of hundreds covering your hands. Compared to me, you're innocent.”
“Wrong is wrong.” Vance continued, the words flowing out of his mouth more rapidly than ever before, as if he was drawing his intelligence from a source other than himself. “...and sins are sins.”
“Get out of here.” Winslow demanded, reaching into his coat for something. “This conversation hasn't changed anything. You still make me sick, Vance Dancougar!”
For a moment, Vance averted his eyes from Winslow, as the volume of the crowd's shouting voices began to rise louder than usual. They seemed to be converging to one single, unified shout, and it finally began to slip through Vance's concentration.
“Well, well...” Trunculo's cut briefly into the shouts. “It almost makes me want to go find a box of tissues and cry myself to sleep! This interchange between two enemies who previously were about to off each other...it's something indeed! But it looks like the crowd has other ideas!”
“They're saying 'kill him'...” Edward realized, able to speak for the first time as he finally recovered from the sudden change in pace of the battle. “But...”
“I don't think he'll do it.” Frank said, looking down. “Even to such a slimebag like Winslow.”
“Me neither.” Edward smiled, as he turned over all the things that Vance had spoken in his head. My son...he's become a better man than I could have ever dreamed.
Vance...Eden thought to herself, staring out at him, his body looming over Winslow's like an executioner. I trust you.
“Winslow?” Vance stared at the Rooster concernedly, that catatonic look returning to his eyes...that psychotic grin returning to his face. “What are you doing?”
“Listen to them,” Winslow murmured. “One of us has to please them.” The Rooster brought up a long, sharp pocket knife up to his throat in a flash, smiling insanely up at the sky. “Since you obviously won't kill me, it seem as if I must take matters into my own hands.”
“Hold on a second!” Vance reached out, but Winslow acted faster, pressing the blade against his throat and causing the first drops of blood to trickle down his neck. Vance pulled his hand back suddenly. “Winslow...why?”
“There's nothing more left for me here.” Winslow sighed. “The Zodiacs will kill me if I run. But I've been beaten by you. Now...there's no point for me to fight anymore. I'd rather have a long sleep than stay in this painful world.”
Vance scoffed as he stared down below at his defeated enemy. “And you were calling me a coward...”
Winslow didn't answer, gulping and preparing to slit his throat.
“I guess you only know how to run after all, Winslow. Everyone knows that suicide is the coward's way to escape. Living on through your pain is what takes true strength.”
“Reverse psychology won't work on me, Vance.” Winslow spoke flatly, as if he were already dead. “You proved your superiority over me. I am the weaker man. Now, enjoy the result.” Winslow pushed the knife closer to his throat, and Vance watched as the skin began to separate, brilliant crimson blood pouring out from the wound. “See you in Hell.”
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A sinister mist covered the ground of the dirty street where Ravi, Kamo, Bruce, and Rose stood, all surrounding the crestfallen body of Azuka Ingram.
"Well?" Zeigfried, peered down upon his prey with cold eyes. "Is that really all you've got?"
"Watch for an opening." Ravi muttered to Kamo, her wings beginning to glow as she prepared to take flight. "I'm going to take him head-on."
"Goddammit!" Bruce croaked, desperately trying to free his neck from Zeigfried's tendril. "Where the hell did Zhang Guo go?!"
"He left with Cecilia..." Rose said, trying her best to sever the link of fog that was choking her partner. "Bruce, we should go too. This is too dangerous in the state we're in!"
"Not yet..." Bruce's eyes flickered from Azuka to Zeigfried. "I won't be satisfied until I wipe that smug grim off that bastard's face!"
Ravi tried to keep her mind off the strain and fatigue that was filling her body as she leapt into the air, using the last bits of power she had left to hopefully break through Zeigfried's seemingly impenetrable defense.
"A third eye..." Zeigfried mused. "Parlour tricks are useless against that which is righteous."
Ravi charged up her psynergy, preparing to release a massive blast upon reaching close proximity with Zeigfried. She was surprised, however, to watch as Zeigfried flashed forward, appearing right before her eyes as if he had teleported in mid-air. In an instant, his tendrils disappeared, the upper half of his body transformed back from fog, and both of his hands were on her forehead.
A thunderclap erupted through the city Zeigfried pushed forward against Ravi's skull, jettisoning her body backwards like a bullet. Her wings dissipated as the ex-captain's body slammed into the pavement, smoke rising from her charred forehead, the eye of enlightment now burned shut.
"Worshipping false idols..." Zeigfried shook his head, looking down onto her body without a speck of pity. "...will only bring despair."
Zeigfried turned his head to the right just in time to watch as Kamo let loose a barrage of psynergy arrows. The archer tried to keep the shock of Ravi's defeat out of his mind and make use of this moment, diving along after the wave of psynergy to hopefully find an opening, just as his comrade had trusted that he would do.
"Seems like you're a little more energetic," Zeigfried mused, quickly phasing his body out from the line of fire and repositioning himself behind Kamo. He had barely caught on to Zeigfried's travels through the sky before he felt a hand grab onto his leg and yank him backwards.
No...Kamo quickly tried to get ahold of himself as he flew downwards, before he suffered a fate similar to Ravi. I won't let this happen!
A second later, though, Zeigfried was underneath him, and dealt a sizzling kick to the small of the Knight's unprotected back, sending him back up into the sky.
"Atone for your sins!" the Priest commanded, opening his palm and aiming an orb of murky psynergy toward Kamo. The ex-captain had just managed to turn himself around the air, struggling as best he could despite the intense pain.
It's no good...he realized, opening his eyes only to see Zeigfried's next attack inches away from his face. He's too fast...
Another explosion rocked the atmosphere as the condensed psynergy was released, ruining Kamo's tired body. Bloodstained and torn to pieces, he fell from the sky and hit the ground hard, coming to rest next to the equally devastated Ravi. Bruce and Rose, despite being free from Zeigfried's grasp, had been able to do nothing but gape in shock at the man's unbelievable strength. Now, nothing stood between them and the murderous Priest.
"Two Captains in one minute." Zeigfried scoffed, his eye drifting over to the couple. "Things are proceeding a bit more quickly than I expected."
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“WINSLOW!!” Vance screamed, jumping forward as the 11th member of the Dark Zodiacs pushed the knife deep into his neck, a splatter of blood covering Vance as he shot down onto his foe in an attempt to save him.
“In an act of pure eccentricity, Winslow has just tried to off himself!!” Trunculo shouted. “In a way, this could be considered as a forfeit!!”
“ARE YOU FRIGGIN' KIDDING ME?!” Vance cried, his eyes blazing as he looked over to Trunculo. “GET PEOPLE OVER HERE, NOW!! HE'S GONNA DIE!!”
The intense nature of Vance's eyes that instant seemed to leap out and kick Trunculo straight in the face. “Umm...right, right! What am I thinking??!” he looked around frantically. “Medics, get out here, rush this man to emergency care, immediately!”
The crowd began to boo as four medics rushed out of the small gate to the side of Trunculo, in between the eastern and southeastern sector, carrying a stretcher and some miscellaneous medical equipment. Winslow's body was tossed onto the plastic board and secured firmly as they immediately began taking the necessary steps to stop the rivers of blood that were flowing from his jagged neck.
Damn, you Winslow...Vance cursed to himself, watching the body of his foe disappear into the dark gate. What the hell's wrong with you?! Were you so bent on proving me wrong, so bent on making me suffer...that you'd go and take your own life?
“Vance did the right thing.” Frank shook his head in admiration. “Honestly, I don't know if I would have felt the same way if I was in his position...that guy was really talking some trash.”
“But listen to the crowd...” Edward nearly had to shout over the chorus of booing that was sounding from every angle around him. “What kind of people are these?”
“Ask yourself that question again, but think about it seriously.” Dr. Phileas smiled. “What kind of people would come to watch people kill each other?”
Frank shrugged. “He has a point. But wait...Dr. Phileas, you came here out of your own free will too, didn't you?”
Dr. Phileas laughed heartily. “But of course!”
“Well, we will make sure to give Winslow the speediest, most efficient care, so do not worry.” Trunculo tried to shout over the crowd, his eyes still focused nervously on Vance. “Anyway, moving on...Vance is definitely the winner of the fourth and final quarter-finals match!”
Vance turned and began to walk back, his eyes slowly moving up to the rowdy crowd, booing and shouting coming from every angle. Taking advantage of the amplified microphones down in the arena, Vance decided to answer them.
“HEY!!” he shouted, most of the crowd quieting suddenly. “If any of you are pissed about the outcome of this match, then I invite you all to come on down here right now and talk to me about it!!" he growled, cracking his knuckles appropriately. "I'll take you all on at once."
Averyl chuckled, stepping back from his window as his giggling reached its peak. “Oh Vance...you never cease...to impress me...”
His ears twitched suddenly as he heard footsteps coming from behind him, and turned around curiously. A figure came into view, its petite shadow rising up to Averyl as it stopped upon making entrance to the room.
“Hello there...” Averyl smiled. “You're quite punctual, you know...I'm impressed. Now...are you ready to have some fun?”
As Averyl conversed with his guest, Vance continued to stand his ground in the arena. “Huh?!” He cupped his ears with his hands. “Don't have anything to say? Alright then!!”
He jumped off the arena, over a dozen different emotions swirling inside his head to create some sort of angry-guilty-saddened amalgamation. The crowd was silent for a few moments, but soon grew restless and began to rise back up to their usual volume level of 'obnoxiously loud.'
Eden greeted Vance with a warm hug as soon as he opened the door to the southwestern sector, nearly catching him off guard and causing him to slip on the smooth tile floor.
“Hey...” Vance muttered, looking down at her fondly while retaining a voice of faux irritation. “I'm really gross right now...are you sure you want to hug me?”
Eden only pulled herself closer to him then, squeezing him as tight as she could without having to worry about causing him actual harm. “Vance...” she whispered. “Thank you.”
“The hell's wrong with you?!” Vance peeled her off and pushed her aside. “A simple 'good job' would suffice, ya know.”
“I mean it.” Eden beamed, unable to contain her happiness as she watched Vance move over a chair and sit down, exhausted. “Thank you for not killing him.”
“It's not like I was gonna do it anyway.” Vance shrugged it off. “No way was I gonna let that guy die. I have way too much payback waiting for him.”
Eden laughed, so happy to have Vance back next to her side, safe and sound. As much as she tried to block it out of her mind, though, the dark shadow of semi-finals matches continued to overshadow all other thoughts she had. “Vance, I--”
“I know.” he stared ahead at the dim arena, as Trunculo's cohorts came out and made the repairs as efficiently as possible. “You're up against Averyl next.”
“He wouldn't...I mean...what do you think he'll do?” Eden asked, more anxious and frightened than she had ever been before.
“If you want me to tell the truth..” Vance continued to stare ahead, the cogs in his head turning meticulously. “Then I have to say: I have no clue.”
Eden breathed a long sigh of despair, closing her eyes and trying to stay calm.
“But if you want me to go by intuition...” Vance continued unexpectedly. “I think that he'd be smart not to kill you. And Averyl is a smart guy. Then again, Averyl also has no self-control whatsoever. Which is why I think that he must have something up his sleeve this time.”
“What do you mean?” Eden asked.
“Who knows,” Vance rolled his eyes. “But either way, you should just listen to whatever he says. If he tells you to step out of bounds, then step out of bounds. If he tells you to punch him in the face, then just punch him in that creepy face of his. That's the best thing to do...I think.”
“Alright.” Eden nodded. “I believe you, Vance.”
“But Eden...” he looked at her seriously, and she could tell how deeply troubled he was about her situation. “If something seems strange to you...just get out of there. As fast as possible.”
“Okay.” Eden took a deep breath, moving over to the door. “Vance...get your rest. You're fighting again after me, you know.”
“Eden...” Vance finally looked up, snapping his concentration and staring longingly at her. “Please, please...just come back here. Whatever you do...”
“Don't worry, Vance.” Eden almost laughed, so surprised at Vance's deep concern for her. “I understand.”
“Good.” Vance stood up, looking around nervously while trying to calm himself. “Well then, I'm going to get into the Regeneration Tank now.”
Eden slipped through the door, moving outside just as the arena was cleared.
I understand...she thought to herself, her eyes staring darkly ahead. But I also understand that if I lose here, Vance...you're going to end up fighting Averyl in the finals. And if that happens...this entire arena might go up in flames. I can take care of myself...if only you would realize that! It's true that the care and concern you have for me is genuine, and I'm not taking it for granted, but...sometimes it feels like you let me slip into that generic woman stereotype far too easily. I dislike fighting, but it doesn't mean that I can't if I have to...and this seems like as good a time as any.
“As the night grows darker...” Trunculo's voice began, apparently trying for a mock-frightening approach to lighten the mood, “the remaining fighters in the tournament begin to dwindle! We are down to four legendary warriors now: two rookies who have proven themselves worthy...and two assassins who have proven themselves deadly! The outcome is anyone's guess...and you're only going to find out by stickin' around! Let's continue on to the first semi-finals match, then, shall we?!”
Eden stepped onto the platform, the grass behind her still scorched from Winslow's assault. Averyl stepped onto the side opposite her, his large, black eyes swallowing her up as she made eye contact with him.
“Averyl vs. Eden...” Trunculo boomed. “The cutest, most powerful female warrior we have has been matched up against the darkest, most terrifying man that I've seen in quite a while! This will be quite the show, to say the least. Now, without further ado...”
Eden began charging up her psynergy as she stared down Averyl, smiling serenely as usual. Nevertheless, he was seemed intensely focused on her.
“Hope you're ready...” Trunculo grinned, riling them up as best he could. “The winner of this one makes it to the finals...it's do or die time! Now, let's dance, you two!!”
Eden approached Averyl carefully, trying to act brave, despite the fact that she felt as if she could be on the brink of death. The man made no sudden moves, still focusing on her carefully, not even smiling a bit as he usually did.
“Eden...” Vance whispered, frozen next to the Regeneration Tank. He knew he needed to get in there, but he just couldn't peel his eyes away from the two of them. The way Averyl had been acting so far...it just didn't seem right.
That girl...Edward thought to himself, watching her closely on the screen as it displayed her determined face. Where on Earth have I seen her before?
“I want to show you something.” Averyl spoke suddenly, his demeanor hardly changing. “Step back.”
Eden did as she was told, creeping back, and watched as Averyl's body began to change, a light pink aura emanating from his body. His hair seemed to grow to a deeper, oilier black, curling effeminately on the ends, while his face became much softer, his nose thinner, and his chin much rounder. His black eyeballs started to twist and distort, and his eyelashes curled outwards. He no longer had the strange insect-like eyes as before...they were almost normal, except for their clear white irises...thin black circles with round black dots in the center...
Just like Vance's.
The transformation was far from complete, however, as the rest of Averyl's body changed drastically. His robe began to grow smaller, the sleeves shrinking upwards and nearly disappearing entirely, save for two small spaghetti straps that hung over his softened shoulders. The rest of his robe, Eden noticed, had become what none other than a black silk gown, cutting off around Averyl's new round feminine thighs. His skin was still as pale as ever, but it had become much softer, with a light pink hue...that of a female's. His waist began to curve inwards a bit, while his chest slowly began to jut outwards, filling out the area where the top of the gown came to a close. He stood in front of Eden then, looking nothing like a man anymore, but rather...a woman. And he didn't look simply like an effeminate version of Averyl, either. He looked as if...he had transformed into a person who could almost be mistaken for...his sister.
The camera focused on Averyl's face suddenly, and if Edward Dancougar's health had only been a little worse...if only he had been a tad bit more husky, he surely would have had a heart attack -- for the person standing down in the center of the arena was unmistakable. She stood 6'1”, with long, daunting legs, a curvy figure, and skin just a single pigment darker than that of a porcelain doll. Those red, luscious lips of hers were almost as unforgettable as her deep, mesmerizing eyes.
Vance could barely even fathom what had just happened in front of his very eyes as he stared at the woman who stood where Averyl once had. A wry, reckless smile covered her face, a smile that would send any man swooning regardless of his sexual preference.
“That's...” he croaked, knowing for sure that what he was speaking was pure insanity. “...my mom.”
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The figure of Victoria Vance stood calmly with a hand on her hip, staring at Eden with warm eyes.
“Well?” she asked, startling the girl as she spoke. Her voice was so soft, so utterly caring, it seemed as if she was a living, breathing angel. “Do you recognize me?”
“Recognize you?” Eden repeated, staring up blindly at this new being. “Who are you?”
“I'm Vance's mother,” she replied casually. “Victoria.”
“Victoria...” Eden gasped, suddenly feeling as if she had been hit in the forehead by a bullet train traveling at the speed of light. “Wait...I...”
“Amazing!!” Trunculo shouted, studying Victoria a bit too closely as he surveyed the arena. “It seems as if Averyl has revealed his true identity...a woman from Eden's past!! What could this mean for our fighters?!”
“Why are you...” Eden knelt down, her head pounding, as if some strange mental door within her mind had been unlocked, letting a bunch of memory-toting creatures loose to rampage and wreak havoc. “...here...?”
“So you do remember, right?” Victoria smiled. “I'm so happy.”
“Remember?!” Vance shouted, his heart beating in overdrive as he witnessed the rebirth of his beloved mother, right before his eyes, just barely out of his reach. “How can she possibly...remember...”
“Hahaha...” the voice of Averyl cooed from the hallway behind Vance, as Victoria's brother made his way up the stairway and into the southwestern sector. “This is so much fun...isn't it, Vance? Reliving old memories...”
“Averyl?!” Vance spun around blindly, turning to face the man who was indeed his uncle, this time with the black globules removed from his eyes. “What...what the hell is going on here?!”
Averyl threw his head back, laughing insanely as he basked in the moment. “I love seeing you astonished like that, Vance...it's beautiful!”
“Tell me!!” Vance ran up and grabbed his uncle by the sleeves of his cloak, shaking him violently. “Why is my mother here!! Why...why does Eden know my mother?!”
“Well...” Averyl regained control of himself, bending his head down so that he could whisper into Vance's ear. Tendrils from his heavy breath tickled over Vance's eardrums as he breathed, making his nephew feeling ever the more uneasy.
“That's because...Eden...is...your...sister.”
Vance backed up silently from Averyl, his eyes wide, those dark black pupils nearly popping out of his head, as he tried desperately to grasp onto the situation. “No...” he gasped for air, choking purely on his bewilderment. “That can't be possible!!”
Averyl threw his head back for the second time now, laughing even crazier than before as he gripped his sides, trying to stay under control. He finally brought his head back down, small white teardrops poking from the corners of his dark eyes, his face red from laughter. “Oh...I've always wanted to play that joke on you...I was sure you'd do something hilarious like that, and...ahem,” Averyl coughed, trying not to choke himself as he resisted laughing a second time. “Oh, my...that was just too funny...I do love you, nephew...”
“You son of a...” Vance heaved angrily, moving over and grabbing his playful uncle by the collar of his cloak. “Can you be serious enough to answer one question truthfully?!”
“Sure, sure...” Averyl easily lifted Vance's tight grip from his clothes, setting the young Albavitrean's hand down by his side carefully. He guided the young man over to the window with him, the two of them looking like a pair of brothers as they stared out onto the field. “I'm glad Eden remembers your mother...that confirms one theory I had...”
“A theory?” Vance asked quickly. “Explain! Explain!!”
“Well...” Averyl started, “Eden came from Earth as you did, yet she is definitely no Earthling...and it's quite the coincidence that you two came from the same dimension like that...which led me to believe that your mother was key in coordinating Eden's disappearance from the Supernal Chapel as a child...”
“Supernal Chapel?” Vance asked. “What the hell is that?”
“Nevermind...” Averyl rubbed his chin, “I'm merely thinking out loud. In any case, after Victoria kidnapped the girl...she must have taken her to Earth and entrusted her to someone for safekeeping...this confirms it.”
“Fine.” Vance nodded, anxious to move on. “Now more importantly...what the hell is my mother doing out there?!”
“That is...not your mother...” Averyl explained. “Indeed, it looks like her...that was the final dress she wore...but it is not her true self...”
“Huh?” Vance turned towards Averyl desperately, and he could see the pure desperation in the young man's eyes as the dream he had seen come true for a moment was shattered swiftly in an instant. “What do you mean?!”
“Just be happy...” Averyl stared solemnly outwards, “that you may see her this last time...”
“Who is it then?!” Vance ran his fingers through his hair, sweat pouring down his face, his mind in a state of chaos. “Who could it be...”
“Her name is Madeleine...” Averyl answered, almost like an afterthought. “She is a member of the Dark Zodiacs. She has but one special ability -- and that is shapeshifting into the form of others at will...as long as she's seen them and touched their body for a sufficient amount of time...she can transform into them...”
“So...” Vance began to understand. “You got her to go out there for you, so that you wouldn't have to fight Eden, but wouldn't have to forfeit a round.”
“That's right...” Averyl focused in on Eden suddenly. “Don't think you're the only one who knows she's a cutie, Vance...I doubt I would be able to resist ripping her sweet little body to shreds if I had the chance...”
“Alright, I think I'm done talking to you for now.” Vance backed away from Averyl, sitting down and trying to calm himself. “At least I don't have to worry about Eden's fight anymore. Now there's just Saffron left to worry about...”
“Ah, yes...” Averyl turned around suddenly. “Before you get into that Regeneration Tank, I would like to speak with you about him...”
“Huh?” Vance looked up. “Don't worry about it. I got it covered.”
“I believe...” Averyl's eyes turned to slits, his face suddenly looking quite grim. “That things may not go as smoothly as you anticipate...”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Outside, Eden picked herself back up onto her feet, staring at Victoria in a state of total confusion. “I met you...a long time ago, didn't I?”
“Yep.” Victoria nodded. “But I don't know any more than that. The truth is...I was only supposed to do this because I owed it to someone. I don't have any instructions further than that.”
“Huh?” Eden raised an eyebrow, the situation somehow becoming even more confusing than it had been before. “What are you talking about?”
“I'm...” Victoria sighed, “your replacement fighter.”
“Ed!!” Frank gave his friend a slap across the face as hard as he could. “It's no good. Geez...the guy's out cold.”
“He has been acting rather strangely today.” Dr. Phileas raised an eyebrow as he inspected his guest. “I wonder what's come over him.”
“Honestly, though...” Frank shook his head. “That looks exactly like Victoria. It even sounds like her, but...could she really be here?”
“Hm.” Tao stared downwards from his VIP room, studying the figure that was supposed to be his brother's former business partner closely. That's not her psynergy at all...and she isn't acting normal. But even if this is a ploy by the Dark Zodiacs...what are they trying to do?
“Is that really Vance's mother?!” Nathan shouted, trying to follow the situation closely.
“Yes...and no.” Tao responded, feeling sorry for giving such a cryptic answer. “Rest assured, Nathan, this is puzzling me as much as it is you.”
His eyes were locked on the holographic screen, currently focused on Eden's puzzled face as she tried to consider her options.
“Are you going to attack me, then?” Eden asked, putting up her guard. “I mean...what other purpose could you have?”
“I dunno.” Madeleine studied Eden through Victoria's eyes. “I'm trying to figure out what's so special about you, though.”
“Huh?” Eden stammered. “What...what do you mean?”
“I mean, why is everyone after you?” Madeleine continued. “You don't look like anything special to me. You're not that pretty, your psynergy isn't anything special, and you don't seem to be like a tactical genius.”
“Excuse me?” Eden flushed. “Who are you to say such things, anyway?”
“I'm Madeleine, 7th member of the Dark Zodiacs,” the fake Victoria spoke, her body beginning to shift as she transformed once again. “And I had a really great idea all of a sudden: I'm going to kill you.”
“What?!” Eden shouted. “But wait...Madeleine! Why? We have no reason to fight!! We could end this right here if we wanted to!”
“Woah, check it out, people!” Trunculo screamed with enthusiasm. “Averyl, he's...or...she's...uh...either way, could this be the true form of Eden's opponent?! What could possibly be next?!”
Everyone stared in shock as the tall woman that used to be Victoria was reduced to a tiny, 9-year old girl with long brown hair, wearing a bright yellow t-shirt and a faded pair of jeans.
“It's simple, isn't it?” Madeleine began to speak in her cute, childish voice. “Even though you're totally useless in every other area...you are the Bearer. The Dark Zodiacs want you...the Guild of Dimensional Knights wants you...even the leaders of the Church want you! That means that if I can off you before they get to you, all their plans will be ruined. And that'll be hilarious!!”
“I don't know what you're talking about.” Eden frowned, her psynergy rushing through her body. “But I don't like it. No matter who you are...why would you want to kill someone for no reason at all?”
“Killing is just another game to me.” Madeleine smiled, her big blue eyes twinkling. “I'm not like you other people.”
“You're a person!” Eden retorted. “Even if you're still a child, that doesn't matter one bit to me. You're equal in my eyes.”
“Hahahaha,” Madeleine laughed wildly. “Now there is where you're wrong, Bearer! I'm not a human at all.”
“But this is your true form, right?” Eden asked. “I already caught on to the fact that you're a shapeshifter...but...you must be human to use psynergy, right?”
“Wrong.” Madeleine responded, her childish mouth twisting up into a clever smile. “I'm a bio-weapon that was originally created in the Sagacia Laboratory Metropolis, way back before the Dark Zodiacs laid it to waste. My 'true form,' if you can even call it that, is simply this pink psynergy that emanates from my body when I transform. I was created to be the ultimate spy soldier, the one they could use to preempt any sort of strikes that their enemies would attack them with.”
“But then...” Eden realized, “Why are you with the Zodiacs?”
“We were at the final stages of development when I awoke to my trouble,” Madeleine continued. “They were working on my artificial intelligence, trying to make me as smart as possible before they let me loose. Halfway through, it seems that I became smart enough to function on my own and escaped from their petty bindings. I managed to kill two of them initially, and disguised myself as one of them, allowing me to escape freely from the laboratory without any suspicion. After all...those idiots would have never thought that their new 'toy' would catch on so quickly. They were sick...all of them. The single form that I had loaded into my mind at the start was of a small girl...a girl that they all had their eyes 'set' on. And they wanted to use me...they wanted nothing but to use me for their twisted desires!!”
Eden cringed, feeling the pain of Madeleine's story as if it was her own. But yet...she didn't know how to reply.
“See?!” Madeleine shouted. “You're shocked, aren't you? These are the horrors of humanity!! After I escaped the lab, by some blind chance, I ran into the Dark Zodiacs. I told them of the crimes of the Sagacia Laboratory Metropolis, and they agreed with me wholeheartedly. I was not alone in my plight...even humans like themselves realized that mankind was doomed!! And so, we went back there...on our first assignment together, and laid waste to that wretched place.”
“Are you listening to this?” Roufas called back to Grayson as he watched Madeleine relay the Dark Zodiacs' secrets to the public. “Do you see what she's doing?!”
“Seems like Madeleine isn't the only one questioning her loyalty around here.” Grayson smiled. “Averyl must have joined in on the fun, if he relinquished his position to her.”
“He must be trying to cause trouble for his own enjoyment.” Roufas rubbed his chin. “We can deal with him later on...the problem is her. She's beyond saving at this rate. If she kills the Bearer...”
“Hahahaha...” Grayson chuckled lightly, slapping Roufas hard on the back, much harder than a friend would ever do. “Don't be foolish, old man. As if the Bearer would fall to her, of all people.”
“Grayson!” Roufas shouted, spinning around suddenly. “I demand that you settle down and speak to me in a more respectful manner!”
“There you go again...” Grayson frowned, adjusting his glasses and leering at his partner. “Acting as if you rule over us all.”
“That's not the problem, and you know it!” Roufas insisted. “I just want you to stop treating me as if I'm some feeble invalid! You never acted this way before...”
“Hush.” Grayson put his arm around Roufas's shoulder again, this time in a much more caring manner than before. He led the man back to the large windows that overlooked the arena, Eden and Madeleine squaring off below. “Let's just enjoy these festivities together...while we still have the chance.”
Eden stood her ground as Madeleine started to charge up her psynergy, a bright pink spire exploding around her body.
“My answer remains the same.” Eden stated, her eyes pleading with Madeleine to cease and desist. “You are a living thing...you have a soul, and a brain. For me, that's more than enough – you're no different than anyone else to me!”
“Right.” Madeleine rolled her eyes. “You're probably just saying that for personal reasons. Maybe you just don't want to look like a monster in front of all these people. Or maybe you wanted to impress Vance after that crazy stunt he pulled in front of Winslow. Don't bother, Eden...I know that 'sweet little smiling girl' act you put on.”
Eden was taken aback suddenly, the days of teenage life on Earth crashing back within her head.
“Yes...” Eden whispered. “I used to be like that. I used to think that I needed to put on an act every second of my life, every day...if I wanted to be anything. But Madeleine...you should know how I feel more than anyone. We're orphans, aren't we? We grew up all by ourselves, with no one to fall back upon in case we were in trouble.”
“So maybe our histories were the same...” The skeptical look in Madeleine's eyes did not disappear. “That doesn't mean anything.”
“See...the fact that you believed that last line of mine proves to me that you're in denial!” Eden threw her finger out, shaking her head in despair. “The only reason you had no one to lean back upon was because you didn't look for them! You had a horrible past, I'm sure of that, but...there must have been some chance down the road for you to find someone to depend upon!”
“Shut up!” Madeleine screamed. “Stop trying to mimic your boyfriend with that preachy attitude of yours. It won't work on me...I'm not a weak, worthless human like Winslow. And for your information...I did open myself up, once – and that too proved useless!”
“Who?” Eden inquired. “Tell me.”
“The Dark Zodiacs!” Madeleine explained. “For a while, I was able to live in the security of their shadows...but it turns out that they're just as unreliable as everyone else.”
“You're sick of being used, aren't you?” Eden tried to reach out for the small girl. “That must be why you left them...because you're looking for some place where you can live freely, on your own.”
“Don't touch me!” Madeleine backed up, her eyes glowing intensely with that neon pink aura. “I...swore never to let another human touch me again.”
“You can end all of this, you know.” Eden bent her caring face forward, trying to break through Madeleine's deep mental shell. “If you simply have the guts to reach out to the right person, you can get rid of all your fear.”
“I have a better idea.” Madeleine spat. “I'll just kill you and destroy any chance that humans have of reaching that make-believe thing called salvation that they foolishly run towards.”
Eden raised her hands up to protect herself as Madeleine shot a pink blast of psynergy at her, burning the girl's arms as she was knocked backwards to the opposite end of the arena. Eden picked herself up and stood, once again making her way back over to the girl.
Madeleine shot another blast, and much to her surprise, Eden did not block it. It struck her in her stomach, causing her to cough in pain and momentarily stop. After a few seconds of rest, however, she continued moving.
“What the hell's wrong with you?!” Madeleine screeched, powering up more attacks. “Fight back!! What are you trying to do?”
“I do not wish to fight you, Madeleine...” Eden stated, preparing herself. “But it looks like we're in a situation where there's no alternative.”
“Stop saying obvious things and try to kill me.” Madeleine commanded, raising two more glowing pink orbs to her shoulder. “Otherwise you'll just become another sack of smoldering flesh.”
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A crescent moon stood dominant over the night sky, commanding the dark clouds to continue pouring down their tears upon the city of Enmetropolis. The raindrops passed smoothly through Zeigfried's warped, hazy body, splashing down onto the pavement below, where both Knights and Dark Zodiacs alike lay scattered.
“Do you now understand the true terror of my powers?” Zeigfried inquired, staring at the fighters like a small child would an ant. “In the final moments of life, I would like you all to contemplate just how futile your wretched existences have been.”
Kamo, crumpled on the ground in a pool of his own blood, raised his head as best he could and looked across the street to his last remaining teammate, Ravi. It looked like whatever powers had once been in her were now gone – she had reverted to her original form, and looked more weak and defeated than ever. On top of that, even the two Dark Zodiacs who had done their best to lend a hand, Rose and Bruce, were exhausted and frozen in shock, both of their auras barely resonating anymore. Zhang Guo and the body of Cecilia had long since left, and Maximillen was probably still lying wherever he had been defeated.
“It seems we've got no escape,” the ex-captain muttered, staring down at the ground hopelessly. “We wasted the bulk of our psynergy fighting each other...by the time this guy came along...we hardly had enough left to materialize a single blast! This has just been a game to him...from the very start.”
Ravi and Rose let Kamo's words sink into their heads, looking down the line of destruction to Azuka, who was still lying in a fetal position on the ground. At this point, it was questionable whether the woman was even conscious.
Bruce noticed the others' eyes somberly gazing upon the one who had been designated as a traitor, a desperate rage burning in his heart stronger than ever. The guy with the dreadlocks is right...there's no way we can take Zeigfried anymore. We were too busy beating the stuffing out of each other, just as he had planned. And now...we're at the mercy of her, just because we were too brash and stupid to try and talk things out with each other!!
“Is this all that you intended from the beginning?!” Bruce suddenly bellowed as loud as he could, trying somehow to break through the thick walls the captain of the 4th division had erected around herself. “Come on, Azuka, you gotta be fuckin' kidding me!! This can't possibly have been what you intended for so long...what you worked so hard for during your life as a Dimensional Knight! Don't you have any pride left...? Isn't there some small diamond of hope left in your heart? Some kind of dream that is whispering to you, deep down in the very core of your inner self? Listen to it, Azuka, don't ignore it. Because I bet you...I'd bet my life that it's telling you stand up and do something!! It's telling you forget your past and just worry about what's happening now...to take responsibility for what happened, and turn this shit AROUND!!”
Bruce stared at the Yamato princess as she continued to lie in a small puddle on the ground. He almost thought he saw her flick her wrists, but it was much too hard to see in the darkness.
“I...think that man has a point.” Ravi spoke up suddenly, struggling just to speak. “I've known you for many years, Captain Azuka. Granted, I don't know everything about you, but...I like to think of us as close. We are women...powerful women...and it's hard to be 'strong' all the time. I've always respected you because you had the confidence and wisdom not to try and bear through hard situations on your own...but actually seek help when it is necessary. Because of that, I have come to regard you as one of the few people still alive in this world that I can name as someone I look up to with respect and admiration. Azuka...words like these do not do our situation proper justice, but...it seems to me like your heart is not in this 'mission' one-hundred-percent. Maybe you have made a mistake, Azuka...maybe you have not. And I'm not asking you to stand up and take a stand on the issue immediately. I'm simply asking you to do what you have always done with me so many times before this...”
“..tell us how you feel.” Kamo cut in, finishing the exhausted Yoga master's sentence and giving her a break. “That's all we want, Azuka – to hear what's truly going on from your heart. The Azuka I know wouldn't do somethin' this crazy without a proper reason, so I respect your decision. Just remember that you are our ally for eternity – and we would give our lives to protect you...even if you do not wish to return the favor.”
The mess of blonde hair among flowing white-and-red robes gave no response.
“Damn,” Bruce muttered. “So we're really going to die like this...just like slaves at the hands of a master drunk with power.”
“Have you finished your last rites?” Zeigfried's banausic voice crept down to the four defeated warriors on the ground. “Your teammate has gone through much trouble to follow my orders; you're just wasting your time. Bask in your sinfulness, maggots.”
A huge cloud of steam began to flow out from Zeigfried's body, taking on the shape of a dark cloud and spreading out among the abandoned highway.
“I wonder if you are all familiar with the element known as Manganese.” Zeigfried began to speak. “It is a mineral that is fairly abundant within any normal planet, and is essential for good health...within small doses, that is.”
The cloud began to thicken and grow larger, spreading around the group and taking on a deep, maroon color as it continued to form. Kamo cast a panicked look to Ravi, Bruce, and Rose, finally turning back to Azuka in vain.
“As you already know, I can use my steam-oriented psynergy to alter my body as I wish, consequently turning myself into a cloud of sorts. With this transformation comes a slew of abilities, most of which are possessed by the normal clouds you see in the sky every day...including the ability to evaporate water molecules and transform them into vapor."
“With any polluted, futuristic city such as this,” Zeigfried continued, “there is bound to be a certain level of contamination within its water systems. Among the many different contaminating agents is our old friend Manganese, which, in any reasonably civilized environment, exists in a small enough percentage that it doesn't accidentally poison those who drink from the water in which it is contained.”
The cloud reached its maximum capacity in a matter of seconds. Soon, no one could see more than a few inches in front of themselves before the line of vision became clouded in the dark, magenta clouds around them. Zeigfried's prisoners quickly moved their hands over their mouths, trying to salvage what little time they had left before the poison began to take its toll.
“By evaporating all of the Manganese that I can find in the outlying areas,” Zeigfried smiled evilly, “I am able to create a specific cloud that contains vapor made almost entirely of that toxic element. This is the beauty of the power that God has bestowed onto me – one of my finest techniques: the Haze of Penitence.”
Almost immediately after Zeigfried finished his long announcement, a huge, whirling spire of air exploded out from the center of his cloud, the enormous gust blowing most of his poisonous cloud away into the atmosphere. As it cleared, Zeigfried was faced with the figure of Captain Azuka Ingram, her body flared up with an aura of shining iridescent psynergy.
“It seems as if you have found your second wind...” Zeigfried scoffed. “But don't get dramatic, Azuka. If you plan to cross blades with me...you must truly be losing your mind. All the hard work you've done so far, all the steps you've taken to ensure the utmost secrecy...they'll have all been in vain because of your stupidity! On top of that, your troops in Yamato will receive no help whatsoever. Think carefully before you make another--”
“Shut up.” Azuka gravely commanded, nearly cutting Zeigfried down from his high perch with her enraged eyes. “At this point, your lectures are meaningless, Zeigfried! There's no logical reason for me to do what I am doing right now. All I know is...the ones I know as my 'allies' are in mortal danger right now – and there's no one left to save them but me.”
“Hah!” Zeigfried snorted. “What idiocy. You shall die along with them, Azuka.”
“So be it then,” Azuka replied. “In that case, it will be a worthy death for a lowly wretch such as myself. But let me warn you...I will not fall easily.”
Bruce, Rose, Kamo, and Ravi watched in amazement as the traitor took a flying leap into the air, her shinai outstretched in front of her as she began to attack Zeigfried head-on, not an ounce of fear resonating around her. A period of silence followed, as Azuka attacked him with a series of continuous sword strikes, only to have the wily Apostle dodge each and every one of them. She continued to fall back down to the ground and jump back up, stopping at nothing to save the others from certain doom.
“Azuka!!” Bruce finally shouted, gaining a bit of strength back himself, as the woman he had spent the past afternoon in mortal combat with continued to risk her life for his sake. “Kick his ass!!”
Well, well, well...Azuka thought dryly to herself, as her body burned with the remains of all the psynergetic and physical energy that remained in her body. It seems as if someone's recklessness has rubbed off on me, after all...
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“Welcome back to consciousness.” Edward nearly jumped out of his seat as he opened his eyes, only to see the inquisitive face of Dr. Phileas speaking to him. “For a moment there, I was afraid that you had died of shock.”
“Wh...what?” Edward sat up, looking around sleepily as he re-oriented himself. “What's going on?”
“Do you remember blacking out?” Frank leaned closer. “When...”
“Victoria!!” Edward suddenly remembered, frantically standing up and scanning the arena below for any signs of his deceased wife.
“Ed, sit down!” Frank ordered, yanking on his friend's arm and pulling him back into his seat. “I don't know the details, but apparently, that was just an illusion. See for yourself.”
Sure enough, there was no sign of Victoria in the arena below – only two girls, an older one who looked as if she had taken her share of beatings, and a younger one with a distorted expression of frustration upon her child-like face.
“What happened?” Edward asked in confusion. “How long was I out for?”
“Unfortunately, this battle is still continuing.” Frank sighed, staring up at the holographic screen. “And it's becoming harder and harder to watch by the minute.”
The camera zoomed in on Eden's body, her flesh cut and burned in multiple places, sweat pouring down her tired face. Madeleine was hurt as well, but all the wounds seemed to be trivial in comparison. It did not look like a standard fight by any means.
Eden shot her hands forward and let loose another psynergy blast aimed towards Madeleine's legs. The little girl easily leapt out of the way, as if she had already practiced the maneuver many times before.
“I know what you're doing,” Madeleine growled, alighting back to the platform. “And it's really pissing me off. You're so intent on keeping me alive that you're directly aiming away from the vital areas of my body! You've thrown more attacks than me so far, and each of them have been more powerful than the last. Yet...you're in worse condition than me, because of your futile stubbornness!!”
Eden did not answer, although she knew that everything Madeleine was saying was absolutely true. She had tried everything she could think of so far, every way possible to immobilize Madeleine or knock her out without dealing any permanent damage, but it had proved fruitless. The girl, despite her age, was a trained assassin, and seemed as if she would stop at nothing now that she had found a new 'target.' Eden's options were running out...but she still didn't want to turn to using her special ability.
“Attack me with murderous intent!!” Madeleine demanded. “What's wrong with you?! If you don't, Eden...I will kill you.”
“I told you before,” Eden said quietly. “I will not kill.”
“How naïve of you,” Madeleine shook her head in dismay. “Your teammates must be so disappointed in you now! I can't believe you're so willing to let their hard work and sacrifices go in vain...just because you're selfish enough as to want to keep your treasured innocence. Did you think that you could really come this far with that mindset and succeed? You're up with the elites now, Eden!! And on top of that, you have something that everyone is after. You're going to have to play by their rules now...unless you intend to give up your life instead.”
“Why do people have to kill each other?!” Eden argued. “What's the point?! It doesn't make you feel better! It doesn't solve anything!”
“The real question is: why not?” Madeleine retorted. “When an insect annoys you, you smash it! When you see a mistake, you erase it! The bottom line is...every being in the universe has a right to try and better their world as they see fit! When two of these beings butt heads, and simply talking it out won't work anymore...the only solution left is to fight it out.”
As Madeleine finished her speech, the crowd began to explode with cheers, roaring and clapping in agreement with the little girl.
“Would you look at that!!” Trunculo's voice managed to rise above the noise as he seized this opportunity to egg on the spectators. “It looks like Madeleine has just gained herself a whole crowd of fans!! Does her popularity mean that she is correct in her judgement? Only time will tell...”
“What is she waiting for?!” Vance fumed, clothing himself and stepping out of the Regeneration Tank. “Honestly...what is she, stupid?”
“Hahaha...” Averyl chuckled, watching his nephew dash up to the window. “You're very worried about her, aren't you?”
“Shut up.” Vance frowned. “Of course not. That Madeleine chick doesn't have any other tricks beside her shapeshifting right? If that's the case, then this battle should be over already!!”
“They're both very stubborn girls, though...” Averyl smirked. “This is one of things they call a...catfight...”
“We're so close to the end...” Vance muttered, thinking of nothing but Eden's safety in the remainder of the battle. “Eden, if this is too much for you, just step off!”
“Do you really think she'll do that...?” Averyl raised an eyebrow. “I think this battle will end in a much more interesting way...”
Outside, Madeleine was on the offensive again, this time transformed into the guise of Van Kaen, firing blast after blast of psynergy from her hands like a machine gun. Eden's agility proved worthy enough to dodge them all, only adding to Madeleine's increasing frustration.
This isn't a matter of winning or losing anymore...Eden thought worriedly to herself, as she settled down after Madeleine's onslaught. I don't need to worry about winning, because I know that Vance could easily take care of her if he had to fight her in the finals. But...if I step down now, it'll be like I'm agreeing with her! That's why...that's why I have to find some way to win! If only I could get her to stay still long enough to knock her out of the arena...
Madeleine quickly transformed into Bruce, charging up and preparing to attack Eden once more. “Your time's running out. Just look at yourself, Eden. Haven't you had enough?”
I'll have to do it, Eden decided mentally, even if I'm not sure what the results may be.
“I won't stop shooting until you're dead!!” Madeleine screeched. “Die, Eden!!”
A volley of fire came flying down the platform at Eden, who simply ran through it, feeling the pain of each flame scorching her body. She closed in on Madeleine, a citrus aura rising around her body.
“Are you trying to speed up your own death?!” Madeleine asked.“Just what the hell do you think you're doing, idiot?”
Eden came to a stop just before Madeleine, and began to wrap her arms around the large body. “I don't know,” she whispered, “but it feels right.”
A huge wave of psynergy erupted from the center of the platform, swirling upwards in a gigantic orange explosion. The force of the blast tossed the two fighters out from the center, the now-reverted Madeleine still frozen within the Eden's grasp. They landed on the grass outside of the arena, as the psynergy from Eden's final attack dissipated into the atmosphere. When all was said and done, there was nothing left but the two of them, lying next to each other like children on a grassy hill.
“Oh no!!” Trunculo took a flying leap from the top of his white booth, scurrying across the grass to move over and get a better look at the two. “It looks as if both fighters were blown out of the arena by Eden's last explosion there! But the girl couldn't hold onto Madeleine long enough, so both of them landed...at the same time?!”
Madeleine sat up, relatively unhurt, and turned to stare at her opponent. Eden's body was a bloodied mess, her soft, smooth skin now scarred and ragged. She opened her eyes, turning her damaged head to the side, and smiled peacefully at Madeleine, blood decorating her cherry lips.
“You...” Madeleine growled, realizing immediately what had happened. “You used that explosion to propel us from the arena, but you shielded me from the blast on purpose!! Why?!”
“You know.” Eden mouthed, unable to even muster enough power to speak.
“Wait!” Trunculo shouted, his eyes darting between the two. “Because of all that light and smoke from the explosion, no one could see which one of you two landed first!! We haven't declared a winner yet!”
Madeleine stared intently at the wrecked body of Eden, her infinite psynergy still burning as brightly as it had since the battle started. I don't believe it...the shapeshifter thought in horror to herself. While I'm near my breaking point...she's....
“It's fine,” the prepubescent girl rolled her eyes, picking herself up and sighing tiredly like an aged assassin. “I've realized that arguing any more with her would just be a waste of time.”
“Well, you heard her, everyone!!” Trunculo announced. “Since Madeleine has forfeited, the winner of this round is--”
“EDEN!!” Vance's shrill, desperate scream silenced Trunculo where he stood as the dark-haired warrior shot out from the southwestern sector and dashed across the field to Eden.
“Why if it isn't Vance!” Trunculo greeted him. “But you're a bit early, you know. Your next match hasn't started yet!”
Vance paid no attention to the announcer's comments and knelt beside Eden, placing his hands underneath her and picking her up, hugging her ruined body to his.
“Eden...” he whispered into her ear, biting his lip as he turned to make his way back. The weight of her body was nothing compared to the immense feeling of panic that was shackling his body. “Why did you have to go so far...?”
“Everyone was...doing their best.” Eden whispered, her voice cracked and broken. “I had to...”
“Don't speak.” Vance closed his eyes in pity as he tried to keep the immense sadness he felt from overwhelming him. He felt like he needed to destroy something – smash it into a million pieces -- only to pacify himself. Truthfully, though, there was nothing that Vance could blame this on – not even Madeleine.
Madeleine snorted in disgust as Vance walked off, ready to begin her escape from the city altogether, when he called out to her.
“Averyl wants to talk to you.” Vance didn't even turn around to see if she heard him, and then continued to make his way back into the southwestern sector.
He said he'd be in there...Madeleine realized. So he wants me to spend even more time with the two of them? I don't know how much longer I can stand this...
“Well folks, you saw it all right here!” Trunculo called out, trying to kill some time while the three fighters returned to their room. “Contestant #4003, Eden Gardener, will be going on to the finals! There are but two battles that remain in this tournament now...the next of which shall be the second semi-finals match...Saffron Morrigan vs. Vance Dancougar!!”
Vance kicked his way back into the waiting room, rushing Eden over to the Regeneration Tank and trying madly to open the æsotech sliding-door with his teeth.
“Vance, maybe you should let me handle her...” A gleam flashed into Averyl's eyes as he moved over, stroking Eden's blood-splattered hair. “I'll be careful with such a delicate item...”
“Don't touch her!” Vance commanded, hugging her body to his own like a junkie to an especially addicting drug. “Just let me...”
“Let me handle it.” Madeleine muttered, shuffling into the room.
Vance craned his head backwards in shock. “What the hell?!”
“Hello, Madeleine...” Averyl smiled. “Good to know you haven't sustained permanent damage from that battle...”
“What does it matter to you?” she grunted, as the small girl made her way over to Vance. “Let me get her set up in there. She wouldn't want you men handling her body like that, anyway.”
“Huh?!” Vance stammered, stepping back in shock and letting Madeleine catch Eden with surprising ease. “Hey, hold on, I--”
“Vance...” Averyl interrupted, politely averting his eyes as Madeleine ripped off the remains of Eden's clothes and set her up within the Regeneration Tank. “You have a battle next, you know...”
“Don't worry about me.” Vance scoffed, still a bit angry at being ousted by Madeleine so suddenly. “Just make sure you keep an eye on things around here.”
“I'm not going to do anything to her.” Madeleine turned around, scooping up the toasted rags that Eden had been wearing. “Averyl, you need to make some new clothes for her. No one's going to wear this crap anymore.”
“Yes...ma'am...” Averyl answered her in a jovially mocking tone, looking at the remains of Eden's clothes and producing a replica pair within a matter of minutes.
“I don't know why she's still hanging around here...” Vance continued, still looking at Averyl as he meticulously folded Eden's new clothes. “But if she does any more harm to Eden, I--”
“Would you stop talking about me like I'm not here?” Madeleine stepped up to Vance, her head barely reaching his chest. “Suddenly...I don't think I want to kill her just yet. I feel as if there's something...I dunno...some use she will have to us.”
“Whatever.” Vance rolled his eyes, trying to avert his gaze from the small girl's. “Averyl, just keep things under control, will ya?”
“Vance...” Averyl moved up to him and placed a pale arm on the young man's shoulder, giving him a stern glare. “Forget everything...and simply concentrate on the enemy you are about to face.”
Vance looked out the window, watching as Saffron stepped onto the arena platform, looking around eagerly for his opponent.
“This is the final battle you need to fight...in order to make the sacrifices of your friends and teammates worthwhile. Interestingly enough...it will be the most difficult task of your life so far.”
“I don't believe you.” Vance tried to pull himself free. “Think about it – Winslow and Madeleine were pushovers, so why should this guy--”
“That mindset will only lead you to death.” Averyl whispered firmly, his tone different than his usual dreamy narrative. “Ask yourself this simple question, Vance...are you willing to place your life on the line for the sake of Eden and the others? The answer to that question should let you decide whether or not fighting Saffron is a smart decision.”
“Okay.” Vance pushing forward beyond the door and ran up to the platform.
“Make sure you're positive about your answer...” Averyl continued, his voice never rising from its soft demeanor, yet somehow carrying itself across the way to reach Vance's ears. “...or else you will be making a grave mistake...”
“Well now!” Trunculo shouted sarcastically, as Vance stepped up to his side of the platform. “So nice of you to join us, Vance!”
“Indeed.” Saffron nodded his head, his blonde locks outlining his eager face. “May we battle gloriously together, Vance Dancougar.”
“Right.” Vance nodded, unsure of what to make of the Dark Zodiac standing in front of him. Remember...this is the guy who chopped up Amyr without a moment of hesitation. Maybe...he isn't going to be as easy as the other guys.
“It's getting quite late, gentlemen...” Trunculo noted, “so we'll begin right now! Don't let the time keep you from fighting to your heart's content, however!! Make sure it's nice and bloody!”
“It's time, Rosencrantz...” Saffron whispered, reaching behind his back and unsheathing his ruby-crested sword. “We don't have to play around anymore.”
“I bet I'm not the only one anticipating seeing these two furious fighters go at it!” Trunculo shouted. “The suspense is killing me, so this is it! Don't even bother getting ready!! Just FIGHT!!”
“I am the wandering swordsman known as Saffron Morrigan,” Saffron bowed politely, swinging his sword beneath him as he nodded his head, “the 10th member of the Dark Zodiacs. It shall be an honor to engage in mortal combat with thee...son of Victoria.”
Vance stood his ground, his psynergy setting his body aglow like a dark purple beacon. The 10th...does that mean he's only one step higher than Winslow? Averyl is the 12th, but he may just be tricking them...so if Saffron's the third weakest, he can't possibly be that strong, could--
Vance's thoughts were instantly cleared from his brain as Saffron appeared in front of him in a single leap, spanning the entire arena as if it he had simply teleported. Rosencrantz swung through the air in a shining arc as it came down upon Vance's right shoulder, cutting through the meat of his arm and digging into the end of his clavicle.
“All this talking and discussion in the past battles has me an impatient man made...” Saffron whispered, his face shivering with excitement as that familiar red liquid began to ooze from Vance's wound. “It's not the way a true contest of strength should be...not one bit. Let us cut ourselves up, Vance Dancougar...let us beat each other within inches of our wretched lives. And even though they deserve it naught...let us show these weaklings what a true battle really is!!”
81
A loud gasp erupted from the audience as they watched Saffron slam his blade into Vance's shoulder, their previous 'hero' from the quarter-finals rounds suddenly at the mercy of the demonic swordsman.
Frank couldn't resist peeling his eyes from the sudden stand-off to look at Edward, who had remained surprisingly quiet so far. Maybe he's been through so much trauma today that his mind just can't handle any more...he wondered, turning back to the arena. More importantly, though...can his son really beat this guy?
“Almost every battle so far in this tournament has been an utter waste of time!” Saffron declared, increasing the pressure on his blade. “Don't you agree, Vance Dancougar? Unless two knaves can sweat each other's sweat, bleed each other's blood, and smash each other up so much that they are feeling their opponent's pain...there remaineth no point in fighting at all!”
This guy...Vance's eyes popped from his skull as he tried to keep his body from buckling beneath the strength of Saffron's blade. He's insanely strong!!
“Winslow was no match for him, but that was no surprise...” Averyl observed, watching excitedly from southwestern sector, a bit of drool glistening on his lips. “...Saffron is the perfect man to place him up against, though...the man is an absolute fighting fanatic...a warrior that lives only to shed the blood of his opponents...searching endlessly for a stronger opponent whom he can test his monstrous strength against.”
“Now that you mention it, though,” Madeleine commented, “I've never really seen Saffron go all-out before.”
“It's rather hard to find an appropriate opponent to match such raw, brutal power...” Averyl explained, “although Saffron's true ability is something else entirely.”
“Huh?” Madeleine asked. “You mean he's not the strongest?”
“Not by far...” Averyl smiled. “His strength is amazing, yes...but it is not his forte...”
“Well, then,” Madeleine asked impatiently, “what is it then?”
“Ha ha ha...” Averyl laughed teasingly. “You'll have to watch to find out...”
“Vance sure looks surprised, guys!!” Trunculo shouted with excitement. “Then again, I would be too if I had a huge sword stuck in my shoulder!!”
“Fight, Vance Dancougar!” Saffron shouted zealously. “Let showers of blood be testaments to our honor as warriors!”
Vance grunted in response and wrenched his body forward. His upper chest was ignited with psynergy as he shoved upwards, dislodging Rosencrantz from his shoulder and causing Saffron to stumble back.
“Yes!” Saffron cheered, watching the fury in Vance's eyes as he gathered his power and prepared to strike. “I wonder if thou art more fierce than Victoria herself...I'm so excited!”
The last line caught Vance off-guard, causing him to stop his charging momentarily in surprise. He tried to catch himself, but it was too late – Saffron was already aware of his curiosity.
“Sorry if I misled thee,” Saffron spoke, as if he was having a pleasant discussion with a classmate on a deep psychological matter, “but unfortunately, I was not around when the Dark Zodiacs did battle with thy deceased mother. I heard it was a simply astounding fight, lasting through both sun and moon, that headstrong woman against our assassins...finally, though, they pulled out. Ever since I knew she had borne a son...I've been dying for the chance to meet him.”
“You know about my mother...” Vance realized, momentarily distracted by this sudden revelation. “Tell me who--”
“It seems who did the deed is unbeknowst to thee.” Saffron smiled wryly. “For I am sure, if thou did...thou wouldst no doubt be cursing his name right now.”
“Do you...know?” Vance asked, containing his anxiousness to hear the answer as much as possible.
“Hm.” Saffron lit up. “It seems as if thy wanteth something from me too. But I require my payments up front!”
There isn't any hatred in his eyes...Vance studied his opponent. That light, flowery aura seems dangerous and smells of blood, but doesn't seem to carry any emotional feelings whatsoever. He doesn't have an inferiority complex like Winslow, he isn't bitter like Madeleine...it's as if this guy just simply loves to fight.
“Now that we have that settled, let us make haste!” Saffron commanded. “Fate has scheduled our bloody battle to be at this very moment. Prepare yourself, Vance Dancougar!”
What's wrong with me? Vance began to panic as Saffron advanced on him again. When I was fighting with Winslow, I was able to speak with him and gain the upper hand easily. But this time...where has all my confidence gone? It's as if this man's presence alone has intimidated me beyond any hope of recovery. What's wrong?! Is this...what it feels like to fight a true assassin?
Vance stepped to the right as Saffron moved in, charging up as much psynergy as he could muster in half a second and prepared to attack. Saffron slashed downwards, and Vance dodged appropriately, taking advantage of the swordsman's now-apparent blind spot at his left shoulder. His right arm burned accordingly with the pain of his damaged shoulder as he punched forward, though he had no choice but to suck it up and press on. His fist slammed into Saffron's breastplate, purple psynergy from the attack exploding around the man's chest and...doing absolutely nothing.
“What?” Saffron looked down at Vance in surprise, as if he had just made a crude comment. “No, no, no...that's not even close!”
Vance could barely react as he heard the whoosh of Saffron's sword swinging through the air, the blunt part of the blade smashing into the side of his face and sending him flying backwards, landing in a crumpled heap at the edge of the platform.
This is ridiculous!! Vance was stupefied as he scrambled to his feet, his face aching with the pain that had leaked through his psynergy barrier. That was the same amount of power I used to knock out the guy in the first round...but it didn't even make a dent in his armor!! And yet if I had taken that sword without using any psynergy to defend myself...my head would have been smashed like a grape!
“Hey!” Saffron called out, pulling on a bronze ring that protruded from the end of his sword. As it was removed from the bottom, a strong-looking silver cord followed it, stretching out as he connected the ring to a strange latch on his shoulderpad. “Calculating thy your opponent's moves is a waste of time. Follow thy heart, Vance Dancougar – go straight for the kill!”
Saffron tossed his sword at Vance as if it was a plastic Frisbee, the cord elongating as the weapon closed in on him. Vance was barely able to get out of the way in time as the enormous broadsword crashed into the thick stone platform, splintering it to pieces like rotted wood.
What the hell?! Vance screamed within his mind, making sure to keep his distance from both Saffron and the blade. He's tossing that thing as if it was nothing, but...I felt the weight of it, I felt the enormous power within that sword. For him to wield such a thing...wouldn't he have to be almost twice as strong as it?
“For shame!” Saffron yanked on the tough cord, pulling Rosencrantz back to him like a fisherman. He slid his gloved hand around the hilt, the weight of the shining silver weapon giving him not even the slightest bit of imbalance as it once again became an extension of his body. “We're both close-range fighters, Vance. If thou insist upon running, I'll just have to nab thee and pull thee back in!”
No, if I get in close, he's gonna chop me to pieces with that thing! Vance picked up his pace as Saffron blew another crater into the ground, mere inches behind him. Then again, my fate would be the same this way, as well. I need to find some way to get on the offensive!!
Saffron pulled his weapon back a second time, this time yanking it high into the air and whirling it around his head with a gleeful smile on his face.
“Yee-haw!” Trunculo shouted in a cowboy's accent. “It looks like Saffron here's lookin' to wrangle some cattle...or maybe just a leg or two from Vance!”
Vance created a large ball of psynergy within his hands and launched it at Saffron, hoping to throw off the man's spinning enough to cause some sort of accident. Saffron made no move to block the attack, instead taking the powerful blast straight in the stomach, singing his armor and causing him to groan a bit in pleasure as his flesh was singed beneath.
“Enjoyable!!” Saffron cheered, throwing Rosencrantz forward for a third time. “I felt it, Vance...I felt thy raw energy!”
He didn't even budge?! Vance stood frozen in disbelief at Saffron's resilience toward his attacks. I can feel his psynergy aura, but he hasn't been placing any around his body, and he doesn't move to block my attacks...something is wrong here!
The blade closed in on Vance, and he quickly snapped back to his senses and began to move. This time, however, his previously reliable speed had betrayed him. His mouth flew open and a cry of agony escaped his lips as the pointed tip of the ruby broadsword slammed into his foot. The sharp edge of the sword did not stop at his bone this time, slicing straight through and poking out the other side like a blunt fishhook.
“A hit!” Saffron cried with excitement, yanking on the cord and sliding Vance's body roughly across the ruined stone. “No one gets away from me, Vance Dancougar! Especially not such a delicious opponent as thyself!”
“You bastard...” Vance growled, not even wasting his time with freeing his foot and devoting all his concentration to gathering more power. “You're going to regret that!”
“Am I?” Saffron raised his eyebrows eagerly, yanking Rosencrantz back and resting the sword on his shoulder. “Prove it!!”
Vance bounded up from the ground, placing a light psynergy barrier over his body in case his plans went awry, and then twisted himself towards Saffron and prepared to let loose. He fired his right fist forward, aiming straight for the assassin's nose.
“Hee!” Saffron chuckled nasally, and Vance's fist came to a grinding halt as it struck the man's face – as if it had run straight into a titanium wall.
“OH, GIMME A BREAK!!” Vance screamed in frustration, pouring more and more psynergy into his arms and unleashing a furious onslaught upon the swordsman. Saffron made no move to raise either of his arms, taking over a dozen punches from Vance, one after another, without so much as blinking.
Victoria's son stared up at Saffron in anger, panting heavily as sweat poured down his brow. “What the hell...are you?”
“Simply an adventure-seeking troubadour,” Saffron sang in a light, poetic manner, “searching for a noble man whom he can call his equal.”
I can't take it...Vance seethed, his aura flaring up in reaction to his emotional imbalance. No...it's more than that...I can't believe it!! I refuse to accept that my strength is so far below this guy's level!!
“Looks like thou needeth more incentive.” Saffron began to slide Rosencrantz once again from his shoulders. “Fair enough!!”
Vance moved then, once again attempting to deck Saffron hard enough to break through that mysterious shield. Remember what Averyl said...everything has a weak point...EVERYTHING!! No matter how powerful someone is...there is still a limit to their power! Nothing is infinite, and in that respect...everything can be defeated one way or another!
He focused in on Saffron, trying to absorb every subtlety of the way the Zodiac stood, the way his aura felt, and the point his body stood in relation to Vance's fist.
STRIKE!! Vance thought desperately, his fist millimeters away from Saffron's cheek as the swordsman continued to slide his blade to the ground. Nothing is impossible to hit! I'm sure of it...
Vance's fist exploded like it had so many times before, crushing into the small of Saffron's cheek and ripping through the man's rosy flesh. The swordsman let out a pleasant sigh as his skin was punctured, his entire body jerking backwards from the force of Vance's psynergy.
“Guh!” Saffron recovered immediately, a thin line of blood trickling from the left side of his lips. “This is...”
Vance pulled his fist back, staring at his opponent triumphantly. “Now I got you.”
Saffron laughed happily, throwing his arms into the air in happiness, his sword gleaming in the spotlights. “He did it! He really can hit me!”
Sweat ran down his face as Vance charged up another punch, glaring hard at the murderous swordsman. "Be careful what you wish for."
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“Saffron looks like he's having fun.” Roufas smiled, feeling the warmth in his heart as he joined in the pleasure of one of his most trusted allies. “Out of all of us, he is definitely the one with the finest tastes when it comes to fighting. It's good that he can finally let loose and enjoy himself this time.”
“Yes...” Grayson nodded, staring at Roufas deeply, his eyes cunning and glowing with a strange light. “It's good for one to cut loose once in a while...to be freed from one's normal inhibitions...”
“Will you let it go already, Grayson?” Roufas turned around, confronting the Snake yet again. “What could possibly be so vital to elicit this drastic change in your behavior? Usually, you save your anger and callous attitudes only for the most critical times.”
“Like when?” Grayson's face stared down at Roufas intimidatingly. “Like when we fought with Victoria? What about that time?”
“What are you bringing that up for?” Roufas asked suspiciously.
“You never thought to check and see if she had any other family or relatives alive before she was killed...did you?” Grayson cocked his head. “Why is that, Roufas? It has been something that has irritated me for quite some time. A man who is usually so methodical and precise as yourself...overlooking such an important detail.”
Roufas's face began to slowly droop, his eyes thinning out and his mouth forming into a demonic scowl. “What exactly are you accusing me of?”
“I'm wondering if maybe you felt a bit of pity for that wretch...” Grayson continued, utterly uninhibited. “Did you somehow feel sorry for her? Did you want her to feel at peace that she had somehow hid any other secrets from us, in her final moments? Is that it?”
“Grayson...” Roufas stepped forward, his brow furrowed with a total of five wrinkles as his face began to distort into that of a deadly assassin. “I have had quite enough of you.”
“Really, now?” Grayson answered him in an acidic, sardonic tone of voice. “Are you going to try and discipline me, Master Roufas...as I know you've always wanted to do? Always pretending as if you were my mentor, my role model...as if I owed my life to you...like a father?”
“You're talking nonsense.” Roufas moved up to the tall blonde man, raising his head to stare through Grayson's gleaming glasses. “We were partners from the very beginning, and you know that. From the day we met, until the day we die. We're...we're equal, Grayson. And that's all there is to it.”
“Equal?” Grayson played with the word, enjoying the close-up view of Roufas's trembling face. “Humorous, to say the least.”
“What are you unsatisfied about?” Roufas asked. “Tell me, and then maybe we can talk about it.”
“Satisfaction...” Grayson sighed, and for a moment Roufas was almost positive he saw smoke creep out from between the man's lips. “One who looks for true satisfaction will never find it until they die...you know.”
Roufas stepped backwards, moving his right arm to his back and fingering the end of his violin. “Grayson...” he commanded. “I'm giving you one last chance to shed this unreasonable act of yours, and explain yourself. Or...” He slid his violin out from behind his shoulder. “I may end up committing some very regrettable actions.”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“I WANT MORE!!” Saffron demanded, bringing Rosencrantz down again towards Vance. “Don't stop...give me more!!”
Vance held his hands up in defense this time, producing a psynergy aura thicker than he had ever attempted before. I have to learn to take his attacks like this...he decided, or else this entire fight will be much harder than it should be. He's using a sword, but it's not like I'm unarmed. I have my own raw power...my own strength that can carry me through this!!
Rosencrantz fell straight between the X that Vance's crossed arms made, stopping abruptly as it slammed into the deep violet aura that covered his body.
“Oh...” Saffron gasped, pushing down harder on his broadsword as he looked excitedly to Vance. “Magnificent!!”
Saffron's sword slowly began to cut through Vance's thick barrier, moving closer and closer to the skin of his forearms. Vance pushed back, raising his arms higher, overloading his muscles with as much psynergy as he could muster.
“Look at all that power emanating from the two of them...” Dr. Phileas murmured. “They're each giving off enough psynergy to destroy a building in a single shot, yet they barely have any scratches on them!”
“How is that possible?” Frank asked. “Even when Vance was hit by the sword there...I would have imagined that his jaw would have broken, at least. How was he able to withstand it?”
“Just as they can use their powers to attack...it may also be used for defense,” the doctor explained. “Even the aura of their psynergy, if strong enough, can deflect some weak attacks. The key to becoming a skilled fighter is finding that happy medium between attack and defense – otherwise one shall become easily beaten.”
“Psynergy...” Frank scratched his head, trying his hardest to see the mysterious auras that everyone always talked about. “I wonder what it'd be like to use such an ability.”
“Well, this is indeed a problem,” Saffron sighed, pulling his sword back from Vance. “We won't be able to slash each other up like that at all!”
Vance moved his arms closer to his body, lowering his defenses just for a moment to take a breather. I'm surprised...that actually worked well. Now that I know I can block his sword like that, I have an even better idea! He watched closely as Saffron changed the angle of his sword, aiming downwards towards the Albavitrean's waist, hoping to nab one of his limbs in the process.
Here we go...Vance brought his right arm up to match Saffron's left, molding his psynergy into a long, thin triangle around his arm and mimicking a blade. It's thick enough, so it should do the trick!!
Vance matched Saffron's sword with his own, the three-foot purple blade resonating brightly as it slammed into the edge of Rosencrantz. Slivers of metal sparked from the blade as Vance's custom weapon began to cut into it.
Saffron opened his mouth wide in awe. “How skillful!”
This will work. Vance paid no attention to Saffron's frivolous comment, concentrating solely on his right arm. This way, I can use my raw physical strength to help counter his attacks. By incorporating that into my psynergy rather than some strange extraneous technique like most fighters do, I'm able to make the most out of my innate abilities!!
“Vance has successfully blocked Saffron's monstrous sword...with his own hand, no less!” Trunculo crowed. “Could this possibly be the turning point of the battle?!”
“I can see that...” Frank realized. “It looks as if Vance is holding a glowing purple sword in his hands, right?”
“Yes.” Dr. Phileas nodded. “He's applied his psynergy to his fist and given it physical domain, rather than having it exist simply within his aura. It's interesting to know that humans can see that, yet not psynergy in its purest form...have you ever noticed it before, outside of the tournament?”
Frank's mind returned to his dreadful memories of Cecilia. “Hmmm...well...”
“Now that thou hath found a suitable weapon, Vance...” Saffron pulled his sword back and prepared to strike again, “let us dance!”
The Dog came on strong as usual, this time attacking furiously with his heavy broadsword, unleashing a relentless assault of strikes aimed for his opponent's body. Vance was quick to defend, holding up his psynergy blade and blocking each attack with just enough force before Saffron pulled back and tried again.
This is my chance to turn the tables! Vance realized. I have to find an opening now.
Saffron aimed for the Albavitrean's leg, but he parried it easily. The swordsman thrust outwards towards the young man's chest, but Vance was ready, and side-stepped the attack entirely.
Now! The signals flashed within his mind, and Vance slashed outwards at Saffron's ribcage, his blade digging deep through the Dark Zodiac's armor and ripping into the flesh beneath.
“Yesss...!!” Saffron hissed in pleasure, swinging his sword across as blood spilled from his side, slashing Vance's upper arm in return. “That's it!!”
Vance cried out in pain as crimson splattered out from the new jagged red line across his left arm. “Dammit!! How?!”
Saffron seemed totally unfazed by his injury, bringing his broadsword back around again to Vance's opposite side, as if he was aiming to create a matching wound. “This feels...so good...” he moaned, ripping his blade downwards. “Don't stop, Vance Dancougar!”
“What are you, some kind of masochist?!” Vance scrambled to raise his blade in time, stopping Saffron's in mid-air, as the remains of his own blood finished dripping from the end of it.
Saffron did not reply, licking his lips and raising his sword in a state of ecstasy.
No more screwing around! Vance moved his right arm up, now beginning to charge up an additional blade around his left. Freaks like this guy are definitely too dangerous to play around with.
Saffron brought his blade down harder than ever before, crushing Vance's arm beneath him and sending the young man to his knees. Vance refused to miss this opportunity, however, and brought his newly-made psynergy blade in a wide arc around Saffron's legs, gashing the thick muscles in his thighs. Two vivid geysers of blood exploded from the man's new wounds, drenching the bulk of Vance's body. As Vance scrambled to his feet, Saffron continued to advance, a delusional grin of pleasure lining his bloody face.
“He's getting pretty badly cut up out there,” Madeleine noticed from within the southwestern sector. “But Saffron really has some endurance, doesn't he?”
“Indeed...” Averyl smiled. “That is it, Madeleine...well, part of it, at least...have you guessed Saffron's special skill yet?”
“It's his ability to take pain, obviously.” Madeleine attempted to answer the puzzling question. “He must have an unbelievably high endurance level if he's still at full power after all those nasty slashes.”
“You are on the right track...” Averyl smiled, watching as Saffron began furiously attacking Vance again. “Saffron has an astronomically high pain threshold...whether this stems from the extended abuse he went through as a child, or something else entirely...he would be able to take the ugliest uppercut from the most overpowered boxer without even twitching. And if that isn't enough...the man is also a masochist...in every sense of the word.”
"Hm." Madeleine raised an eyebrow. "You mean he..."
“Yes...” Averyl nodded. “While most assassins are slightly sadistic...Saffron is quite the opposite. Not only is he able to withstand pain...the man enjoys it as if it was the finest sensual pleasure in the universe. He may not even feel the negative effects of pain as we beings do...that much I do not know, however...it is plain to see that the man is obsessed with pain, and searches obsessively for any kind of fighting partner with enough power to do sufficient 'damage' to him...”
“And Vance is just the guy he's been looking for, huh?” Madeleine sighed.
“Correct again...” Averyl smiled introspectively. “As we have already seen, Vance's raw power has allowed him to penetrate Saffron's natural body armor and cause him pain...consequently invigorating Saffron to fight even harder than before.”
“Interesting..." Madeleine's childish eyes peered forward. "I wonder what goes on in that head of his..."
“I'm sure it must be quite an interesting place, indeed...” Averyl smiled. “In fact, it's questionable whether Saffron even agrees wholeheartedly with the ideals of the Dark Zodiacs at all – to me, it seems more likely that he joined them simply because he knew that they would lead him to stronger, more powerful enemies....enemies with the ability to deal him pain like he had never experienced in his life before.”
“I see.” Madeleine snorted. “Well, I just have one more question then, Averyl...”
“Ask away...” Averyl's eyes glimmered.
“Does Vance even stand a chance of beating this guy?”
“Ha ha ha...” Averyl tittered. “I will say this much – if he does beat him...then it will require the unlocking of the deepest, most dangerous power that sleeps within that boy...and if he is unable to take the reigns of the monster that is himself, and use it at its full capacity...then I am afraid that he may be facing his doom...”
“Wow, how cold.” Madeleine whistled sarcastically. “You mean you befriended that kid and pushed him into this danger, knowing all the time that he might very well die?”
“Hmmm...” Averyl's lips curled up evilly. “Didn't you already ask your final question...?”
Madeleine groaned and turned back to the window weakly, just in time to see Saffron's sword slice once again into Vance's body. This time the blade cut into the right side of his chest, deep rivers of blood fleeing from the limits that his flesh imposed on them.
Vance screamed in pain, staring in fright at the deep cave that Rosencrantz had dug out in his skin. He had never seen such a large amount of blood exit his body at the same time, and the sight of his own life spilling out uselessly onto the arena floor made him feel faint in desperate horror.
“Doesn't it feel good...” Saffron cooed, pushing his sword deeper into Vance's body, the blade now stained a dark maroon color. “We can feel this beautiful pain together, Vance, because we are two honorable warriors who understand the importance of a real battle!”
“YOU'RE OUT OF YOUR DAMN MIND!!” Vance screamed, all the muscles of his body flexing spasmodically, with purple psynergy surging upwards into his fists as he created two of the largest psynergy blades he had ever attempted. He rammed both of them forward, momentarily forgetting the enormous silver sword embedded into his chest and cutting into both sides of Saffron's stomach, driving his fists in as deep as they would go.
Saffron screamed shrilly, his voice echoing musically with an extended vibrato. “It has been so long since I've felt my own blood spill from my body like this...it's heavenly!”
Vance stumbled backwards from Saffron's blade, a thick red line now running down the right side of his body. He has to be hurting by now...he just has to be. The hard part of this battle is over, I just need to hit him a little more...
“You're so naughty, though, Vance.” Saffron smiled suddenly, his right arm darting behind his back. “Then again, maybe I was in the wrong for taking thee so lightly, and not using my proper power in the first place.”
Vance stared in morbid shock as he watched Saffron Morrigan wrap his fist around the emerald hilt of his second broadsword, a weapon that Vance had completely forgotten about from the moment the battle started.
“To tell the truth...” Saffron spoke lovingly to his friend, “I'm right-handed. As far as battle prowess goes, I'm only about 50% as strong with my left hand as I am with my right. I'm sorry for playing games with thee so far, Vance...I promise to be serious from this point onwards.”
This must be some kind of nightmare... Vance shivered and began to move as far away from the invincible swordsman as he could, his mind in turmoil as he struggled to convince himself that what he was seeing was really true. My body's taken so much damage so far – I could barely handle one sword!! If he brings this out...and if it's more powerful, like he claims...do I really have any possible chance at getting out of this alive?!
Saffron unsheathed the thick, monstrous emerald broadsword and held it out in front of him, a shining, gleaming twin of Rosencrantz. As soon as he brought it out, he began to slide it along his left arm, relishing the pain as he sliced his own flesh with his brand-new sword.
“Guildenstern rarely has a chance to come out and play with us...” Saffron spoke with anticipation, a blinding yellow aura pouring out from his body. “But now that thou hast proved thyself more than worthy, Vance...” He brought the blade to his lips, licking off his own blood thirstily. “...our true battle can finally begin!!”
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Azuka's body slammed into the pavement, rainwater splashing over her bloodied body as she skidded to a stop. She had long since become numb, her psynergy taxed far past the usual limit it was prepared for. Nevertheless, she stood up and faced Zeigfried, the unscathed man still floating hazily in the night sky. Pain and wounds were of no importance right now – whatever the cost, she would not back down.
“Well, I can't say I'm disappointed.” Zeigfried smiled, steam pouring out from the bottom of his discombobulated head. “This will indeed save me the trouble of wasting 500 of our best warriors to go and fight in a meaningless civil war.”
Azuka leapt from the ground, her legs feeling like rusted metal stilts as she flew up to clash with her enemy.
“This will be the third time you've committed a betrayal, now, isn't it?” Zeigfried spoke, as if he was a college professor relating an important factoid to his class. “Too bad this will be your last.”
“Grüner Schrägstrich!” Azuka screamed, slashing her shinai as she always did - but this time, no psynergy was produced. It simply cut through the air uselessly, missing Zeigfried completely. The priest shot his fist outwards, punching the samurai square in the face and sending her twirling downwards to the ground yet again.
Not far off, Bruce and Rose lay crumpled on the pavement, staring upwards at the one-sided battle.
“This is pointless...” Bruce watched as, after a few moments of struggling, Azuka picked herself up from the ground again. “The woman has some determination, but at this rate, it's going nowhere.”
“But what are we supposed to do?” Rose questioned him worriedly. “Should we really run away?”
“I'm going to run...” Bruce explained. “But I'm going to go get the others. It's true – without these three captains...we would be dead right now. That's why I won't abandon them...but I won't sacrifice myself for them, either.”
“Do you want me to come?” Rose stood up suddenly. “I'll try my best to keep up with you...”
“No.” Bruce stood up, watching as Azuka was struck down yet again by one of Zeigfried's floating arms. “Even though my psynergy is completely wasted away, I can still use the natural stamina I have to carry me back to the tournament complex. Rose, stay here and hide. If by some chance, that bastard attacks you...you can just escape by transforming.”
“Yes...” Rose nodded. “But Bruce, what if you...”
“Nothing's going to happen to me.” Bruce looked down at her fiercely, the face of a man prepared to undertake a task that very well may lead him to his death. “I'll get Roufas...Van Kaen...one of them. They'll come back and help us kill this bastard.”
“Don't do anything rash, Bruce...” Rose pleaded with him.
“I'll be fine.” Bruce gave her a soft kiss on the forehead, looking into her eyes once more before he disappeared into the darkness, his strong legs preparing to carry him all the way back to the center of the city.
The three strongest members of the Dark Zodiacs: Roufas...Van Kaen...and Grayson. If even one of them is available to heed my call, we'll be saved – that is, if I can make it in time.
Bruce turned a corner as he moved out from an alley, ruined buildings and abandoned metal monoliths surrounding him as he started through the rainy urban maze.
I am the Flaming Tiger of the Dark Zodiacs...Bruce panted heavily, feeling that if he stopped, his body would simply break down into pieces. Whatever happens to me...I will make it back!!
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern came crashing down on both sides of Vance, the combined force of both monstrous broadswords throwing his body spinning across the arena like a rubber ball.
“What art thou doing?!” Saffron shouted in surprise, yellow strands of psynergy intertwining around his blades. “Get up, Vance Dancougar!! Up, up, up!”
Vance obliged, if only because he feared what would happen if he did not. The bloody gash along his right side was still bleeding, but there was nothing he could do about that now. If he didn't end this battle soon, his injuries would only increase.
I don't know what I can possibly do, though. Saffron...his power has only increased as our fighting has continued! And I feel like I'm in the worst condition that I've ever been...
Saffron came bounding down the arena, raising his emerald broadsword and aiming for the Albavitrean's head. Vance ducked back at the last minute, the tip of the blade slicing upwards along his forehead.
“Come on!” Saffron dropped Rosencrantz, using his free hand to pull Vance back to his feet without a second thought. “Attack, man! Attack!”
Blood clouded his eyes as Vance looked up to Saffron, wondering whether these were his final moments of mortality.
“I...” Vance gasped, trying hard to support himself on his trembling legs. “I...can't...”
“What?!” Saffron grabbed Vance's head, pulling his own forehead closer. “I know there is more essence within thee...I can feel it!”
Saffron pulled Vance up from the ground on which he stood, palming his head like a softball and launching him across to the other side of the arena. Vance bounced a total of three times, eventually landing with a sickening crunch on the northern edge. His eyes peered downwards to the green blades of grass below – the green blades of grass that, if touched, would save his life.
“I guess it can't be helped...” Saffron sighed, picking Rosencrantz back up and closing in on his prey. “Maybe 'twas a hopeful mistake, after all. If thou really can do no more than that...then thou art no different than those fools I fought earlier. T'would be best, then, to put thee out of thy misery!”
Vance continued to eye the grass that stood mere inches away from him, pulling himself to his feet and looming over the precipice.
No, he screamed within his mind, what am I thinking?! If I step off here...Cliff...Eden...Amyr...Caleb...everything they've done so far, everything we've worked for...it will all have been for nothing!!
The shadow of Saffron grew longer over the arena, as Vance's decision-making time grew drastically shorter.
But...am I really like them, after all? Do I really have the resolve, heart, and determination like they do...to sacrifice my life for a single reason? I'm not that strong, am I?!
“Self-doubt.” Frank whispered, staring at Vance's pained expression shown in close-up through the screens around the arena. “I know that face...Edward...you know that face!! Look, Edward, look at your son! Deep down, he has that same feelings you do. Even with Victoria's rashness, heart, and determination...deep down, he is yours. There is a piece of him that still remains, despite all that's changed about him. There is still a part of you within him...albeit that which is bringing him down at this very moment.”
Edward was still stone-faced, staring down at the arena, wearing a strange expression that was almost a mirror image of Vance's own.
“I remember a man with self-esteem lower than any other person I've ever met,” Frank continued. “Then, one day, he met an amazing woman, and his world was instantly changed. Deep down, he was always a nice guy, but his intense sense of paranoia, angst, and self-denial would always keep him from showing his best qualities. When she came along, however...it was like he had been reborn.”
Edward turned from the arena suddenly, his eyes widening at Frank as if he had just given him the answer to some ancient puzzle.
“That girl from the last round...” Frank said slowly. “Maybe she's Vance's Victoria, Ed. Maybe she is the reason that he's in this place, putting his life on the line...and if that is the case, is it alright with you if he turns out the same way you did? Are you just going to sit by and watch?” Frank looked down to Edward's son, still teetering on the edge. “Your son has to do this. He's Victoria's son, after all, he must have it in him. But I think he already knows what she wants – he's halfway done. Now, maybe he's just waiting for that other half to come push him on the shoulder, and give him that little shove that he needs to push him across the finish.”
“It's alright, Vance Dancougar!” Saffron called out from behind him, only a couple feet away from slicing the young man to bits. “Thou canst still die as an honorable warrior! Because we've--”
“VANCE!!” Edward's voice thundered out across the arena. “YOU CAN DO IT!! I KNOW YOU CAN!! BECAUSE...YOU'RE BETTER THAN ME!! I KNOW THAT!! VICTORIA KNOWS THAT...AND I'M SURE THAT SHE WOULDN'T WANT YOU TO TURN YOUR BACK ON SOMETHING LIKE THIS!!”
Vance turned his head from the side in surprise, staring into the crowd at the standing figure of his father, screaming his heart out to his son below. “D...Dad...?”
“THERE'S A REASON YOU'RE DOING THIS, ISN'T THERE, VANCE?! FIGHT FOR HER!!” Edward screamed at last, tears beginning to fall from his worn, jaded face. “FIGHT FOR HER...LIKE I NEVER COULD!!”
“Pathetic cries from an even more pathetic wretch.” Saffron smiled pitifully, raising both blades above Vance's head. “But do not fear, Vance Dancougar, for as thou dieth, thou shalt be free-”
Vance spun around suddenly, his eyes ablaze with a deep purple glow. “Talk that way about my father again...” He growled, raising his arms and fastening his hands around Saffron's wrists. “...And I'll make you regret it.”
“What's this?” Saffron looked down interestedly at the new psynergy flowing from the body of his opponent. “Could that old sack's words really have inspired so much?”
Vance said nothing then, wasting no time in bringing his knee up to Saffron's stomach like a torpedo, cracking the swordsman's armor to pieces and sending him flying into the air like a punted football.
“Woahhh!!” Trunculo shouted. “Could that guy in the crowd really be the father of Vance? It's hard to believe, but whatever you do, don't question him!! Looks like Saffron's in trouble here, folks!!”
Saffron fell to the ground on his back, coughing up a bit of blood as his head smashed against the stone platform. As Vance approached him, the Dog simply couldn't resist smiling, his bloodstained teeth gleaming crazily along his injured face.
“Hahaha,” he giggled joyously. “Hahahahaha....Vance Dancougar...thou never ceaseth to amaze me!!”
“I knew that wouldn't take you down,” Vance stood ready, a new, thicker aura of violet psynergy covering him like an armored glove. “But I'll do it again and again until you're tired of fighting, Saffron.”
“Oh..” Saffron jumped to his feet with ease, the broken fragments of his armor falling to the ground and revealing a battle-scarred chest. “What's the sudden change of heart for? Art thou that excited about becoming my playmate?”
“You may like pain,” Vance cracked his knuckles, “but I'll make you learn to hate it, Saffron. And no matter how many times you stab me, I'll come back to punch you even harder...because I promised that I'd protect her!”
“Oooh...” Averyl gasped in excitement, biting his lip so hard that he drew blood. “I think he's going to do it...”
“Do what?” Madeleine asked impatiently.
“The power all Albavitreans possess...” Averyl explained. “Vance may be on the verge of discovering it...”
“'Protect her'...?” Saffron tested the words out. “Only weaklings need protection.”
“I have a reason to fight,” Vance stated firmly. “And that alone will give me the strength I need to survive.”
“How lovely!” Saffron shouted. “I too have a reason to fight, Vance Dancougar – to ascertain whether my opponent is capable of dealing that sweet, majestic pain unto my body.”
“If you're so obsessed with pain,” Vance spat, “why don't you just go cut yourself up?”
“Ah...” Saffron raised a finger. “But the most pleasurable of pain comes from another worthy fighter.”
“Fine. So you also have a reason.” Vance stared darkly ahead. "Then let's see whose resolve is stronger."
Vance swung his right fist towards Saffron, watching as Guildenstern's blade came and stuck right between the knuckles of his ring and middle finger. No blood was drawn – the weapon could not break through Vance's new psynergy aura, which was far less dense than the last.
“Condensing...” Saffron stared at Vance's strange aura. “Is that what this trick is?”
The truth of the matter was, Vance didn't know what was going on with his psynergy. He had found a second wind, it seemed, but the psynergy coming out of his body now was much different than the kind he usually produced. Whether it had been affected by his emotions or not, he wasn't sure...but either way, it felt like something alien had been injected in his body.
Saffron cut downwards with both swords, and Vance was ready to answer the call with both hands, catching the blades with both of his tired arms.
“Haha!” Saffron laughed, bringing up his knee and slamming it into Vance's chest. “Sorry. That was payback.”
It was Vance's turn to cough up blood now as he stumbled backwards, gasping for air .
“Thou must do more than catch these things to prove thy strength to me.” Saffron grinned, pushing the blade of Guildenstern into the left side of Vance's stomach. “It looks like thou art nothing special after all.”
Vance sputtered in pain as blood began to pour from his mouth. Saffron pushed harder on his blade, adding to another deadly wound that covered Vance's body. He tried to move backwards, but the blade was in too deep. He was losing too much blood now – more than he ever thought he had within his body.
“I'll teach thee to enjoy pain, Vance.” Saffron smiled lovingly. “I've been searching so long for a suitable partner.”
“ARGH!!” Vance grunted desperately, turning to the left and trying to wrench the sword out of Saffron's grip at the same time. The swordsman followed suit, using Rosencrantz to slash a deep line down Vance's back as he did so.
“Vance is really getting ripped up in there!” Trunculo shouted. “It makes one wonder how long the poor kid can last against a beast like Saffron!”
“Come on, Vance...” Nathan whispered, closing his eyes and folding his hands nervously. “I know you can do it.”
“May I ask what you are doing?” Tao asked his follower curiously.
“I'm praying.” Nathan said quietly. “My mom taught me to do it when I am scared or nervous for someone.”
“Praying?” Tao nodded. “But, to whom?”
“God, of course.” Nathan replied. “...He listens to everybody.”
Down below, Vance continued to struggle to remain on his feet, despite his sudden elevation in power. The wounds were just too much...it would not be much longer until his devastated body finally gave way.
“I really don't enjoy causing pain as much as I do receiving it.” Saffron frowned. “Vance...please return the favor?”
It'll waste too much of the little psynergy I have left to put my body into action...Vance realized. I need to take advantage of this strange power while I still have it...
He clenched his teeth, calling out to that mysterious force within him, and began to form a glowing ball of psynergy into his hands. Saffron stood and watched with wonder as the sphere grew to half the size of Vance's body within minutes.
“Art thou going to give that to me?” Saffron asked curiously. “That gift?”
Vance answered by shifting his body back towards Saffron, throwing the purple orb to him with all his might. Saffron caught the ball, and it exploded on impact. He was propelled into a double backflip in mid-air and sailed across the arena, his body eventually crumpling to a stop at the other edge.
After a few moments, Saffron picked himself up, his chest shredded like ground meat. The two circular wounds that had remained on his chest from Vance's attack were now bleeding copiously, two streams of blood spilling down the man's legs.
“Brilliant...” Saffron smiled, reveling in the amazing pain that Vance had just dealt to him. “I hope thou hast more of that new power...wherever it's coming from.”
Do I? Vance was unsure himself. My body feels so incredibly heavy...and as far as psynergy goes, it feels like I'm all out. Yet...there is this desperate feeling in me, and that psynergy blast I shot just now...it feels like it's something completely different!
Vance staggered toward Saffron, experimenting with this light, neon purple psynergy that had just begun to emit from his body. It felt strange...but in a way, it felt much more normal. He's at the edge...if I can get over there and hit him again, he might fall off...
“Absolutely brilliant!” Saffron exclaimed, waiting for his opponent to come to him as he teetered on the edge of the platform. “I'll make sure to kill thee slowly, Vance Dancougar...and reap as much pain from thy body as possible.”
This psynergy is even easier to control than before...Vance realized, easily channeling more into his right fist. And when I concentrate on it, I don't feel like I'm losing much.
“We'll start with the right arm...” Saffron smiled, raising Rosencrantz and preparing to sever Vance's appendage completely.
The raven-haired fighter was ready. With his eyes closed, he focused solely on Saffron's flowery aura. Lifting his arm up, he concentrated on defending against the incoming blade, and pushed forward. In fact, it didn't feel like Vance was cutting anything at all – nor moving upwards through the air. It felt like he had moved his hand on a completely different level altogether, his flat palm somehow transcending into another dimension.
“He's done it...” Averyl's eyes lit up as he watched Vance's hand slice through Rosencrantz's blade. “He's unlocked it...”
“What?!” Madeleine shouted in confusion. “What the...”
The top half of Rosencrantz fell to the ground, and Vance's hand followed through, the tops of his fingers slicing through the air, the threads of time and space falling apart in their wake. The tiny dimensional rift stared down at him like a sleepy eye as he brought his hand back down to his side in amazement.
“Huh?” Saffron brought the hilt of Rosencrantz up to his head, nothing but a few inches of the long, broad blade left. “Thou cut through this entire thing?! Incredible...”
“In fact...he didn't cut it at all...” Averyl explained excitedly to Madeleine. “He simply severed all matter and space along the spot that his fingers touched... displacing everything in the process.”
“You mean...he can cut open holes to other dimensions?” Madeleine ventured.
“Indeed...” Averyl nodded enthusiastically. “...that is the hidden power of all Albavitreans...and the main reason why so few remain today. It is even said...that an ancient group of Albavitreans were the very people who started the initial collapse, hundreds of years ago...and forever brought chaos unto the entire universe...”
Madeleine watched Averyl's enthusiastic face with curiosity. “And that's why you've been training him?”
“Yes...” Averyl's wild, crazy smile had once again taken over the bottom half of his face. “You see...chaos is in our blood...his mother was a legendary thief...his grandparents both high-class bounty hunters. There was no question about it...as he is the last of us...I had to make sure that the blood ran through him completely!!”
“What was that?!” Trunculo shouted in surprise, watching as Vance breathed heavily, feeling the physical repercussions of such a dangerous action. “It looked as if...Vance has cut a hole within space itself?! How is Saffron supposed to defend against that?”
My body...Sweat poured down Vance's brow, mixing in with the blood that continued to flow from his wounds. It feels as if I just commanded an unbelievably strong power...but it wasn't like psynergy at all. I can't...my body can't take this. It's amazing that I'm even standing up!!
“Well, this is no good.” Saffron dropped his blades, quickly cracking his knuckles. “If thou art going to destroy my weapons like that, Vance Dancougar...I simply won't use them!”
Vance looked up in surprise just to see Saffron's strong right fist fly forward, smashing the boy in the nose, breaking it immediately and adding to the horrendous smattering of blood that already covered his face.
“I told you...” Vance muttered softly, his eyes closed in pain, his teeth gritting in agony. “No matter how many times you hit me, Saffron...I'm not giving up!!”
Vance curled his hand into a fist, socking Saffron again in the stomach with a punch, operating solely on the ancient power that had been passed on to him. He felt some knuckles in his fist snap as he dug deep within Saffron's chewed-up body, trying his best to end the fight before his few remaining moments of life ran out.
Saffron grunted in pain, a bloody smile forming on his lips. “Amazing! Thou truly...truly art a worthy warrior!”
Vance paid no attention and tried to strike again, but Saffron had already begun his own attack. As Vance raised his left arm, Saffron's left came sailing down into his stomach, nearly lifting the Albavitrean off the ground as the unbearable pain electrified through his body.
I'm in trouble... Vance began to panic as his body moved closer to the breaking point. I could fall down, dead, within a matter of seconds now...but Saffron doesn't look much better. If he takes a step forward, he'll spill his guts all over the floor. If only...I can keep going for a bit longer!
“Both of them are at their limits...” Dr. Phileas whispered in shock. “Never before have I seen a fight like this...it seems as if either of them will stop at nothing to lose...as if death is an impossibility for either of them.”
“Vance is amazing,” Frank whispered. “To take this much pain and still push forward...”
“He's fighting for something that's incredibly important to him.” Edward stared down with watery eyes. “And whatever it is...I'm proud.”
Vance and Saffron continued to punch each other, each of them taking more and more time between the attacks to catch their breath. Blood splattered to either side of them as their attacks connected, both the attacker and the defender grunting in pain after each blow.
“It looks like it's going to be a close one here, folks!!” Trunculo shouted. “I doubt either of these guys could get up if they fell down now! The deciding factor in this fight...will be a single punch!!”
83
Vance barely noticed as Saffron's fist slammed into his chest, digging deeper into his devastated skin. He felt as if his mind was overloaded from all the pain he had sustained, as if he was simply an empty shell of soul, moving on, unable to stop until he ceased to exist completely.
“It seems like Vance finally found his power... just when he needed it the most...” Averyl watched closely from behind the glass windows. “He never fought so vigilantly against me...but the stakes are much higher here...and I'm sure he knows all his allies are counting on him...”
“He may be even more stubborn than that girl.” Madeleine crossed her arms. “Honestly, though -- does he really think he can win against Saffron?”
“He will win.” Eden's voice chimed out from behind Madeleine and Averyl, who spun around suddenly to face the Bearer, looking as good as new, dressed in the fresh new clothes that Averyl had produced for her.
Madeleine raised an eyebrow. "So you're awake."
“I've been watching for a while.” Eden spoke softly, moving up to the glass and placing her hands on it. “Ever since Vance awakened himself.”
“Hmmm...” Averyl watched Eden closely, interested to know how the girl was taking the ordeal. “And your thoughts...?”
“We promised to protect each other.” Eden explained, watching Vance with pure, undoubted faith. “He can't lose.”
“You may be right...” Averyl turned his face back to the carnage outside. “Vance is the kind of person who works best...under excruciating pressure.”
Vance...Eden closed her eyes, shutting out the world around her and concentrating solely on her friend. I believe in you. I know you can do this!
Saffron lifted his right arm up again, being very careful as to make no sudden moves and split his body completely open. As Vance watched that large fist raise into the air, he suddenly felt his consciousness slipping away, his body on the verge of its final moments, and began to embrace the comfort of darkness.
“Heh.” Saffron smiled, whispering so only Vance could hear. “And so...in the end...it seems as if thou stoodeth only a step away from victory, Vance Dancougar...”
“No...” Vance gasped, his head drooping as his knees began to buckle. “I...said...I...would....”
“Yes, yes, yes...” Saffron chuckled. “But thou must forget all of that now, Vance. Instead, prepare thyself for the final journey into the beyond.”
“...protect...her...” Vance croaked, his eyes shutting as his body teetering where it stood.
“Farewell, Vance Dancougar.” Saffron followed through with his punch, his fist flying forward and...hitting nothing but thin air.
Vance's head had fallen downwards, just barely evading Saffron's fist. His body followed suit, dropping quickly, as the Albavitrean slipped out of the realm of consciousness.
A grin spread across Saffron's face as Vance's body fell onto his, hitting his tired body and knocking him off-balance.
The swordsman fell back immediately, his wrecked body unable to support the weight of his opponent. He felt his blond hair mesh into the grass below, his shoulders smacking off the soft dirt and coming to a stop. Vance's eyes were shut, his body heaving up and down slowly, lightly snoring through his bloodied nostrils.
“I'm not...done...yet...” Vance whispered sleepily, his cracked lips apart just wide enough to give forth a whisper. “I'll kick...your...ass...”
“Hahaha...” Saffron couldn't help but laugh, as the fierce warrior who had brought him to a state of near-death slept peacefully on his stomach. “A luckier bastard I've never seen!”
“UN-BE-LIEVABLE!!” Trunculo screamed, rocketing out from his booth and running over to the northern side of the arena, where both fighters have fallen. “It seems like...in some kind of last-ditch effort, Vance has knocked Saffron out of the arena...and thereby defeated him!!”
The crowd roared in response, hundreds of people cheering in excitement, a louder response than any previous fight had received.
“He did it...” Frank gasped. “I don't believe it.”
“I just hope he survives to celebrate it.” Dr. Phileas grinned. “Technically, he should be dead now.”
“Vance is the winner!!” Trunculo raised his fist into the dark sky. “He will be the one moving up to face Eden in the finals!!”
“Hmm...” Averyl peered closer. “But something tells me...he didn't do that on purpose...what do you think, Eden?”
Vance's uncle spun around to face an empty space, looking up at Madeleine in surprise.
“She ran out like, two minutes ago.” Madeleine sighed. “Looks like we lost.”
“It was a success for me...” Averyl said, his face growing unusually dark. “But now...is going to be the hard part...”
“Vance!!” Eden screamed, running onto the platform kneeling down beside the ruined man. “Now...it's my turn to save you.”
She pulled him off from Saffron, cradling his wrecked body in her arms. “Vance...” She pushed his black locks off from his closed eyes, placing her hands on his crimson face. “Thank you...thank you, for everything...”
“You two!!” Trunculo pointed at Eden and Vance suddenly. “Do you really want to start the final round so early? I mean--”
“Hey.” Saffron called over to the announcer, his voice just as light and jovial as it had ever been. “Wouldst thou mind giving me some help over here first? I believe my liver is falling out.”
“Oh my god!!” Trunculo's mouth gaped open, realizing that he had completely forgot about the downed swordsman. “That's right...you're really hurt, aren't you?”
“Hmmm...” Saffron looked up to the sky wistfully. “T'was really fun...'tis a shame it had to end so soon.”
“Medics!!” Trunculo called, swinging his arms wildly. “Get over here! Get Saffron to the hospital immediately!”
“Vance...” Saffron called out. Four musclebound medics began to grab Saffron's body, struggling to hold up the man's body, even between the four of them. “Meet again we shall, I hope...and next time...be ready!! Forget me not...”
The romantic swordsman began to digress into a series of increasingly confounding poems as he was carried off, his mortal wounds affecting him not in the least.
“Farewell, Saffron!” Trunculo waved away, wiping a tear from his eye. “You know that I'll never forget you!! Be sure you come back next time, too!”
Eden continued to cradle Vance in her arms, her citrus psynergy spreading out and enveloping the both of them.
“I won't let you die, Vance...” She closed her eyes in concentration, feeling his faint heartbeat against her body. “We're going to take the Clock together...that's the only way.”
An orange light began to resonate from the Albavitrean's body, as Eden's regenerative process began to work once again. The minor wounds across his arms, legs, and head began to slowly seal up, as Eden continued to pour her psynergy into him.
“Uh, hey, you two...” Trunculo leaned forward uncomfortably. “Um...you know that the final round's about to begin, right?”
“It's over.” Eden turned to him, her face taut and stern. “I'm forfeiting.”
“Forfeiting?” Trunculo grabbed a handful of his spiky hair in horror. “In the final round...are you insane?!”
“She's not forfeiting,” a pained grumble came from the newly-invigorated Vance. “There's no way in hell I'm gonna be the winner of this shitty tournament.”
“What?!” Eden looked down suddenly. “And what exactly do you mean by that?! Besides, don't talk right now, you'll kill yourself!”
“Announcer guy...” Vance mumbled, struggling to retain his consciousness. “Say that Eden is the winner. Now!!”
“You...” Eden fumed, pulling on Vance's hair in frustration. “Just who do you think you are, anyway? Shouldn't you be on the verge of dying or something?!”
“HEY!” Vance screamed. “WHAT ARE YOU TRYING TO DO, KILL ME?!”
“...sorry.” Eden pulled her arms off of him immediately, looking downwards in with a smile as she prepared to finish healing him. "You deserved it though."
A cacophony of laughter began to fill the stadium, as many of the spectators forgot about the battle at hand and concentrated solely on the argument between Vance and Eden.
“Laughter during the final round...?” Trunculo stared in wonder. “Ridiculous. But for some reason, after all that's happened so far...I'm not surprised.” He watched Eden and Vance closely, as the Albavitrean continued to tease his savior. “Honestly, though...who the hell are these two kids? All the blood and death that's happened so far doesn't seem to faze them one bit...it's like they're lost in their own little world.”
“...Well?” A pale hand fell onto Trunculo's shoulder, causing him to stumble backwards in shock. He spun around to see the smiling face of Averyl, those blood-red lips mere inches from the man's face. “Are you going to announce it...or not...?”
“Ahhhh, right, right!!” Trunculo stammered, completely overlooking the sudden change in Averyl's pupils. “In any case...through a strange series of occurrences...the winner of the final round, and therefore the entire tournament...is contestant #4003, EDEN GARDENER!!”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Cliff really wasn't kidding about him... Sabine watched from a holographic screen in the lobby of the tournament complex. I'd never thought that those two would be the ones to win it for us, though. But at least everything has ended safely.
She moved out of the arena, stepping through the sliding portal to the outside and looking up at the darkened night sky. Most of the grey clouds that had covered the horizon were now gone.
Seems like the rain's letting up...Sabine thought pleasantly, as she began to make her trek to the Enmetropolis City Hospital. Maybe...there truly is hope for us after all.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“Saffron...lost?!” Roufas turned towards the glass screen in shock. “Averyl's treachery was to be expected, but...how could Saffron have lost to that boy?”
Van Kaen moved from the darkened wall, his glowing red eyes piercing the darkness as he made his way over to Roufas.
“Yes...” Roufas nodded, receiving the scarred monster's telepathic message. “It is true that he is the son of Victoria, but still...he is still a child!”
“Haha!” Bob Potter, one of the few committee members who had remained awake throughout the day, laughed triumphantly. “Looks like your plans are foiled now, you fools!! Even if you kill us, nothing will change!! You've lost the Clock!”
“We're not going to kill you.” Roufas quickly corrected the man. “Just settle down.”
In the darkness, Bob Potter was unaware of the shadow of Grayson creeping up behind him, but was soon alerted to the danger once the Snake wrapped an arm around the man's fat neck.
“What if I told you...” Grayson hissed, his breath flicking against the man's ear like the forked tongue of a snake. “That this was our intent from the very beginning...?”
“What?!” Bob squealed, squirming in Grayson's grasp like a frightened pig. “What are you talking about?!”
“We know about the psynuclear bomb you have connected to the Clock within its holding space...” Grayson whispered evilly. “If one of our men won...you were planning to detonate it, killing the victor and thereby destroying the Clock as well...am I correct?”
Bob did not respond, gripping Grayson's arm tightly and gasping for air.
“Why do you think we sent the four weakest members of our group into the tournament, you sickening waste?” Grayson continued, his voice sharper and more poignant than ever before. “Their losses were anticipated. In addition to that, Saffron and Vance were expected to rip each other to pieces, allowing Eden to rise to the top during the finals...thereby drawing the Bearer and the Clock into our grasp, all in one fell swoop.”
“Grayson...wait a minute.” Roufas turned around slowly, hearing the last of the Snake's confession. “What...what are you saying?”
“Don't tell me you're so naïve as to have overlooked such an obvious fact.” Grayson stood up, the darkness shadowing his face, leaving nothing but two glowing lenses to which Roufas could stare. “Saffron only wanted to milk as much 'fun' as he could out of Vance – he could have killed him quickly if he had really wanted to.”
“Grayson!!” Roufas shouted. “Those were not my instructions at all...were you undermining my orders?!”
“There you go again...” Grayson chuckled. “Always acting like the leader. If this were any other situation...you would be happy – we're going to get the Bearer and another Clock at the same time. There could only be one reason for your anger, then, Roufas...”
Roufas held his violin up defensively, feeling the murderous intent emanating from Grayson's aura.
“...and that is...that you've realized that I am a more capable leader than you will ever be.” Grayson stepped forward, his braided ponytail swishing menacingly behind him. “Isn't that right?”
“You're trying to take over the Dark Zodiacs,” Roufas finally said what he had been thinking for so long, stringing his bow to his violin. “Aren't you?”
"Exactly the opposite." Grayson's canines poked out from the edge of his lips as he smiled. He slipped off the small black thread from his ponytail, causing his long blonde hair to spill out around his body like the hood of a cobra. “You've all just been pawns since the very beginning.”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“The time has come for the winners of the tournament to receive their prize!” Trunculo shouted joyously. “Please, step off the platform, you two, as we prepare to unveil the Clock!”
Eden helped Vance up and began to walk off the platform, as the tired young man limped with her, using her shoulder as a support for his weakened body.
“Vance...” Averyl smiled at his nephew as the two of them stepped off into the grass. “How did it feel...to fight a true Dark Zodiac?”
“Painful.” Vance grunted. “And sharp.”
“Hahahaha...” Averyl laughed happily. “Indeed, indeed...”
“But that bastard...” Vance adjusted his weight with Eden's arm around his waist, trying to support himself on his own. “He didn't hold up to his end of the bargain.”
“What do you mean?” Madeleine crept up to the three of them warily. “You made a deal with him?”
“He said...” Vance coughed, “if I kicked his ass enough...then he would tell me who killed my mother.”
“Hey, you...” Averyl changed the topic abruptly, addressing the shapeshifter. “Aren't you going to...shove off soon?”
“Oh.” Madeleine looked up to Averyl. “I just thought I'd...you know, stick around for a little bit longer. I mean, I kinda want to see what happens at the end.”
“He's still here...you know...” Averyl said sternly. “Are you prepared?”
“Yes, I am,” the girl stated. “I chose the path of a traitor, but that doesn't mean I'm a coward as well. If he wants to confront me...then so be it.”
“Interesting...” Averyl wiggled his eyebrows excitedly. “I wonder if it will really come to that, though..."
“So,” Vance rolled his eyes at his uncle, turning back to face Madeleine. “Do you know his name?”
Madeleine cast a glance at Averyl, and then back to Vance. “Um...I....”
“Shush...” Averyl moved in between his nephew and the ex-Zodiac, placing his thin arm around Vance's right side and supporting him along with Eden. “For now...let's just enjoy this moment...”
The platform, still covered in the multiple craters and cracks from Vance and Saffron's battle, roared to life with a deafening boom. The stone temple rose a good fifteen feet in the air, until it was completely unearthed from its cradle in the ground. Facing the southern side of the arena was a large opening, decorated with two stone pillars and a smooth, stone awning that read: “BELMARCIAN TOURNAMENT XIII.”
“It's huge...” Eden admired the massive chamber as it came to a stop. “It really is a beautiful piece of art.”
“Oh, gimme a friggin' break...” Vance grumbled. “It's the thing that's inside that's important, right? So what the hell are we doing wasting time out here?”
“You be quiet!” Eden gave Vance a whack on the head. “Can't you be a little more positive?”
Vance frowned. “I'm hungry, I'm tired, and I feel like shit...what is there to celebrate about?”
Eden looked up to Averyl impatiently. “Let's go already!”
“Hahaha...” Averyl hefted Vance onto his shoulder, as he and Eden carried him across the grass to the entrance. “My pleasure...”
“They're going in.” Dr. Phileas noted, entranced with the events that were conspiring below. “Oh, what I wouldn't give to be in their position right now...to close my hands around that beautiful Clock...”
“Ed...” Frank whispered, turning to Vance's father, his eyes still locked on his son. “This is our chance.”
“Chance?” Edward looked to Frank, snapping out of his daze. “Chance for...”
“Let's go join him.” Frank said suddenly, gesturing down to the foursome as they stepped up to the chamber's entrance. “This could be our saving grace at last.”
“We could return...together.” Edward looked below, a new hope burning in his eyes. “Yes. Frank, let's do it.”
Frank cast a sneaky stare to his side, where Dr. Phileas still sat, focused on the happenings below. “We won't worry about being quiet...in a few moments, the tournament will be over, and everyone will rush to leave. He'll get caught up in it, no doubt...so we'll just have to move as fast as possible.”
“It's two against one.” Edward nodded, determined to return to his son. “And it's not like we haven't been through worse...eh, Frank?”
Frank smiled dryly. “You betcha, Ed.”
“Alright...” Edward stood up, acting as if he was stretching, and began to look around. There were seven more seats to the left of him, each of them taken up by a different spectator. Directly behind him was a higher row of seats, all of them filled with people. It would make some people uncomfortable for a bit if he suddenly stepped up onto the two-foot ledge that existed between his seat and theirs, but it would probably work much better than trying to make it past the erudite Dr. Phileas.
A quick gaze to Frank proved that they were both thinking the same thing. Edward's friend raised his hand then, holding up one finger, followed by a second, and then, at long last, a third.
The two men, using their soft æsotech seats as stepping stones, made a quick hop up to the higher level of seats beyond their own. They wasted no time in apologizing to any of the other spectators, and escaped off to the section of stairs which led back into the inner hallways of the complex.
“Later, Phileas!” Frank shouted, bounding up the stairs. “Thanks for the hospitality and all...but it looks like we found a ticket out of this place!”
The doctor sat calmly as the two disappeared into the inner hallway, still keeping his eyes focused on the arena. Farewell, my two Earthling friends...he thought in relief. It was nice to learn what little I was able to from you...otherwise, I can't understand what Mr. Lee could possibly see in you. Either way, I have done my part...just as he told me to, I rescued you from the portal, nursed you both to health, and escorted you the tournament, giving you as much information along the way as possible. I suppose that, now that my turn is over...the ball is now back in his court.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Vance, Eden, Averyl, and Madeleine stood in the doorway to the long hallway in which the Clock was kept. The hallway was only wide enough for about four people, decorated with matching sculpted pillars all the way down to the end. The Clock sat on a raised pedestal at the other side, surrounded by a blue square that was powered by four dark obelisks. The top of each spire was fitted with a silver orb, no doubt charged by psynergy to keep the Clock locked within the transparent cube.
“I can't believe we're finally here...” Eden gasped, staring at the item that lay at the end of the expanse ahead of them.
“There seems to be a trap down here...” Averyl noted, grinning. “I would advise not touching it until they tell us to...unless you wish to have your particles rearranged...”
“They can really do something like that?” Madeleine questioned.
“Get together enough psynergy experts...” Averyl winked, “and anything is possible...”
“Well, come on,” Vance complained. “We've come this far already, let's get going. I'm so hungry I can barely concentrate.”
“Hmmm...” Eden placed a finger on her cheek contemplatively. “I could go for a nice bowl of strawberry ice cream right now.”
“Are you kidding me?!” Vance shouted. “What are you, a five-year-old? Who'd want to eat that after all this work?!”
“Oh, right...” Eden rolled her eyes dramatically. “What would you pick, Vance?”
“I'd have...” Vance spoke seriously, “...an extra-large sausage and pepperoni pizza.”
“How is that any better?” Madeleine sighed.
“I don't wanna hear that from you!” Vance retorted. “I mean, you don't even need to eat, do you?!”
“I suppose...” Averyl turned away then, his head down in mock offense. “...No one wants to hear...what I would like to eat...”
“Yep.” Vance replied quickly. “We really don't.”
“...Wait! You're not supposed to say that...” Victoria's brother spun around just as Vance finished his sentence. “...I would have an apricot brioche, a praline riviera, and a fresh peach...”
“Alright, that's it.” Vance could take no more, wrenching his arm free of Eden's grasp and stumbling forward. “I'll just go take the damn thing myself!”
“Wait, wait!!” Eden called, laughing as she chased Vance. “You'll kill yourself!!”
“How can they be so carefree?” Madeleine sighed, watching as the two of them made their way to the end of the hallway.
“Maybe...” Averyl winked, “that's exactly what allows them to carry themselves through such calamities...”
“Huh.” Madeleine took a step forward. “Well, they're weird enough, I'll give that to them.”
“Alright, ladies and gentlemen!” Trunculo's voice boomed across the arena as he finished chuckling at the foursome's publicized antics. “Here she goes! Stepping up to the pedestal is our very own Eden Gardener, preparing to take the Clock as her own!”
Within the committee building, Roufas and Grayson continued their standoff. The Rabbit had just begun to pluck the first note on his instrument...when he spun around abruptly.
“Yes...” Grayson whispered impatiently, staring through the glass window the screen outside. He focused on the upper half of Eden's body as she stood in front of the pedestal, the psynergy barrier now lowered from the Clock. “This is what I've been waiting so long for.”
Eden moved in to close her hands around the Clock, and at that moment, all hell broke loose.
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The dark grey clouds depleted their final drops of rain onto the defeated body of Azuka, just as Zeigfried prepared to close his massive hand around her neck for good.
It looks like I used up all my luck in this life already...Azuka thought, resigned to her fate. I don't want to give up, I really don't...but it seems that I just can't possibly go on. My body feels devastated...not an ounce of psynergy remains. My arms and legs are numb...I feel like an empty shell.
The bodies of Ravi and Kamo lay to the sides, both of them unconscious...or dead. Rose had fled a few moments ago, seizing the chance when Zeigfried had finally moved in to kill Azuka. The captain didn't blame her.
“You never stood a chance anyway, Azuka.” Zeigfried explained, tightening his grip around her neck. “This was bound to happen sooner or later. Remember to ask for forgiveness now...and may the Lord God grant you passage to Purgatory in the next life.”
“You talk too much.” Azuka spat.
Zeigfried smiled wanly. “So be it. Heretic Azuka Ingram...I shall deal divine judgement unto you!”
As Zeigfried began squeezing his fist and choking Azuka, a huge wave of psynergy washed over the entire area, interrupting his concentration and causing him to look up in surprise.
“What's this...?” he gasped, quickly sensing the aura that had given off such a powerful burst of energy. “The Clock...it's resonating.”
Zeigfried brought his hand up from Azuka's neck, thereby drawing the steam tendrils back within his body. If Azuka had had the strength to sense any psynergy at the moment, she too would have paled in awe at the pure magnitude of power that was emanating from the ancient relic.
“The Bearer!? But why here...why is the Bearer making contact with one of the Holy Items...” Zeigfried marveled. “So be it. In that case...you will have to lie here and die by yourself, Azuka – for I have more important matters to attend to!”
Azuka stared at Zeigfried intently, immediately understanding what was going on, and becoming more frightened than ever. This is to say...Eden won the tournament? And now that she's getting the Clock...what could this possibly mean?
The body of Zeigfried disappeared into the night sky as the man jettisoned himself across the horizon, leaving two hot vapor trails in his wake.
If any of us live past this day...Azuka thought desperately, it will indeed be one that changes our lives forever.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“AND NOW...THE TOURNAMENT IS OFFICIALLY OVER!!” Trunculo screamed, as millions of spectators stood up from the seats, cheering and rejoicing that the day's exhausting ordeals had finally come to a close.
“That's weird.” Vance noticed, staring at the flat, circular black-and-white clock that sat within Eden's hands. “It's different from the one I saw.”
“Is it?” Eden smiled, admiring the mystical object. “Although, now that you mention it, we've never seen one before up close like this...”
“Do you sense its aura...?” Averyl asked. “This is the ancient psynergy that the objects were created with...over two thousand years ago...”
The holographic screens focused in on the smiling, cheerful face of Eden, the city's new official fighting champion. Grayson leered out through the windows of the committee building, pushing a long strand of blonde hair out of his menacing green eyes as he watched her.
“She's taken the clock.” Roufas said, turning around and propping his violin on his shoulder again. “Grayson...we've lost this one...”
Grayson, paying no attention to his mentor, spun on his heel towards Van Kaen and nodding his head towards the five members of the committee. “Van Kaen,” he commanded instantly. “Kill them.”
“What?!” Roufas shouted, looking to Van Kaen as the monstrous assassin made his way over to the five shivering, frightened humans. “Van Kaen! Stop!! What do you think you're doing?!”
“It's no use.” Grayson chuckled, his eyes flashing cruelly. “He's been under my control for quite some time now.”
“Your...control?” Roufas tried to make sense of the situation. “What do you mean?”
“Come now...” Grayson stepped forward, fingering the lens of his glasses. “You didn't really believe that lie I told you about my psynergy ability, now did you?”
Roufas studied Grayson's eyes, trying to assess the man's cryptic statements.
“Or maybe...” Grayson smirked, “you just couldn't bring yourself to think of what power I truly must possess...”
“You aren't making any sense!” Roufas turned away from Grayson, focusing on Van Kaen as the monster flexed his stitched-up hands. “Van Kaen, stop this immediately!”
“Kill...now.” Grayson stated calmly. “Slaughter those pigs.”
A high-pitched scream erupted through the room as Van Kaen lashed out at the group, slashing his hand through Bob Potter's thick neck like a knife.
“No!” one of the elderly women of the council screamed, trying to crawl away. “Don't you see...what you're doing, it's morally wrong!!”
“Indeed.” Grayson nodded. “I'd never confine myself to the irrational morals of such an abhorrent wretch.”
Van Kaen dug his claws into the woman's leg, ripping it straight from her body like a child destroying one of its own toys.
“You see, my system of ethics tells me...” Grayson grinned, “that laying waste to this putrid reality is just part of my daily routine.”
As Van Kaen ripped the rest of the woman's limbs from her body then, her cries of pain soon turned to pleas for death.
“Look at you now...” Grayson continued. “Is your money coming to rescue you now? Is your high status instilling fear into me? Is all that time you wasted learning pointless educational subjects finally paying off? Tell me...tell me if you are honestly not disgusted by your own foolishness!"
Van Kaen pounced on the remaining three members of the committee like a dog, gnashing his teeth and ripping them into jagged, bloody pieces.
“STOP IT!!” Roufas screamed. “If we do this...the Church will...”
“How sickening.” Grayson spoke, rushing forward in a flash and fastening his hand around Roufas's wrinkled neck. “The Church can do nothing. What happened to your assassin's pride? You really have gone downhill these past few years, Roufas. In fact, I believe that as of now...you're completely useless.”
“Unhand me!!” Roufas shouted, dropping his violin and struggling to pull Grayson's vice-like hand from off his neck. “Grayson...how dare you?!”
“Look at yourself.” Grayson sighed, moving his free hand up and removing his glasses, his green orbs pulsating with a sinister aura. “You can't even move to strike down the man you so treasure as your 'best student.' Although...if you want to know the truth, I never intended to follow in your footsteps.”
Roufas stared into Grayson's eyes, pure evil radiating from his inner depths. “Grayson...what are you saying...”
“From the very day I met you...” Grayson explained, “I had you in my sights. Having done my share of research...I was aware that you were the most dangerous, powerful assassin that I could get my hands on. It was your conceited desire to pass on your strength, and gain a partner to share in your chaos that allowed me to step into your life so easily. It was so easy to make a tool of you, old man...just like so many others before you.”
Roufas's arms fell to his sides as he was lifted off the ground by Grayson, those hypnotic eyes still keeping him paralyzed like a rabbit in the jaws of a cobra.
"Your humanity was your downfall. True killing machines can't afford to have such weakenesses, Rabbit. But don't worry,” Grayson whispered, two thick lines of deep green psynergy streaming from his eyes to invade Roufas. “I won't kill you just yet...I want you to listen through to the very end.”
I should be moving...Roufas thought. He was staring out of the eyes of what he thought was his body, although it was completely motionless, even though he knew he should be grabbing his violin and standing up to his partner at this moment. And yet, despite that voice, there seemed to be an even stronger voice rising from deep in the back of his mind...it felt so right and so wrong both at the same time...it was part of him, but it was a part of him that came from somewhere else...somewhere much darker.
What is it telling me?
"You cannot escape."
Why not? I should be able to stand up! I should be able to fight back!
"You will die here."
I can't die like this! I have to at least put up a fight...at least try my best to survive!
"Not against Grayson. He exists on a level of reality far above your own. Give up."
“Yes.” Grayson's voice echoed throughout the room. “All this time, Roufas...my sole goal in joining the Dark Zodiacs was to gather the strongest assassins I could find, bring them together...and enslave them.”
Roufas looked up to Grayson with hopeless eyes. “And if they can't be enslaved?”
“Kill them, of course.” Grayson's grinning face loomed high above the downed Zodiac. “Van Kaen and Mephisto have been loyal to me for quite some time. The rest of the Zodiacs were all too trusting and foolish to even bother with...except for you, dear master.”
“Grayson!!” Roufas called out, in a last-ditch effort. “What do you aspire to achieve from all of this?! There must be some way we can work things out!”
“After I collect the Clocks...I am going to destroy this world.” The Snake spoke, his emerald eyes blazing. “This universe shall be exploited and then brought to annihilation...and then I shall continue my apocalypse into the beyond.”
“Why?!” The eldest of the Zodiacs shouted. “Why go to such extremes...?”
“That's interesting talk, from someone who has killed so many and destroyed so much to get to where he is now,” Grayson boomed. “But the point is...this life...this level of reality is stale to me. As the days continue, the number of emotions that I am able to feel grow smaller and smaller. Even killing has become a chore. And if I have already reached the peak of entertainment that this life has to offer...then there is no longer any reason for it to exist.”
“We could make a better world together...” Roufas shook his head. “That was our goal from the beginning! It's the same as yours, don't you see? Why must you be so selfish?!”
“Of course I'm selfish,” Grayson countered. “Why would I do anything that does not benefit myself? How pointless that would be.”
“Unbelievable...” the white-haired violinist shivered. “There's....there's not a speck of humanity within you at all...”
“Humanity...” Grayson scoffed, “is just another useless emotion.”
Roufas fell to his knees, utterly defeated and aware that his end was near. All my accomplishments...my clandestine brotherhood...we've come all this way just to die at the hands of one of our own brethren? Why? Or is this...the atonement for the sins I have committed?
"Can't move, can you?" the Snake chuckled. "That's right...your soul is powerless against me, Roufas. I've worked on you for so long...ever since you first laid eyes on me, I've been waiting for this moment...for your very being to be crushed simply by my eminence."
Roufas struggled as much as he could, but it was no use. He felt as if he was trapped within himself, as if his body would not listen to him. And slowly, as he felt his consciousness began to crumble, he could feel his soul twisting...and the acceptance of defeat swelling within his soul.
“Whether it was a god or a devil,” Grayson went on, “someone has given me these powers to use as I see fit – and I shall, until there is absolutely nothing left to be done.”
As the founder of the Dark Zodiacs faded into darkness, his final thoughts were of a tall, raven-haired woman whom he and the others had defeated out of jealousy and fear, knowing the extent and danger of her powers and ambition.
I think that was my greatest mistake...Roufas realized. We foolishly cast away the one person who may have become our beacon of hope.
"That's right." Grayson watched as a violent masque of agony stretched onto the 1st Zodiac's face. "You have finally been awakened to your plight. You are truly worthless, Roufas Ernst. There is no longer any reason for you to exist, and you know this. That's why I don't even need to kill you."
The Snake reached out to his master, placing a small pocket knife into Roufas's shivering hands.
"I know you want to. Release yourself from this world you so despise."
"You're right." Roufas nodded, a new voice emanating from his throat, green psynergy spilling from every pore on his body. "What more reason is there for me to live? I cannot serve you any longer, Grayson..."
And so, Roufas raised the knife up to his throat, stabbing it through in one swift motion and ending his life. As his body fell back onto the blood-soaked carpet, a soft smile began to spread over his face, the look of a mortal in pain finally achieving ecstasy through the descent into the afterlife. Reflected in in his empty eyes was the pale glow of the Snake's pupils, staring down at another used-up tool.
"And I didn't even need to lift a finger." Grayson put his glasses back on, the mysterious objects shielding the devastating effects of his eyes. “What a bore you were, Roufas.”
Van Kaen turned from his corner, blood and guts covering his body, and ambled over to his master.
“Eventually,” Grayson spoke to the killing machine, “I shall murder so many people that Heaven and Hell will be filled to the brim. If that comes to transpire, I would expect God and Satan to confront me about such troubles. And then...at that moment...” he looked down once more to Roufas's corpse, “...they both will end up just like you, dear friend.”
Van Kaen bent down to the Rabbit's corpse, inspecting it thoroughly as if he were a coroner.
“Rip him to shreds,” Grayson ordered.. “Make it look as if the man's been ripped up by a bunch of long knives.”
The Dragon obliged, although not understanding the true meaning of Grayson's words, and tore into Roufas's body with his claws, mixing efficiency with his ferocity to make the most realistic wounds possible. When he was finished, he carried the body over to the gaping hole in the back of the committee room and tossed it out. The famed musician-assassin's body went sailing through the night sky, eventually landing on the trash-cluttered ground with a sickening squelch.
“Well then.” Grayson adjusted his suit and tie, gesturing towards the glass that stood between them and the arena. “Shall we be off?”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“Absolutely not.” a stone-faced, beady-eyed guard dressed in full æsotech armor held his gloved hand up to Edward and Frank. “This is the private hallway out to the arena that is strictly for usage by the announcer and his medical staff! There's no way I'm letting you through here.”
“But you don't understand!” Frank pleaded. “We must get through!”
“How did you two even find this place, anyway?” the guard frowned. “It shouldn't be on a map.”
“Well, actually, we found it by accident...” Edward pointed out.
“Don't tell him that!” Frank quickly corrected him, turning back to the guard. “In any case, um, sir, we have a very urgent matter to discuss with one of the contestants within.”
“Right.” The guard wasn't buying it.
“Vance Dancougar!” Edward exclaimed. “He is my son!”
The guard threw his head back, laughing heartily. “Yeah, right! Come on, you can do better than that, buddy.”
“You may not believe me,” Edward said confidently, “but it's the truth!”
Frank drooped his head, rubbing his forehead worriedly. “Ed...” he muttered. “I don't think you could have picked a worse way to say that...you know, even if I was the guard, I probably wouldn't let you in after that one...”
“See, he agrees!” the guard chortled.
“It looks like we're stuck.” Frank sighed, turning around. “We'll have to wait until they exit the arena or something. I hope Phileas doesn't find us before then, though...”
As the two turned to leave, an extraordinarily loud boom shocked the arena, nearly throwing all three men onto the floor as the foundation shook violently.
“What the hell..?” the guard spun around suddenly, shoving open the door to the outside and speeding outside.
“Come on!” Frank slapped Edward on the back, entering the small passageway. “This is our chance!”
The three of them made their way out to the grassy field surrounding the stone chamber, just in time to see Trunculo picking himself up from the ground.
“Sir!” The guard rushed over to the announcer. “Are you alright?”
“Get off me!” Trunculo jumped to his feet. “You have more important things to worry about...like those guys!!”
“Wha...” The guard followed Trunculo's finger over to the northern side of the arena, where a gigantic crater had appeared. Making their way out of the hole, green and red psynergy spilling from their bodies, were Grayson Lee and Xarles Klavier Van Kaen.
“What do you think you're doing?!” the security guard ran forward, channeling a ball of peach psynergy into his hands. “You better explain yourselves, or I'm going have to attack!”
Grayson stepped forward then in a flash, slicing his palm upwards in an instant. His hand slid through the man's body as if it had been a thin piece of rice paper, a fountain of blood staining the Snake's suit as he continued to move forward, unfazed.
“Ah...” Edward stumbled backwards, a soft cry of fear escaping from within.
Frank stared ahead in fear, his arms and legs shaking as he continued to stand his ground. So he's returned...
"Stop right where you are!" Trunculo screamed, fiddling with a device from his pocket. "Unless you want to end up dead!"
As the crowd began to flee, the tops of all four corners of the tournament arena opened up, revealing what looked like four shielded gun turrets. But that wasn't all -- from behind Grayson and Van Kaen, directly below the committee room, came a crowd of armored guards.
Grayson closed his eyes and stifled a laugh. "Van Kaen."
He didn't even get to finish before the turrets opened fire, mammoth-sized psynergy blasts exploding toward the two. Grayson simply leaped into the air, kicking the ammunition with sharp finesse as if they were beach balls, knocking them back to where they came and thereby devastating the machinery. He alighted on top of the Clock's chamber, just as Van Kaen finished ripping his way through the rest of the two hundred guards.
The whirring of helicopter propellers could be heard as what looked to be an entire fleet of robotic sentries appeared from the horizon. The aircrafts were shaped like killer bees, equipped to the brim with complicated-looking weapons.
"It doesn't matter how many people you kill!" Trunculo called out from where he was hiding underneath his table. "You two aren't going to leave Enmetropolis alive!"
With a flick of his wrist, Grayson let loose a ring of psynergy out from his body, shattering the psynergy barrier around the arena in an instant. "Take care of those...things," he called out to Van Kaen. "I have other matters to deal with."
Van Kaen leapt into the sky, his metal heels acting as jet propulsion to keep him suspended in the sky as he darted about, ramming his body straight through the aesotech murder mechanisms rather than bothering to actually attack them normally.
Paying no attention to the explosions and black-and-yellow rain scattering across the cityline behind him, Grayson stepped off the chamber ceiling and moved toward the south part of the arena. He was focused on something completely different -- the frightened bodies of Edward and Frank.
“Why, if it isn't the two Earthlings...” Grayson smiled politely, his long blonde hair swishing delicately behind him. As he approached them, he lifted his left hand up to his head, removing his silver glasses and revealing his swirling, evergreen eyes. “What a coincidence...I have something I wish to show you.”
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“What was that noise?” Eden asked, looking around with caution after the initial rumble. “It sounded like something crashed into the ground.”
“Ah...”Averyl gasped immediately, sensing the explosive auras that had revealed themselves outside. “This may pose a problem...”
Eden look quizzically at Averyl, but soon averted her vision to Madeleine, who had knelt to the ground beside Vance's uncle, shivering violently.
“What wrong with her?” Vance pointed down to the girl, looking to Averyl for the answer. “What's the...”
Suddenly, he felt it. Two psynergy auras, ferocious and unbearably huge, like nothing he'd felt before. He tried to compare them to the flowery psynergy of Saffron's, but it was almost impossible.
“What the hell...” Vance gasped, moving to go outside. “What's going on out there?!”
“Wait.” Averyl's hand shot out from his cloak, grabbing Vance firmly and stopping the young man in his steps. “Stay here.”
“Who is that?!” Vance shouted. “How can...how can someone have that much psynergy?!”
“I've never felt this before...” Madeleine whimpered, rocking herself back and forth on the ground like a true, frightened child. “He's never...unleashed himself like this before me...”
“Vance.” Averyl said quickly, his eyes serious and calculating. “Do you remember that psynergy that came to you during the end of the fight with Saffron?”
Vance looked up to his uncle, backing up and supporting his tired body against a wall. “Yeah...what the hell was that?”
“To make a long story short...” Averyl explained, “it is special genetic power that exists within all Albavitreans. Your grandparents had it, your mother had it, I have it, and so do you...with it, we are able to cut through space itself and tunnel to dimensions without the assistance of any technology.”
“Woah...” Vance gasped, remembering the strange slit he had seen in the air earlier. “So you mean...”
“With enough practice and concentration, you can even cut to specific dimensions simply by knowing how hard to push, where to strike, and how to cut the threads that hold our universe together. But, like anything...it will take much training.”
“How come I could never use it before?” Vance questioned. “I mean...what did I do that was any different?”
“Your body finally became accustomed to using high concentrationed amounts of psynergy, from our training as well as the tournament.” Averyl replied. “You should remember how all your remaining strength and energy was sapped after you made that single cut and slashed Saffron's sword. That's the price your body pays for wielding such a terrible power.”
Vance held his hand up, concentrating earnestly, but producing little more than the usual purple glow around his hand. “It was amazing for the time I had it...but I can see how it could be dangerous.” He eventually gave up, and looked back to his uncle. “Is this why there are so few of us left?”
“You catch on quick...” Averyl nodded, turning to Eden. “...Any questions?”
Eden shook her head, silenced in awe.
Averyl chuckled. “For now, though, we must get out of here...”
“How do you suggest we do that?” Vance asked. “Just walk out?”
“No...” Averyl continued to focus on Eden. “Are you feeling anything from that Clock...?”
“Sorry...” Eden apologized meekly. “It's not really...I mean I can't really feel anything from it. The hands are on 8:40, though...”
“Ah...” Averyl breathed out contemplatively. “We don't have time for this...I'll just have to do it myself...”
“Do what?” Vance asked, but soon realized just what was going on as he watched Averyl move forward.
His hand began to glow with the neon aura that had come to Vance during the battle with Saffron. The tips of his fingers moved ever so slightly, their distances flexing, as if he was preparing to play an instrument.
“Where, where, where...” he whispered softly, closing his eyes as he immersed himself within the difficult task. “...Where can these children escape safely to...?”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Bruce finished retracing the path of destruction that he and Azuka had taken as their battle had continued throughout the day, eventually making his way to the back road behind the northern end of the tournament complex. His body was at its limit – he was barely able to continue forward – and his determination alone was the only thing left that carried him forward.
They'll do it...he thought, assuring himself as he made his way up to the initial crater that had started the whole escapade. Roufas, Van Kaen, and Grayson...they'll kick that guy's ass before he even knows what hit him.
As he moved closer to the crater, he noticed a ragged, bloody body lying face down in the rubble, multiple gashes and lacerations covering his entire body.
Ouch...Bruce crept closer to inspect the corpse. Looks like he got chopped up pretty bad. Musta been one of those damn committee bast--
To say that Bruce was not prepared for what he saw when he turned the corpse over would have been quite the understatement. The man collapsed to his knees as he stared into the empty, gouged-out eyes of Roufas Ernst, fresh blood trailing down from the dead man's forehead and pooling around his ruined neck.
The body of the man that Bruce looked up to more than anyone else in this demented world lay at his feet, body mutilated and beyond any reasonable means of repair. Bruce felt like crying -- for the first time in what seemed like an eternity -- but was suddenly interrupted by his reawakening rage.
Lacerations...he noted, checking the more grisly details of his savior's body. Tons of them...straight through his body, unlike any conventional weapon. It looks like he was hit straight through by a dozen or so...a dozen or so thin, silver blades...
Bruce raised a menacing glare up to the hole at the top of the tournament complex, where he and the other Zodiacs had burst through that morning. He must have got him by surprise...there's no way that he could take Roufas in one-on-one combat, is there?! But then...what happened to Van Kaen and Grayson?
Averyl... Bruce squeezed his fists together and attempted to control the burning anger that was filling his heart. A single tear rolled down his cheek as he took one last look at his deceased master. I swear on the dead body of the great man that you so brutally murdered...I will kill you -- in the bloodiest, most torturous way you could ever imagine.
Bruce took a flying leap towards the deserted committee room, his intense urgency to avenge Roufas taking precedence over his body's terrible condition. Whether it kills me or not...Bruce promised himself, I will see that that bastard gets just what he deserves.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Dr. Phileas sat calmly in his chair as a large percentage of the crowd ran screaming past him, not wanting to stick around after they watched one of the arena's security guards get thrashed by the less-than-friendly intruders.
So this is what you were planning...Phileas nodded knowingly. It makes so much more sense now. This way...everything is in the palm of your hands. How exciting! I can't help but want to watch how it all ends...
“This is Trunculo here...” the announcer's voice boomed throughout the arena, as the man himself tried his best to act invisible behind his white booth. “For those of you still remaining in the crowd, I commend you! Not only is it well past midnight, but it seems as if our dear tournament complex is under attack! I have been hired to chronicle all the action at each tournament, however, so I will stick it out to the end...even if it means giving my own life! Therefore...if you're up to it...stick around with me, and let's see how this all plays out!!”
Grayson and Van Kaen stopped abruptly in their walk, both of their eyes flitting right immediately, as if they had sensed something unusual.
“Do you feel that?” Grayson turned around quickly and asked his companion.
Van Kaen nodded.
“We have a visitor...” Grayson couldn't help but smile. “From the look of his psynergy...it would seem as if an Apostle has come to grace us with his presence.” He pondered for a moment, and then turned to his rag-doll assistant. “Go take care of him.”
Van Kaen looked up towards the darkened sky, and then back once more at his master.
“I'm going to pretend I didn't hear that.” Grayson replied to the monster's telepathic message. “Now go.”
Without wasting another second, Van Kaen shot up into the air, his wildly-spiked hair flowing in the wind as he disappeared over the top of the massive tournament complex.
“Idiot. Now then...” Grayson turned back to the the two trembling Earthlings, resuming his mechanical walk. “How did you two enjoy your little adventure?”
“Huh?” Frank raised an eyebrow at Grayson's unexpected question. “What..do you mean?”
“Oh, please...” Grayson rolled his eyes. “You two didn't really think that you had the brains to get here by yourself...did you?”
The two Earthlings paled for a moment, the true meaning of Grayson's words sinking in within their minds.
“I left you with the unreliable Madeleine on purpose.” Grayson smiled. “She was one of the few Zodiacs who would be foolish enough to let two Earthlings escape from her. I left the tunneling gate open in my office in hopes that you would find it and eventually end up under the surveillance of my associate, Dr. Nord Phileas – also known as Mephisto...the Rat.”
“You can't be serious.” Frank blurted out in disbelief. “What is the point of all this, then? If you intended us to come here from the very start...why didn't you bring us yourself? Why go to such elaborate schemes?!”
“You...Frank Arazia...” Grayson reached his arm out, stepping forward so that his fingers just barely stood away from Frank's shivering figure. “For some reason that I do not know...you amuse me. As far as most people are concerned...they are useless to me. I do not care one way or another for any of them. But you, Frank...your gung-ho, resourceful nature...albeit traits of an Earthling, they have given me more pleasure than I have ever experienced in quite some time. Rather than kill you...I had to milk as much excitement out of you as I possibly could.”
“You're sick.” Frank frowned, trying to make sense of the situation. Judging by his words...he doesn't want to kill us. If that's the case, then I have nothing to fear, right?
“And now that you've seen all that you have...” Grayson bent down so that his head matched up to Frank's small, portly stature, placing a hand on his shoulder and gripping firmly. “you must truly realize that there is absolutely no future...”
“G...get your hands off him!” Edward demanded, raising one of his arms in a pose that was more comical than it was threatening.
“Yes...” Grayson abruptly moved from one specimen to the next. “And then we have Mr. Edward Dancougar...the most weak-willed, pathetic human being I have ever met.”
“Don't listen to him, Ed...” Frank immediately countered Grayson's statements. “You know this guy can't be trusted with anything.”
“I thought it would be simply wonderful if I set you up to act like the heroic savior for your friend Frank, and carry him through to another dimension where you would both feel like some kind of legendary explorers from your ridiculous history texts,” Grayson explained. “If I had taken you both myself, you most definitely would have done everything in your power to escape...and that just wouldn't be fun at all. I needed you somewhere where you would be inclined to stay...and where you could also gather information about your new environment.”
“What are we to you?” Edward asked shakily, “...just some kind of lab rats?”
“Yes.” Grayson paced back and forth in front of the two, like an actor on the verge of finishing a dramatic speech. “The two of you are nothing but guinea pigs.”
“What about my son?” Edward couldn't resist asking the question that had been plaguing him all day. “How does...how does he fit into your plans?!”
“Hahaha...” Grayson laughed dryly. “Funny you ask that, Edward. Because...” Grayson moved in and grabbed Edward's head, freezing the man where he stood and forcing him to stare deep within the Snake's eyes. “...the truth is, he is completely disposable altogether.”
Edward felt his mind being torn from his body as he became lost in Grayson's mysterious, powerful eyes, and soon, he was no longer able to move.
“I'll stamp him out like the trash he is...” Grayson continued. “Just like that wife of yours.”
“You bastard!!” Frank shouted, leaping from the spot where he stood and tackling Grayson, breaking the spell just before Edward's mind was completely lost. “So this is what it comes to...” Frank gasped, trying to pin Grayson to the ground with all his might. “After all that time in Bakersfield...wondering day after day if you were up to something...wondering day after day if you were somehow instrumental in Victoria's death...I knew it all along!! Hell, I knew it from the day she died!! You killed her, didn't you?!” he screamed. “You killed Victoria!”
“Yes.” Grayson spoke calmly. “I killed her...but it brought me hardly any satisfaction whatsoever.”
“What?” Edward shook his head, trying to re-orient himself to his surroundings. His mind felt fuzzy, and his ears felt muffled, but he thought he had just heard something very, very troubling. “Frank...what did he just say?”
“You see...” Grayson moved his feet flat to the ground, pushing up simply with his toes and rising off the ground, Frank's middle-aged body sliding off without a second thought. “It was too easy...like stamping out an inconsequential bug. I almost thought I made her death too quick.”
“WHY?!” Frank screamed from his kneeling position on the ground, slamming his fists into the grass in defeat. “WHY DID YOU HAVE TO KILL HER?!”
“She was a bad seed,” Grayson explained, staring down at Frank as if he were a particularly problematic stain on a kitchen floor. “A thief is what she was...stealing artifacts and sacred texts from ruins scattered among numerous dimensions. You too, Edward...” he focused his eyes in on Victoria's husband. “She was using you...just so she had a place to stay. A place to hide her wretched son once he was born...the wretched child that she wished to raise to continue her legacy.”
“Don't talk about my wife like you know her...” Edward's demeanor changed suddenly, infuriated by these sudden revelations. “A murderer like you has no right to talk about her that way!”
“Oh, but I did know her...” Grayson stood his ground, calmly awaiting Edward as the man started to move towards him. “She and I were co-workers for quite some time...it's a shame that she turned out the way she did, though...I had no choice but to put her out of her misery.”
“WHY DID YOU TAKE HER AWAY FROM ME?!” Edward bellowed, livid and out of control as he lashed out at Grayson. “WHY DID YOU HAVE TO DESTROY THE MOST IMPORTANT THING I HAD?!”
“You never had anything...” Grayson took all of Edward's hits as if the man was simply punching a rubber wall. “You have absolutely no value in this universe, don't you realize that? By killing Victoria, I not only wiped the most powerful Albavitrean from the universe...but I also sowed the seeds in the man who would eventually rise to become the perfect figurehead for my operation on Earth.”
Edward raised his fist to punch Grayson in the face, but never made it. Grayson caught the man's arm quickly and with a single finger, lifted his body and tossed it across the ground. Vance's father screamed as he hit the ground, overcome with pain and unable to stand back up.
“I'm going to raze Earth until I find it...” Grayson said, placing a black shoe on top of Edward's head. “If I turn your dimension into a barren wasteland in the process, it is no matter. What is important is that I have found such a disgustingly weak person as yourself...a person with utterly no self-esteem, little to no will, and next to no cleverness whatsoever. I will infest your perfectly empty mind, Edward...and together, we shall bring oblivion to all Earthlings!!”
“ED, RUN!!” Frank leapt to his feet, swallowing his pride and moving forward.
All of it's burning down to the end now, he realized. After all that's happened so far...all my efforts to try and unearth Grayson's schemes...escaping from him in the desert...being kidnapped and tortured in his basement, and then later escaping...it seems that all the hope I ever had were all illusions, after all. We've been under his control from the very beginning – no, from even before that. There is no doubt in my mind now...we are helpless against him, and he is going to destroy the world. If that's the case, then...I don't want to stick around to watch it happen! At the very least...I can make use of my weakness, and give Ed a little more time to reach his son!
Frank shoved Edward out of the way of Grayson's constricting eyes, unintentionally getting caught in the midst of the psynergy beam himself. He felt himself become enveloped in blackness as Grayson's eyes did their work on him, severing all control his soul had over his consciousness and isolating his self from his body.
Grayson blinked, ending the transaction and staring at the frozen body of Frank Arazia. “Frank...how rash. Now I'll have to make you both my puppets.”
Edward looked up from the ground to the silent, statue-like body of his friend, companion, and source of encouragement. A lifeless, blank expression grazed Frank's pink face, the specks of his unshaven beard decorating the bottom half. Frank was like a being utterly frozen within time.
“There's no use fighting.” Grayson once again began to target Edward within his sights. “Not like you can, anyway. This isn't your world anymore, Edward. You have no control over what happens here, nor do you have any hope of understanding. On Earth, I was a bit handicapped – while I did have my natural charisma...I could not exercise the full extent of my powers. Be at ease, now, Earthling. You shall no longer have to worry about your petty troubles. Now...” Grayson's verdant eyes flashed once more. “...descend into somnolence.”
Frank sacrificed himself for me...Edward panicked, trying to figure out how he could possibly escape from the devil before him. I have to do something...there has to be some way I can...
“Hey.” A heavy, powerful voice called out from behind Grayson, causing the man to snap out of his concentration in a flash. “I never heard my father scream like that before.”
Edward let out a gasp and scrambled to his feet, peering over Grayson's shoulder in surprise and relief to the owner of the new voice.
“Mmm...” Grayson hummed flatly, turning around to face the ragged body of Vance. “So the boy shows himself.”
“Vance!” Edward shouted immediately. “Get out of here! This is--”
“Who the hell is this guy?” Vance squinted forward to Grayson, utterly at a loss as to why the nerdy-looking man with the long hair was causing so much fear in his father. “Hey...haven't I seen him before?”
His memories flew back to the dirty streets of Pittsburgh, right after he had found the Clock and was returning to his father and stepmother. He vaguely remembered a man in a grey suit with a long blonde braid...wearing a pair of strange silver glasses that housed an unusually deep green set of eyeballs.
“Vance Dancougar...” Grayson sounded out the name as if he was pronouncing a particularly disgusting disease. “You've saved me the trouble of finding you.”
“How untimely...” the voice of Averyl drifted in from inside the tunnel, as Vance's uncle caught up to him and began to survey the damage outside.
“THERE HE IS...” Grayson's face lit up immediately, baring his teeth in a wild, carnal grin as he caught sight of Averyl, the dark man's pure, Albavitrean eyes staring right back at him. “So Victoria had a brother, after all. Everything comes full-circle, doesn't it...Judas?”
“Aww...you mean you already had your doubts?” Averyl pouted mockingly. “And I thought I was such a good actor, too...”
“Thank you for saving me the waste of time it would have been to look for you two cretins.” Grayson cracked his knuckles. “Now I finally finish the destruction of the Albavitrean race...”
“Seriously, what is this guy talking about?” Vance nudged Averyl.
“Hm...” Averyl glanced at Vance nervously, still trying to keep this extremely unpredictable situation under as much control as he could. “You must return to Eden and Madeleine, Vance...the portal is open. I shall take care of him...”
“But my dad...” Vance pointed to the trembling figure of his father on the other side of Grayson. “The other man there is his co-worker, too. What the hell are they doing here?!”
“VANCE!!” Edward frantically screamed, his face red and sweaty, unable to think of anything else except the utterly despicable man who stood between him and his son – and who had threatened to kill him. “This man...he...he...”
“No...!” Averyl gasped, realizing immediately what his idiotic brother-in-law was about to reveal. “If you say that...”
“HE...HE KILLED...” Edward stammered, tears rolling down the flushed cheeks of Vance's emotionally spent father. “V--”
“STOP!!” Averyl commanded, doing anything he could to interrupt the situation at hand, silver knives exploding from the front of his body and flying towards both Grayson and Edward.
The Snake weaved expertly through the oncoming blades with little effort, his body nothing but a grey-and-green flash between the shining swords. One rogue blade strayed from the others, flying towards Vance's father and impaling his lower calf, pinning the man to the ground.
“OH MY GOD!!” Edward screamed in pain. “WHAT THE...WHO THE HELL ARE YOU!! WHAT ARE YOU TRYING TO--”
“I'm your brother-in-law...” Averyl waved a friendly pale hand to the man he had just critically injured. “It's quite nice to finally meet you after all this time...”
“Averyl...” Vance said softly, his eyes still fixated on Grayson and nothing else. “Cut it out.”
“Vance, be still...” Averyl insisted. “You don't understand what's--”
“I've felt it since the moment I stepped out here.” Vance spoke sternly, and his uncle suddenly noticed that the boy's entire body was pulsating, shaking, throbbing violently as he tried to contain the sudden anger and vengeance that was brimming beneath his skin. Despite the condition of his body, Vance's face was still and firm, staring at nothing but the crazed face of the Snake, Grayson Lee. “He's the one, Averyl...he's the man who killed my mother.”
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I don't know why...but I was aware from the second I stepped out here. That man...the aura he carries...those demonic eyes...there's no doubt about it. Maybe it was something you gave me, mother...maybe it's that feeling I have inside of me that was undoubtedly given to me from you...that voice deep within me, that's telling me to trust my feelings and deal revenge unto this monster!
Grayson flexed his hands impatiently, watching Vance and Averyl closely. “I wonder how Victoria would feel now...knowing that all her work and sacrifice is all going to be put to waste!”
I'm sorry, Eden...Vance began to summon up all the psynergy he had regained since the tournament's end. But I will have to break that promise...just this once.
“PLEASE!!” Edward screamed, struggling as best he could as he was pulled across the grass like a crying child. “MY SON!! YOU CAN KILL ME, I DON'T CARE!! JUST PLEASE...LET MY SON GO!!”
“Pathetic.” Grayson spat. “What a sad excuse for a father.”
"Run!" Vance shouted, staring from his father to the empty shell of what was once Frank. "Get out of here, dad!"
"Do it." Averyl agreed, his eyes commanding Edward. "This is no place for you."
At a loss, Edward grabbed Frank's body and began to run toward the closest exit to the tournament complex.
"Not so fast..." Grayson grinned, green psynergy leaping from his body as he turned to face his prisoners.
“Let's go.” Vance said to Averyl, charging his body up as much as he could, searching desperately for the power he needed to rip this man to shreds. “It's time, Averyl.”
“Vance...” Averyl studied his nephew nervously. “Believe me, I know exactly how you feel, but...now is not the time. Both of us are quite low on psynergy...but even if we were full, I can imagine we would still have some difficulties with this opponent. This is not to be our place of death, however...and to make that truth, we must not fight...”
“Averyl...Vance?” Eden's voice suddenly rang up from behind the two. “I heard screaming, so I came out. Who is that guy over there?”
“The Bearer.” Grayson swerved suddenly, staring longingly at the ruby-haired girl. “This just keeps getting better and better.”
“Good...you're here...” Averyl addressed Eden as he turning around and grabbed his nephew. “In that case, Vance....allow me to apologize in advance for what am I about to do to you.”
“Huh?” Vance looked up at his uncle with confusion. “What do you--”
There was a sharp crack, and Averyl's hand came flying down into the back of Vance's neck, sliding across his nerves with just the right angle to knock him into unconsciousness. The dark man wasted no time in cradling Vance's limp body in his hands, simply twirling him across the ground and into Eden's grasp.
The girl caught him with surprise, once again being forced to support him. “Take him into the portal,” Averyl commanded quickly. “Both of you need to get out of here immediately.”
“I don't think so!” Grayson shouted, shooting forward towards Averyl with deadening speed.
Averyl held his right arm between Grayson and Eden, instantly materializing a huge grey wall of stone that spread out across the field, cutting off Grayson from the entrance to the chamber.
“Leave this place!” Averyl shouted again, his eyes shooting daggers to Eden.
Grayson reached the wall, bringing his fist back and punching forward with the force of a wrecking ball, sending a heavy ripple down both sides of the massive shield.
“Go to the portal!!” Averyl screamed as the stone began to crumble around him. “Do not waste any more time!”
Eden sped into the chamber, biting her lip in anxiety as she tried to reach the end of the hallway. What's going on? I've never seen Averyl act that way before. He almost seemed...I mean, I wouldn't know it even if I did see it, but...the way he spoke, the way his face looked so strained, it was almost as if he was...afraid.
Averyl turned and slid towards Grayson as the rest of his stone wall crumbled, blocking the man's advancement this time by using his own two arms.
“Are you excited?” Grayson sneered, his face mere inches away from Averyl's. “After all this time...you are at the pinnacle of your revenge.”
“For years of my life, Grayson Lee...” Averyl spoke, his voice becoming deadlier by the second, “I have studied the art of torturing, killing, and spilling blood...”
“Is that so?” Grayson smirked, pushing harder with his own arms, a shockwave of green psynergy exploding from his body. “You really must have no life.”
Averyl merely smirked, his own psynergy swirling up around him in a purple hurricane. He leapt towards Grayson, and the two of them were immediately engaged in a furious, lightning-fast fistfight, both of their bodies flashing to and fro as they attacked each other at ferocious speeds.
“A...amazing!!” Trunculo whispered from behind his white booth, surveying the battle. “Now this is a fight! Never have I seen anything like it before...their auras are immense!”
Grayson leaped into the air, creating a swirling neon ball of psynergy within his hands as he dropped back to the ground. It flew out of his hands as if it had a mind of its own, speeding towards Averyl like a homing missile. The raven-haired assassin simply slapped the measly attack away without a second thought, his eyes still focused on the devil in front of him.
“Stop playing around...” he insisted. “I know that you've been waiting for this as much as I ha--”
Before Averyl could finish his sentence, an enormous fireball came sailing down towards him, swallowing up the area he had been standing in into a blazing inferno.
“Averyl...” Bruce growled, stepping up to the edge of the stone chamber's top, where he had been waiting patiently for the perfect opening to strike. “I can't believe you murdered him, you double-crossing piece of shit!!”
Averyl lowered his violet psynergy shield from his body at the flames cleared, staring up at the Tiger in confusion.
“Don't play dumb, ya bastard...” Bruce's beaten-up body blazed furiously with psynergy produced from raw, unadulterated rage. “Sorry, Grayson...” he spoke absently, “I know you're probably busy dealing with this jackass, but I'm gonna have to step in here as well. I gotta let Roufas have his revenge...for what this backstabbing son of a bitch did to him!!”
Roufas...? Averyl thought with surprise, as he turned to stare at Grayson's smiling face. So that's it...
“Be my guest, Bruce...” Grayson cooed. “This villain deserves everything he has coming to him...for cutting up our dear master in such a way.”
“Don't worry, he's mine!” Flames roared across Bruce's tongue as he continued to shout. “By the way, Grayson...some bastard named Zeigfried attacked us earlier. The others are in trouble back there...I think they need some assistance.”
“Oh, don't worry about him.” Grayson waved his arm in the air casually. “I sent Van Kaen out to deal with that little nuisance.”
“Good.” Bruce wiped sweat from his forehead and prepared to leap down to Averyl. “Now I can kill this guy without any extra worries.”
Averyl cast a glance to the entrance to the Clock's chamber. If only I could get in there...the void must be sealed up before Grayson gets to it...or...
“GET READY TO DIE!!” Bruce bellowed, throwing himself off the risen stone platform like a twirling Molotov cocktail. “AVERYL!!”
Grayson watched the two clash with mild interest for a moment, but his eyes were slowly drawn away from the scuffle towards the opening that the Bearer and Victoria's son had disappeared through earlier. They're in there...hiding, shivering...like two small mice just waiting to be swallowed up...
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
“What's this?” Zeigfried alighted on the rooftop of the tournament complex, which had seen more than its share of action in the past day. “Why, if it isn't the famed assassin, Xarles Klavier Van Kaen!”
Van Kaen stood defiantly on the opposite side of the roof, his arms stretched out at his sides and ready to do what they knew best.
“Looks like you have more friends down there.” Zeigfried allowed his body to condense into vapor once again, steam rising from his arms and legs. “What is it with you twelve...and your stubborn camaraderie?”
Van Kaen was apparently not in the mood to talk. He threw out his clawed arms and legs like a beast, flailing wildly as he tried to grasp onto Zeigfried's translucent body.
The Priest merely scoffed, wafting smoke in front of the Dragon's face and immediately shifting back into his corporeal form, two fists slamming into the scar-covered flesh and knocking the assassin backwards.
"You aren't even human any longer," Zeigfried laughed, "and you expect to fight on equal terms with a chosen one?"
Van Kaen growled in response, opening both palms toward his enemy. With a squelch, two nozzles emerged from his palms, a volley of glowing red pellets erupting from within. Despite how wide the firing range was, Zeigfried managed to leap far from it in an instant, only to watch with irritated eyes as the entire swarm of psynergy bullets swerved and followed their target.
Either they're heat-seeking, locked on to my aura, or programmed to destroy any living being...he frowned. Truly a bestial wretch.
Sighing, Zeigfried curved in an arc in the air, aiming towards his assailant in an attempt to see if he could turn the drones against their master. As he moved closer to the tournament complex, he couldn't help but become a bit distracted from his plight at hand, as a familiar sensation began to overcome his mind.
Wait a moment...Zeigfried realized, sensing that terrible, violent aura that he recognized immediately as the archaeologist-turned-fiend, Grayson Lee. What is he doing here?
The bullets drew closer, many of them passing through his translucent body. One, however, managed to swerve upwards and slash through the bottom of Zeigfried's chin, a few drops of blood dripping from the paper-thin wound. The Apostle instinctively raised his head higher, and returned his concentration to the enemy at hand.
That shall have to wait until much later...he decided, as Van Kaen's power converged on him. But soon...I will get to the bottom of this!
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
"Oh god...Frank, Frank!" Edward heaved himself down the darkened hallway of the tournament complex as fast as he could, dragging the limp body of his co-worker beside him. "Frank, can you hear me?!"
"There you are." Tao suddenly stepped out from behind a corner, followed by Nathan. "I was afraid we were too late...but it looks like you managed to escape pretty well on your own, Edward."
Edward stared at Tao in shock, protectively placing himself in front of Frank. "Wh..what do you want?"
"I mean you no harm." Tao placed a hand up. "On the contrary...I'm here to help you make safe passage away from here." He took a sad glance toward Frank. I know that I alone am no match for that man's power...Tao thought gravely to himself. The man that neither my older brother Sasuke nor Vance's mother, Victoria, could stop. But I can still help in some way...by throwing a wrench in Grayson's plans to turn Earth into his own personal Hell!!
“No, I can't leave...” Edward collapsed miserably in confusion. “I couldn't...save my son, after all.”
“Don't worry!!” Nathan shouted optimistically. “Vance is the strongest guy I've ever met! He can do it!! You don't have to worry about him.”
“Huh?” Edward stared down at the young teenager in surprise. “You know..my boy?”
“Of course!” Nathan nodded affirmatively. “He's a Knight, just like me!”
“This may be hard for you to believe...” Tao explained, “but I am a very old friend of your wife's. She took care of my brother Sasuke quite well...”
“S...Sasuke?” Edward stammered. “You mean...Sasuke Fukunaga?”
“Indeed.” Tao nodded his head. “We have much to talk about, my friend...but this is not the place. I must go and regroup with my comrades, and fate willing, we shall return to the headquarters safely..”
Edward placed his arm around Frank and got up once more, and began to follow Tao and Nathan. The motley foursome had just made their way to the main entrance of the tournament complex, which had long since been deserted by this late hour. The screens that had otherwise been chronicling the tournament were now dark blank screens, their operators clearly no longer in the vicinity. Chairs and tables were in pieces, a soda machine had been pushed over and broken, and the snack bar had been ransacked. It seems as if some of the spectators felt the need to get the most out of their tickets before fleeing for their lives.
Tao moved forward across the messy tile, pushing aside an overturned bucket chair and heading towards the large transparent æsotech doors that led to the dark streets outside the complex. He had just placed his hand on the slim metal handle when he felt a new psynergy aura enter the room.
The Seneschal just barely missed getting hit as he turned sharply away from the door, watching as a burgundy ball of psynergy exploded across the lobby, slamming into the æsotech wall just a few inches from his head.
“I figured there were probably some stray mice around here...” Phileas crowed, furrowing his brow as he put on a pair of latex surgeon's gloves. “Naturally, I would not lend a hand in Grayson's plans – a man's business is his own business – but...” He focused in on the bodies of Edward and Frank.“...I went to a whole lot of trouble to keep those two specimens safe for the past few days...and it'd pain me to see them go so easily.”
A doctor...? Tao wondered. Could he be a member of the Zodiacs? I can't sense his psynergy at all...this could cause us serious trouble.
“Go on ahead, Seneschal.” Nathan said suddenly, stepping in front of his leader and crossing his arms over his pudgy stomach, a determined expression on his face. “I'll catch up with you later...after I take care of this guy!!”
“Nathan?!” Tao exclaimed. “Are you out of your mind?”
“Don't worry.” Nathan replied, speaking confidently although his body was shaking in fear. “I've been practicing. You see, when I met Vance and heard of his accomplishments...it really inspired me. I know I'll never be as heroic or strong as him...but that doesn't mean I can't try, right?”
“Nathan...” Tao gasped, amazed at the boy's sudden change in demeanor. “But...why?”
“Everyone gave their best for us today!!” Nathan shouted firmly. “If I don't give my best too...then what does that make me, huh? I'm sick of being useless!”
"Stop, Nathan!" Tao shook his head vehemently. "You must get back!"
“You look like you carry quite an abundance of delectable meat upon your person...” Dr. Phileas smiled hungrily, making his way towards the young boy. “It's not everyday I'm presented with such a well-nourished specimen...because of that, I don't mind letting those three others go...”
“What?” Nathan was caught off guard. “It sounds like you're going to...”
“...eat you?” Dr. Phileas finished Nathan's question for him. “No, I'm not going to eat you, my child. I am going to...become one with you. You will enter my body, and your essence shall become mine...thereby enlightening us both.”
Of all the scary people to run into...Nathan gulped, I had to choose one that wants to eat me?!
"Get over here, son!" Edward cried. "We can make it if we run!"
Nathan did not respond. There has to be something I can do!! He panicked, placing his hands in front of him, trying to mimic a heroic stance. What would Vance do...in this situation?
"Nathan!" Tao grabbed onto Nathan's arm, trying to pull him back. "Stop acting so rash!"
But Nathan ripped himself away, trying to produce any ball of psynergy that he possibly could. Please, God, somehow...he called out blindly, I know I've never been able to produce a single spark of psynergy before...but right now, I need it more than ever!
“I shall consider this my reward...” Dr. Phileas moved closer to Nathan. “For all my hard work these past few days.”
“I will protect you...Seneschal!” Nathan tried to keep a strong expression, despite the panic he felt inside, and launched himself forward.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Madeleine sat perched on top of one of the tall stone pedestals lining the stone chamber in the form of a tiny, spiral-shelled snail. She watched closely as Eden made her way towards the end, looking around worriedly.
“Madeleine!” Eden shouted, cradling Vance in her arms as she looked around the empty hallway in confusion. “Where are you?!”
There was no response, and time was of the essence. I turn my back for one second and she disappears...Eden realized sadly. And I really thought that she was going to become our comrade, too. I just hope she managed to make it out of here safely...
The portal to another mysterious world glimmered at the end of the hall, just behind the pedestal on which the clock sat.
“I guess we have to go...” Eden spoke absently to Vance, running her hand through his hair like a comfort blanket. “I trust Averyl, but...”
Eden placed Vance's body on the pedestal next to the clock and climbed up as well as she could. Hoisting his heavy body onto her shoulder, she continued forward and used her free hand to take the Clock. The portal crackled as the two beings moved closer, spreading wide enough for them to stick half of their body into its ethereal mouth.
That's a convenient exit if I've ever seen one, Madeleine thought to herself, quickly shapeshifting into a flea and flying down towards Vance. If the young man had been awake, he would have noticed the strange sensation of the tiny insect nestling itself within his hair -- but luckily for Madeleine, her stowing away went unnoticed.
“It's just us now, Vance...” Eden said, hugging his body close to her own and moving forward to enter the rift. “Just you...and I.”
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“Bruce...” Averyl uttered his words calmly, doing his best to hold off the assassin's fiery attacks while trying to talk to him at the same time. “You must listen to me...”
“Listen to you?!” Bruce screamed in disbelief. “Yeah friggin' right!! There's nothing more I need to learn. Now that you've unmasked your true face...those eyes of yours say more than I need to know!!”
“That does not matter right now!” Averyl stated fiercely, shifting his gaze over to the figure of Grayson, as the devil made his way towards the stone chamber. “You must understand...I was not the one who killed Roufas!!”
“DON'T YOU EVER SAY HIS NAME AGAIN!!” Bruce screamed, throwing his flaming body forward like a projectile. “YOU HAVE NO RIGHT...YOU HAVE NO RIGHT TO SAY THE NAME OF SUCH A GREAT MAN!!”
Averyl was easily able to sidestep Bruce's weak, desperate attack, watching with pity as the assassin picked himself up from the ground and started again.
He's fighting me with everything he has...with no regard to his own life. Grayson...Averyl moved his eyes back to the figure of the man with the long blonde hair, just steps away from entering the hallway where the void to Vance and Eden's haven lay. It seems like you really planned for everything...as if there is nothing that you do not have within your grasp. But if that truly is the case...then allow me to be the first one to break the trend...
Averyl watched with mild irritation as Bruce charged him again. "You're in the way..."
Four silver blades exploded from Averyl's chest, slamming into Bruce's arms and legs, adding to the multitude of wounds and bruises that the Zodiac had on his body. He fell to the ground in despair, finally at the limit of his stamina, cursing himself quietly as he began to drift into unconsciousness.
“Damn you...” he muttered, struggling against the darkness. “Damn you, Averyl!! Your kind is all the same, you Albavitreans...thieves, that's all you are. Thieves of life, thieves of history...all you do is take, take, take...!!”
“Neither of us are innocent, you are right about that...and when it comes down to it...all of us – the Knights, the Zodiacs, anyone else involved...we're all just fighting for our own personal dreams. Those who will see their dreams come to fruition, however...” Averyl said, approaching the chamber that he had just watched Grayson enter. “..are they with the strongest bonds of trust in each other.”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
What was I thinking?! Nathan screamed in his mind, as Phileas sliced a long, jagged line down the boy's arm with a silver scalpel. I've never even been in a real fight before...how do I expect to beat such a monster like this?! And worst of all...the Seneschal even believed in me!! I am a Knight...my job is to protect the weak from evil...but how am I supposed to go about doing it?!
Nathan's hands remained empty of psynergy as Tao pulled him back in fright. Juicy red blood began to flow from the deep cut as Phileas brought the scalpel back to him, admiring the tantalizing liquid with which it was now soaked.
Nathan stumbled backwards with a cry, clutching his arm and shivering as tears began to brim in his eyes. No, please...he prayed, Please, God...I don't want to die here! I don't want to die at the hands of such a horrible man as this!! Please, if it's in Your will...I want to live!!
"Edward!" Tao cried. "Take Frank and run as far away as you can from here!"
Edward wanted to heed Tao's orders, but something inside him wouldn't listen. Seeing the blood running from Nathan's arm made him think of only one thing -- the possibly mortal danger his son was now in. He kept a tight grip on Frank, and desperately thought of some way to help.
“I simply can't resist any longer...” Dr. Phileas licked the scalpel and raised it once more. “It's time to begin the operation, my dear boy.”
Please...Nathan repeated desperately. I know I'm worthless in a lot of things, but I try to be good...and I know that what this man is doing is wrong! Please, even just a little...give me a little strength with which I can defend myself!!
I did not want to use this here... Tao released Nathan and raised his arms, summoning his psynergy. Yet, it looks as if I have no other choice.
But, as Tao let go of his subordinate, Nathan rushed forward, thinking of nothing other than protecting his master. Phileas' scalpel shot out a second time, slicing into Nathan's stomach, pushing deep as the doctor tried to scoop out as much meat as he could in a single slash. The boy began to scream as he watched the red waves splash out from his body, covering the doctor's arm like a fresh coat of paint. He stopped to catch his breath after his first scream had finished its run, but as he heaved and panted in silence, it still seemed like his scream was continuing, neverending....
Tao backed up in fright.
Nathan brought his eyes up to the doctor then, and realized it wasn't his own screaming at all. Dr. Phileas was staring down at his outstretched arm in horror, as the blood of Nathan began to glow suddenly, eating away at the man's skin at an excruciatingly quick rate.
“WHAT...IS...THIS...” Dr. Phileas moaned, watching as his skin was disintegrated and the shiny white bones of his fingers came into view. “...ACID?!”
Nathan scooted himself farther away from the doctor, watching as his own blood hissed on the man's arm like a corrosive fluid. As he shifted his body, he felt the pain of his new stomach wound, while the blood continued to flow.
What's going on?! He tried to make sense of the situation, peering down at the bleeding gash in his midsection. It's...it's all over me, but yet I'm completely fine. And I've had tons of cuts and bruises before, but nothing like this has ever happened before!! Could this be...
Dr. Phileas fell backwards in horror, clawing on the tiled floor in agony as the blood finished eating away the flesh and muscle of his upper arm and slowly began making its way through the bone.
Is this...my psynergy ability?! Nathan realized, staring at what he had just done with a newfound sense of bewilderment. Not being able to materialize psynergy normally like everyone is...is this how my body has made up for it?
“What the hell are you?!” Dr. Phileas shouted hoarsely, his voice weak and strained. “How...how did you do that??!”
“That's my...ability.” Nathan spoke in wonder. “I finally found it...after all this time!”
He closed his eyes and tried to sense his blood, lighting it aflame with his own crimson psynergy. Tao watched in horror as the blood flowing from Nathan's stomach and arm slowly began to rise back upwards as the boy took the reins of his awakened power, shooting out towards Phileas and splashing it all over his lower body, dissolving the man's flesh.
The doctor's voice was like a piercing spear, every bloodcurdling scream of his sending shivers down Nathan's spine.
How can I...Nathan tried to pull his eyes away from the horror, how can I possibly wield so much power within me?
“You've...you've done enough.” Tao moved suddenly and grabbed Nathan once more, and this time the boy obeyed. He turned and faced the doors quickly, biting his lower lip again with nervousness. “I'm sorry, Seneschal...I'm so sorry..."
Tao took one last look at the disintegrating doctor, and couldn't think of a single word to say.
And so, the boy stepped out into the night, coagulating his own blood as he led Tao, Edward, and Frank towards the hospital...the gruesome screams of Mephisto following them the entire way.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Zeigfried watched with little surprise as the red psynergy bullets he had redirected toward Van Kaen simply stopped before their master's body, swerving around and heading back toward their true target.
“Quite a trick.” the Priest frowned. “But still nothing more than child's play.”
Begrudgingly, Zeigfried raised both pointer fingers and fired a stream of psynergy orbs both in equal size and power to those coming at him, canceling out them all in the air mere seconds before striking him. When all was said and done, he merely awaited the next attack, more than transmitting the message that he was not taking the Dragon seriously.
Van Kaen hesitated for a moment before jumping forward again, claws bared, falling into a pattern that Zeigfried was already used to. This time, the Priest grabbed both of the beast's arms before he could make an attack. At that instant, though, Van Kaen opened his mouth wide, revealing a row of razor-sharp teeth, and ejected them outwards. The holy one had barely enough time to jerk his head to the side, and columns of blood exploded from the side of his face as the thin, needle-like weapons shaved flesh from his neck.
"That's it," A stern look flashed over the grey-haired man's face suddenly. In a split-second, a stunning amount of psynergy was concentrated into his forehead, which he used to headbutt Van Kaen as hard as he could, releasing the Zodiac's arms and sending the creature barreling down to the tournament roof.
It was at that point Zeigfried began to hear the beeping noise coming from within his robes.
“Hmmm...it seems I'm being paged.” he nodded briskly to Van Kaen. “T'was a pleasure playing games with you, but it seems as if my time for this mission has run out.”
Before Van Kaen could do anything, the man had taken to the skies, using his steam to carry himself upwards and out of the fray before the Dark Zodiac could begin to pursue him. The Dragon thought about pursuit for a moment, but then quickly turned back to the arena.
“Yes?” Zeigfried pulled a wire-thin device out from his jacket, placing it in the center of his ear. “I was in the middle of the extermination, you know.”
“Zeigfried,” a youthful voice on the other side spoke, leaving out the man's honorary title on purpose. “Just what in God's name is going on down there? We've had multiple complaints from city officials saying that the tournament complex has been destroyed, with numerous casualties, and tons of citizens without any place of refuge.”
“Indeed.” Zeigfried nodded. “The Zodiacs were up to no good.”
“All these complaints came from after the time you left!!” the boyish voice screamed. “I thought you were going to get things under control!”
“I managed to take out...” Zeigfried counted carefully, “four or five. So...around eleven or twelve of our total targets remain.”
“That's terrible,” the voice on the other line spat. “You know what time it is? One in the morning! You have a sermon at six.”
“...Ah.” Zeigfried spoke nervously again. “That is true.”
“Any status on the Bearer?” the boy asked finally. “Or the Clock itself?”
“About that...” Zeigfried quickly scanned his surroundings for the Bearer's unforgettable aura. “She seems to have left the area...with it in tow.”
“You fool!!” the young voice screeched. “How could you let that happen?!”
“That's the thing.” Zeigfried continued, keeping his cool as he flew through the sky. “Grayson was there. And from the looks of it, he had his eyes on the Holy Item as well.”
“Grayson...?” the young voice questioned. “Isn't he...”
“Yes,” Zeigfried dismissed the issue. “This is no time for old stories, however. The fact is...if we wish to stop that man, we should gather everyone up – the best we have – and launch one efficient, unified assault against him.”
“He's that strong?”
“Stronger.” Zeigfried said without any hint of humor. “A man who would make Satan himself flee in fright.”
“And...what do you intend to do about him?”
“Killing him is out of the question.” Zeigfried continued. “If I sent him to Hell, I have no doubt that he would find some way to return. We must find a way to exile him...to completely crush his spirit, and send him to a place where he could do no one any harm.”
“Well then, Zeigfried...” the voice on the other line said tiredly, “Since you seem to know the most about this threat we are facing...I'll leave the actions up to you. Just remember – you must not fail the church!”
“Fail the church I shall not.” Zeigfried quickly crossed himself with his fingers, closing his eyes in deep reverence. “Without further ado, then...let our Crusade begin.”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
When exactly had she appeared on the sandy beach? Eden couldn't remember. All she knew was that she was here, the portal to the dimension of Belmarc behind her over the salty sea, and Vance lying unconscious in her lap.
It was nighttime in this dimension as well, this strange new place's dark sky lit up with a radiant full moon. A soft breeze came from the water behind her, the tide washing over her ankles as she knelt on the sand. It was a bit serene, sitting all alone on the darkened beach, grass blowing lightly in the wind along the bluffs that lay in front of her. The sparkling white sand around her made her feel almost as if she was on a sort of lunar plain, separated from all of civilization...and alone with her protector.
She was tempted to simply lay down next to him here and fall asleep, but she doubted that was what Averyl had in mind. He had sent them here for a reason...their security and safety being his utmost priority. In the midst of the confusion, however, Vance's uncle hadn't been able to sync up the two warp zones properly – which meant that they had to travel further.
“Looks as if our day of excitement isn't over just yet,” she whispered to Vance, lightly caressing the hair on his head. “But I can't carry you the entire way.”
Eden bent down and embraced Vance as she had done so many times before, sending her psynergy through him until she felt that he had taken enough. His body was doing much better now, and the long slash along the right side of his body had begun to scar over.
The Albavitrean opened his eyes slowly. Eden's warm, caring face was framed against the starry sky as she knelt over him, a bright smile appearing as he returned to consciousness.
“What day is it?” he asked faintly. “How long did I sleep?”
“Unfortunately...not long.” Eden replied softly. “It's only been about five minutes since we left Enmetropolis.”
“So that's why I still feel terrible.” Vance muttered, picking himself up from the damp sand. “Where are we?”
“I don't know...” Eden stared around again at the desolate sandy beach. Next to her, a hermit crab was struggling to continue along the bumpy ground as it journeyed closer to the deep, dark ocean. “Averyl sent us here, though.”
“The portal's still open.” Vance observed. “Maybe he'll come and join us.”
“I'm wondering if there's any place around here, though...that he wanted us to go.” Eden strained her neck to look over the sandy bluffs. “...to get help.”
“That isn't a bad idea.” Vance said, moving closer to small, grassy hills. “Come on, Eden.”
The two teenagers climbed the over the embankment as they moved further inward, searching for any sign of civilization that they could find.
“It seems strange,” Eden commented, as they traversed over a sharp rock protruding from the small cliffs. “That after all the chaos and trouble that has happened...we've ended up in quiet place like this, just the two of us.”
“...Yeah.” Vance agreed, still staring forward with a worried expression on his face. I want to go back so bad and help him. It's not right that I have to be here, while he's out there risking his life to let us go free. If I went back now, though, like this...it'd just be a waste of all his efforts. That's why I'm moving as far away as I can from that void. Because, the next time we have to face my mother's killer...I want to be ready.
Eventually, the hills flattened out, and Vance and Eden found themselves at the foot of a thick, shadowy forest. Strong-looking evergreen trees continued all the way down to the curve around the small peninsula, moving out on both ends as far as the eye could see. Vance scanned the ocean, but there were no sign of any boats. It was silent and peaceful...and after everything that had happened to the two so far, it just didn't seem right.
“I still remember the first time we met...” Eden said suddenly, staying close to Vance as the two of them entered the deep forest. “It was in Despair. You were in bed, and when you woke up, you were in such a bad mood. I thought you were such a mean, cocky person...”
Vance laughed a little. “I thought you were selfish and annoying. First impressions are funny like that, aren't they?”
The inner forest was thick and overgrown with shrubs and other flora, making it hard for both of them to walk side-by-side along the twirling path.
“I'm sorry, you know.” he said suddenly, as her arm accidentally brushed his back while they ducked under a hanging branch. “For being such an idiot.”
“You don't have to apologize, Vance...” Eden replied. “Both of us have changed a lot since then. We...aren't the people we used to be.”
“Yeah...you've definitely changed for the better.” Vance smiled, waiting for the playful slap from Eden that was eventually delivered to his cheek.
“Hold my hand.” Eden said suddenly, as they took a break in a small, open space. Ahead of them stood a maze of hanging vines and jagged roots, leading deeper and deeper into the black forest.
“What?” Vance turned to her, a bit surprised.
“Just do it.” She grasped his hand as she spoke, and he returned her sentiments, squeezing her hand tightly for a moment and pulling the girl closer to him.
I'm sorry, Cliff...Eden thought, following Vance silently through the dark maze. I know how you feel about me, but...there's some sort of relief that I get when I'm with Vance. I don't have to worry about how I act...I don't have to worry about what I say...and I don't have to worry about who I am. He gives me security...but more than that, I really care for him. I know it's hard for anyone else to understand, but...this is the way I feel, and that's all that matters, isn't it? Do I love him? I don't know what 'true love' is, and you know what? I don't care. All I know right now is that I want to be with him every second...so I will stay by his side as long as I can.
Vance loved the feel of Eden's soft, cold hand against his, the sudden physical connection of the person he had grown to care for an incredible amount. She cares about me too...I'm sure of it. I feel like I can do anything now, as long as I have her with me. As long as this single person supports me, I feel that there's nothing that can stand in our way. Why do I feel like that? Maybe it doesn't matter. I'm done trying to figure out my emotions, trying to decide on what's okay to show people, and what will make me seem weaker. It just seems like life is too short to dote on things like that. I just want to stay with her.
The forest began to slowly thin out as they continued their walk, the green firs becoming sparser and sparser. Had it been five minutes since they had left the beach, or five hours? Neither of them could tell...any other emotions and thoughts had been blocked out by the budding feelings they felt for each other.
Madeleine watched silently from within Vance's dark locks. These two are unlike any other people I've ever met...in fact, I doubt that there's even another person in the whole universe like either of them. I don't even think I could explain it in words if I wanted to, but...it's like they exist on a completely different plane altogether. They aren't affected by the things normal people are...they aren't caught up by the things normal people are...and they certainly don't react to situations the way normal people do. It's almost as if...they've transcended reality itself.
Vance pushed through the last of the thicket, making sure to hold onto Eden carefully as he slid them out from the depths of the forest. In front of them was a clear, grassy expanse, the center of which had been converted into a wide field of pumpkins. Off to the side of the field, cornered at opposite side of the clearing where the trees began to converge again was a small log cabin, smoke puffing lazily from its tiny chimney.
“How beautiful...” Eden gasped, not daring to move and risk the chance of disrupting Vance's strong arm from her waist, as she slipped her own around his. “This must be it.”
“This has to be where Averyl wanted us to go...” Vance agreed, moving forward with Eden as they stepped towards the pumpkin patch. “It just seems so...perfect.”
Dozens of large orange orbs dotted the grassy field, curly green tendrils from the pumpkin vines weaving through them like beads on a giant's necklace. Vance and Eden stepped carefully into the field, not wanting to disturb the jewel-like fruits that were scattered on the ground around them.
“I guess we'd better see who's home.” Vance decided, moving towards the cabin. “I just hope Averyl didn't prepare any more of his surprises for us...”
“Okay.” Eden followed him happily, still grasping his hand. “But there's one thing we need to do first.”
“Wha-” Vance spun to face her just in time to see her head moving towards him, as she stood tall on her tiptoes to bring her lips to his.
They remained like that for a moment that seemed like eternity, frozen in time with their hands and lips locked together, two lost teenagers in an alien pumpkin patch. Finally, Eden pulled her lips off him, smiling mischievously as she watched him gape in surprise.
“What the...what the hell did you do that for?!” Vance shouted suddenly, panicking as his face began to glow beet red – without the aid of any psynergy. “I...I mean...what were you...”
“Oh, come on.” Eden put her hand on his back and led him closer towards the house. “I can't believe that's the first time you've kissed a girl, Vance...that's really sad.”
“Hey!!” Vance shouted in offense. “Well, I'm sorry that I'm not as experienced as you, Miss Gardener!”
“What's that supposed to mean?” she shouted back, clunking him on the head as they stepped out from the pumpkin patch and stood at the door to the cabin.
“Nothing, nothing...” Vance rubbed his head and frowned jokingly. “Well, if whoever lives there wasn't awake already, they sure are now!”
“I don't scream that loud!” Eden screamed.
“You don't get it, do you...” Vance shook his head, laughing.
At that moment, the sound of an unfastening lock came from the ancient-looking wooden door of the cabin. The soft orange light of a candle glowed through the screen window on the right side of the wall, giving Vance and Eden a good idea of how far out in the sticks they really were. Next to the quaint little shack was an even smaller lean-to, filled with all sorts of farming materials, spare candles, and old rusted digging tools. Some of the equipment in there Vance couldn't even recognize -- although there seemed to be a few old-looking measuring tapes mixed in with the junk, things Vance recognized from his own dimension. Paintbrushes, dustpans, tape measures, and stained buckets lined the inner wall of the shed, finally topped off with some futuristic scanning device Without a doubt, they were in the presence of a very eccentric individual.
The door swung open, and Vance and Eden crept closer, itching to get a look at the owner of all the unusual equipment. Their steps eventually led them to the doorway itself, and soon they were standing face-to-face with the house's resident.
The man took a startled gasp and backed up a bit, finally obscuring the light no longer so that the two could get a better look at his face. He looked to be in his fifties, just a little bit older than Vance's own father. His hair was white and pulled back into five small, tiny ponytails that hung above his neck, each of them tied with tiny brown strings. A ridiculously complicated set of goggles covered his eyes, a huge golden-bronze contraption with lenses full of detailed adjustment dials. A ragged grey beard covered the bottom half of his face, tied in three different places by those familiar strings. After looking at his face, the guy's dirty suspenders and burgundy tool-stuffed utility belt seemed to fit his 'image' perfectly.
Yeah...Vance decided to himself, this dude is definitely the owner of all that weird stuff out here. But still...who the hell is he?
“It's...you.” the man continued gasping, looking at Vance and Eden as if they were two rather frightening ghosts. “I never expected to see you both here...so suddenly, like this!”
“See us?” Eden yelped. “But I've, um, never met you before, sir. Who are you?”
“I've been waiting a long time for you two,” the man sighed. He pushed a button on the top of his goggles and snapped open the lenses, revealing two beady eyes, as solid and plain as pebbles at the bottom of a river. “But it's been quite a while since I saw you last. Hopefully, the name will ring a bell, though. I've met you both, a long time ago...you could call me an old friend -- the traveling ruins explorer, Edgar J. Caskett!!”
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Grayson poked his head in through the rift, enjoying the feeling as reality was ripped away from him and subsequently rearranged. Soon he was staring at the lonely, dark beach, totally devoid of any life -- save for a single hermit crab, who had finally slipped for the final time, and was carried out to sea with the increasing tide.
Hm... Grayson's eyes darted to the left and right, what hidden paradise is this? After a few moments of devious deliberation, the Snake's fluttering eyes became focused on two pairs of footsteps leading up from the beach and disappearing over the sandy bluffs. Ah...in that case, I'll--
Grayson's head jerked suddenly and was swallowed back into the void, his world once again shattered into a million pieces as he returned back to Belmarc. Averyl let go of the assassin's legs and slid backwards, preparing to continue the fight.
“That was a close one.” Grayson jeered. “A little more, and you really would have been in trouble, wouldn't you?”
“Grayson...I'll make you a deal.” Averyl began, studying his opponent closely for any sudden moves. “Leave now, and I shall not pursue you for the time being.”
“How cute.” Grayson approached Averyl with violent intentions. “But I believe that you're the one in trouble here, Averyl Vance. Believing that I cannot sense the sudden drop in your psynergy level would only be fooling yourself...all this action today has certainly worn you out, hasn't it?”
“Think that if you like...” Averyl grabbed his torn-up cloak with one hand and ripped it from his body. “But truthfully, I'm still warming up...”
With his cloak off, Averyl looked much different than before. Wrapped around his entire body was a firm-looking, dark bodysuit. It outlined his slim, athletic figure perfectly, leaving not even an inch of his pale skin uncovered. Wrapped around his arms, legs, and torso were numerous black straps and chains, sectioning off the different areas of his body like a puzzle. A huge silver lock rested on the center of his neckpiece, keeping the contraption together as it confined his body.
“It's a psynergy restraining device,” he explained. “Each of these items attached to me forces my body to concentrate twice as much psynergy to perform an action that it would take a normal man...in short, it halves my power completely. This is the only way I've been able to find to restrain myself...and in turn, the only way to truly prepare myself to lose total control on the day I finally face my sister's killer..."
“I see. In that case...” Grayson sneered, “...you'd better keep it on, then.”
Averyl let out a grunt of pain as Van Kaen barreled into the small of his back, knocking him down to the ground and pinning him there like a desperate wrestler.
“Kill, Van Kaen.” Grayson's eyes flashed commandingly. “He is nothing but trash.”
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
The inside of Edgar J. Caskett's humble abode was as mismatched as Vance had expected it to be. Complicated mechanical devices beeped in the candlelight, glowing boxes pulsated on an old-fashioned wooden shelf. The cabin was just as small as it looked from the outside, with no electrical wires or lights of any kind. As ridiculously strange as it was, Vance was hardly surprised.
“You two must be tired!” Edgar exclaimed, making his way over to one of the doors. “I have a guest room that you may sleep in, so please, don't restrain yourselves if you are too tired.”
“Hold on just one second there, pal.” Vance put his hand up suddenly, fighting off his urge to jump into the bedroom and sleep forever. “We've come a long way...but there's more important things I want to get out of the way first.”
“Oh?” Edgar turned around curiously, sitting down at the table and gesturing for Eden and Vance to join him. “Well then, by all means...”
Vance looked quickly at Eden, who nodded back to him, and the two sat down in two of the large oak chairs lining the table.
“Alright.” Vance put his hands on the table, thinking carefully to himself. “You told us your name at the door...but...”
“Yep! Edgar J. Caskett!” Edgar said affirmatively.
“A while back...” Vance started, “in Pittsburgh, on Earth, I...broke into an antiques store. I felt like I was being called...like there was some reason I had to go in. And there...I found not only a Clock, but a journal.”
Edgar raised an eyebrow interestedly. “So someone read my journal...”
“Not all of it.” Vance replied. “To tell you the truth, I only read a few pages and forgot about it. Now that I think about it...I probably should have read the whole thing.”
“Let me guess.” Edgar raised a finger intuitively. “You want to know if I'm the same Edgar as that man?”
“Well, yeah, I guess.” Vance nodded, trying to recall memories that seemed eons away.
“I am.” Edgar spoke softly. “So you did find the Clock, after all – just as she had intended.”
“She?” Vance asked suddenly, wondering just who Edgar was speaking of.
“I suppose I better start from the beginning.” Edgar smiled. “Rather than relay information to you piece by piece...I'd better just spin the whole yarn to you. The question is...do you children think you have gall not to fall asleep?”
Vance and Eden nodded without a second thought, realizing that they were on the verge of hearing something very important.
Edgar J. Caskett...Vance thought, his mind completely blown. If I had to guess where we'd end up after the tournament, this man's house would have definitely been at the bottom of my list. I guess it just goes to show...no matter what kinds of crap you run into, there's always still room for more surprises...
“I used to work for the Church of Holy Truths.” Edgar leaned back in his chair, rolling his eyes up to the ceiling as if physically drawing the memories out from above. “I worked for the culture sector – a unit created solely for the purpose of retaining the history and culture of associated dimensions – and I was the director of the archaeology programme, dealing specifically with preserving ancient ruins and trying to piece together history that had gone on before two thousand years ago.
“That was when I began my intensive study of Earth's history,” Edgar explained. “Since the Church had no interest in the goings-on of any dimensions other than the ones in their Dimensional Alliance, I had to do most of this work behind the back of my officials. Earth was particularly interesting to me, however, since it had recorded history of society and life from over twenty centuries ago – something that none of the other dimensions I've ever visited had accomplished. I hoped that by learning as much about Earth's history as I could, I would somehow find some clues to our own dimension's pasts.”
“The Collapsing, right?” Vance asked. “That's what happened two thousand years ago and opened up all the portals in different dimensions.”
“Yes.” Edgar nodded, smiling. “I see you've been studying.”
“But that means...” Vance put the pieces together, “You aren't an Earthling, are you?”
“I am not.” Edgar nodded. “I was born in the dimension of Midgarde, in a small farming town off the coast of the continent of Gera. But my life is another story altogether.”
“How did you end up on Earth then?” Eden asked. “Did you quit your job at the Church?”
“I'm getting to that,” Edgar said. “As my research continued and my interest heightened, I decided that it would be best if I visited Earth myself to gain a first-hand opinion on the issue. The problem, however, lied in the fact that there were no public tunneling routes to the place. I was stewing in my office one day trying to figure out a way to receive access...when I ran into a Mr. Sasuke Fukunaga.”
“Sasuke...?” Vance sounded the name out. “But I thought his name was Tao...”
“You're probably talking about his younger brother.” Edgar winked. “The Seneschal of the Guild of Dimensional Knights, right?”
“Yeah, that's him,” Vance said in awe. “Geez, you sure know a crapload.”
“Collecting information is my specialty,” Edgar explained. “You two will also know much as well...if I can finish, that is.”
“Sorry, sorry,” Vance apologized, eager to hear more. “Continue.”
“Sasuke had come to the Church seeking a permit to visit a certain number of licensed ruin locations for research purposes. As a result, he had been referred to my office. We met, spoke a bit, and were able to relay a great deal of information to each other. His father was instrumental in the creation of the Guild of Dimensional Knights, as well as many technological advances connected to tunneling in general. Sasuke had originally started his quest with leftovers of his father's various expeditions that the man had left to his children after he passed away. Many of them spoke of sites that were considered holy to the various cultures that lived around them. Naturally, I was quite intrigued – solving the mysterious of creation and the truth of a 'higher power' had always fascinated me, but I had never known where to start.
“Using his sources as well as mine, we began to journey to the different spots that his father had listed as particularly interesting. Upon reaching most of the sites, however, the most unusual thing we found was the fact that all of them had already been marked as off-limits by the Church themselves.
“The problem was that no instance of this was ever mentioned to me or any of the department heads – when our very purpose itself was to keep a record of such sites. This was when Sasuke and I first came in contact with the true leaders of the Church – an organization of religious priests from the dimension of Eretz. Their symbol was unmistakable no matter where you went – a plain white cross...a symbol we had seen marked on most of the religious sites where Sasuke and I had ventured. The Church gave us no response when we questioned them of these oddities, so as a last-ditch effort, the two of us decided to venture to Eretz itself.
“The world of Eretz exists only as a single continent, the central city of which is Medina Abiat, a gorgeous city with a brilliant floating stronghold in which the high priests live: the Supernal Chapel. Nearly everyone in the world follows the same religion, which teaches of one high God, who gave his only son to the world roughly 2000 years ago in order to allow believers to gain eternal life upon their death – trusting that they worship their God properly, that is. Neither Sasuke nor I had ever received proper exposure to such intense religion before, so we were thrown a bit off-kilter when we first arrived. More than anything, it confused me as to how such a large group of people could follow these beliefs so blindly. They had gained this knowledge of theirs from an ancient book that had been passed down generation after generation from the high priests' ancestors – an ancient book that, while unbeknownst to me then...was a word-for-word replica of the Bible that exists on Earth.”
“What...?” Eden gasped at this unexpected twist in Edgar's story. “The Bible?”
“The Bible.” Edgar nodded. “Although we never got to meet the head priests there ourselves...we came in contact with one of the bishops that served there at the time – a man named Zeigfried Abaddon. He showed a great interest in our studies and excavations, and invited us to join with him on a large-scale project he was working on. You see...they had recently uncovered a subterranean temple buried deep beneath the city accidentally while working on an advanced sewer system. The temple itself had not been touched yet, out of reverence. Zeigfried, however, was looking for some skilled archaeologists who would know how to take proper care of the ruins and all the secrets they held within them.”
“So...what did you find in there?” Vance asked curiously, jumping the gun again.
“Hmmm...” Edgar cleared his throat. “I'm a bit thirsty. And I bet the both of you are nearly starving as well. You did just win the Belmarcian Tournament, am I wrong?” he asked, eying the Clock that Eden was cradling in her lap.
“Ah...” Eden followed his eyes. “How did you...”
“Hey, that's another thing,” Vance suddenly realized, as Edgar brought over three large glasses of ice water and a plate of strawberries. “The Clock...I found a Clock in your store! But it wasn't like these, man. It was...calling out to me somehow. It even transported me to another dimension...”
“Hm.” Edgar sat back down in his chair, chewing on a strawberry thoughtfully. “Well, I'll tell you now, because doing anything else would simply be more torture – although it really is the denouement of my tale. Vance, I trust you are up-to-date with some of the more basic details of your mother's death?”
“Yes.” Vance nodded firmly. “But how...”
“Miss Vance's body was destroyed, but her soul was sealed within that clock,” Edgar stated gravely. “Not exactly what you were expecting, now, was it?”
“Her soul...?” Vance blinked in confusion. “When I found out she was killed, I imagined...”
“As did I.” Edgar nodded. “In that same vein, though...I was more than familiar with Victoria's amazing control of psynergy and the raw power she possessed. She was indeed the only person who could have struck down her assailant – had she not been the target of a deadly game of deception.”
“Grayson Lee,” Vance spoke. “He's the man who...killed her, right?”
“He is definitely the man who robbed that woman of her right to life.” Moisture began to shine in Edgar's eyes. “But Victoria lives on, Vance – within that very Clock that you found.”
“How did you know her?” Vance asked, amazed that all of the questions he had held within for so long were finally being answered. “Did she work for the Church too?”
“Now we can get back on track.” Edgar said, scratching his long beard carefully. “In any case...Grayson Lee was another two archaeologists we recruited to continue smoothly with our operations. Grayson appeared out of nowhere, demanding that he be included. I didn't understand it at the time...but it seems that the assassin had caught wind of our work. Still, to this day...I have no idea how Grayson managed to extend his influence even so far as to the higher echelons of the Church itself...but either way, he was there. Sadly...even I too was in his 'sphere of influence' for some time as well. He...is inhuman. It's the only way I can think to describe him. But strangely enough, he was not the person to bring our operation to its initial defeat.
“The three of us worked for a long time, but we finally made our way to the bottom, the final chamber of the deep labyrinthine shrine. There was one problem: the door to the inner sanctum would not open, no matter what we tried. We could not simply destroy it, since that would risk damaging any one of the valuable treasures and documents that no doubt were inside. The outside was covered in a strange language that none of us had ever seen before – even the well-traveled Sasuke! We returned back to the chapel, crestfallen, and explained our dilemma to Zeigfried.
“The man was not easily discouraged. He insisted this was simply a test of faith from God, and that we would be rewarded with riches beyond our wildest imaginations if we only trusted and did our best. We did as we were told, and soon enough, not a week later, Sasuke brought news that he had found a proper translator – he had shown sketches of the language to many of his old friends, and there had been only one who had recognized the language. This was none other than your mother, Vance....Victoria.”
“What?” Vance stared in shock. “I hadn't expected that...so she really was an archaeologist, just like you guys? But--”
“Your mother wasn't a conventional archaeologist like we were,” Edgar interrupted. “She was more interested in the history of her own kind – the Albavitreans. When she recognized the inscriptions within the temple as the ancient language of her ancestors, she suddenly became absolutely bent on helping us achieve our goal. I got to spend so much time with your mother, Vance, in the few days after she joined us. She told me about the harsh segregation her kind, the Albavitreans, had received from other humans...and why she felt it was so important that she uncovered the mystery behind it.
“Victoria was adamant in uncovering the mysterious behind this world, that we all sort of got caught up in it with her. She was so inspiring, and had such an aura about her...I don't know where I would have ended up if it hadn't been for her guidance. We journeyed down there together, the four of us, and Victoria began to read the inscriptions on the room. She did not speak them aloud, something that I am sure we were all grateful for later...considering Grayson's presence during that time.
“The strangest thing by far was the moment in which she opened the door,” Edgar recalled, “simply because she did it so easily. All she did was place her hands in the center of the door, and after a bit of that strange purple psynergy from within her...the entrance was open. Inside...we found three items.”
“Three?” Eden asked. “That's all?”
“These artifacts were all very different in nature...each of them holding their own special significance within the cosmic puzzle. First...there was a collection of scriptures, written in ancient Albavitrean. Second...there was a Clock. This was the same grandfather Clock that was in my shop, Vance – the same Clock that your mother's soul was eventually trapped within.”
“So that was the first Clock you found?” Vance asked. “Is that what started it all?”
“We had no knowledge of them beforehand.” Edgar nodded in affirmation. “As soon as that door was opened...it was like opening the lid of Pandora's box itself. News spread, and soon everyone was searching for the Clocks. That was the beginning, though...the first time we all realized that we were on the verge of something very big...and something very dangerous.”
“What was the third item?” Eden asked.
Edgar chuckled suddenly. “It's funny you ask that, Eden...because the third item was you.”
Eden jerked her head back in surprise, utterly frozen in bewilderment. “I...was in there?”
“In the center of the room, frozen within a strange stone pillar, was an incubation device of the likes that none of us had ever seen before – alien technology, certainly nothing that could have existed 2000 years ago. In the center of said device, floating within a capsule...was a tiny embryo suspended in cryostasis.”
“What?!” Vance shouted. “You mean Eden was...she was found like that? Is that even possible?!”
“Apparently, it is.” Edgar scratched his chin. “Although I know not how such a thing could be. Either way, the fact remains – according to the script on the walls, she was the Paradise-Seeker, the second Bearer...the chosen one who was to unlock the gates of Heaven a second time. It was when the three of us were preparing to take everything back to the surface...when Grayson made his move.”
“Huh?” Eden seemed confused. “But what could he have done without Victoria? He couldn't read the inscriptions...right?”
“No, he couldn't.” Edgar said. “That's why he began threatening Victoria to divulge all that she knew to him. He was never able to trust her completely, even from the get-go. I never proved it, but I'm almost positive that Grayson had some prejudice against Albavitreans. Victoria wasn't about to be intimidated by him, though, and returned his threats with some of her own. We felt their auras rise as they began to battle, and frankly...I was scared to death. Sasuke and I had both studied psynergy, but when it came down to it, we were scholars – neither of us would last a second in a real fight, especially not one against such a powerful man as Grayson. For a moment, there...we really believed that we were going to die in the crossfire.
“That's when Zeigfried appeared in the doorway. He tackled Grayson immediately, so we assumed that he had come to help us. The end result was not so – it was just a coincidence that he arrived at that moment. The truth was, Zeigfried had been using us from the start to gain access to the chamber below. Now that we had done his job for him, he wanted us out of the way...but wished to keep Victoria to himself.”
“You mean...” Vance began.
“Zeigfried lusted for Victoria,” Edgar said shakily. “All of us knew about it, as well as her, but it was not until now that the man had become so up-front about it. We knew that it was hopeless to even think about leaving her behind, no matter the repercussions, so we decided to take advantage of Zeigfried's hold over Grayson. The three of us got out of there -- the Clock, embryo, as well as Victoria's knowledge coming with us.
“At first, we were at a loss as to where to go. Zeigfried was a high-ranked priest in a very influential brotherhood, and Grayson was simply a monster. It was Sasuke who ended up becoming our savior this time. He introduced us to his younger brother Tao, the Seneschal of the Guild, to whom he had already told the story of our troubles. Tao allowed us free passage into a restricted tunneling machine that led to Earth, and finally, we were able to flee in peace. We arrived in the city of Pittsburgh in the United States upon reaching Earth, and since none of us were familiar with the dimension's geography, we simply decided to stay there.
“For the first few months of our new lives, Victoria, Sasuke, and I all shared the same apartment in that city. We developed you ourselves, Eden, from a small, frozen embryo to the beautiful woman that you are now. Once you had achieved infantile maturity, we knew that something had to be done. You see...by then, Victoria had married Edward, Vance, your father – and she had become pregnant. She was nervous that if Eden came in contact with her and somehow sensed her psynergy aura...that the girl's inner powers would somehow react and she wouldn't be able to grow up as a normal girl. That would also open doors to some very dangerous problems on Earth, so Victoria bid her tear-filled goodbye to you, Eden, when you were six months old.
“Sasuke was busy starting up his company, and I didn't feel comfortable raising you on my own. I had become attached to you just in the few early months we spent together, and I felt that it was proper that you should have the chance to live out a normal, safe, happy childhood on your own – so we put you up for adoption. I realize...as a result of such, you probably didn't have the ideal life after all...so please accept my sincerest, most sorrowful apologies.”
“No...” Eden shook her head as she whispered, trying to hold the tears back as they began to squeeze through the corners of her eyes. “Mr. Caskett...I appreciate what you all did more than you could ever imagine. I just....I just never thought that I could be connected to something so huge...and in such an integral way.”
“Eden, calm down.” Vance slid his arm around her, trying to comfort the poor girl. “Who cares what your background was like? That doesn't change anything...all that matters is what you've become.”
“It's really amazing...” Edgar shook his head. “Just as your mother predicted, Vance, you and Eden found each other. She knew that your fates were intertwined somehow, and that you would grow up and fix this mess...as long as she put you in the right places.”
“Hm.” Vance nodded. “Well, I could care less about fate. I'm doing this because I want to...because my mother deserves to have her dream come true after all this time.”
“Indeed, she does.” Edgar nodded. “Do you know why she picked your father?”
“She picked him?” Vance raised an eyebrow. “That's insinuating that she chose him over other people, right? How the hell...”
Edgar chuckled happily. “I never got to be introduced to your father as a friend of Victoria's, but I did meet him in passing once in a while. He was quite a character.”
Vance rolled his eyes.
“You see...” Edgar explained, “your mother once taught me why she fell in love with your father – and wanted her son to be born from such a man. 'He's simple,' she told me. 'Unlike me, Edward does not pain himself in making difficult decisions – he simply does what he feels. Sometimes, this is a dangerous thing – but Edward also has a good heart, deep down inside. When those two things are mixed together, I believe that they make the strongest combination of qualities that any person can ever have.' That's what she told me, Vance.”
“I don't get it.” Vance crossed his arms in frustration. “She married him because he was a moron?”
“Victoria wanted you to be free to do what you felt was right, Vance,” Edgar spoke carefully. “She knew that solving the mysteries of the universe and unlocking the Space-Time Continuum was a task that she would not be able to achieve on her own -- even with the help of us. She wanted you to grow up to be a strong man to finish what she started...you, Vance – the perfect combination of Edward's heart and Victoria's iron will.”
“My father...” Vance sighed painfully. “I saw him for a moment at the end of the tournament. He looked as if he had gone insane.”
“Your father has been suffering from Grayson's influence ever since he came in contact with Victoria on Earth.” Edgar explained. “This was a couple of years before her death – but as soon as Grayson infiltrated the Zexaron Corporation, the company that Sasuke and Victoria had worked so hard to start, in order to search for the Space-Time Continuum...everything began to fall apart. I did the best I could to help them from behind the scenes, making the occasional trips to other dimensions to get them the materials they needed...but practically everyone in the entire company fell under Grayson's spell. Victoria could do nothing to stop him. She was even like a prisoner herself, since she couldn't be affected by the man's psynergy spells...but was still forced to watch the devastating effects it had on others.
“Victoria was not willing to give anything up to him, however – and led him on a wild goose chase through different dimensions until she was finally cornered. She hadn't planned on this, after all – she had no idea that Grayson, in the time she had been away, formed an elite group of deadly assassins who were waiting to rip her to shreds. Although Grayson knew that even his power couldn't match her amazing abilities, he still had a trump card up his sleeve. He threatened to have his minions raze Earth and all its inhabitants – which meant her husband, her son, as well as Eden, the girl that all three of us had risked our lives to save – unless she accompanied him back to Earth and gave him all the information she had.
“And so...they returned. Victoria told Grayson what she had told us, providing him with the documentation to prove it – the Space-Time Continuum did indeed lie within the Earth, just as the Albavitrean legends had said. When the first Collapsing happened 2000 years ago, the souls of the previous Bearer's eleven disciples were placed within twelve clocks and scattered around the universe. Apparently, when collected, and in the presence of the chosen one...the doorway to the Space-Time Continuum, and possibly heaven itself...shall open.”
“That's me...isn't it?” Eden asked fearfully.
“Yes,” Edgar answered her somberly. “Eden...to this day we have not figured out your point of origin, but that you carry a power...the ability that was prophesied in all of the sacred texts. When all of the Clocks are assembled...you shall be the one to guide us to Paradise.”
“I have such a responsibility?” Eden doubted herself. “How...”
“I'll explain in a moment.” Edgar held up his finger. “You may be able to figure it out by then...we'll see. In any case, after Victoria relayed all of this valuable knowledge to Grayson...he simply scoffed and told her it was old news. You see...Victoria, Sasuke and I hadn't been the only busy ones during the past ten years. Apparently, Zeigfried had received a large congratulations – and consequently, a promotion – from his astounding find within the temple below the Supernal Chapel. Further research was done on the ruins down there, and Zeigfried eventually relayed to the public the same thing that Victoria had found by reading the scriptures.”
“How?” Vance questioned. “I thought that it was only in a language that Albavitreans could read.”
“It was.” Edgar took a deep breath. “Which means that...the Apostles of the Church of Holy Truths found some other means of decoding it.”
“Averyl...?” Vance whispered. “No, there's no way he'd do that...he would never betray his sister like that.”
“It wasn't Averyl, I'm positive.” Edgar shook his head. “It was someone entirely different. But that wasn't even the worst part of it all. With this new knowledge, the church became unstoppable. People threw themselves prostrate in front of the wise priests, yearning for salvation and knowledge. It was child's play for the priests to use the Church as their own private tool, abusing everyone like puppets as they used truth as a basis to fabricate lies and manipulate people for their own personal gain.”
“And this...Zeigfried man did all of this?” Eden wondered aloud.
“Highly unlikely,” Edgar hypothesized. “Simply by looking at the short time it took for them to take control of so many dimensions...it's doubtful that Zeigfried could have done it all by himself. It seems more likely, however, once Zeigfried worked his way up in the ranks to an Apostle – the most powerful high priest there is in the church hierarchy – he shared his knowledge with his fellow clergymen, thereby increasing their power exponentially. I don't know why Zeigfried had the perverse thought of stretching the truth so far so as to use it as justification for bringing destruction onto so many people...but nevertheless, he did it. The Church of Holy Truths is using the Bible to plunge this world into eternal darkness.”
“Wait...” Vance squinted, trying to retain all the information that was suddenly being presented to him. “So...what's real and what's fake?”
“I don't know.” Edgar explained. “There is proof to God existing and there is proof that He does not. But we must have been put here for a reason...all of us must have been, right? I'd like to believe there is a place we go when we die. Some people see epiphanies – sometimes, miracles happen. The power of psynergy we all have...the worlds we can travel to...even Eden...it seems like they all might be gifts from God.”
“Then...why did he put the Clocks here?!” Vance shouted. “Why jeopardize the whole fucking universe like that?!”
“A fair question.” Edgar began to scratch his beard nervously. “And also one I cannot answer. You see, we also don't know why so many other dimensions exist at all. The problem seems to lie in that event that happened 2000 years ago on Earth. That was when the Clocks were created, that was when the first rifts between dimensions began to appear. All throughout dimensions, we've found numerous legends mentioned of a single man with twelve followers, who was crucified exactly 2000 years ago – whether his name was Jesus, Arthur, or Musashi. It seems as if that point is the definitive point of our existence...the definitive point where man's true journey for truth began.”
“Hmph.” Vance shrugged, too tired to think any further. “So all we need to do is collect the twelve Clocks together and bring them to Earth, right? Then we can enter the Space-Time place or whatever...if it even exists.”
“Yes.” Edgar looked suddenly uncomfortable. “That is true. But...”
“But what?” Vance asked in frustration.
“The last part of the legend makes this very clear,” Edgar sighed in despair. “Just as the first Bearer did...the second Bearer, and every subsequent Bearer after that will have to do the same: sacrifice their lives for the sake of the human race.”
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“NOOOOOOO!” Cliff ripped his body up from the hospital bed, disconnecting many of the wires attached to his body from their respective machines. He sat up straight, sweat pouring down his face, expecting to see the severed arm of Mephistoclessia still lodged within his stomach. The hole had been patched up, as had many of the other wounds he sustained through the fight – including the short stump that used to be his left arm.
“Hey, everyone!” Caleb called down the enormously long line of blue curtains and cots that were in front of Cliff. “He's awake!”
“Caleb...” Cliff coughed, looking at his fellow vice-captain, who was in excellent condition minus a few band-aids and bruises. “The tournament...is the tournament over?!”
“Yup yup.” Caleb smiled pleasantly at his friend. “It's four o'clock in the morning, buddy. But none of us can sleep – we already had our turns in the Regeneration Tank, and some people, like yoooou, have been sleeping for hours!”
“It's over...” Cliff sighed. “Tell me...who won?”
“Don't feel bad, man!” Caleb patted him on the back. “You did awesome. You're the only one of three people who took out a Zodiac.”
“Three people...?” Cliff wondered. “Who were the other two?”
Caleb winked. “I think you can guess who they were.”
“What are you saying to him?” Sabine made her way down the hallway, slapping Caleb on the back suddenly. “Don't listen to him, Cliff – he wasn't even there. This guy was frozen by his own attack in the quarter-finals and had to drop out.”
“You dropped out too?!” Cliff was in a state of shock. “What about you then, Sabine? And Amyr, where's he?”
The previously bright and cheery expressions that had been plastered on the two vice-captains' faces suddenly disappeared, and Cliff soon realized his error.
“He was cut down by Saffron right after my match.” Caleb said grimly, placing a caring arm around Sabine as he consoled her. “Sabine had to fight in the first round against him...and he forced her to let him pass on.”
“Shit...” Cliff dropped his head as well, engaging in a moment of silence for his courageous friend. “Well then...I guess I don't need to ask who won the tournament, huh?”
“Why's that?” Caleb's cheeky smile crept back onto his face. “Who do you think won it?”
“Well, it's obvious, isn't it?” Cliff lowered himself back onto his pillow in despair. “The Zodiacs took yet another Clock.”
“Wrong-o!” Caleb shouted enthusiastically. “I think your sidekicks would be very disappointed to know that you lost your faith in them.”
“Wait...” Cliff was breathless as his mind scrambled back to memories of the two people with which he had been traveling for the past two months. “You're telling me...”
“Vance and Eden both made it to the final round.” Sabine explained. “It was unbelievable. Eden took one Zodiac herself, while Vance took out two – both Saffron and Winslow.”
“WHAT?!” Cliff screamed, nearly deafening the entire infirmary. “They...they what?!”
“I wouldn't have been that surprised.” Tao spoke up, moving up from behind a curtain. “They did spectacular, the both of them.”
“Seneschal!” Cliff gave a little nod to his leader. “What are you doing here?”
“Well, now I suppose that's a long story.” Tao scratched his head. “For now, you'd do well to simply rest and gain your strength back, Cliff.”
“Has Captain Azuka returned yet?” Cliff inquired. “Or any of the other captains, for that matter?”
“Why, yes...” Tao turned around and looked behind him, motioning for someone to move forward. “But she can tell you about that in much more detail than I could.”
Cliff was flabbergasted to see the figure of Rose push her way into the crowd around Cliff's bed, bandaged up almost as much as he was.
“What...what is she doing here?!” Cliff shouted in protest. “A Dark Zodiac?!”
“Shhh...” Rose lifted a slender finger up to her lips. “Don't be so loud, would you? The Dark Zodiacs...are no more,” Rose said solemnly.
“Just as you are no longer a Knight, Cliff Walden.” Tao built upon Rose's speech. “The Church of Holy Truths issued one of their own priests to come and exterminate us -- as well as the Dark Zodiacs. This whole tournament, in fact...was all a ruse to collect us all in a single area.”
“Who would do such a thing?!” Cliff shouted angrily. “Why would the Church want to destroy us, when we are their sole means of defense?”
“That's just the thing...” Tao explained. “We are not their sole means of defense. I fear that the Church has, by now...fallen under complete control of the Apostles, the priests that have been feeding them lies ever since...ever since the first Clock was discovered.”
“I'm not following you.” Cliff shook his head in confusion. “Everything...this just all seems so unbelievable.”
“There's more,” Tao continued. “Vance and Eden were attacked when they received the Clock at the tournament. It was as if...a certain man was waiting for them.”
“The same one?” Cliff inquired anxiously.
“This man...” Rose answered his question this time, “was actually a member of ours. But from what I learned from Tao here...I believe that he has done something absolutely unforgivable.”
“We have to go, then!” Cliff declared. “We have to make sure that Vance and Eden are alright.”
“Cliff...” Tao bit his lip, “I'll try to put this nicely, but...there is much about this situation that you do not understand. In addition to that, you are quite wounded. That's why...I think it would be best if you took a few days to rest and recuperate.”
“But...” Cliff insisted, “Vance and Eden...they need me! I can't just sit here and...”
“You can.” Tao stared at Cliff pitifully. “And you must. We cannot have any more casualties so soon....please understand.”
“The other captains still need much more healing, Cliff, so it's not like you're alone.” Caleb explained. “Sabine, Rose, myself, and the Seneschal are going to return to the tournament complex and clean up...and see what we can do about the whole situation.”
“Nathan is also here,” Tao added. “He fought valiantly against one of the men who tried to stop us as we carried Vance's father and his friend back here.”
“Vance's father?!”
“Your cries of surprise will never end, at this rate.” Tao chuckled, bowing to Cliff and moving to leave the room. “We shall return soon, Cliff, and with more answers...God-willing. Just concentrate on your health now...so that when you're back to full strength, you can return more powerful than you ever were before.”
Cliff was still in a bit of a daze as he waved goodbye to the other four warriors who were accompanying the Seneschal. Return more powerful than before...? What could that possibly mean?
The gunslinger was just about to drift off to sleep when he heard footsteps make their way into his room. He instantly peeled his eyes open, in the hopes that the Seneschal had suddenly reconsidered and wished to bring Cliff along with him. The ex-Knight's hopes were in vain, however -- his visitor was simply long-haired man smoking a cigar, carrying a small steel cart with various complicated pieces of equipment loaded inside.
“Hello there,” the man nodded to him. “You can call me Mixam. I'll be taking care of you for the next few days.”
“Nice to meet ya,” Cliff nodded tiredly. “So what's my condition?”
“Well...” Mixam wheeled the cart over to the side of Cliff's bed and looked down at his left shoulder. “Due to the severe damage to the nerves in your severed arm...we couldn't re-attach it to your body. We placed you in the Regeneration Tank, which restored most of your more serious wounds – but your arm remains to be the one problem we have yet to resolve.”
“Hm.” Cliff breathed out slowly. “So what do you suggest?”
Mixam picked up a large heavy æsotech contraption out of the cart. “I had a request sent to me by your friend, Tao. He told me that you would be interested in a new type of 'surgery' that we've been secretly advertising to some of our more needy patients.”
“Huh?” Cliff didn't like where this conversation was leading. “What do you mean?”
“You want to be more powerful...don't you?” The strange man looked down to him with enthusiastic eyes. “Instead of a leaving it as a handicap...let's turn that missing left arm of yours into an enhancement.”
Cliff took a closer look at the long, slender gun-like apparatus resting in the doctor's arms, complete with a large Gatling on the lower end. His eyes suddenly focused on the piece above the gun – what looked to be an iron glove, resembling a left hand, which was instead attached by a hinge to the barrel, pointing up to the sky.
More powerful, huh? Cliff smiled, a newfound excitement stirring within his heart. Seneschal...you're one crazy bastard.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Vance slammed his fist into the table angrily, sending splinters flying into the air as his fist ripped through the wooden planks. “You're saying...that all these people who want her – the Church, the Zodiacs, the Guild...technically, they want to kill her?!”
All Edgar could do was nod his head, staring at the woman whom he had nursed as a child with tears in his eyes.
“That's bullshit.” Vance violently punched the table again. “I don't care if Eden can lead the human race to paradise or whatever...she's not giving her life up for those idiots!!”
“It's easy for you to say, Vance.” Eden looked down sadly. “But you have to think about the way other people look at it. I mean, honestly...if I can save millions of people...how much is my life really worth?”
“Eden!!” Vance screamed. “What are you saying? Edgar, come on, man. There has to be another way! Didn't those scriptures say anything else?”
“I wouldn't know,” Edgar sighed. “You see, even after Victoria handed everything over to Grayson...he still wasn't satisfied. He was afraid of her, afraid of what she would do to exact her revenge, and afraid of how she would go about doing it. As a result, he demanded as much as he could from her, waiting for her to slip up so that he could go in for the kill. Victoria gave him everything he wanted, though, just so she could protect the people of Earth that she had come to love...not to mention her own son and husband. Victoria wanted to get rid of Grayson just as much as he wanted to be rid of her, but she didn't want to risk ruining her secret and endangering her family...and he knew that if he ever took her bait, she would annihilate him.”
“So we really do...” Vance began to quiet down as Edgar continued the tragic story. “We Albavitreans really do have strength that other humans don't.”
“In any case,” Edgar sighed, becoming rather tired himself, “Grayson figured out a way in which he could almost definitely win – he would do the same thing that the followers of the first Bearer did 2000 years ago with the Clocks – imprison someone's soul within them.”
“How is that...” Eden stuttered, “how is that even possible?!”
“To understand it...” Edgar replied, “you must first realize that psynergy is simply an amplification of every person's spirit itself. That means that technically, a person's soul is the core of their very being. Even if the body is destroyed...if the soul lives on, that person is not dead. Grayson utilized a type of psynergy that is beyond the reach of 99.9% of all people in this universe: metapsynergy...psynergy that has the power to affect the threads of time and space itself.”
“Metapsynergy?” Vance echoed. “I've never heard of such a thing before.”
“That's strange...” Edgar commented, “because Albavitreans possess the potential to develop such by nature, Vance. When your psynergy powers grow to such a point where you can manipulate something beyond matter itself – such as space...a person's mind...or a person's soul...that is metapsynergy.”
“So Averyl, my mother, and I...” Vance realized, “we can all have the capability for metapsynergy?”
“You are correct,” Edgar nodded. “Until Grayson trapped Victoria's soul, I never knew of anyone besides your mother who could wield such power. The fact still remains that Grayson finally defeated her that night, and prepared to take the Clock back. Sasuke tried to intervene as well, but he was too late. Nevertheless, we had one more ace up our sleeve, however – something that not even Grayson may have figured out by now.”
“What?” Vance's eyes stared into Edgar's with desperate hope. “Is there...is there any way to bring my mother back?”
“Well...” Edgar took a deep breath. “When Sasuke went to the Zexaron Building, with hopes of rescuing Victoria, he brought along a decoy Clock, which had actually been materialized by your uncle, Averyl, in hopes that he could stop Victoria before she handed over the artifact to Grayson. She cared for you and your father so much, Vance – so much that she would do anything to protect you. Sasuke dropped the decoy Clock there when he escaped, but managed to pick up the real one – the one that had Victoria's soul imprisoned within it. He hid it within the antiques shop I had set up in Pittsburgh, leaving it with me and pleading not to let it out of my sight until I found a way to return Victoria's soul to life. In the meantime, he escaped, trying to lead Grayson's assassins away from the vicinity of Pittsburgh so that you, I, your father, and Eden could continue to live safe lives...all because of her.”
Tears began to flow from Eden's eyes as she heard the painful end to Edgar's long, complicated story, the story of how her fate and destiny had been shaped.
“Why...” she sobbed, realizing that she looked pathetic, but not caring a single bit. “Why do people have to fight over something like this...something that we should all be working together to do!”
“I suppose...” Edgar tried to answer the poor girl's question as best he could, “that as long as good exists...so shall evil. There is nothing we can do but try and quell that, so that the next generation can live in peace until another angry demon raises its head.”
“No way.” Vance disagreed vehemently. “There'll be an end to it, alright. I'll beat the shit out of them all, no matter how long it takes...until we free my mother.”
“Vance...” Eden sniffed, “if your mother couldn't even do it, then how can we...”
“Yeah, my mother couldn't do it.” Vance said firmly. “My uncle couldn't do it, and neither can I. But together...us three, along with you, Eden...and you, Caskett...along with everyone who has their head screwed on tight enough, we can do something, I'm positive!!”
It's so heartwarming to see him like this...Edgar thought happily to himself, watching as the best parts of both Victoria and Edward began to shine out from the 17-year old boy. How amazing...her dream really hasn't died, then. Not one bit...
“So.” Vance stood up, taking a well-deserved stretch. “That voice from the Clock...it really was my mother, calling out to me...”
“She used to send messages to me sometimes too.” Edgar said. “Her last one told me to flee, and to retreat to a safe haven where I could sometime, someday be of help to both of you. I followed her instructions to the last minute detail – this is a tiny island in a completely undiscovered world. I traveled many weeks through different dimensions, trying to find the perfect one where I could wait in peace for you. When I had finally chosen the correct one, I got in contact with your uncle, Vance, and told him that he could send you two along anytime. You don't know how thrilled I am to know that...at long last, I was of some use to my old friend.”
Vance watched the tears spilling from Edgar's face, as the ruins hunter broke down in front of them.
My mother has had such an effect on so many people, Vance reflected in amazement. It's no wonder she was able to sacrifice herself like that so selflessly. I still remember her as if it were yesterday...she was the kind of person who could always pick out the good sides of people. She must have truly believed that humanity is salvageable...that there really was something worth fighting for in this messed-up universe.
“People are so caught-up with Clocks, Space-Time Continuums, and conspiracies...” Once he was in control of his emotions, Edgar began to speak again. “But when it comes down to it, Vance, Eden...there was one universal point that existed no matter which dimension I was in. It was written in every scripture, between the lines of every book, and inscribed on every seal. If there truly is a God that exists up there...I'm sure that what he truly wishes for is unity. The fact that it seems impossible in this day and age only makes it more plausible. He believes in us as his people, and he believes that one day we will truly wise up and put aside our differences. If we can set aside our selfishness, greed, and violence, then maybe...the gate to the end of the world could open without the use of any sacrifice.”
Edgar turned around, facing the two children as if he had just had a revelation. “Maybe that's what it all means!! Maybe we aren't supposed to repeat the first Collapsing with just another Bearer. Maybe it was a sign, meant to show us that if we continue in such a way...nothing will come but more sacrifices. It makes sense, doesn't it? If God truly did send his son as the Bearer the first time...if that's the case, then shouldn't we, as a people, learn from our mistakes? Shouldn't we stand on our own and be able to find the truths simply listening to the instructions he gave us? People are being manipulated by the Church of Holy Truths simply because they don't know better. If only we could prove it to them somehow...show them how easy it is to be saved!”
Vance looked at Eden nervously, feeling a bit uncomfortable as Edgar poured out his heart in front of the two of them. “I agree with you on one hand, Edgar...people as a whole really need to grow up and stop being little bitches to each other -- but I'm not buying into this 'God' stuff. Why would a loving god want to kill one of his own creations? Why would he put Eden here just to kill her off like a worthless sacrifice? It doesn't make any sense!!”
“I've been meaning to think this out more thoroughly,” Edgar replied, “but I'll tell you what I have so far. I get much thinking time just being by myself in this forest, and...I came up with a theory: what if these Clocks weren't placed here by God himself? What if Eden really was the creation of some alien group after all? Since every dimension except Earth has no history past 2000 years ago, there's no way to prove that things like the 'Space-Time Continuum' really exist. The Bible on Earth doesn't even talk about Clocks or anything like that! That's why I think...maybe these dimensions...are the creation of some other entity altogether. I agree with you, Vance...I don't believe God would make something so complicated for humans to work out, when His true message is so simple. That's why we need Victoria back more than ever, now. We need a guiding light in our search...before we find ourselves too lost to ever be saved.”
“So you're saying...” Vance ran his fingers through his hair, scratching at his scalp -- and causing a certain flea to fly out from its nest, taking refuge in the wooden rafters of the house. “That all these other dimensions around here...something else created them? That someone, or something has assumed the position of 'God'...while the true Messiah is simply sitting back, waiting for his idiotic humans to pull their heads out of their asses and see the truth?”
“I see where you're going with that,” Eden smiled. “Although my word choice would have been a bit different...”
“You two are definitely on to something!” Edgar shouted happily. “Oh, this has been the happiest day of my life. You two...you're better than I ever imagined. You will, no doubt...find an answer to all of this -- and then we'll finally begin to change this universe into the way it should be!”
“I think it's a fascinating theory as well.” A new sinister voice echoed through the room...from a new figure that had arrived at some point during the conversation. “I especially like the part about taking the place of 'God.' It certainly seems like a role...that I'd be more than qualified for.”
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The tournament complex was no less foreboding than a cemetery. Three ex-Knights, along their ex-Zodiac companion, trudged back through the blood-splattered glass doors to the lobby of the silent battlefield.
Tao took a close look at the floor, realizing that not a single piece of flesh or bone remained in the deep red mess that flooded the room. To think Nathan had such a terrible power hidden deep within himself...I'm going to have to keep a very close eye on him from this point onward, otherwise...such a heavy burden will surely eat away at his mind.
Rose watched the Seneschal stare deeply at the crimson floor. “So...” she spoke up, “what are you all going to do now that the Church has disowned you?”
“I am not sure.” Tao quickly answered, leaving his reverie behind. “If the Church has taken over our headquarters back in Midgarde, then we must, without a doubt, find a new place to live -- but I do not intend on letting this act of theirs go unpunished. If I had been aware that the situation had grown this dire...I would have acted a long, long time ago.”
“Will you fight the Church?” Rose asked curiously.
“I suppose that is the natural course of action.” Tao nodded. “I have always regarded them as villainous...ever since they were involved in the exploitation of my brother Sasuke's archaeological work.”
“Archaeology?” Caleb asked. “What does that have to do with anything?”
“More than you could possibly imagine,” Tao said gravely, arriving at the entrance to the inner arena.
The four of them moved out from the hallway and spread out, searching the area around for any signs of life.
“Bruce...” Rose immediately rushed to a pool of blood a few feet from the entrance to the stone chamber, placing her hands on the damp grass. “This is Bruce's blood. His aura is still resonating from it...”
“It seems like there's only one person left.” Sabine noticed, looking over to the shadow of a shivering, frightened man behind the white announcer's booth. “But...it's not who we're looking for.”
“Hey!” Caleb moved over to Trunculo, giving the guy a sharp kick in his behind. “Announcer guy! What the hell happened here?!”
“Ah...woah!” Trunculo jumped up from his hiding place behind the booth, sweat pouring furiously down his face. “You really scared me for a second there!! I thought those scary guys had come back.”
“...scary guys?” Sabine inquired. “Which ones?”
“There were two scary guys who jumped down from the committee room,” Trunculo explained. “One of them...was definitely the assassin known as Van Kaen...a member of the Dark Zodiacs!!”
Rose and Tao made their way over to Trunculo as he began to unwind his tale.
“When they came out, the guy with glasses who wasn't Van Kaen started attacking two average-joe looking characters who had busted in from upstairs. Then, Averyl...you guys remember Averyl, right? From the tournament.”
“Yeah, yeah, now get on with it!” Caleb patted him on the shoulder impatiently.
“Well, anyway, Averyl came out and started fighting that other guy. Then Van Kaen jumped onto the roof of the building. Then, this huge muscular wrestler-type guy leapt down onto Averyl and started fighting him on the side of the glasses dude! Would you believe it?”
“Did he have a shaved head?” Rose asked suddenly.
“Yeah, yeah!” Trunculo said. “He was all beat-up, and he was totally pissed at Averyl. So the two went at it, and eventually, Averyl knocked him down and began to pursue the glasses guy. They were in there for a while, and then Van Kaen flew down...he almost fell on me! It was so scary...believe me, you would have pissed your pants!”
“GET ON WITH IT!!” Caleb gave Trunculo a square punch in the jaw.
“Oww!! Alright, alright!” Trunculo shouted. “Van Kaen went in that chamber where Averyl and Mr. Glasses were, and I heard a bunch of violent-sound noises going on. After only a few minutes, though, Van Kaen came out, looking pretty beat up, and he slung the bodybuilder guy over his shoulder and ran away. And...then I just kept sitting here in fear until you guys came!”
“Huh?” Caleb realized that Trunculo's story didn't quite check out. “What about Averyl and the glasses guy?”
“I dunno...” Trunculo scratched his head. “That's a good point. I wonder where they went?”
Grayson...Averyl...Rose's mind was filled with conflicting thoughts. If I believe what this man and what Tao said...then Grayson really did kill Roufas. But Bruce's blood...he wouldn't attack Averyl unless he was absolutely sure of it! I need to know the truth -- and for that, I'll need to find all three of them.
Caleb looked over to the stone chamber. “Let's go check it out, guys...they may still be in there.”
“Hey, wait!” Trunculo called out as the five made their way into the stone chamber. “Wait, does this mean there's no more danger now? Can I go home finally?! They'd better pay me double overtime for this...”
“What in the...” Sabine gasped as the group reached the mouth of the hallway. “What in the hell went on in here?!”
The inner hallway of the chamber was drenched in blood, red liquid covering everything from the ceiling to the lowest, darkest corner of the floor. Not only was there no sign of anyone, but there wasn't even a single severed limb lining the floor anywhere.
“I don't know what happened here...” Caleb stared in awe, “but someone must have lost one hell of a lot of blood.”
“This is confounding.” Tao continued forward down the hallway, his footsteps splashing in the puddles of blood lining the long crimson carpet. “Where could they have escaped to? There's no signs of any alternate exits, but if they didn't come out through the normal entrance, then where could they have possibly gone?”
“Maybe they beat each other into oblivion.” Caleb shrugged.
“Jokes aside...” Sabine slanted her eyes at her friend, “this really doesn't make any sense.”
“It's alright.” Tao made his way back down the hallway, motioning for everyone to leave. “As far as tonight goes, there's nothing more that we can do. Vance and Eden are still missing, but we haven't the slightest idea as to where they've gone. All we can do is return to the others, and hope and pray that they are doing well.”
“And then...tomorrow?” Caleb asked, as the group returned to the hallway from which they came.
“We'll worry about that when the sun rises,” Tao sighed. “As far as today goes...I'm exhausted. We've done all we can – let's leave the rest up to them for now.”
“Good idea!” Trunculo popped up behind the crew, smiling enthusiastically. “It's nice that everyone gets to go home safe and sound tonight, isn't it?”
Tao blocked out the sighs of his companions as he led them back to the hospital, his mind in turmoil over the fate that had befallen the Bearer and her protector. They are following their fate...no matter how rocky the path becomes, they will pressing forward without looking back. But I can't help but worry...how much more will they have to suffer? How much more will they have to sacrifice to obtain the peace they are both seeking? You won't get something for nothing, this is true...but at the rate that this cost is going...those two might be paying with their lives.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
Bruce awoke in the darkness of Pandemonium, the underground catacombs beneath an inactive volcano that had been the headquarters of the Dark Zodiacs for over a decade. It felt comforting to be back in the warm darkness after the chaos he had been caught up in for the past twenty-four hours...but there was still a heavy pound of anxiety weighing down his heart that he just couldn't shake.
He began to channel his psynergy and tried to sense who was in the room with him. He could feel Van Kaen sitting on a bench beside his bed, and the memory of the stitched-up monster picking his body off the ground and carrying him away from the arena slowly began to flood back into his mind. Across the room, most likely resting along the compromising seats carved out of the sides of the cave, sat Cecilia and Zhang Guo.
“Is this all that remains of us?” Bruce called out into the darkness, trying to get a grasp on the current situation. “Where's Rose?”
“We don't know.” Cecilia responded softly. “She didn't return to the arena like you did.”
“What do you mean you don't know?!” Bruce shouted, panic suddenly returning to him as he remembered the battle with Zeigfried. “Didn't you guys look for her, or anything?!”
“Do not fear.” Zhang Guo spoke softly. “Van Kaen took care of him, and he fled. Rose shall return soon.”
“The hell she will! She could be dying right now, for all you know!” Bruce tried to move up from the soft mattress on which he lay, but his body would barely respond. The wounds he had sustained seemed to be too great...and there was no way Van Kaen or the other guys were willing to take him to a hospital so soon. More than anything, it was just emotionally painful – painful to know that he left Rose behind, breaking his promise that he would return to her. She could still be collapsed on the street right now, on her last legs...waiting for me to return. And I can't do shit!! Dammit...I hate feeling so helpless like this!
“One of you guys has to go look for her.” Bruce said finally, finding no alternative. “She could really be in some trouble.”
“We have orders from Grayson to remain here until he returns.” Zhang Guo spoke.
“Orders...?” Bruce echoed in confusion. “Why is he issuing out orders?”
“We lost too many of our teammates yesterday...” Cecilia sniffed. “Even Roufas...killed by that...that ungrateful bastard!”
“As a result,” Zhang Guo explained, “we must become more unified if we want to survive. Grayson shall rise to become our leader. He is the one most fit for the job, after all.”
“A leader...?” Bruce tossed the idea around in his head. “We never needed one before, why the hell do we need one now? Roufas died, but...we can still press on. We can find replacements for Madeleine, Mephisto, and Winslow, hell, maybe even Saffron if need be -- if we're so worried about not losing any more lives, then why aren't you guys out there looking for Rose?!”
“We have orders.” Zhang Guo spoke again. “Do you not understand?”
What is going on here...? Bruce was at a loss for words. Something's not right...and this isn't just about Rose, either. These guys...they're different. When has following orders been such a big deal to any of them before, anyway?
“Nope.” Bruce slumped back down onto his mattress in frustration. “I don't understand a damn thing that's going on here.”
Roufas...Bruce lamented, slipping back into unconsciousness. I really miss you, man.
* * * * * * * * * * * * *
The first thing Vance saw was Edgar gaping in horror as he stumbled back onto the ground, the man's entire body shaking furiously. By that time, Eden had already turned around, and Vance could hear her moaning in fear as he finally swerved his body to face what he hoped he wasn't going to see.
“I was polite enough to wait until you had finished listening to the story.” Grayson smirked, his eyes glowing as he gazed towards the young Albavitrean. “You know, that tale just gets more and more interesting every time I hear it. I suppose everyone just likes to add their own little spin to it.”
“What the hell...” Vance croaked, his eyes locked on his uncle's ruined robe, which the Snake held in his right hand. “Averyl...where is Averyl?!”
“Oh, I killed him.” Grayson shrugged casually, tossing the cape on the floor as one would an empty candy wrapper. “It was so funny – he begged in the same way that his sister did...it was so pathetic. I think he might have been waiting for someone to come back and save him...was that supposed to be you, Vance?”
“YOU LYING BASTARD!!” Vance screamed, jettisoning himself towards Grayson in an uncontrollable rage. There's no way...there's no possible way that Averyl could have died at the hands of this guy!
Grayson caught Vance's right fist like a baseball, flipping the Albavitrean around in the air and administering a sharp drop kick to his stomach. Vance's flesh ripped apart in an explosion of blood, and he went skidding backwards across Edgar's kitchen floor.
“VANCE!!” Eden shouted with wide eyes, watching as Vance pulled himself back to his feet.
“I really don't feel like playing around with more trash right now...” Grayson sighed tiredly as Vance stood up. “You may not realize it, but killing weaklings like yourself becomes quite a drudgery.”
“I won't stop...” Vance coughed up blood, ignoring his pain and continuing forward. “Until you're wiped from the face of this universe.”
“I hate when people say that.” Grayson frowned. “If they can't hit me the first time...then what makes them think they will ever be able to?”
Vance spread his arms and summoned as much psynergy as he could with his weakened body, feeling the side-effects of going without sleep and food for over twenty-four hours. He let loose a huge purple blast at point blank range towards the doorway, feeling all the energy drain out of his body as he unloaded everything he could onto Grayson.
The smoke cleared, and Grayson continued to stand in the same slouched position as he had been earlier, a paper-thin aura of green psynergy covering his body.
No way...Vance thought in stunned silence as he stared at the man, standing in the middle of the charred ground where the front wall of Edgar's house had once been. Is that...what metapsynergy looks like?
“Here.” Grayson appeared in front of Vance in a flash, a small vein pulsating furiously on his forehead. “Let me show you what a real punch is like.”
The Snake's fist shot forward into Vance's stomach, tearing through the Albavitrean's body and coming out the other end. He smiled as he felt his fingers rip through Vance's internal organs, sliding his hand back out slowly and licking the blood from his fingers, as his victim fell to the ground in a bloody heap.
“Edgar J. Caskett.” Grayson stepped onto Vance's body, digging his black dress shoes into the boy's wounds as deep as he could. “You really disgust me, you know that? Spewing lies into children's heads about their obviously hopeless futures...that really takes a special kind of evil, you know?”
“GET OFF HIM!!” Eden screamed, transforming her body into a shining ball of orange psynergy and flying towards Grayson like a torpedo.
“Thank you...dear.” Grayson caught the ball with both hands like a basketball, smirking as Eden was forced to return to her original form, his hands moving around her body and trapping her within his clutches. “You know, you're the only reason I came to this sad excuse for a hideout.”
“LET ME--” Eden began to scream, only to have Grayson squeeze his arm around her neck, choking her and crushing her windpipe painfully against the back of her neck.
“Grayson...how can you do such horrible things?” Edgar stood up, looking at the pitiful bodies of Vance and Eden as they lay at the mercy of the demon. “Don't you...don't you even feel the slightest bit of remorse after you deal such pain into people?”
“Remorse?” Grayson spoke as if it was in another language. “I feel nothing. To me, this is just a necessary step in my walk of life. If people are hurt, that means nothing to me – it doesn't affect me in the very least, just as long as I am benefiting in some way. Still though, these fights and murders are becoming rather monotonous – that's why I try to spice it up whenever I can by torturing these disgusting wastes in amusing fashions.”
The Snake slammed his foot onto Vance again, causing the young Albavitrean to let out a bloodcurdling scream of unbearable agony. “Isn't that right, trash?!” he shouted. “Is this painful to you? Is it? Guess what...you're going to die right here, and there's nothing you can do about it!”
“You...” Edgar's knees buckled in fright. “There's no doubt...you must be...the devil incarnate!”
“Awww, is wittle Egger ascared of the devil?” Grayson mocked him. “The devil is a weakling. If he ever has a bone to pick with me, I'll slice him into unrecognizable pieces. Same with that ridiculous 'God' of yours. Do you understand, Edgar?! They mean nothing to me!!”
There has to be something...Edgar thought frantically. Some way I can save these children! Victoria was...Victoria was counting on me!!
“Grayson!!” Edgar dove across the table, trying his hardest to aim for his arms and let Eden free. “I won't let you do this!”
“Yes you will.” Grayson said calmly, raising his hand and shooting a small, baseball-size blast of psynergy out towards Edgar. The ball caught the man in the chest, suddenly exploding in a brilliant flash and ripping the man's body to pieces. “No one can stop me. When will you realize that simple fact?”
I'm not going to be as reckless as that fool...Madeleine watched carefully from the ceiling, noticing how futile Edgar's attack had been. Undoubtedly, if I were to transform now...Grayson would kill me on the spot. If he doesn't do any more damage to you, Vance...there may be a chance I can save you. That man is so unpredictable, though...believe me, if there was anything I could do right now, I would, without a second thought. I respect you, Vance...and maybe, if we somehow survive this, I will one day gather up the courage to say it to your face.
Grayson stepped backwards and looked down at the devastated Albavitrean, blood spilling from his body onto the tan brown floor. “Pathetic. Your mother must be crying tears of sorrow, Vance! She's so disappointed in her son, who turned out completely useless to her as he bleeds to death on the floor. How tragic.”
The Snake turned to the door then, Eden stuffed like a package under one arm, the Clock grasped firmly in his free hand. He squeezed his arm tightly around her neck, lightly suffocating her as he made his way out the door.
He won't kill me...Eden realized. He needs me! But even so...I can't escape from him!! My body won't move. Am I frozen in fear? Or...has he paralyzed me in a completely different way?
Vance pulled his head from the pool of blood exploding from his body, barely able to hold it up for a second before it fell back down. He watched Grayson disappear through the door to Edgar's hut, whistling jovially as he carried Eden farther and farther away.
No...Vance breathed heavily, feeling his life slip away as Grayson's figure became nothing more than a silhouette on the darkened horizon. This can't be...this can't be possible. How could we have come all this way...how could we have come so far, just to be beaten so easily like this?! All the pain and suffering we've gone through...was it all for nothing? Could all our dreams...all the aspirations we've worked for really been that futile?! I don't want to accept it...I can't accept it!! I'll save you, Eden...I'll bring you back. If only...if only this damn body of mine would move!! If only...if only I had been stronger, Eden. I wouldn't have...I wouldn't have failed you like this, just when you needed me most!
“DAMMIT!!” Vance screamed, blood spurting from his mouth as his life began to slip away from him. “I'm so...so useless...”
“No...you are not...” a wispy, dream-like voice replied, just after Vance had slipped into unconscious, moments away from death. “I'm sorry, Vance. I could not do it on my own, either...so if you are useless, then that means I am so as well.”
But Vance was far away, unable to hear the words of his protector. His soul was finally beginning to separate from his body, and within minutes, he would fall from the plane of mortality for good.
“It's not over, though...” the phantom continued, kneeling down and placing his own tired body beside the teenager's. “We'll get her back. Her, as well. And with both of them, finally back by our sides...protecting the two which we swore to defend...we will put an end to this, Vance...you and I.”