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Red whorls ran thick in the river. Its once azure blue water was now marred with chaos, a deep shade of gray with specks of red littering it like unhealthy pollutants. By some estimates, that was exactly what the blood was.

The Suns, much like the morale on the meadow—which was neither green nor populated by any plants—was sinking. Even now, those who stood knee-deep in the river did so out of necessity. There were bodies to be pulled out of the water, weapons and other necessaries on the dead or dying to be salvaged. It was, after all, a battlefield; and human life was cheaper than the armor they adorned, or the nutrition bars they had on their person. With the collapse of society came, inevitably, as if sprung forth too by the predeceasing society, the collapse of morality and courtesy. Now, they were replaced by whatever shape need existed in at the moment; never the same, always changing, growing and evolving, much like the history of a planet that had breathed its last ages ago and now awaited its own death.

In the distance stood a large machine, its head hung low in prayer or defeat, best left to the interpretation of the witnesses. Strange black and purple smoke rose from it, acrid and humorless, staining the already dull environ with its existence. It smelled of burning plastic—the disease that had overcome civilization and rendered its other creations useless.

The withdrawing specks of sunlight still lingered around when Kalo heard a shout that tore through the sky, and, when he finally comprehended the meaning, his heart.

“The Prophet is dead!”

For several seconds, Kalo’s legs turned liquid and he felt his throat became a desert with no possibility of an oasis in its midst. His mind went numb and he found himself praying to all the gods he had remembered the names of in the High Monastery at Kelmwood: Lor, King of High Seas, Morith, Mother of Seeds, Braka, Serpent of the High Hills, Gilli’a, First Father of Seasons and the latest addition to the accursed collection, Frein, Lord of Commerce. He prayed that what he heard was not true, or that what he had heard was a figment of his collapsing imagination; even that what had been said was but a jest, and there was no truth nor seriousness to the words so carelessly spoken at such a time.

His prayers were futile, and his hopes laid as barren as the land around him. His worst fears were confirmed by the sloshing and splashing of the water as waves of recruits rushed out of the river and ran towards the sound with their hearts beating loudly in their chest—barely, slightly and questionably. Their faces, young yet, carried their horrors; they plainly represented what each of them felt, and on full display, much to Kalo’s dismay, was the hopelessness that had taken root in everyone’s heart, promising to make rotten their beliefs in the promises of the Prophet.

Kalo rushed towards the sound as well. He did not know who had spoken, for in all the commotion the origin was lost. But what did it matter where the truth came from? The words mattered more than the speaker, and there was no questioning the truth. There was only acceptance or denial, the former a virtue and the latter a error.

He pushed his fellow compatriots and made it to the front of the crowd.

His stomach fell when he laid his eyes on the body laying on the ground before him. Wreathed in black were the ashes of a promise, the burden that remains after the weight is lifted: a stamp, a message, a memory. It was unmistakeably the Prophet, dragged out from what appeared to be somewhere downstream, where the blood was thicker and the water murkier; this was reflected on her once bright, blonde hair which was now plastered to her face in hues of brown. Her eyes, the red orbs which had first mesmerized him, and since then had, each time, made of him both a fool and an avid follower, were now staring at no one and nothing in particular. Instead, they stared ahead, to a future he could not see, and one which she was no longer able to control, predict or even prepare for. Her brown, withered clothes—not regal, nor opulent, but the practical ones of a working woman, who toiled just as much as everyone else—clung to her body, as if in a last ditch effort to cover her from whatever shame the water had wrestled out of her, making of her an example of the consequences.
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“We’re doomed,” rose a small wail from behind Kalo, and before he could speak more murmurs and sobs joined in. In a span of seconds there was a chorus of despair among them. Kalo found it hard to think, to breathe. His thoughts, previously racing, turned to ice in his mind. He saw sorrow taking hold of everyone’s heart, their faces, otherwise resplendent and bright, illustrated the sadness hanging heavy within them, and he felt it plaguing his heart too. How could it not—the reason for the battle, their unifying cause had left them without fulfilling her promises. Were the plague permitted to fester longer, it would spread to the darkest crevasses of their hearts, and with it, their beliefs. The very thing that had brought them together into this miasma of horror, this battlefield, rather, this killing field; and soon it won’t just the Prophet’s death that they would be mourning but the death of all that had driven them into the open, to explore the wilderness and carve out a sliver of sustainable land for themselves.

Riska knelt beside the Prophet’s body. She had been the one to find it and her face was troubled, shock writ plain across it. Kalo shuddered to think what thoughts she wrestled with behind her visage. Her golden hair was wet and seemed brown, no doubt it had blood and mud in it from the river. Her pale green eyes were reservoirs holding back tears. She was, after all, one of the oldest recruits, and so was somewhat similarly burdened as Kalo himself. She could not falter, could not show her disbelief or her fear, lest the rest fall onto her like vultures. Belief, Kalo noted, was a most strange thing: until it is tested, no one questions it, no one seeks a clarification, and it holds people together, for a cause or against it, without fail.

“Wh-hat now,” someone whimpered, echoing the thoughts of all, even Kalo. He looked around and saw that most of his companions were in tears, and the remaining were on the verge. The dam that had held their hopelessness, their despair, had since broken and now promised to overflow the valley of their conscience and their thoughts; fertile as it was, as it had been for the Prophet’s message, would now be the perfect seeding ground for a different promise: one of bitter truths about the failure of their race, and the assurances of chaos and destruction. All around him, Kalo saw tears streaming down dirty cheeks and silent cries for help filling the air—he saw, with his own eyes, the shattering of the Prophet’s aura, the glaze which had been the veil of hope was now torn, and in its place was the simple rotten reality of the world around them. 

And it was the worst of all realities.

The Prophet’s message had been clear: taking the world back from the Red Cabal—which had plundered the lands for profit and had consumed with avarice and rapacious greed all that was on it, and in it, until there was nothing left—and in doing so, restoring it to the former glory of cooler sunshine, and brighter days where the Suns did not promise to boil and the wind smelled of pleasant fragrances. She had, true to her name, prophesied the return of mythical plants that would bloom everywhere and fill the surroundings with color and scent; cleaner water of beautiful shades of blue and green, and not the muddy brown and dark gray that they had all seen and were used to since their births. She had promised endless sources of energy for their devices, which did not harm their bodies, nor their environs, and she had given them the glad tidings of greener pastures and greener homes, with plentiful food and shelter for all, and the company of creatures who gave warm material for clothing and healthy drinks. She had told stories of all this and more, in her calm, somber voice, which resounded through the hearts of all the recruits; and their eyes had shone at the mercy of her words, at the gentleness of them, and of the grandeur of her promises.

Now, all of it seemed...fanciful. Too good to be true. Lies, stories and myths—tales to feed the children in the days of scarcity, where hope was the only remaining commodity, and fill them up with it as recompense
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