
  
    None of this can be real. There’s no way you’re on some alien rock with a black ocean and talking to a floating ethereal being from a candy box. It’s pure fiction! And so, you deem this is just an obscure sleep to laugh about later. You must be stressed, or you ate something wrong. Yeah, there must be some rational explanation for what you’re experiencing. The grocery store couldn’t have collapsed all around you. And so, you decide to slap yourself again, harder this time.


    Your palm hits your face, and the pain burns your skin, lasting several seconds.


    “What was that for?” Malpherities asks, still struggling to hold the orb.


    The ground shakes, giving you a sickening realization that this is not a dream at all.


    “We don’t have time for this! We have to find the fragments and break the loop,” Malpherities says.


    “This can’t be happening,” you mutter to yourself, stepping back to look at the whole cavern.


    Malpherities slams the orb into your chest, and you’re forced to grab it with both hands. The orb stabilizes, and your body tenses. The skin and flesh on your fingers melt, yet you feel no pain. The liquid-like flesh fuses into the orb, coating it entirely.


    Your vision brightens, so bright you can barely see the ocean behind Malpherities. His voice is distant, identical to the dream state you first heard it. “Nameless One, you must make a choice, navigate to find the fragments for you have the seeing eye. With any luck, this is our last.”


    Malpherities and the cavern are nowhere to be seen. There is whiteness all around as two swirling vortexes appear before you, with violet and blue clouds around the edges. In the centre of each space is pitch blackness. You keep melting as your consciousness descends to and from your hands, leaving the body behind. You and the orb are one and the same, moving towards the two portals.


    “Trust yourself and bring order to the fragments,” Malpherities says.


    The orb-you continues to move towards the swirls. It may not be your body, but you do feel control. Yes . . . you can navigate the direction of the orb into either portal. To what end remains a mystery. Malpherities chucked this orb into your hands before you could get a straight answer about why you’re here.


    Glimpses of landscapes phase inside these portals, morphing shapes and tones like the sky rip. The portal on the left shows a foggy forest deep within the mountains. There’s an abandoned school bus. You hear screaming. There’s an office cubical in the right portal with fleshy tubes running all along with the carpet flooring. Groans and cries echo as syringes appear, squirting translucent liquid.


    Trust yourself. Malpherities’s words replay in your mind. The orb naturally gravitates left. You can still control the sphere, giving you the command of where you go next.


    Make one of two choices:


    Embrace the orb and levitate towards the left portal.


    Seize control and levitate the orb towards the right portal.

  


  
    This whole scenario is a bad dream, but you decide to see what it is about. After all, it feels so real; you cannot do anything other than accept it as such.


    You say, “What do I need to do?”


    “Find the missing fragments and break the loop.”


    “What fragments? Loop?”


    Your answer is chucked aside as Malpherities slams the orb into you, forcing you to catch it. Upon your touch, you feel a humming pulse run through your body. It has an unmatched power that causes you to tense. Little do you realize that your fingers begin to fuse into the orb. By the time you notice, your arms and torso are melting into this strange shape.


    What? you think.


    There is no pain in this transformation. The body you once had is nowhere to be found as you and the orb hover as one. Even though it’s an electrifying command, you can feel a sense of control over the hovering sphere.


    The cavern, the black ocean, and Malpherities dissolve into a bright white similar to the grocery store. Out of nothingness, two swirls form in open space and expand with a black portal inside each.


    “Trust yourself and bring order to the fragments,” Malpherities says, his voice distant like the first time you heard him.


    Purple and palace blue clouds form around the edges of the black spaces, swirling inwards, sucking you and the orb in. You still have control and can move this orb left or right, depending on your desire.


    Inside the black void to your left, you spot wilderness, mountains, and an abandoned school bus. The faint screams of a girl are heard. There’s a cubical office space with tacky burgundy carpeting to your right. Mechanical and flesh-like tubes run along the floor into each cubical.


    The orb is being sucked into the left portal. Remember, you can navigate this new form of yours. Trust yourself. Malpherities’s words echo in your mind.


    Make one of two choices:


    Embrace the orb and levitate towards the left portal.


    Seize control and levitate the orb towards the right portal.

  


  
    You believe letting go the best option, and the orb gravitates into the left portal, hitting you with rapid acceleration and sucking you deep into this new world. The closer you get to the swirling vortex, you can feel the gentle touches from mountains' mist in the dark forests. You pass the purple and blue clouds surrounding the portal, getting a clearer look at the wilderness.


    You can sense, feel, and experience everything except that it isn't you . . . Your sense of the orb, of yourself, and everything you believe dissipates. Your thoughts are thrown aside as you're locked into a strange seat of observing.

  


  
    Your gut tells you to command the orb’s direction, and you seize control of it through sheer willpower. The orb is obedient, and you move towards the right portal. The swirling purple and blue shapes of the portal consume your entire view. They stretch, expanding into infinity as the distorted blips of the strange office environment takes over everything you see.


    The sense of you and the orb fade away. Your five senses are returning, except they aren’t familiar at all. They clearly belong to someone else. You have no control of these new senses or this new body and are simply observing while experiencing everything that isn’t you.

  


  
    You’re sprung from the backseat and into the captain’s chair. Every smell, touch, taste, sight, and sound return as your own. The white abyss with two portals is gone, and you’re in the dark cavern beside the black ocean waves moving up and down.


    The strange creature, Malpherities, is hovering beside you with his black and blue smoke dissipating to the ground. The tentacle-like hair floats effortlessly as the pure white eyes gaze at you.


    The sudden shock of senses causes you to gasp, and you drop the orb. The black ball hits the ground with the golden glitters moving in every direction. It rolls a couple paces away until it hits a rock, leaving it stationary.


    “What was that?” you ask.


    “An observing state,” Malpherities says in his haunting doubled voice.


    “Observing? I felt, thought, and experienced everything. I was that person!”


    “Haven’t we been through this in another life?”


    “You keep saying stuff like that. I have no idea.”


    “No, you don’t.”


    “Who was that? Those people, the . . . the creature it—”


    Malpherities cuts you off, saying, “Did you find any clues?”


    “What? What the hell is going on? I just lived the life of some kid in British Columbia.”


    “You are useless.”


    “And what are you doing? Just standing here? And what is this orb?”


    “Oh, I was with you. You just weren’t paying attention because you’re being a diva.”


    “Diva? Fuck you! I felt my wrists get punctured!”


    “You would. That’s what observing does. You live a full life belonging to another.”


    “Why would you chuck that orb into me? I don’t want to live through that.”


    “We need the fragments. We need to reassemble them in their right form to break the loop. Did you see any of these fragments in the observation?”


    “I don’t even know what I am looking for.”


    A tidal wave from the black ocean soars towards the entrance, splashing against the rocks and stalactites. The black droplets splatter everywhere. One of them lands on your back hand. It has an incredible oil-like texture.


    “Don’t get that in your eye.”


    “Why not?”


    “The orb is made of the same elements. The liquid will take you to new observation and witness anyone’s life from any point in time.”


    “As I just did? Witnessing someone’s life?”


    “Yes, which is why you felt like you were in the shotgun seat and not in control of what you experienced. Too much of the liquid will transport you entirely from here and into the new life forever.”


    “I don’t want that!”


    “Hmm, yes. I must manage my own expectations of you, Nameless One. I forget you are mortal and handle the observations with shock and fear because you are so stuck in your own body. It’s arrogant, really. You also don’t handle crossing realms well, passing from the mortal realm to here.”


    “And where is here?”


    “The Midway. It serves as a base for my kind, the ghouls, to break space-time and enter different worlds.”


    “To find these fragments?”


    “Ah, good guess. Fragments only matter now. Before, we used it to feed on death. Look, I’d love to give you a history lesson and everything. I truly would. This all feels bizarrely familiar to me. I’ll give you a summary to get your head in the game. The vortex just below the rip in the sky is known as Death’s Vortex. It is the resting bed for all souls.”


    “This Midway, is it the afterlife?”


    “In a sense, from your perspective, yes.”


    “Feeding on death, like the Grim Reaper?”


    Malpherities groans. “The parallels are uncanny. Now, you probably saw a couple of my colleagues phasing in and out of existence back up in the cavern. Unfortunately, the great rip in the sky is destroying all of reality. That includes the Midway, Dega’Mostikas’s Triangle, or Hell if you like to call it, the Heavenly Kingdoms, the mortal realm that you are from, and every other realm in existence. This includes Death’s Vortex, meaning every soul that ever lived will cease to be.”


    “And there are these fragments in these other people’s lives? From this orb?”


    “Yes.”


    “And I have to put them in order?”


    “Yes. It’s quite simple, really. Maybe you’ll get your memory back then too.”


    Malpherities’s words dawn on you; you really don’t recall anything about yourself. Your name, where you were beyond the grocery store, your parents, all of it is gone. You remember the old man, the NUT GRAPE Chewz box, the cartoon Malpherities, but nothing significant. How can that be?


    You want to say something or scream. Before you can, thundering cracks come from above, causing the entire cavern to shake. A massive stalactite snaps at its base and descends upon you and Malpherities. The ghoul snags the orb, grabbing you with him, and pushes you clear of the danger as the giant rock collides with the ground, shattering into hundreds of pieces.


    Dust flies everywhere while Malpherities’s shaking claws place the orb in your hand. He says, “Just like before. Now, Nameless One, hurry.”


    “What clues are we looking for to stop the rip?” you ask while the orb begins to fuse with your melting flesh. The humming energy from the object surges through your veins as your fingers and arms become goo, wrapping around the sphere.


    Malpherities and the cavern bloom into bright white as he says, “The rip has locked us in a time loop as it continues to expand, engulfing everything.”


    “We’re in a loop?” you ask. It’s the last thing you can say as the entire cavern dissipates to pure white. Two portals appear in the open. You and the orb meld into one and are sucked into the portals. Stormy clouds form around the edges of each one, separating the two portals and letting you glimpse into


    

    

    

    Make one of two choices:


    

    
  


  
    The man with the nail in his head morphs, shrinks and grows. The skin twists and turns while the concrete washes away.


    “The Midway is collapsing,” Malpherities says. His voice is distant and echoes. “Quickly, activate the portal!”


    Déjà vu . . .


    You have no time to think about the familiar sentence that the ghoul speaks as all senses return to you. The morphing of visuals stabilizes and becomes solid objects. The cavern is here, Malpherities is beside you holding the orb, and you can’t help but think that you’ve been here before.


    It angers you and you want it all to go away. You’re not convinced this is happening. There’s not a chance!


    Finish your thought.

  


  
    [image: Ash]


    Ash


    I hate dealing . . . I’ve been doing this since I was a little brat, and it’s way more work than the payoff. Every day we put our lives on the line in hopes to get a bump up the ranks and a sweet pay increase. I don’t have many options. In this new ‘organization,’ I’ve gotten the hint that the bosses aren’t gonna give us anything more substantial. We have a role to fill, and they aren’t interested in sharing the profits. Bosses need workers, and druggies need the product, and the ‘company’s’ pocket gets thicker.


    Let me tell you, when a new shipment comes in, it’s time to hustle. This particular shipment came in at around, like, two A.M.—fairly common. We usually don’t know what day or the time. Your phone will buzz, and you better stop whatever the hell you’re doing and get down there to get your piece of the goods. If you don’t, tough shit. The rest of the street-crew will take it and sell it. At times, they’ll despise you for it too. Other times they’re glad to take the cash. It depends on the drug, the amount, and everyone’s personal bills. The game is: sell the drugs fast so the bosses don’t expect you to front the cash. If you don’t move the product, or pay for what isn’t sold, say your goodbyes to your loved ones.


    I was half-tanked this specific evening, playing pool. My girl came and visited me at my crib, staying the night. She has no idea what I do. I like to keep it that way, way less headaches. Still, when you get a phone call at two A.M. after a drunken mattress tangle, she starts to raise an eyebrow. Maybe I’ll tell’r one day so she stops thinking I got a side piece.


    So, I sobered up, got dressed, remembering to tie on the white rag on my arm—bosses get pissed if we don’t show loyalty. What kind of name is Crystal Moths, anyways? The rag symbolizes a moth, I think. Whatever, it doesn’t matter. They’re the biggest players in the game and always have work, so I show up with the stupid rag. Most people would—and have—killed to be a member of the Crystal Moths. I don’t ever want to lose my gig, no matter how much I bitch about it.


    The drive over wasn’t long, and yes, I was still sobering up. Even though Toronto never sleeps, you can get to the docks from North York fast if you know the roads' ins and outs. I’m no fool and parked my car a few blocks away. I suppose if a police bust occurred, I’d be fucked. If I had the car closer, they would get the plate. That’s a minor detail. Eventually, I got to the docks to meet the rest of the Crystal Moths. Our direct boss, a couple of goons, and a higher-up that haven’t seen in a long time stood with six street crew members. I was the last to arrive, it seemed, just on time too.


    All of them had some representation of white clothing. Shirts, bandanas, suits, you name it. This higher-up, his name is Mastema, which I highly doubt is his real name. Seriously, think about what kind of name that is. I grew up in a hardcore religious family and remember a thing or two. If you didn’t, look it up.


    I know the street crew pretty well. We’re all hungry to feast ourselves onto whatever product there is. The boss has been stingy on the smack and coke, and that stuff sells for top buck. I know enough junkies who are dying to get their fix. Well, that all changed after this night.


    Junk and lines aren’t the only product on the market. Plus, this was just another job, another paycheck to me. Everyone has bills, and you have to fend for yourself. Not to mention I got to pay for my kid’s child support. Don’t get me started on his mom. Whatever she likes to say, my work is no different than some corporate sleaze climbing their way up to the top, squishing everyone they can. I’m just squishing junkies.


    Our boss was quiet, her hands cupped together, face still as stone. Like Mastema, she was wearing a full white blazer. What makes this pickup more interesting is that Mastema was there. I think the last time I saw the guy was when he recruited me. The Crystal Moths are stingy with who they hire, especially after that incident in Edmonton. It involved some hotshot vigilante and the exposure of our plugs in the police. Since then, Mastema personally screens everyone who is involved with the business.


    Mastema kept his eye on all of us. He always looks sharp, dressing in expensive suits, his long hair neatly combed and trimmed. His skin is so pasty, and his eyes are bright, they almost look white. Hell, the guy looks like a vampire if you ask me. I’d never say that to his face. There are stories of him gutting people that say the wrong thing. Not that I have witnessed it, but I prefer not to find out.


    He looked tense, fiddling with his golden rings, pacing back and forth. This isn’t like him at all. There’s no point in saying anything because no one talks until a boss talks. I would have loved a smoke too, ask the other street dealers how they were doing. We’re semi-close. I keep them at an arm’s reach, with my kid and all. Small chat wasn’t on the plate that evening.


    The warehouse doors were slightly open, where two other guys came out, wearing white dress shirts and holding crates. It must be from overseas or something. The two Crystal Moths dropped the wooden boxes in front of Mastema and took their place with the other goons. One of them was holding a crowbar. Mastema stopped in front of the crates.


    “We have something new,” he said in that creepy velvety voice he has.


    His words gripped my attention, and I forgot about the smoke.


    “In these two boxes, we have a particular product that is going to revolutionize our business.”


    A few of us exchanged glances, having no idea what the boss-man was getting at. I looked at our direct superior, whose gaze was on Mastema. He nodded at the man with the crowbar. The guy leaned onto a box and cracked it open, handing Mastema a black plastic vacuum-sealed bag.


    “This,” Mastema said. “Is the future. No one else has their hands on this product, except for us.”


    “What is it?” a street-crew gal—Sierra is her name—asked. Way bolder than I am, as I stayed silent during this whole thing.


    Mastema casually chucked the bag at her. “Crack it open and pass it to your colleagues. Understand that because we have exclusive access no one anywhere has tried it before. You will need to persuade our clients. Lace it. Taste it with them. Use any method you prefer, as long as you move it.”


    Sierra peeled the bag open, pulling out a palm-sized charcoal diamond chip. She passed the bag around as each street-crew member grabbed a piece. It was my turn, taking out one of these new drugs. The piece I grabbed was brittle along the edges, like it was about to flake off, but it had a leathery texture in the centre, like a leaf losing moisture or something. This was organic for sure.


    “It’s highly addictive, so be careful. However, I encourage you to familiarize yourself with our new product.”


    “What’s it do?” Sierra asked.


    A devilish grin painted on Mastema’s pale face. “It makes a Frisco Speedball look like child’s play.”


    Silence. We were all staring at these strange diamond-shaped drugs. I had never seen anything like it. The street-crew—including myself—had so many questions about it, but most of us were too afraid to ask. I heard of Frisco Speedballs before. I don’t know if the others had.


    “Some of you are so young,” Mastema sighed. It was a weird thing to say because the guy looks no older than me. But the way he talks, though . . . it's like he’s had past lives or something. I’m not spiritual anymore, but I’m just sayin’.


    “Ever shoot up a concoction of cocaine and heroin as you’re about to peak on a tab of LSD?” Mastema asked.


    Nothing from the crew.


    “It’s an exultant ride,” he said.


    You have to be really ballsy or fucked-up to want to do that. I haven’t, despite my background—hence the child support—and there was no way in hell I was going to try this . . . this . . .


    “Ash,” Mastema said. “It’s got the best of all and less of the downs. More cohesive, more addicting, and less burnout. We don’t know the long-term effects yet, but that’s why we’re selling, isn’t it? You grind it until it is a fine powder, self-explanatory. Snort it, smoke it, lick it, or whichever creative method works for you. The effects will vary.” Mastema grabbed another plastic bag and raised it. “This is a historic moment, and you have the honour of being a part of it.”


    One of the street-crews, Bari, sniffed the ash he held. It had no odor. “Where does it come from?”


    “Not for you to know,” Mastema said.


    “People are gonna ask, whadda we tell’em?” Bari asked.


    “Get creative. I don’t care,” Mastema said.


    After that, we chatted about prices and split the drugs within two crates. We were pioneers embarking on something no one has heard of. It was the last time I laid eyes on Mastema too. I’m sure he’s off handling the business, distributing this stuff to other crew members across North America.


    As you know, this ash stuff is taking the world by storm, and no one knows where it comes from. I still don’t know where they got it from or what the hell it is. Since that night, I just sell it. No way have I tried it. I’m clean now. My kid doesn’t need a deadbeat father. Most of the time, I grind it up to disguise it, which makes it just look like some charcoal or . . . ash.


    


    “Okay Chen, how much does it go for?” the silvery voice spoke.


    I say, “Well, a gram can be two-fifty. It depends on supply, and where the cops are at.” My voice reverbs in the darkness. The moment holds. “Look, I told you names, everything, we change our meetup spot every time.”


    The elegant hand slides the Glock off the splintered table and back into the dark, away from the open black bag. I can barely see the gal sitting behind the beaming light. Christ, the brightness is annoying, and these zap straps, she’s a real piece of work. Who ties them this tight? A droplet of blood falls from my nose and onto the unfinished table, soaking into it—a reminder of when she hit me in the face and put me here.


    She reaches for the black bag, exposing her pasty skin and the glimpses of her blonde hair. I still can’t see her damn face due to that light. The gal snags one of the diamonds and inspects it.


    “You said organic?” she asks. The ash is fresh enough that she can spin the diamond between her thumb and index finger.


    “Yeah,” I say.


    “A leaf?”


    “Well, I don’t know. It sure as hell isn’t made in a lab.”


    “It’s a scale,” she says.


    “A scale? Like a reptile?”


    “Yes, dumb shit. You can have them as pets. They are in the wild?”


    Belittling me . . . she thinks I’m a joke. I’m not. I’m a simple man because I choose to be for my kid. I say, “Okay, lady, why hasn’t the news said anything?”


    Her full coral lips smirk under the sharply cast shadow. She pulls on her hair in the dark, dragging the wig off. The real, darker, hair is a short sweaty mess as she drops the wig onto her lap and pushes the chain-linked light out of the way. Now I can see her whole face. A young gal, man, she can’t be much older than my baby sister. Mid-twenties. Her cold eyes and confidence say otherwise, like she’s seen shit.


    She speaks, “The news knows, but they’re all part of the game. Everyone is fabricating this bullshit fairy tale we live in. Give it time, and some leaks will find their way on the web.”


    I brush her words aside and ask, “You’re clearly not a cop. What do you want?”


    She leans forward, and I see a nasty bullet scar on her chest, under that tank top. “You street dealers have no idea how deep the Crystal Moths run.”


    Scar . . . independent studies. Mid-twenties, pasty gal. Yeah. No fuckin’ way. . . “Hey,” I say without thinking, eyes locked on the scar. “You’re that girl, aren’t you?”


    The gal sits back, letting go of the light. It swings like a pendulum, casting sharp contrasts on her now stone-cold face.


    “Yeah,” I say, now certain in my forthcoming claim. “You exposed the cops out west with the video. The Crystal Moth bust in Edmonton with that hashtag YEGman. The reporter kid with that website everyone goes to . . . Lola.”


    The gal chucks a burner phone on the table, standing up, and clicks the light off. “Cops are on their way,” she says, walking away.


    Her boots echo in the open space as I keep shouting, “Hey! hey!” hoping she’ll come back. That bitch! She doesn’t listen. Eventually, a door shuts, and I’m left alone in the dark to fantasize all the possible ways that Mastema is going to kill me.


    Fragment: U


    Awake from the observing state.
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    Aureate Rise


    My faith has never steered me dishonest as I obey the inner light that leads me. We all face trials of fire, testing our true nature. With guidance from above, we can walk through unscathed. Decades of focus are needed to harness the powers of the light. The Heavenly Kingdoms no longer bless mere mortals with their holy powers. Centuries ago, they once did, creating the Paladins of Zeal. A grave error, as man is incapable of handling such gifts while bound by sin.


    For humans to obtain a fraction of a paladin's strength, we must earn it through vigorous determination and discipline. Of course, the words of power will never reach the feats of the former. Paladins matched the angels. A mortal corrupted by sin with tainted powers of light is deadly. Thus, it be their eradication. True holy men burned their false teachings and brought the focus on the worship of the true God. A single paladin remains alive and has proven themselves in the new Kingdom of Zingalg. They do not fight our faith in God nor enforce their old ways. This paladin simply serves. Our new religious hierarchy controls the ability a priest can have, preventing another rise from the Paladins of Zeal. We vow silence with our words of power unless granted by a higher priest to speak, demonstrating the light.


    Not all remains perfect in our faith in God. I pray. My brothers of faith believe in the true God. I . . . Our sect did not stray from the truth. Others have, altering the words written of the Son, foolishly forming unholy cults. No . . . we stayed faithful to the Scriptures, never bending to the temptations of evil. I pray . . .


    High Priestess Imperia feeds our holy crusades not in the form of travel on steed but in the uncharted realms of our own psyches. Our mind, body, and spirit are intertwined into a unified harmony forming the holy triangle—naturally nearing the holism of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit reflected in his mighty creations. Perfectionism is all we can expect from our Lord. I pray. . .


    The High Priestess had never drifted us afar. The creation of the Aureate Rise was forged from her vision granted to her by God Himself. Need I reflect upon it again? She witnessed extraordinary heights for our spiritual intelligence if we learned to unify our three elements. Her blessed vision showed blackness all around . . . with a dim golden light guiding her closer to the truth, growing the more reinforced her faith was, until a glowing golden cross appeared with a hand in the centre and a thumb on each side—totalling six fingers—and an eye in the centre of the hand.


    Her vision has led us to forge the Aureate Rise taking refuge in Mount Kuzuchi, below its snowy peaks, where we have locked ourselves inside an old forgotten chapel. Deep isolation is required to venture into one's psyche and bridge the gap between the three elements. High Priestess Imperia has ordered us to descend to the basement, locking us down there. In dark solitude, we can champion our unity without the distraction of sin. Our determination is enforced by the Aureate Rise Shield, guarding the locked door to the surface.


    The High Priestess remains above, focusing on ancient literature and codices that the Aureate Rise Shield crusade for, hoping to gain more insight into the chasms of our souls. The Shield are no priests. They are clerics and are not disciplined in the light. My brothers and I report the discoveries we make about the connection of the mind, body, and spirit, speaking through the cracks of the locked stone door to the Shield, then they report to High Priestess Imperia.


    The mind is a terrible place. I pray. These thoughts—or trials—are purely my own. I once wished that it was evil entering my mind, tempting me . . . Now, I am not so sure. I pray . . . Perhaps the last letter I received from my old colleague, Dr. Alsroc, have fractured the barriers I have built around my fortitude. His message describes attempting to solve a brain disease known as Mental Damnation. This disease pierces the mind and sends them to Hell, where the unfortunate is ultimately consumed by the fallen souls, burning for eternity.


    I wish to dismiss Dr. Alsroc's letter! Yet, the words have raised concern that I cannot shun. The disease victims are depicted as crossing from our world and into the afterlife during their dreams, returning the next day with tainted visions of the unholy. Eerily enough, the Aureate Rise and our High Priestess are guiding us through the depths of our own mental states. We eat next to nothing, we sleep little, and pray for days on end. I feel weak—so hungry . . . thirsty. The trials . . . how many years have gone by? We have no muscles, our eyes are sensitive to light. Our hair has grown far past churchly formality.


    I ponder for hours, prayer after prayer, attempting to unravel what lies deep within myself. These heights that the High Priestess described seem to be a fool's dream. Are these visions from God? Or has she turned mad, bending to darkness, and enslaving us—and for what? This I do not know, and so I ponder. Are these more temptations of evil? Is this my own jealousy of what the High Priestess has created? There's reason to feel such ways. She's the higher rank, commanding us, and capable of far greater words of power than I. She’s not down here in the darkness.


    Dr. Alsroc's note has infected my mind, leaving me with uncertainty. I have my doubts about it merely being a brain disease. He described his last patient, Frenan Soulstone, as having similarities hauntingly foretold in an ancient book in High Priestess Imperia's study. Yes, I confess my actions of witnessing the surface, proving me disloyal to the Aureate Rise's mission. I pray . . . I ponder.


    I believed the holy light unlocked the basement door, as at the time I could not fathom any other reasoning for why it opened. None of my brethren noticed who were entranced in deep meditation. Atop of the stone stairwell, I could hear my name being called . . . Greth . . . Greth, come to the light. Perhaps it was a trial of fire that I ignored. Regardless, I believed it to be the holy light and crept up to the surface of the chapel. Fresh air filled my lungs, and the torchlights nearly blinded me.


    The light led me straight to High Priestess Imperia's study, where she was not present—possibly another miracle. My hand ran across the long black marble table. Papers scattered its surface. The first I noted were historical documents, stained with blood—of whose, I am uncertain—that accused the church of shifting to false prophets, straying humanity from the truth of the Creator—renamed to the one true God. The author claimed that the Paladins of Zeal knew the way before the Holy Book was rewritten.


    These archived documents accurately describe what all holy men fear in the back of their minds as their mouths remained silent. I am victim of this. The truth is not worth the loss of life, and God will guide his loyal followers to salvation. Seeing these archive notes with the naked eye changes this perspective. All I could think about was exposing High Priestess Imperia to the church.


    Further on the table were more papers that eventually took me to the far end where a large codex rested. It was the size of a small child. This massive tomb was open, letting me see the black pages and golden ink. These pages were so black that all light ceases to reflect on them. It was impossible to tell where a page ended and another began. I could touch it and move the page, feeling an unholy power channel into my veins.


    The book itself is bound by a stone exterior, and I can only imagine the codex's weight. If it weren't for the papers around this monolith, I would not know its name nor be able to read the contents inside. They were the High Priestess's notes, attempting to transcribe the ancient language. On the top sheet of her papers were the words: The Book of Consulo.


    The words in this codex are most unsettling. Its language is of unknown origin. With the transcription notes, I read some of the texts found within the pages. The Book of Consulo claims to have the power to undo all creationism—a great reset, one might say. In the wrong hands, and a small sliver of this book’s knowledge, it can be used for necromancy. If a mortal dies, it can revert it—an unholy monstrosity.


    The Book of Consulo and Dr. Alsroc's letter have crossover phrases that troubled me to my core. This Mental Damnation speaks of an afterlife, a place known as Dreadweave Pass, where the dead have been reanimated to serve a fallen god. Not the holy God, some other evil god known as the Weaver, who is locked in a prison within this realm. I believed it once nonsense until this book.


    Both the codex and the letter use phrases such as the Creator, Dega'Mostikas's Triangle, and the Truce of Passing. The transcriptions from the Book of Consulo never mention the Son of God or the Holy Spirit, nor God himself. Where could have the Aureate Rise Shield found such a book? The High Priestess must know of dark deeds at play.


    My view into this codex was brief, as the Shield had returned with more loot, and I could not be caught for such treason. I hastily escaped from the study and hurried to the basement. Unfortunately, the lack of food and muscles in my legs caused me to clumsily fall.


    The Aureate Rise Shield seized me. I began to pray for strength, knowing that torture and punishment were soon to follow for such disobedience. The Shield took me to High Priestess Imperia, beyond the study and into her private chamber made of black stone and marble. She knelt at the end of the chamber where a gold statue stood, shimmering in the torchlight. The sculpture was the same cross seen in her vision—with a two-thumbed hand and an eye in the centre. Except this torse-sized grey and pink hand was made of flesh. It was tied to the cross from the palmar region and above the eye. The fingers gracefully stretched and contracted, it was alive with mangled flesh dangling where the wrist should be.


    The High Priestess rose, turning, and approached me, with her long black-and-gold gown draping against the marble floor. Her stride was calm and expression unfazed by the fact that I have deliberately disobeyed our sect's purpose. I did not lose my gaze into her purple eyes. Beyond their surface, I could clearly see the drunkenness of power. At that moment, I lost faith. Not in the holy light, but in humanity. The documented truths exposing centuries of deceitful spitting, claiming to lead humanity out of the paladins’ tyranny, have shown me that we were all fools.


    High Priestess Imperia asked if I believed God guided me to the study so I could feast my eyes upon the historical documents and the Book of Consulo. I told her I believed the holy light did. She laughed at me; I was puzzled until she said she personally unlocked the door, wanting one whose faith was troubled to come forth and seek the truth behind the Aureate Rise. Through her mighty power, she transcribed words into my mind that tempted me to leave the basement.


    The High Priestess ordered the Aureate Rise Shield to murder me. In a flood of clarity, I finally understood what she was attempting to do. She wanted a body—and I fell into her plan. The church would not question a disloyal priest's death. Yes, then she would be free to do what she wished through the Book of Consulo and its necromancy.


    The Aureate Rise Shield drew their swords. I prayed to the light, calling upon holy powers that we deemed not speak. I broke my vow of silence and summoned a prayer of protection. The light effortlessly absorbed the failed strikes from the Shield's swords.


    I spoke more words of power—of truth—smiting the minds of the Aureate Rise Shield. They dropped their weapons, falling to the ground, locked in repent for their immoral actions. With one word, I could release them. I did not. Their minds ran around and around, reliving the sins they committed until their psyches collapsed under their own weight. Their limbs fell limp as blood seeped from the mouths, nostrils, and ears.


    The High Priestess's words of power, bent by the Book of Consulo, are enslaved and shattered my protection prayer. The fortitude shields I built crumpled, and her false smite smeared my thoughts. I attempted to speak a word of power to heal! High Priestess Imperia finished hers first and the unholy speech scorched my face, melting half of it away. My mind gave in, and blood oozed out of my remaining facial orifices. I, too, fell as the Aureate Rise Shield did. I wish that it ended there, and I was brought to the golden gates of the Heavenly Kingdoms to meet God. That was untrue. The Book of Consulo is more real than I could have ever dreamed.


    High Priestess Imperia leaned over my dying body as the last breath of air left my lungs. My soul began to rise; I could see my body. She spoke words in an ancient tongue with pronunciations that I could not attempt to mimic myself. The power of the unholy book flowed through her vowels as liquid-like energy channeled out of her glowing fingertips and onto my corpse. The black-and-gold stream defeated all worldly rules by hovering over my body like a snake about to feast. It seeped into my mouth, eyes, and ears, fueling the body with new blood.


    My soul was pulled back down, locking me into the dead flesh. I was alive again! My hands pushed me up from the cold marble—which I could barely feel. I rose, facing the High Priestess directly. I have never seen such a malevolent grin of joy spread across someone's face. I . . . I was living, yet, I wasn't. My heart failed to pump, and my cold skin was stiff. The blood is new. It’s thick and made of the black-and-gold energy. She repeated this process for the men I had killed, and they rose from the ground.


    High Priestess Imperia deemed us the first of her new order. I wish to resist. My soul is bound to hers, and her will is my action. The Book of Consulo has granted her powers meant for gods, not mortals. Her first command for us was to strangle the remaining priests. I was not in control of my hands as I squeezed the life out of each of my brethren, watching their helpless eyes beg for mercy. Those that fought back with words of power were eradicated with my own tainted words—infused with might from the Book of Consulo. Then, the High Priestess converted my brethren into the living dead, growing her army.


    I do not know what her end goal is, as she does not share it with anyone. She obsessively studies The Book of Consulo as we await her command at the gate of the church, under the pouring rain. We do not eat, we do not sleep, and we do not tire. The words she'd learned from that unholy codex has converted us into a horror that only a warrior of light can destroy. Hope is never lost, as light always guides us, and we simple priests may have fallen victim to treachery, but there is truth. I still believe the light led me to witness the Book of Consulo, not High Priestess Imperia. In time, no secrets stay buried forever, and she will face judgement from God for her sins. That, is what I pray.


    Awake from the observing state.
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    Archean II


    Dear child,


    Humanity's stubbornness has allowed us to thrive beyond our primal counterparts. Colonizing a new world is by no means an easy task. Especially when we consider the Harvesters—gene freaks—that prey on Earthlings. They were once us. At the time of this letter, those behemoths pick us off like cattle to understand their own lost lineage. It's nauseating. We can only wonder what the old world must have been like before the gene editing split humanity. Time has a funny way of erasing history—with war. Understanding the details of how our people were divided seems more unlikely than ever now that we are so far from home on this new exoplanet.


    My fellow crew members and I were on the seventh expedition to leave Earth, EX-7006 to be exact. We captured a number of the Harvesters' superior technology, bypassing their self-destruct systems. Humans are crafty. We've adjusted their ships to obey our command, letting us fly far beyond the solar system. I often think about home, where the remainder of humanity is struggling to survive from the Harvesters. It's impossible to know how the previous six expeditions went, as we cannot communicate with Earth anymore. Our crew operates as if we're the last of humanity, for the better of our species.


    The exoplanet is named Archean II, as this planet is so young. There's much to explore, despite being smaller than Earth. We've seen fungus and other bacterial life growing around the waters. The rest of the environment is rocky, volcanic, or cold, depending on which part of the planet you are on.


    Life has a cruel way of throwing a wrench into something good. Just look at what is being described on this paper. Our crew encountered some hostile radiation or creature during our travel to Archean II. This thing clung onto our ship, like some kind of spider web, as we entered hibernation, wrapping the ship in its embrace. We escaped, not without casualties. Now, Captain Ross, Lydia—who serves second in command—and I are left.


    That damn green hue . . . I swear it was alive. A part of it attempted to follow our escape pods as we descended onto the planet. Something about the atmosphere caused it to dissolve as we entered the new world. We had never been so relieved in our lives as we opened the pod’s hatch to see such vibrant red and orange colours in the sky and to inhale the rich air.


    Earth is shrouded in ash, radiation, and violent storm clouds that block out the sun. Apparently, centuries ago, the war of humanity destroyed the planet, altering the weather drastically. I've seen pictures of the old-world Earth from our digital archives. The planet was a beautiful blue and green. Still, it is nothing like Archean II's two atmospheric purple moons and the orbiting twin sister planet. Both Archean II and its sister are far smaller than Earth, even smaller than Mars.


    This world is certainly foreign to us with the red dwarf star and slightly lighter gravity, but we’re adjusting. We believe it takes about sixteen Earth hours to complete a day and approximately one-hundred-and-fifty Earth days to finish its yearly rotation. None of us are astronomers, but we have measuring tools from the supplies we brought down with us. Our estimation is a safe bet.


    We'd like to visit Archean II's sister planet. Realistically we cannot, as the spaceship was manually set to self-destruct during our descent, preventing any chance of the Harvesters tracking us. Just because we knew how to reverse engineer their ships doesn't mean that there aren’t more layers to their tech.


    Harvesters are smarter than us, faster, and more robust. They always have one more trick up their sleeve, and we aren't taking any chances. I wouldn't put it past them to have some tracking system in their ships as a fallback. Yet, time continues on, and we have never seen any sighting of a Harvester. There’s plenty of people back on Earth still, and our new planet is far, far away.


    We've been here for over two Archean II years. A life of agriculture has a way of humbling you. Let's not forget humanity's future resting on your shoulders makes you reflect upon everything you've ever done. I've never had so much physical labour in my life. The tools we have help, but we can't rely on them forever. There are no backups, no repair supplies, and how long can the energy engines last? We barely understand how the Harvesters made these self-sustaining batteries work.


    The four computers are protected in the main hall, archiving as much as we can. Personally, I'm uncertain about the lifespan of these machines—hence writing this message on paper. Paper! Our settlement is made of military tents—clearly not a long-lasting solution. We're learning to break down rock with fungus to fabricate concrete, but it is no easy task to forge bricks.


    At the time of this message, Captain Ross and Lydia expect a baby in our new colony. I reflect on what my role is going to be. Our population will be small for many generations. The three of us have discussed expanding our people's chances of survival by conceiving more children with Lydia and me. This strategy will strengthen the human gene pool with two family trees. We'll focus on the second family lineage after Lydia births her first child with Ross.


    Truthfully, I cannot believe we are having these cold, scientific conversations. Life on the run, back home, from the Harvesters, is all we knew. War, anger, fear, hate, violence, aggression, and primeval are everything we understand. Archean II gives us new hope to focus on nurture.


    Unfortunately, on Earth, we never discussed strategic procreation to save our species. The topic had come up once during our mission briefing before we left the planet. It was okay then, as we had many crew members. I was fond of my crewmate Zoe before that damn green hue took her life. She was certainly someone I would have liked to have as a permanent partner on any settlement. It’s just another wrench thrown by life. I still think about her.


    In the back of my mind, I know we are humans. We dare the unknown; we are versatile; we adapt to our environment; the human spirit will live on. We are the founding parents of Archean II. Hope is alive and well in all three of us. Very few of our supplies were damaged during our landing. We continue to plant crops, preparing for the third season. My only sorrow for Archean II is that I will not live to see it thrive due to inevitable old age.


    Writing with charcoal on what little paper we have is not ideal, but this personal letter will serve as the first physical historical document of our time here on Archean II. Again, who knows how long those computers will last. May you preserve these words and cherish them as humanity enters its new era.


    I will show the newborn the location of this document when they are old enough. It resides here, higher from the ocean shores, just before the snow begins on the mountain. Here, in this cave, where I had first found those two chrome marbles almost two years ago.


    There’s a pattern of twos on Archean II . . . and I wish we had answers, but neither I, nor Ross, nor Lydia have any conclusion to what these two chrome marbles are. They appear harmless, as nothing has occurred when we brought them back to camp for inspection. There was nothing else in the cave either. Ultimately, we returned the marbles to the cave beside this letter, respecting their origins.


    Whether it is life on this planet or simply a past visitor, we know these chrome spheres are no natural formation and we are not alone in the universe. When the newborn is old enough, they will pass down this message to all of you for future generations. It is what humanity has done since the dawn of time ever since we left the trees, further distorting our origins.


    From your loving founding parents:


    Alan McLeod, Ross Nesheim, and Lydia Ocano.


    Awake from the observing state.
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