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CHAPTER 1

	Strafe

	 

	 

	 

	It's been a year since I returned to Earth. So much had changed. The Geo-political climate had gotten, uncomfortable to say the least. Something had the militaries around the globe on high-alert. I felt our battle might not be over. Personally, every day is a struggle. A struggle to keep my family alive. It's been a lot to take in.

	In the blink of an eye, I crossed through the portal with Zixin, Yessa and the three Whitecloud pups, which transported us back to the cave I found the God Blade. Flickers of light from the sword's orb caught my attention before it went translucent. It was as if the soul of the weapon faded away, leaving only a skeleton. The tattoos that identified us three as Guardians changed to dull scar-tissue, no longer with any vibrant color. Our power, gone.

	The horrors of war can haunt a person for years after the last bullet is fired. Same way with words. Zixin lived in a nightmare his whole life, and now that it was over, his body and mind weren't handling it well.

	A few days passed since we got back to Earth. My brother worried me. He drifted in and out of day-dreams; he had trouble concentrating. When we offered him food, he didn't eat much. Often times I would see him curled up in a ball, shivering and sweating heavily. If there was a loud noise or something startling, it agitated him easily. Whenever there was a crowd, he withdrew from interacting with anyone. Something hurt inside him. There was deep mental trauma that needed to be addressed. 

	We had to take him somewhere off the grid. The decision was to hide on my tribe's reservation in Minnesota. It'd be far away from the eyes and ears of Federation informants.

	 

	 

	In about five days we made it across the country via train.

	It was good to have the Whitecloud puppies with us. They were the one bright spot we had going for us at the moment. As we made it to St. Paul, we all got in a taxi. We rode north while enjoying the green grass and cool fall weather. Unlike California's golden hills and warm ocean breeze for sure.

	The change was nice.

	Finally, we got to the Sky Water reservation near Bemidji. Upon arrival, we were greeted warmly. Even though Yessa was not Native American, they welcomed their new visitor in the traditional way, with gifts. We were given a trailer to sleep in and food to eat. An ancient custom, asking for nothing in return. An Indian gift.

	Once we settled, she began to research the Federation and gained insight into the company's goals and reach around the globe. Their power and influence shocked us.

	“Strafe, check this out,” Yessa said pointing at the computer screen.

	With a blanket in hand, I walked over and draped it on Zixin as he slept on the couch, then turned to her “What is it?”

	“I can't believe how many incidents the Federation has been involved with this past year. They had their hand in almost everything. Politics, economy, the web, and government. They're like a virus, spreading and gaining footholds in everything that runs the world,” she shook her head in disbelief.

	I put my hand on her shoulder, “When we figure out who we can trust, we will expose them. Their crimes will not go unanswered. But for now, I need to make sure my brother is healed. He tosses and turns in his sleep and I can tell the psychological damage he incurred has taken a toll on him.”

	Turning my head towards Zixin, Yessa put her hand on mine, “This is what you were fighting for, what we all were fighting for. You saved him.”

	One of the pups had become smitten to me. He loved to be held like a baby in my arms. I named him Goliath. Soon they would be bigger than we were, so we needed to enjoy their infancy.

	Holding Goliath and bouncing him gently, I said, “Thanks, Yessa. I'm glad you're with us.”

	She smiled and hugged her pup, which she named Esper, short for Esperanza. It meant “hope” in Spanish. Esper loved getting pet and kissed Yessa's cheek. Their bond was strong. The third pup didn't have a name yet. Zixin didn't give him one. He tried to get close to Zixin, but would usually get ignored or pushed away gently. 

	 

	 

	Sometimes at night I would hold Brutus's collar and rub my fingers over it. His death was still so fresh. While I was looking out the window one night, Yessa caressed my back.

	“He'll always be with you,” she consoled.

	“You're right, it's so hard to accept he's gone. I miss him so much,” I said.

	Suddenly, Zixin awoke in screams and he jumped off the couch. I rushed over to comfort him. “Zixin! Zixin, it's alright! It's just a dream!” 

	“Ahhhh, these damn nightmares! I can't even take a nap without getting one,” he mumbled between breaths.

	“It's not your fault what happened to you, for all those years. It was... you're safe now. Nobody will hurt you here,” I almost said Barzakh, but remembered Zixin's reaction when I did last time. Even mentioning the demon's name brought trauma. Every time he heard the name “Barzakh,” he wanted to cut more of the flesh off his severed arm. His paranoia convinced him at times that the demon might still be inside his body.

	Once we calmed him down, I stepped outside with Yessa and the Whiteclouds to get some fresh air. The leaves were beginning to turn colors and the wind was cooler every day. Variety was my spice of life, but she didn't care for cold weather. Living in California can spoil a person.

	“What are we gonna do Strafe? A professional needs to look at him. These reactions are only getting worse,” Yessa said.

	“Maybe there's someone here on the reservation that can help,” I concluded.

	“How long are we going to be here? While we wait, the Federation is gaining power. I can't sit by idly by while that happens.”

	“I know Yessa,” I stroked her face, “I want to stop them too. Tiras told me, before I left him behind in that prison cell in Yuwheria, that they have my mother in Europe somewhere. We have to be extremely cautious moving forward because if he knew that, then he probably was communicating with his people back here on Earth somehow. They would no doubt catch us if we're reckless. I can't imagine what they might do to my mom.”

	“You're right.”

	Letting the pups play in the yard, I prepared dinner. My brother was on my mind 24/7. I noticed that he was cutting himself as small scars on his legs and arm began to appear. Dots of blood coagulating over them provided the evidence of his actions.

	 

	 

	The next day, the three of us walked over to the Chief 's house to introduce ourselves. After knocking on his door, the Chief welcomed us inside with a big smile. Written on a wooden block on his desk read 'David “Blackrock” Walker.'

	He stood over 6 feet high and was a middle-aged man who had many wrinkles. Like a cowboy, he wore jeans and a jean jacket but also many Native American beads around his neck. His long flowing black hair was braided. As Chief, he was responsible for the care of over 40,000 people on the Sky Water reservation. Our audience had been one he requested himself.

	His office was decorated with beautifully carved wooden eagles, bears, and other animals of northern Minnesota. The carpet on the ground showcased a red eagle along with horses and a lush forest alongside a flowing stream. The smell of freshly smoked tobacco emanating from a pipe gave the room a welcoming feeling; tobacco was shared among the Sky Water Tribe to signify unity and peace. Walker sat in his chair and took a few puffs from the pipe. 

	“Hello, my friends, welcome to Sky Water land. Please take a seat,” Walker motioned to three leather chairs by his desk.

	“Thank you,” Yessa said.

	Sitting down in front of Mr. Walker, Zixin's eyes lighted up for the first time since we got back. He loved all the Native America memorabilia.

	“You like this stuff huh son?” Walker asked.

	“Yes, it is very calming, I like being here,” Zixin said while avoiding eye contact. Seemed he was a bit shy.

	Honestly, it was the first time he looked alive.

	“Well good! They have been passed down in our tribe for many generations. Helps me remember what I'm fighting for,” he grinned before turning to us, “So, what brings you to our land?”

	We explained as best we could what had taken place on Eternia. Everything from the cave, the Federation, the Slates, to Guardian, from both of our sides. Walker listened intently to our story.

	Afterward, we continued the discussion.

	“So, you're telling me that your mother is in danger and you're afraid you'd be hunted unless you stay here?” Chief asked.

	“Yes sir, we didn't know where to turn to. That's why we came here, to ask for your protection and to help us find her,” I explained.

	“My parents might be too, I never got a chance to tell them I was safe,” Yessa added.

	“Before you got here, I had our people look into your backgrounds,” Chief said out as he turned his monitor, “It seems as though your mom and dad were very involved in search efforts for you Yessa.”

	Pulling a newspaper from inside his desk, he showed an article from the New Santa Barbara Times that explained how Yessa's parents organized a city-wide hunt for her. Although they never found her, they pin-pointed back the Federation's involvement and went after them. They both went missing three months ago.

	“Where are my parents?!” she shrieked as she brought a hand to her mouth.

	“Taken,” Zixin whispered as he rocked back and forth.

	“Damnit, just like ours,” I said as I pounded the desk.

	“Be calm child, for the moment there is nothing you can do. What I recommend is that you meet with our lawyers and go about pursuing the Federation LEGALLY,” Chief emphasized, “Any other way and you will end up missing too.”

	“I can't just sit here and wait. I was taken. I was victimized. That's not gonna happen to them because of me,” Yessa stormed out of the office. 

	It was best to let her go.

	“Zixin, do you mind giving the Chief and me a moment?” I asked. 

	“Give you a moment, give you a moment,” Zixin murmured as he walked outside. He brushed his hand across every Native artifact he could on his way outside.

	 “Poor man,” Walker shook his head while taking a puff from his pipe.

	“Yes,” I put my head down, “I'm afraid he's in much worse condition than I thought. Is there a doctor here he can see? Someone who can help treat him?”

	“We have a licensed psychologist that works with the reservationist here. Unfortunately, there are many people that have problems with mental health that keeps our doctor busy. Our job is to take out the stigma of talking about it. Damn shame, but she does amazing work. I'll make sure Zixin sees her as much as she's available. He seemed pretty intrigued by our culture. Maybe you can start there,” Walker advised.

	“I'm interested in learning more myself. Yessa is anxious, understandably. Undeserving of this,” I said.

	“You may find peace here, from the Federation and the world... but you will never find your mother if you do nothing. I pray our ancestors to speak their wisdom to you through the wind. Please let me know if you need anything,” Chief said as he followed me out. As I opened the door, he handed me a beaded wooden necklace. Bright colored beads of different hues blended nicely together. There were tiny leaves carved into the wood.

	“Thank you, for everything.”

	Walker gave me a strong handshake and hug; afterward, I exited outside. Sitting on the porch wearing an old Native Poncho that he found, Zixin looked out into the distance. It had a design of an eagle in bright colors.

	“Keep it brother, it suits you,” Walker complemented.

	He smiled; the first time I'd ever seen him do that. We walked back with the Whitecloud pups to the trailer. After we ate dinner, it was time to go to sleep. 

	 

	 

	In the morning, the sun creeped in through the blinds and danced on my eyelids to wake me up. Walking out to the kitchen area, I found Yessa was on the computer. Dark lines around her eyes gave away she'd been up for most of the night. As I stretched and got out of the bed, I went over to her and gave her a hug. 

	“Find anything?” I asked.

	“No, but I think I found some people who can,” she said. On the screen was on a recruiting website for the military. It read, 

	“JOIN THE SPACE FORCE AND REACH FOR THE STARS.”

	“Space Force? Didn't you say you had enough of those people?” I said.

	“They have eyes all over Strafe. There's no place the Federation can hide from them,” Yessa told me.

	“How is the Space Force going to help us find those bastards and our family?” I asked her.

	“I've been researching them and they have the ability to travel anywhere in the world in thirty minutes via Space Suits. They control all the space assets of the U.S. Government and we can use them to locate whatever we want,” Yessa stated.

	“I don't think they're just going to cater to your agenda Yessa, they aren't hiring people for that,” I informed her.

	She signed and rubbed her eyes before looking back to me, “And what? Just sit here and do nothing? Strafe, I don't like it here. I... can't stay,” 

	“Zixin is in no condition to be moving around constantly, let alone fight against a group of crazy zealots. He needs time to heal, and this is the safest place,” I responded.

	She looked at me with a frown and said, “I leave for officer training tomorrow...”

	The news shocked me to the point I almost lost my balance. “WHAT? How come you didn't discuss this with me? Yessa, you are my ONLY ally besides our pups and Zixin. And I... don't want to lose you again.”

	A tear fell down her cheek. I went to console her but she put her hand up to stop me, “Strafe, you need to do what's in the best interest for you and your brother. I need to what's best for me and my family,” Yessa insisted.

	“I thought we were in this together? I'm... I'm sorry I got you involved in this. I'm sorry for everything. But when we went through that hell on Eternia, fighting that war, I was doing it to save you. There are other ways of going after them,” I was explaining before she cut me off with watering eyes,

	“Strafe, I ask you take care of Esper while I'm gone. It will be hard for her to be without me, I already know. If you love me, you will let me do this.”

	I dropped my head into my hands. My heart ached at the thought of losing Yessa. She meant so much to me; my mind was in a panic. I tried to think of anything I could say to stop her decision. “I don't wanna lose you,” my eyes watered when I looked back at her. 

	 Her lips curled and she had to fight back from sobbing, but gently shook her head “no.” Giving into her decision, I let out a sigh, wiped my tears, and slowly sat in my chair. “If this is what you want, I won't stop you. I will be here until Zixin is cured. I promise to take care of Esper for you,” I sniffled. 

	“It's not your fault Strafe. When I find my parents, I will come back to you. I swear it,” she said.

	Walking over to me, she wrapped her arms around my shoulders. We embraced for a long time. There was no way to know how long she'd be gone. 

	“Yessa,” I said, wiping a tear.

	She grabbed my hand.

	“If you find my mom, let me know.”

	Yessa nodded. We had slept in the same bed the past few nights, but she slept on the couch that night. The next day would be hard for everyone.

	 

	 

	Waking up at sunrise, I found an empty couch with Esper sleeping at the foot of it. Zixin was looking out the window while scratching the scarred skin of his left armpit. Losing his arm didn't seem to affect him much, but he had trouble performing basic tasks like tying his shoes. Chief fixed this by giving him some moccasins to wear. One had an eagle stitched on the top, the other a bear.

	I walked around looking for Yessa but she was nowhere to be seen. There was a note near the microwave,

	 

	Sorry to leave without saying goodbye. Please know that this is something I have to do on my own. Guard our family. I love you Strafe.

	 

	XoXo

	Yessa.

	


CHAPTER 2

	Strafe

	 

	 

	 

	She didn't even let us say goodbye. Esper woke up and ran around searching for Yessa, but couldn't find her. It broke my heart. She cried in her puppy voice throughout the morning. I picked her up and comforted her, “It's okay baby, it's okay. We'll see her again.”

	Now I was by myself, to look after our pups, as well as Zixin.

	 

	 

	To say her departure didn't hurt would've been a lie, but, things between us wouldn't be the same as before. We had gone through so much, of the unbelievable one may say, that it might have taken a toll on our relationship. Yessa had been victimized while on Eternia, and I can't blame her for protecting herself. It was still hard to take. I wasn't sure if we officially broke-up. We'd been together for almost ten years.

	The weather was cold and foggy. The air crisp. I opened the door of our trailer and let the Whiteclouds go hunting. Growing by the day, they soon wouldn't fit inside. Zixin sat wide awake, not his norm this early. He wore the poncho and when he walked out of the bathroom, he cut his hair into a Mohawk style.

	“I like it Zixin,” I smiled.

	“I like it Strafe,” he repeated.

	Side by side we strolled down to the psychologist office for Zixin's appointment. Like Chief Walker's, the waiting room was decorated in Native American artifacts, which Zixin enjoyed. His higher spirits made me happy. The room emanated peace, with the sound of the forest playing through a speaker.

	After we waited for about ten minutes, a door opened and out came a woman in a doctor's robe. She had glasses on and her hair tied back. To my surprise, she had green eyes.

	“Hello you two, my name is Dr. Yazzie. Nice to meet you,” the woman said.

	“Nice to meet you, I'm Strafe Rocknus and this is my brother, Zixin. Thank you for having us,” I said as I shook her hand.

	“Nice to... meet us,” Zixin nodded, he stood behind me and grabbed my shoulder.

	“Why don't you both come into my office?” she said motioning us inside.

	Her room smelled of lavender incense and plants. She kept the lights dimmed. On the walls hung her degrees and pictures of nature. There was a plush chair for her clients to lay in as she talked with them.

	“Nice place,” I noted.

	“Yes Strafe, I've tried to make it as relaxing as possible. We receive many different people from all walks of life here,” she said.

	“Not like me,” Zixin murmured.

	“I just want to get to know you today,” Dr. Yazzie observed as she touched his shoulder. Her touch made him flinch.

	“Strafe, would you like to stay for the session or come back in an hour when we are done?” she asked me.

	“Zixin will be fine by himself, right brother? I'll be in the waiting room on the computer,” I indicated as I pointed to the exit.

	“No, don't leave! I don't want to be alone,” Zixin said as he reached for my arm. 

	I caressed the back of his head and said, “It's no biggie Zixin, she's a friendly person and just wants to ask you some questions. I'll be right in the other room if you need me. Promise.”

	Looking distressed, he nodded his head in acknowledgment. I couldn't help but think of the time back in Eternia, right before the Senti attacked Dhefen'Ce. I chuckled a bit because I didn't think a giant SkyShip would come looking for us, this time.

	“I'll come to find you when we're done Strafe,” Dr. Yazzie said.

	After I exited, she closed the door.

	 

	 

	Running my fingers through my hair and over my face to calm down, I sat in front of one of the computers in the lobby. What Yessa told me, about the Space Force, made me curious, so I decided to investigate them for myself.

	When I logged onto their website, it reminded me of Star Trek. Recruitment videos popped up right away showcasing the opportunities of joining the newest military branch and what their capabilities were. One part of the video that was pretty awesome, it highlighted these new Space Suits that allowed the user to travel worldwide using satellite lift technology. A human rocket would be the best way to describe it. Super impressive. At the end of it, a virtual assistant's message popped up in the lower corner of the screen and asked me if I wanted to join.

	I clicked “no.”

	After looking through what the site offered, I came to understand the Space Force was created to maintain the next theater of war. The Air Force had maintained control of all space assets in the past, but in the year 2080, Congress had initiated the new branch to focus specifically on space. It attracted the best and brightest minds and a whole lot of nerds from the looks.

	“What did Yessa see in you?” I asked.

	With thousands of jobs listed, I couldn't pinpoint to what job she requested. All I knew was she found something out about them that could help her find her parents.

	I opened a new tab and searched into what the Federation was up to, and how we could get to them. It had looked as though they were involved with most of the world banks, transportation, and archeological companies. Tricked into trusting them, my dear friend Professor Sighter died from their betrayal. I would never rest until we exposed those bastards, for his sake.

	In the last year, some big world events had occurred. Our new President campaigned as a strong pro-military supporter. Nothing wrong with that, as long as the people don't suffer for it. Our politicians have had a history of leaving our schools, healthcare, and roads in dismay to fund the war machine.

	Despite the world reduction of military forces globally over thirty years ago, it seemed as though the big players, Russia, China, Iran, the EU, and the US began ramping up their force power and personnel. Article after article I read stated budgets were on the rise in dramatic fashion.

	What happened in Eternia, I hoped would stay in Eternia. No one should have to go through what we did.

	Starting another search, I found a post talking about a group called The Salvators. Labeled as hacktivists, they fought for what they believed through hacking websites and exposing corruption. They were an underground organization, whose origin and location remained unknown, but they managed to catch the attention of the NSA, CIA, FBI and many foreign equivalents. The Salvators became categorized as “Digital Terrorist” by governments while some people in the media called them “Digital Avengers,” referring to the Marvel comic characters. Seemed like perspective was in the eye of the beholder. 

	Before I could read any further, the door opened and out came Dr. Yazzie with a very concerned look on her face. I walked over to her.

	“How'd it go, doctor?” I asked.

	“Unlike anything that's come through before. Zixin has signs of multiple personality disorder, depression and dare I say molestation. I read his file that you sent me, but we've never dealt with this. He kept talking about a dark friend he had,” Dr. Yazzie said.

	“Zixin... went through hell. He was possessed by a demon, the dark friend, for over thirteen years. As hard as it is to believe, it's the truth. There's probably nobody in the world like him. Is there anything you can do for him?” I asked.

	“He is paying for the sins of others. That is the travesty. I will do the best I can and treat him for the depression first. He told me that when the demon wanted to punish him, he would make Zixin perform, devious acts on himself to say it lightly. Seems like he is fighting a hard battle. He became connected with this, dark friend, at an early age. Zixin will have to muster a lot of determination on his part to recover,” she said.

	“I understand he is fragile, and I will do whatever I have to, so he can be whole. No doubt he wants to get better too, no other reason he saved my life back there on the battlefield,” I assured her.

	“Depression can be cured through understanding it and finding ways to deal with it Strafe, but this is an entirely new level. Our culture intrigues him, I think it would be wise to get him involved in the community and with our tribal council. This often helps people get better when they are a part of something. They hold many cultural get-togethers which will help Zixin with self-identification. He is yearning to understand where he belongs in this world,” Dr. Yazzie answered.

	“Yes, doctor. We will find something he loves. Thank you, and we'll be back tomorrow,” I said.

	I got Zixin out of the room and we began to walk back to the community center. Without wrapping my hand around his shoulder, he would wander off.

	It was really hard. For both of us.

	Resembling a person with Autism at times, but when something got his attention, he acted normal. Who knew what self-talk he had to deal with in his head.

	 

	 

	For the next few months, as winter came, I was with Zixin 24/7. The pups grew close to full-sized now and loved playing in the snow. Zixin's Whitecloud still didn't have a name. He didn't care. The pup would snuggle up to him, which Zixin came to enjoy.

	Living on the Sky Water reservation gave Zixin some identity. He learned of our history, our old language, and customs. Every once and a while he would smile. I would tell him stories of California, the ocean and mom. That didn't interest him as much as our tribe. Maybe someday he would come to appreciate it. Mom told me she thought of him every day. 

	Everything was going good in his recovery. He spoke more, engaged with others, he even gave me a hug.

	Until I left him alone for two hours one day.

	 

	 

	I needed to go to the Chief's office and give a report on Zixin. Usually, I did it online but with the system down I had to drop off the document to him. The damn wind was blowing hard and the snow came down relentlessly. Unfortunately, all of the printers were out of ink except for the library on the far side of the reservation. I called on Goliath to give me a ride over there, which he delighted in. 

	The townsfolk came to like our Whiteclouds and the K-12 school students adored them. Goliath could give rides to adults as his father could. After making our way through the harsh weather, I got the report printed and handed it into Walker's assistant.

	Afterward, I remembered I had to grab groceries. Since Esper and the other pup were still with Zixin, I had thought it would be alright. He liked spaghetti, so I grabbed a few boxes and we made our way back to the trailer. 

	When I made it back I could see the Whiteclouds outside, trying to claw their way inside. They were pacing back and forth and whining. 

	Something felt very wrong

	They began to nudge Goliath and me towards the door.

	“What's the matter?” I asked.

	I tried to open it but it was locked.

	“Zixin! It's Strafe. Can you open the door?” 

	No response.

	“Zixin! C'mon, let me it!”

	Still nothing.

	“Damnit!”

	Now my instincts began to kick in. Dropping the grocery bag, I tried pushing my shoulder on the door to open it. The lock gave me trouble. Backing up to give myself some room to run, I charged at the door.

	“AHHHHH!” 

	I kicked the door open.

	The lights were off and nothing looked out of the ordinary. I didn't see him anywhere. Beneath the bathroom door, a crack of light caught my eye. There was some blood on the floor. As calmly as I could I approached it. I was afraid of what might be on the other side. Had the Federation found us?

	Opening the door slowly, I saw Zixin, who had a belt around his neck, hanging from the shower pole. His face pale as the moon.

	“OH MY GOD!... NO!!! ZIXIN!!!” I cried.

	After pulling off the belt, I checked for a pulse and didn't find one. Immediately I began CPR. My phone was in the other room, but I was too panicked to call 911. I pulled him to the cold floor and began the compressions.

	“BREATHE!” I said as loud as I could. Every second dragged on like a minute. I kept going until my arms didn't have any more strength. No pulse, no breathing.

	“Zixin, don't leave me. I just got you back,” I whimpered through the tears.

	Collapsed over his chest, I cried my heart out. The suicide epidemic we had in the world was something I was aware of, but never the pain of being a survivor. His skin cold. His eyes had no life in them. 

	He was gone. When I pulled his eyes open, I saw the thousand-yard stare.

	In a fit of anger, I slammed my hand on the toilet. The God Blade, which I kept on one of the shelves, fell down on top of him. As it hit Zixin, a small light flickered in the orb and his chest rose. In reaction, he gasped a breath of air before opening his eyes. A true miracle.

	“Bro?!” I sobbed.

	He looked into my eyes and began to weep into my chest. We embraced each other.

	 

	 

	Dr. Yazzie rushed over to our apartment, along with Chief Walker once I found my phone. We made sure to comfort Zixin and let the Whiteclouds know he was fine. The mark around his neck where he attempted to hang himself stood out like a bruise.

	She stayed with Zixin. I walked outside with Walker.

	“I'm glad you both are safe,” he comforted as he put an arm around me.

	“Chief, I don't know how much more of this I can handle. Zixin needs some help, something more than this. I don't think he will survive here much longer,” I sobbed.

	Gazing into my teary-eyes, he pulled me close,

	“Strafe, you might be right. There is something wrong with him, something deeper than anything that we've ever seen. Not even the spirits of our ancestors that flow through these lands may be able to heal him. Yet, I believe there is another way.”

	With my tears wiped away, I looked at him and said, “Which way is that?”

	“I heard a story from a nomad who visited here once of a person the likes of which I never heard of before. This person could perform miracles. From people who suffered neglect as children, abuse from their spouse or post-traumatic stress disorder from war, they had the ability to erase memories. It is only a rumor though, and they don't reside here in America,” Walker said.

	“Do you know where they are? I'll do anything to help cure my brother,” I urged.

	“Seek out this person, whom they called The Holy Draba. They are a monk of Tibetan descent. While not in the highest position in of their Buddhism, the Dalai Lama, The Holy Draba is revered for performing miracle work.”

	“Is it easy to find them?” 

	“That's the problem, they seem to act like a ghost. It is said, they appear to those in times of dire need,” Walker shrugged his shoulders.

	“This is exactly who we need to find. Where were they last seen?” 

	“Somewhere in Tibet. He was last seen at Yungbulakang Palace, years ago. Located in Tsetang, the cradle of their civilization.” 

	“Then that's where we're going. I will get him to help save my brother.”

	


CHAPTER 3

	Strafe

	 

	 

	 

	Once Zixin recuperated, we booked a one-way flight to Tibet.

	Chief Walker graciously paid for a private one and gave us some money to last us a few months. His generosity was very moving, and I thanked him for everything he did for us. “Just paying it forward my blood,” he said.

	Somehow, we managed to fit Esper, Goliath and “Pup” as I temporarily named him into the plane with us. There was no way we'd ever leave them behind. Brutus's children were family to us; something we didn't have much left of.

	The rope mark around Zixin's neck began to fade, but he would rub it occasionally. His mental health seemed to go up and down. I had my fair share of bad times, nothing like this though. To see him like that killed me. No doubt, he was one of the bravest people I'd ever met. Nobody should ever feel trapped and alone inside themselves.

	“Strafe,” Zixin said to me while he looked out the window.

	“Yes, bro?” I replied while rubbing Esper.

	“Thank you for saving me. I, try so hard. It's not easy to live with this.”

	Reaching over, I put my arm around his shoulders, “I would do anything for you Zixin. I would climb any mountain, dive in any sea, and go to whatever length to save you. We will get through this, we are going to make you better.”

	Pup nestled up to Zixin and for the first time he gave him a hug. Goliath came over and comforted Zixin as well.

	After the long flight, we landed at Lhasa Gonggar Airport. Passports automatically scanned upon arrival. Since Zixin technically hadn't existed on Earth for over twenty years we forged a fake one for him. Once we got out, we thought about getting a taxi but realized we could just ride the Whiteclouds. They delighted in our decision, wolves normally travel 50 miles a day in search of food. Ours could run even further.

	Not having the nightmares I did back in Eternia made a world of difference. Every time I went to sleep, I had to worry about what kind of dream I would have to survive. Here, I dreamt peacefully and woke up refreshed. I appreciated that.

	The journey to Tsetang was fantastic. The Tibetan landscape felt incredibly spiritual. Hills and valleys stretched out for miles. I rode Goliath and Zixin rode Pup as we followed Esper, with only the nature around us to keep us company. The mountains reminded me of California. Although it was winter here, it wasn't as cold as back in Minnesota.

	 

	 

	By night time, we arrived in Tsetang. The buildings and other architecture were noticeably old. Even with all the new technology, they decided to preserve their old ways, despite what happened politically in the 20th century. It was like we stepped back in time. The hotel we booked was built of clay and stone.

	There was a full moon out and it was chilly outside. We had to buy Tibetan jackets to stay warm. The staff allowed the Whiteclouds inside, which we were grateful for. Rest in warmth leads to better recovery, which they deserved. Once we got settled in, I logged onto my computer to find where Yungbulakang Palace was, but it froze before I could begin.

	“What the hell?” I whispered.

	Dozens of lines of code flashed upon the monitor until a video popped up. There was a person wearing a Japanese kabuki-inspired mask, starring back at me.

	“Greetings. We have been waiting for you to come,” the distorted voice echoed.

	“Who are you? What do you want?”

	“We are the Salvators. Freedom Fighters of the underground. Protectors of the innocent. The ones who keep our leaders in check. We are here to help you Strafe Rocknus. There is nothing to be afraid about.”

	“You don't look like the Avengers,” I joked.

	“....” they didn't get it.

	“Well, I almost crapped my pants when you took over my computer just now. FYI,”

	“There is much you are not aware of, Strafe. Much. Earth is going to be poisoned soon. Zixin is in grave danger, they are already looking for him.”

	My heart skipped a beat, “What are you talking about?”

	“The Federation had two missions in Eternia. One, to awaken Guardian and Nian and vie for their control, and another more sinister.”

	“What could be more sinister than that?”

	“To study and take back a live sample of the spliced human/Slate program and weaponize it.

	After they learned about the Venerates, they thirsted to attain their power. They saw the opportunity to become more powerful than any entity on Earth. Your brother is the key,” they responded.

	“Key to what?” 

	“Zixin has special DNA inside him. You will see soon. He is what they need to awaken the Slates.” 

	“Is this a secure line?” 

	The Salvator let out a quiet laugh, “You really don't know who we are, do you?”

	“What are you trying to achieve?”

	“We want you to help us stop the Federation from hurting the innocents across the world. They have begun to hunt us. Many of our bastions have been sacked, and the members have gone missing. We know what you did in Eternia Strafe, and how to find what you're looking for.”

	“....” I stood silent for a moment, “How can I trust you?”

	“Search under your bed.” 

	Zixin stayed out of the camera's view until now. Turning to him, I nodded. Slowly he pulled up the sheets and looked under our bed. Reaching under, he found a golden scroll wrapped in yarn.

	“When you reach Yungbulakang Palace, that map will take you to the secret chamber, where you will find what you are questing for.”

	I turned back to the screen, “What do you want from us in return?”

	“Just that you stay in contact with us. It is of the utmost importance that your brother is kept out of their hands. We are everywhere Strafe. We will be watching you,” the Salvator said before the video disappeared.

	


CHAPTER 4

	Yessa

	 

	 

	 

	Nobody can prepare you for the military. My time back in Eternia felt like a cake-walk compared to the Space Force.

	When I got off the bus in Houston at Space Force Training Center, they immediately barraged us with yelling and screaming. They wanted to break you down so orders were easier to follow. Every meal we ate in silence. Nobody spoke unless spoken to. If you gave up on a run, they put you in solitary confinement for three hours. No outside communication for eight weeks. Every night when we went to sleep, without getting barked at, we considered a victory.

	Each branch of service has a basic term for their troops. Army is soldier. Navy is Seaman. Air Force is Airman. Our title? Astronauts. Spacemen was also acceptable. Not gonna lie, I think we win.

	Being so close to the Houston Space Center was cool. In the heart of the base, aka Space Port, stood a giant rocket from the 20th century. The reason? To remind us of human kind's roots in space travel.

	There was a nice girl I made friends with, her name was Amy Scotta. Growing up in western Tennessee, she couldn't hide her southern accent to save her life. Sometimes the drill instructor would make her say sentences like a New York or Midwest person just to mess with her. Weird way to mind-game someone.

	Despite my disdain for the rigors of basic training, I did enjoy one aspect of it, Space Flight Simulation. Every member of the Space Force needed to understand how to use a break-through technology, the Space Suit. It molded and adapted to each individual and had a myriad of uses. An elastic uniform that hardened to bullet-proof armor. Perhaps its most impressive feature being Space Flight.

	Any user could use the Space Suit to fly anywhere in the world, any time. Crossing oceans or have a meeting at your favorite restaurant down the block? Not a problem. Powered from solar electricity and through the usage of an electromagnetic tether from a satellite constellation, we flew through the sky. Unfortunately, each flight got recorded in an embedded chip that couldn't be removed. That way no knuckleheads would use it to buy groceries or fly home from the bar drunk, per se. Usage regulated for official Space Force duties only. Didn't stop people from trying though.

	Every Tuesday and Wednesday, our instructors would take us down to what they called “The Dome.” Designed as a zero-G simulated environment, we used it to practice flying around. The first time I put mine on it was a little tight but by instructing the artificial intelligence or AI, I made adjustments in real time.

	The Space Suits were all black except for our last names on our right side of our chest and “U.S. Space Force” on the left. They glowed white and adjusted the luminosity level to match the surrounding environment. The helmet that would form over my head looked like a medieval French or English knight. It was pretty awesome.

	On our back's a “life-light” illuminated that allowed our fellow Astronauts to see each other's vitals. On the inside of our wrists laid customizable holographic displays which showcased anything, whether it be ammo count, directions, troop location or fantasy sports. It fit anything one's imagination might dream of on a digital display.

	Our Space Suits also enhanced our speed, reflexes, and strength. Sub-orbital flight was its crowning achievement and what made it unique. What did this mean? It functioned as an extravehicular activity suit or EVA for short. They told us that more capabilities unlocked once we graduated training. I couldn't wait to learn more about them.

	“Hey, I'll race ya!” Scotta, (we went by last names) grinned.

	“You're on!” I said.

	Jumping forward together, we entered into the Dome. We passed through a liquid shield made of the same material as our suits. Inside, the zero-G kicked in right away. Available to us? Obstacle courses, an earth-flight simulator, and even laser tag. Scotta and I loved them all, and our instructors gave us complete freedom while inside to do what we wished. The Space Suit used electric propulsion to push us in zero-G. The movements were controlled by scanning brain signals, which made it incredibly fast. Any move up or down, left or right or even if you wanted to do a flip, you thought it, and the suit would follow the command.

	“Is that all you got?” Scotta jested.

	“Girl, I'm gonna show you how it's done!” I ribbed back.

	Racing together, we flew through an obstacle course of floating debris, tunnels, and tight turns. Neck and neck. As fast as possible we raced until I saw the finish line in sight.

	Not this time.

	Leaning forward, I activated my super-sonic boosters. It was forbidden to use them here, but I wasn't going to lose again. With a quick jolt, I propelled past Scotta and zoomed through the finish line. She stopped shortly after she crossed it but I lost control. I hit the wall, which thankfully was elastic. It bounced me back into the free space.

	My instructor had been watching us. He yelled, “SCOTTA! URENA! REPORT TO MY OFFICE!”

	“Shit,” I whispered to myself.

	“Push the wrong button there hun?” Scotta laughed. She cracked jokes all the time. It helped us both get through this madness.

	After we got out of the Space Suits and reported to his office, our instructor ordered us to stay behind and clean all the toilets as punishment for using the super-sonic booster. We didn't mind as it and we got some good girl-time in together. Most of the other girls were very introverted or didn't talk much.

	“So what's it like in California? Heard it's beautiful. I'd always wanted to visit someday,” she said.

	“Can't say I ever lived anywhere else but truly gorgeous. Great weather 365, beaches, lots of cool things to see and do. Didn't have much reason to leave until recently,” I regretted divulging that.

	“Why's that?”

	I shook my head before I answered. Didn't want to tell her about Eternia, yet. So I decided to frame it in a more believable way.

	“I broke up with my boyfriend.”

	“Ohhhh! You never told me about him, girl! What happened if you don't mind me askin'?” 

	“He... had some family issues and there was a long distance thing going on between us for a while. It put a dent into our relationship.” 

	“Oh honey, as long as he ain't sleeping with your friend or abusing you, that ain't no reason to give up on a man. What's his name?” Scotta sang.

	“Strafe,” I breathed out as wiped my forehead, “His brother's name was Zixin. I kind of feel selfish leaving him when he needed me the most, but I needed a break.”

	“Some strange names,” she said. I raised my eyebrow. “So, you stayed with him while helping to look after, Zixin? Sounds like he really trusted you hun. Did you ever love him?”

	“Do all Southern girls share everything right away like this?” I chuckled.

	“Yes!” she nodded her head, “Love is nothing to be scared of darlin'. Every one of my old boyfriends I appreciated and loved because they taught me something new about myself. To love someone is to respect them. That's what daddy always said.”

	“Of course I loved him. He was my first boyfriend. We had gone through some hard times, not his fault, and we did our best to be there for each other. He'd been with me since our teenage years. I needed some time to grow and to focus on myself for a while.”

	“Awww! Isn't that the cutest! High school sweethearts!” Scotta giggled, I threw a sponge at her.

	“You want to go try some laser tag?!” I smiled.

	“Any time hun, any time. But for real girl, think you'd ever go back to him?”

	“He's watching over my wolf, but I'm not sure. I kind of left him high and dry in a time when he needed me the most. And, we both saw people on the side.”

	“Oh, you sneaky biatch you!” Scotta snickered, “No wonder you walked away! You gotchu another man!?”

	“Not exactly” I chuckled. “I needed someone there for me. I didn't think he would do the same thing but we both apologized to each other and tried to move on. That girl he kissed I grew to admire, strangely. We never officially broke up, but I did leave without saying goodbye.”

	“You messed up girl. Any self-respecting guy would never appreciate that,” Scotta shook her head.

	“Strafe needs to focus on his family, and I would've only been a distraction. Plus, both of our lives were going down different paths. I wish him the best, I truly do.”

	“Well, onto the next one right!?” Scotta cheered. “There's a lot of cute guys in the Space Forces. Plus, we get to travel the world! I know a guy in Spain or France is waiting for me.”

	“Ha, concentrate on helping me clean these toilets before you think about going over to Europe and getting knocked-up,” I joked.

	“Girl, you don't have to tell me twice. I'll do anything to not go back home.”

	 

	


CHAPTER 5

	Yessa

	 

	 

	 

	Weeks later, we graduated. Eternia's battles were worse, but surviving basic training for the Space Force was one of the most grueling undertakings I'd ever accomplished. Six girls from our flight didn't make it.

	At the graduation ceremony, we received our commission and became full-fledged officers of the military. Many family members of the graduates came. They looked so proud of their sons and daughters. You don't know what you got until it's gone, the wise adage states. Esper and Strafe came to mind. Part of me regretted my decision to leave. I felt that I had burned my bridge to them.

	My time with Scotta? Over for now. She was to become an Intelligence officer while I was picked to go into Reconnaissance. We promised to stay in touch. No doubt one of the best friends I ever made.

	 

	 

	There were no airplanes to board to our career training, we simply put in the coordinates in our Space Suit, sat back and enjoyed the ride. A newly minted tradition of all Space Force graduates was to “Fly into Space” together. Around a thousand of us stood near the old shuttle. Under the Base Commander's signal, we launched into the sky. Thanks to the brilliance of the guidance chips, nobody had to worry about collisions. Our helmets formed over our heads and the electric propulsion systems kicked on. 

	Scotta and I waved to each other before she disappeared from my view. Afterward, I parred up with the other individuals also coded for recon training. Looking at my heads-up-display (HUD), it read we were traveling to Montana. Secluded in the forest was a survival school. To my surprise, we arrived cross-country in twenty minutes. It was incredible how fast the Space Suits traveled using sub-orbital flight. Earth from space, what a treat. The descent terrified me at first since it looked like falling to our deaths, but the suit slowed our fall and we safely landed.

	Just when I thought the yelling would end, the Cadres, as they called themselves, were waiting for us. They rounded us up and began to shout and scream in our faces. 

	We all got into formation until the lead cadre introduced herself, “Listen up! My name is Captain Rollins. We're so glad, so happy you graduated from that cake-walk, but life doesn't get any easier from here. Follow our instructions, or your ass will be burnt worse than toast. DO I MAKE MYSELF CLEAR!?”

	“Yes ma'am!” we echoed in unison.

	“Good! Now, move your pampered asses into the classroom for a briefing. And don't let me beat you there!”

	As fast as we could we ran into the class and to our seats. The classrooms weren't the same as the ones in Houston. Instead, old, pine smelled rooms with scratches and scuffs everywhere is what we got. At the front of the class was a whiteboard and to the left an open field.

	What did I get myself into? 

	“This place looks fun,” a guy whispered next to me.

	“What is all this?” I asked.

	“Survival school. A place where they weed the weak out.”

	“Shit. This will be nothing,” I smirked.

	“Hmm, tough one eh? Trent Parker,” he held his hand out, “Pleasure to meet you.”

	Parker was a good-looking man. He had tan skin, green eyes, and well-defined check-bones. Seemed to be in his later twenties. I felt bad to think about it, but he was kinda cute.

	“Yessa Urena. Nice to meet you too,” I said with a smile.

	“ROOM 'TENCH-HUT!” someone yelled and we all stood straight up.

	Whenever an officer of higher grade walked into the room, military custom ordered us to stand at attention until told to be at ease. After setting her notebook down on her desk, Captain Rollins motioned us to sit.

	Quickly, we sat back into our seats. She scanned the room, looking right through us. Despite being only around 5 feet tall, that woman put the fear of God into ya. She had so many scars on her forearms and neck, most dudes would be intimidated. She had the eyes of someone who loved to fight; a born-to-be military woman. She'd smash your balls or rip your hair out without a second thought.

	A female Non-Commissioned Officer walked in and stood beside her. She whispered something to the Captain and she nodded and exited the room.

	“For the next three months, my job, along with Flight Sergeant Guiwan, is to make your life a living hell. The Space Force did not hire you for your personality, nor for you to think for yourselves... yet. It hired you to become Angels. Do what Sergeant Guiwan and I say and you will make it through this. Don't, and we will leave your ass to freeze in the night. Oh, and if you think I'm playing, your flight ability has been restricted and is under my control until I deem you worthy of being an Angel,” Captain Rollins asserted, “Any questions?”

	One guy in the back raised his hand.

	“What is it?” she snapped.

	“Ma'am, what's an Angel? Is that a code name? I thought this was for Recon?” the trainee asked.

	She rushed over and invaded his personal space, “Well look at you, ruining surprises! You must be an expert in survival huh? Why, I should just send you on the battlefield since YOU ALREADY KNOW MORE THAN ME!?”

	“No, no, no ma'am,” he stuttered.

	“Well, next time you have a question, make it one I'M NOT JUST ABOUT TO ANSWER! DO YOU UNDERSTAND ME?”

	“Yes ma'am!” From the look on his face and his shivering body, he might have pissed his pants.

	“Now, before we had to hear that crap, I was about to tell you why you're here. This is Tracking and Survival training school,” she pulled up a hologram and projected it onto the wall, “Here, we're going to teach you everything you need to know before you head out into the field. That includes knowing what to do when your team gets killed, you become surrounded, and if your suit is damaged. The list goes on. I spent ten years in Recon. Friends have died in my arms. This isn't a game.”

	I remembered how Strafe told me about how Brutus passed away, in his arms.

	She paused before looking back at us, “Despite what you all may think, there is an evil presence forming in the world. For quite some time now. It's not a nation or terrorism; something worse. The U.S. government will be ready for it. These skills will help combat against the next level of enemy.”

	Next level of enemy? 

	“The reason you'll be called “Angels,” is because the only way to escape this hell is to become one.”

	 

	 

	For the next few weeks, we spent half our time studying survival techniques like finding food in a desert, how to remain undetected in any situation and how to handle battlefield wounds. The other half we studied out in what she called “the field.” Aka, the forest next to our classroom. Captain Rollins and Flight Sergeant Guiwan taught us tracking, hunting, evasion techniques, and hand-to-hand combat.

	Here, we were in the shit. Messed up? That earned you a slap across the face. Couldn't remember how to skin an animal? Didn't eat. Beaten by another person in combat? Fight again.

	The physical, mental and emotional beatdown was intense. 

	Call me weird, but I liked this.

	 

	 

	At night, we had personal time to gather firewood, go hunting or anything else we wished to do. We all kept to ourselves mostly, but Parker would always come to talk to me. I knew what he was trying to do, but getting into someone's pants were the least of my concerns at the moment.

	“Hey! We're halfway there,” he said as I was lighting a fire.

	The fire was dying so I threw some wood in the pit and said, “You would never think it by how many people still can't hunt here.” 

	“This has all come naturally to you. You from a different planet or something?” 

	“If only you knew.”

	“Here, let me help you with that,” Parker brought more firewood and piled it on.

	“Thanks, but I got this.”

	A bit of anger ran across his face but he controlled himself. No doubt he had a temper, but he didn't lose around me.

	He came down and sat beside me. Cohabitation was forbidden, aka “get friendly” as Captain Rollins said. It made me a little uneasy and excited at the same time.

	“You know, when I told my family about joining the SF, they couldn't believe it. They always wanted me to stay in the city, get married, and raise some kids. Couldn’t do it. I needed to escape New York for a while,” Parker divulged.

	“What took you so long to join?” I teased.

	“Ha, I was inspired to because of the traveling, but also because I see a lot of opportunity in International relations. I believe in ultimate order. The SF can take us places nobody else can Urena.”

	“Why not be a civilian pilot or work for an embassy? The SF isn't going to give you everything you desire, you realize that right?”

	“Well, it brought me here next to you, that's a start, right? The more I rank up, the more I'll be closer to keeping the world safe.”

	He grabbed my hand but I brushed it away,

	“We're both in deep shit if they catch us.”

	“You're slippin' to think they're faster than me,” Parker said as the firelight danced across his face.

	In the past few months, I had mentally moved on from Strafe. He didn't deserve what I did to him. No matter who you love now though, you never forget your first relationship.

	“I have a boyfriend,” I said instinctually.

	“Are you going to marry him?” 

	“Don’t know.”

	“Well, why don't you pretend like he just asked you to? What would you do?”

	His confidence was intoxicating, I'll give him that. He leaned in and kissed my lips. The fire, the night sky, the calmness of the forest all enhanced the moment. Kissing him made my mind at ease. His kiss differed from Strafe, which turned me on. I reveled in the momentary escape you get when your lips touch another's. It had been a long time since I felt, wonderful.

	“Such a naughty girl,” he smiled.

	 

	 

	Soon we got to the final day of school. Captain Rollins and Sergeant Guiwan rounded us up into formation before giving a speech.

	“Congratulations trainees! You have gotten this far without killing yourselves or someone else. The next part of your journey will not be easy, but stress and life will shape you into becoming what our country needs to stay strong,” she nodded to Sergeant Guiwan who brought over a black box, “You've earned these.”

	Every military member had their career field patch on their uniform to showcase their specialty.

	To earn one was a symbol of honor.

	Resting above the US Space Force tag on our left breast was a military tradition. The emblem itself was interactive. It glowed in the same white light as the outlines of our suits. A globe with lightning wings on each side of it. There was resemblance to an Angel, like Captain Rollins nicknamed us.

	“What we didn't tell you was your final test. We have a class of sixteen people here. There are only fifteen Recon badges available. Hidden across the training area you will find them. Upon recovering one, you will gain full access to your suit's functionality and receive your next assignment and base listing. If you don't find one, you will train for another month until we deem you worthy.”

	People were shaking with nervousness and excitement. Nobody wanted to be here any longer, and they never told us about this little scavenger hunt until now.

	“The badges are in no particular place. They can be anywhere. You will have until sundown. Good luck!” Sergeant Guiwan said.

	“BEGIN!” 

	As soon as she released us, my fellow trainees and I ran as fast as the wind to find a badge. People were looking under rocks, climbing trees, looking down rabbit holes. Any bizarre act you could think of.

	Parker and I agreed to help each other find our badges. The entire search area was one-hundred acres of dense Montana forest. The smell of pine and the singing of the birds was something I never experienced back home. The air was so fresh here. I would miss it.

	Upon equipping my helmet, the tracking technology popped up on my HUD. The suit could identify heat signatures, provide us with locations of where we've been and a myriad of other applications to aid in our search. Moving along a river we made our way east of the school. By this time, nobody else was in sight.

	“Damn, where do we begin?”

	“I've tapped into the other trainees and am receiving their location data to my suit. It will also show us who found a badge and who hasn't,” Parker beamed.

	“Won’t that be cheating?”

	“Haven't you heard All's fair in love and war?” he chuckled, “Plus, they never said we couldn't.”

	“Let's hope they're cool with it,” I cautioned.

	 

	 

	Our hunt had us running deep into the forest. Two hours in, four people had already found badges, all in different locations. We kept our eyes open for footprints, disturbed grounds, and everything else we'd been trained to look for. 

	After another three hours of searching, we had to find lunch. After catching some rabbits and making a stew, we continued on until it was almost sunset. By this time, there was only one other person besides us who hadn't found one yet. The sakes were higher than ever.

	Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed a waterfall. Something about it called out to me. It was about twenty feet high and small in size and strength. Jogging over to it, I saw a bunch of rocks at the bottom below the fall. Brushing them aside, slowly and delicately, I held my breath in anticipation. After removing the last stone, I found it! A Recon badge!

	“Hey! Look what I got!” 

	“I am so jealous of you right now,” Parker said, “I suppose you're going to leave me hanging?”

	By placing it above the Space Force patch, it integrated and attached automatically, glowing bright.

	“No way, let's find that last one.”

	Just as I said that another trainee had walked up to us, holding the final badge.

	“Hey, you two manage to find one?” they asked.

	“Just one. You must've found the last one,” I reckoned.

	“Wow, makes me feel lucky. Well, best of luck to you both. I need to make it back and prepare to go to my next assignment.”

	Parker stood up and began to walk toward the guy, “Why don't you do the smart thing and hand that over to me?”

	“What? No way bro. Get your own next time,” he objected as he turned and ran.

	With a shrug of his shoulders at me, he sneered, “I warned him.”

	Before I could tell him to stop, Parker chased after him. I sprinted to catch up but lost sight of them. The sound of sticks breaking and feet hitting the ground echoed in my helmet. Environmental volume control allowed us to hear a feather hit the floor if we so desired.

	After around five minutes of chase, I finally caught up to Parker. He had the other guy pinned down and in an arm-bar. He could've broken the other trainee's arm easily if he wanted to.

	“Now, if you want an arm that is functional, give me the damn badge!” Parker threatened.

	“No way you fucking asshole!” he shouted back. He was wincing his eyes in pain.

	“Stop this! You're hurting him!” I yelled.

	“You know our orders are the same right? This guy's on the other side of the world! Why do you care what happens to him?” 

	To see someone being taken advantage of was something I couldn't stand for, even if Parker and I were becoming close.

	“If you have any feelings for me, you will let him go.”

	“Either way sweetheart, I'm not staying here any longer,” Parker responded.

	With a quick snap, he broke the guy's arm at the elbow and grabbed the badge. He shrieked as Parker walked away.

	“What the fuck!? How could you do that?”

	“This test was to separate the weak from the strong. Do you really think it was anything else?” 

	“You're a scumbag. I can't believe you!” I shook my head.

	“Well, if you snitch, I'll have to confess that you gave yourself up to me, like a whore and...” he was saying before I ran up and punched him in the jaw. He stumbled over a branch backpedaling and fell on his ass.

	“I don't know who you are or what you're up to but you're not getting away with this.”

	Smiling while rubbing his lip, he got up and snickered, “Time's almost up Urena. I'll see you back at camp, bitch.” 

	He ran so fast it reminded me of The Flash. I couldn't believe this bastard! The other trainee had fainted from the pain. Activating the suit's strength, I picked him up, put him over my shoulder, and chased after Parker. No easy feat, he zig-zagged through the trees to lose me. After a few minutes, he escaped. The weight of carrying this guy slowed me down.

	Once I got back, Sergeant Guiwan met me. I set the dude down and showed her my badge. She shook my hand. Before I could tell her what happened, Captain Rollins whisked us into the training room. Sergeant Guiwan bent down to care for the injured man.

	The others had begun celebrating and waved us both over for a drink. Captain Rollins stepped out of the room. When I looked at Parker, he flashed a devilish smirk across his face.

	Who the hell are you? 
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	The party lasted until the morning. I didn't sleep much, mostly because when I talked to Captain Rollins about the incident, she didn't believe me. She said they would talk to Parker and the other trainee at daybreak to confirm. That irked me.

	Gallow, who Parker assaulted, had not responded well to the treatment they provided him and needed rest. They said his condition worsened as the night went by. Damnit! I was so pissed! Betrayal can be insufferable.

	After waking up, they called us up to formation. Captain Rollins and Sergeant Guiwan wore their service uniform and had our orders ready. Before they issued them, we found out what happened to the Gallow.

	“Congratulations on completing your survival and recon training!” she applauded, “Your Space Suit's flight ability will now be restored and you can proceed to your next assignment. A few of you might be wondering but an unfortunate event occurred. Lt Gallow died this morning in his hospital bed. He had a heart attack yesterday during the test. We will be observing his transferal before his return to his hometown of Little Rock, Arkansas.”

	People gasped in shock at the news. I looked to Parker to see his reaction. Emotionless.

	You son of a bitch.

	“We will be letting his family know immediately. While we mourn for Lt Gallow, I need you to remember what we taught you. You are going to have people die around you. Things like this will occur. The mission is number one though, and you must do your best to accomplish it while ensuring the safety of your troops. Do not fail as we did here today.”

	“YES MA'AM!” we shouted.

	After the military honors for Gallow finished, dozens of lights in my suit's HUD lit up as flight functionality was returned to me. My orders displayed and my take-off coordinates programmed into my suit. I was flying to our European base in Germany to begin my reconnaissance work.

	“Good luck Angels!” Captain Rollins said.

	Just like back in basic, we all began to split off in different directions until it was just me and Parker. Being near him disgusted me. He tried to put his arm around me but I smacked it away. I muted communications with him.

	 

	 

	After we arrived at the landing zone, I confronted him right away, “You asshole! You killed him!”

	“Who's to say you didn't while carrying him back? That could've caused his heart to stop beating,” Parker chuckled.

	“Last time I checked, assaulting someone and leaving them to die can be considered manslaughter!”

	“Well,” he tapped his head with his index finger, “Last time I checked, there weren't any rules against brutality for the competition. You're lucky I didn't snap your arm and take your badge.”

	“You are such a creep! Assault is assault. Don't you ever speak to me again unless it's mission critical, you slimy bastard. This isn't over!” I said as I pushed him away in frustration. I felt like he abused me in a way, and it made me want to cry. Justice never rests though, and he would be brought to it.

	Gallow was slain by Parker in the night, but I couldn't prove it. I didn't buy for a second the SF condoned violence like that. 

	 

	 

	I reported to my boss, Major Adams, and he informed me of my new task.

	“Urena, you will lead a small team of Recon Angels to track a group causing cybercrimes through-out Europe and the United States. They go by the name of The Salvators. They have a myriad of hideouts we've been trying to expose. Our friends in the CIA handed us new intel on their latest whereabouts. We are going to investigate. Report back to me tomorrow at 0700 hours. You're dismissed,” he instructed.

	“Yes sir, may I have a moment with you?” I asked.

	“Sure.”

	To the best of my recollection, I told him my story of what happened to Lt Gallow. His response was disheartening, to say the least, “I'll look into it. Your report will be filed and under review until further notice.”

	As I walked back to my room, I was so angry it was hard to think straight. Upon entering my room, I slammed the door, leaned against my wall, and slid down to the ground and closed my eyes. Hands on my head, knees to elbows, tears were forming in them but to my surprise, someone was in the room with me. It was Scotta. 

	“YESSA!? Is that you girl?” she gushed in excitement.

	“Amy!” I ran over to give her a hug.

	With closer friends in the military, we would call each other by first names. It happened once you got to know them.

	“What are the odds of this? Mill' to one?” she smiled.

	“Thank god you're here,” I sighed, wiping the small tears away.

	“Why, something wrong hun?”

	“A whole bunch.”

	 

	


CHAPTER 7

	Strafe

	 

	 

	 

	Yungbulakang Palace's majesty had no rival. Local lore stated it belonged to the first Tibetan King, in the second century BCE. Zixin and I began the long walk up the mountain to reach the palace. Along the way, the traditional colored flags waved in the calm wind. Esper, Goliath, and Pup accompanied us. It was funny to see the local's reactions to our Whiteclouds. Some got scared while the children wanted to pet them. They liked the attention. Unfortunately, my brother got a few glares because of his missing arm. I hoped we could do something for him someday. Bio-mechanical arms had come a long way.

	The walk to the top was a spiritual experience; the sun shined bright, the weather remained cool, and a gentle breeze kissed my cheek ever so often. A smell of minted incense would come and go.

	There weren't many tourists because of winter but plenty of locals. Sometimes we would walk by monks on the way up. Customary etiquette encouraged us to bow to them, so we did. Goliath, Esper, and Pup would also bow their heads. They would smile at them and return the gesture.

	Upon reaching the summit, my body lost all tension and worry. Some people meditated in the hills. Wind chimes gently played beautiful melodies. Children chased each other in a game of tag. The palace took my breath away. I put my arm around Zixin. We walked toward the gates. The guards told us that the “large wolves” would have to stay outside. They didn't mind as the kids invited them to play. It was good for them to have some fun. We pushed open the gate and entered.

	By walking inside, you took a step back in time. Ancient golden Buddha statues and local art displayed everywhere I turned. Rugs in beautiful colors lined the floors. What an honor to be here. Despite the wonderful works, I had to remain focused on our mission, to find that secret chamber the Salvators spoke to me about. With the map unfolded, I tried to locate where we should go but didn't know how to decipher it.

	The map's directions stated to go to the highest level and look towards the sun. We managed to sneak past security, distracted by observing the Whiteclouds out the window. Creeping around as quiet as possible, we took the stairs to the top, which opened up to a view of the landscape. We could see for miles. Zixin took a seat in a chair, as he had gotten tired. I took a big breath of mountain air.

	“Any idea where this is?” I asked him.

	“.....” he just kept looking out into the distance.

	I patted him on the shoulder. Nothing around matched the mosaic. 

	“Damnit, what does this mean?” I wondered.

	Zixin stood up and walked to the center of the room. He turned his head straight up and pointed to the ceiling.

	“Strafe, bring it here,” he said quietly.

	“Bring what here?”

	“The tool you used to drive away the demon.”

	Since we had returned from Eternia, I always kept the God Blade nearby. Even though the power had diminished, I felt naked without it. To me, it also signified keeping Him close and doing work in His name. I tried talking about religion with Zixin, but he brushed me off. He wasn't ready.

	I walked over next to him. When I followed Zixin's finger, I looked up to find a mosaic painted on a glass ceiling, exactly the same as the drawing the Salvators sent me. The glass cascaded light down into the room in a myriad of hues. The vibrancy and variety akin to all the colored prayer flags that the locals hung around. The God Blade began to vibrate. 

	“Hold it up.”

	I nodded.

	Slowly, I raised the weapon. As the light shined through, the colors entered the orb of the sword and swirled around inside. They then exploded out of it and floated around us like fairy dust. The floor beneath us dissolved as the dust reached the ground and we fell into a winding slide. It brought us down a stone-walled path to the bottom of the palace.

	At the end, we tumbled off into each other and found ourselves in a pitch-dark room. One by one, floating candles began illuminating the darkness until eventually, they lit the entire floor. Zixin and I got to our feet cautiously. Someone sat in the middle. From what I could tell, they were an older man. He wore a Tibetan mask and traditional clothing. Noticing us, he got to his feet, turned and put his arms into his robe. After scanning us up and down he said, “I have been expecting you, brothers Rocknus.”

	 

	


CHAPTER 8

	Strafe

	 

	 

	 

	His eyes glowed neon green through the eyelets of the mask. He had on a white warrior monk robe with a Buddhist symbol on his left breast. 

	“I'm glad you made it here safe,” the man said, “There is much work to do.”

	“You, knew we were coming?” I replied while slowly standing.

	“Yes,” he said walking towards us, “I can see all of those who seek me, and even if they don't. I believe in the teachings of Buddha and his greatness.”

	“Buddha?” Zixin echoed.

	“Yes, the one who guides me.”

	“So, you must know why we are here,” I reckoned.

	“Yes, but do you?” 

	“Who are you?”

	“My name is Sonam, but others call me the Holy Draba. My mission in life is to help humanity reach enlightenment,” he said as scanned with us up and down, “It seems you have begun yours Strafe, but your brother has yet to start.”

	“You mean in finding my faith?” I asked.

	“There are many ways of seeing the Almighty in this world. For a child, their mother is the first God they experience. You must look inside and outside to find the true picture.” 

	“It hurts when I look inside,” Zixin announced.

	Sonam walked toward us. He knelt down in front of Zixin, who was shaking and fidgeting but I told him it was alright. Lifting his mask so only Zixin could see his face, he held out his hand. Zixin observed the gesture momentarily before he shook it. Afterward, he put the mask back on.

	“Those who believe in the Buddha know violence cannot be allowed to prosper in life. It is through violence we lose all that it means to be human. You have seen nothing but the worst your whole life Zixin, but now we can begin to heal your broken spirit,” Sonam said as he caressed Zixin's face.

	Sonam then placed a hand over the scar of the missing left arm and rubbed it. Zixin bit his lip and dropped his head.

	“I want to heal, but my heart is full of death and anguish. My mind of what he did to me,” Zixin wept.

	“Yes, but deep inside it, there is light. You just need to be made to believe that yourself.”

	“What must be done?” I asked.

	Sonam looked deep into my eyes, “I'm not going to lie Strafe, trauma, this severe, will not be quick to mend. I cannot tell how long it will take, but I promise he will be whole again. Sometimes what happens in a few seconds can take years to recover from. He must be well in both his mind and body.”

	“We were told you can erase memories, that you can make the pain go away.”

	“Nobody in this world possesses the power to do that Strafe, but I am able to help others empower themselves through the teachings of the Ashtamangala.” 

	 

	 

	He pointed to his heart. On his shirt was a unique marking I'd never seen before. Many Buddist markings coming together. 

	“The Ashtamangala. The Eight Auspicious Symbols of Buddism. You must become one with these Zixin for you to get well. To erase one's memories is to destroy all of the effort life has done to shape the one,” Sonam said.

	“Have you ever, worked with someone that who went through so much?”

	“My whole life Strafe. Your brother is not the only one exposed to hell. Those seeking attainment search for others who need it more than them,” he explained before looking at Zixin, “What I will ask of you will be excruciating, but before you can overcome your past, you must face it.”

	“There's been a lot,” Zixin murmured. He grabbed his head and curled into a ball.

	“You will stay here, and learn how to overcome the pain of life through the lessons of the Buddha, Ashtamangala, and of your own culture. Just realize Zixin, that your life is greater than you are. You may not be aware of this fact while your sorrow tries to swallow you, but you have love in this world. Others are going to depend on you, and you need to be by their side,” Sonam assured.

	Zixin looked up to him before nodding. We both sat down with him.

	“Now, let's begin.”

	 

	 

	In the coming weeks and months, Sonam graciously mentored and instructed Zixin on how to deal with his dark past through lessons from the Ashtamangala.

	First, The Conch Shell, representing power and assembly. Sonam described Zixin as a right-turning conch shell, extremely rare and symbolic of the celestial motion of the stars. Zixin would need to learn to control his pain and turn it into a strength.

	Next, The Lotus, the symbol of the soul. Pink Lotus's are the supreme color and were associated with the Buddha. The growth of the flower from the dirt into the sunlight represented the progress of the soul escaping materialism into enlightenment. 

	Third, The Wheel, which stood for moral discipline, correct application of wisdom, and concentration to keep one's life together. One of importance for Zixin to embrace. 

	Fourth, The Parasol, which provides protection to the sacred or royalty from inclement weather. Protecting those we love was akin to the Parasol. 

	Fifth, the Endless Knot. A reminder of the infinite knowledge of the Buddha. Also of cause and effect. All phenomena are interrelated. Positive actions led to good karma, while negative ones to bad. There was no beginning or end for the soul. 

	Sixth, the Golden Fishes. A sacred dual meaning of both the Ganges and Yamuna rivers of India as well as the sun and moon. The fish represented happiness, freedom, and fertility. 

	Seventh, The Victory Banner. Adopted early as a herald of knowledge over ignorance. An emblem of the Buddha's enlightenment, The Victory Banner also symbolized triumphing over the negative traits of passion, fear of death, defilement, and pride and lust. 

	Last, The Treasure Vase. A spiritual vessel, sharing the abundance of the Buddha's teachings. Sonam described his work with others akin to The Treasure Vase. He would always have lessons to share and he would never run out of energy doing so. 

	Before we came here, Zixin could hardly finish a sentence, but day by day he began to talk more. We would meet Sonam in his chamber once a day for three hours. He lived as a hermit but would treat those brought to him by destiny. He gave Zixin an Ashtamangala necklace to wear, which my brother treasured and prayed with daily.

	Zixin would go into traumatic experiences of the demon that possessed him, Barzakh. Sometimes he would cry, sometime he would scream in agony, other times together they would simply meditate and speak ohms. Sonam taught Zixin about the Great Buddha and to embrace our Native American heritage. He gravitated towards our Tribe and requested to keep his mohawk style haircut. Understanding that he wasn't alone and that he belonged was helping to bring him peace. His mental health noticeably improved the longer we stayed, which helped mine as well.

	When we weren't with Sonam, we would volunteer our time to maintain the palace or care for the animals the monks of the temple raised. It was for good karma, as asked for by The Endless Knot. They had chickens, goats, cows, and cats. It was nice to spend time with my brother after so much lost time between us.

	There was something so mystical and spiritual about Tibet, I almost didn't want to leave. Maybe we could all come to live here someday. Locating our mother was constantly on my mind though. I knew that the Federation had her and that they were probably looking for us. Until Zixin was cured though, we had to stay put. Little did I know that would take the next three and a half years.

	


CHAPTER 9

	Yessa

	 

	 

	 

	Being in the Space Forces was greater than I imagined. I traveled to every continent and over sixty countries. As an “Angel,” we tracked persons of interest in coalition with our partner nations. We hunted terror cells, child-slave traffickers, drug cartels, you name it. Anybody who was a piece of shit, we searched for.

	It had been three and a half years since I left Strafe. I still thought about him. Wondered how he and Zixin were doing. Secretly, I had been searching for them for months. Their whereabouts? Cold. Nobody on the Reservation would tell me where they went and there was no trace of them electronically. Not being around for Esper hurt me the most. The guilt of my abandonment was hard to shake, but I every day I got closer to finding my mom and dad.

	Like Strafe's mother, my parents were taken by the Federation. The politicians in Washington didn't seem to care as much as they should. Smuggling happened at an astonishing rate. Their locations and routes? Still unknown to us at the moment. The civilian and military branches of intelligence had struggled to uncover these underground operations. With such deep infiltration into power systems worldwide, I worried they might find me before I find my family. 

	Currently, I stationed in Japan. We had been monitoring shipments exiting Asia to the States that exported contraband and people. Now a First Lieutenant, I was in charge of special investigations for the 21st Space Tracking Squadron or 21 STS for short.

	The date? December 12, 2091. When I showed up for work and got to my office, I noticed an envelope on my desk.

	What's this? 

	After tearing it open, I found that they were new orders from my boss, Lt Col Fabian.

	 

	1st Lieutenant Urena, Colonel Blaney has commanded us to investigate and disrupt the operations of the Hacktivist group, the Salvators. Reports indicate a cell residing in the hilltop village of Tsetang, Tibet. You are to infiltrate undercover. Form up and be ready to move out in two days at 0600. If you have any questions, call me.

	 

	“The Salvators? Why are a bunch of kids with computers getting this much attention?” I shook my head.

	Alas, orders were orders. We didn't get to question them. I traveled around with a great team, mainly Enlisted Angels. There have always been two sides to the military. The Enlisted were the blue-collar workers, the Officers the white-collar. All Enlisted answered to the Officers. We had different names for our Enlisted, as each branch does. My team consisted of Astronaut 1st Class Iovine, Senior Astronaut Ellerbee and Space Sergeant Dill. They were like family to me. Each of us had unique skill sets on top of reconnaissance training.

	What I didn't notice at the end of the letter? Someone else would be accompanying us, Parker. Like the slime that a snail leaves on rocks, I was disgusted. I hadn't seen him in a long time. I thought it strange he was on this mission. What made things worse? My friend Amy was dating him.

	I told her what he did, but she didn't believe me. Parker had put a huge strain on our friendship over the years. Since he would always be with her, we ended up not hang out anymore. His presence made me sick. This would be the first time I would work with him in the field. I would need to find a way to protect my Astronauts and accomplish the mission.

	 

	 

	Around noontime, I called Sergeant Dill and the others to report to my office. While sitting at my desk reading emails, they walked in. 

	“Ma'am, you wished to talk with us?” he asked.

	“Yes. Looks like we have orders,” I answered, “We're going to China.”

	“China?” Iovine blurted, “Hell yeah!”

	Iovine was a twenty-year-old from Florida. He had blonde hair and blue eyes. A die-hard Miami Dolphins fan. Whenever he wasn't in uniform, he wore his Dan Marino jersey his dad sent him.

	“Don't be too excited, remember when went to Chile? We slept in the dirt while tracking drug-dealers,” Ellerbee scolded.

	Ellerbee was twenty-two and from Oregon. Half Columbian, half Tanzanian. She was more reserved. She enjoyed playing guitar and painting in her free time.

	“You gotta look more at the brighter things in life,” Iovine teased.

	“Will you two put a hole in it?” Sergeant Dill said.

	Dill was a pureblood Texan, through and through. He loved serving his country as much as his hometown. Every conversation I had with him would eventually wind up about something from Texas. It was kind of charming. He always found a reason to bring up the Lone Star State. 

	“We will be leaving tomorrow. Make sure you update your suit by tonight. There're a few new features to try out, one of them being stealth mode. Blend in and act like a tourist after landing. Remember to use first names and don't call me ma'am while we're out of uniform,” I instructed, “Any questions?”

	“No ma'am!” they responded.

	“Good, have fun tonight and I'll see you at 0600, dismissed.”

	The Astronauts walked out of the room, but I kept Sergeant Dill behind. My right-hand man. Someone I truly admired and trusted. After closing the door, he sat down in front of my desk.

	“Sarg,” I said as I ran my hands over my face, “We have someone tagging along with us.”

	“Who's that supposed to be?”

	“A real piece of shit, Lieutenant Parker. I went through survival school with him. I'm not sure why he's here with us, but he's not to be trusted. Watch out for our Astronauts, as well as yourself around him and tell me if he makes you do anything, unethical.”

	“Yes ma'am, I'll be on the lookout,” he comforted.

	With a nod of his head, he made his leave.

	Not too shortly afterward, I got a knock on the door. In came a Captain, one rank higher than me, but I couldn't see their face. When they pulled off their cap, it was no other than Parker.

	“Captain?” I said, my jaw almost hitting the floor.

	“I guess we don't go to attention anymore?” he sassed.

	My blood was already boiling but I went to the position of attention as he asked. He waved his hand and we sat down.

	“It seems as though we are going to be working together.”

	“Yup, that's correct,” I grumbled.

	“I hope there aren't going to be any problems from your people with following my orders. Colonel Blaney left me specific instructions to terminate all Salvators on site. No survivors.” 

	“Terminate all Salvators? That would go against LOAC,” I challenged.

	The Law of Armed Conflict or LOAC is a law that applies to all members of the military. One of the rules stated that we could not engage with unarmed civilians or militants with deadly force unless attacked first. Only those who possessed weapons could be retaliated against.

	“Was that ever the case with the terrorist? What about the drug cartels on the border? The Salvators are identified as a threat to national security and we are to send a message to their leaders,” Parker asserted.

	He pulled out a note written to him from our Group Commander. After I read it, I pointed my finger at him, “I'll tell you this. I don't know how you weaseled out of what you did in training school, but if you put my Astronauts in any position to get killed or hurt, you're not going to like what I do.”

	“Let's not be mad about how they step-promoted me and not you,” Parker gibed, “Just like me sleeping with your best friend, you're just going to have to accept it.”

	“Get the hell out of my office you coward!” I slapped my hand on the desk, “I don't give a damn what rank you are.”

	“Mind your tongue, Lieutenant!” he snapped. Certain buttons of his he didn't like getting pushed, especially by a woman. Turning to me before he slammed the door he said, “Now go prepare my team before I take you off this mission and send you to the kitchen where you belong!” 

	“Fuck you, asshole!” I cursed as I grit my teeth and hit the table.
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	The longtime we spend here had changed Zixin. In the second-year Sonam spent two months with him alone in isolation. I would receive updates through a letter that was always near my nightstand every Sunday morning. 

	The Holy Draba dived deep into Zixin's soul through teachings from Buddhist scripture. Together they went through each one of the traumatic experiences brought on by Barzakh. Re-living these events would help alleviate his depression and understand himself better. 

	While he was away, I enjoyed taking care of the Whiteclouds. I grew fond of them, especially Goliath. Each wolf became an expert sheepherder and the children of the village adored playing with them. Through our new family here I found peace. I didn't miss home much at all. At night, when everyone would go to sleep, I would occasionally talk with the Salvators in an encrypted online chat-room. They would ask for status reports and to check how we were. One night I asked them a few questions of my own.

	 

	Local: Why are you helping us? Who are you?

	 

	Unknown IP: You are like us Strafe. You are freedom fighters. We see potential in you and your brother. That is all I can say at the moment.

	 

	Local: We appreciate your support very much. Can I ask if you've found our mother?

	 

	Unknown IP: Her whereabouts have gone dark. There are assumptions she is in an underground Federation prison. They are gaining political favor from controlling and capturing citizens. Labeled as terrorists by multiple governments, we must be extremely careful how we act or they will find us.

	 

	Local: Can I meet you?

	 

	Unknown IP: Soon. When Zixin is ready to join our fight, we will come to find you. Keep a low profile and be wary of any other foreigners you encounter. Do not tell anyone your name or where you're from. We will be in touch.

	 

	The chat-room closed.

	 

	 

	I leaned back in my chair as I tilted my head up to admire the moon. This isn't such a clear-cut mission this time. 

	The Whiteclouds and I joined the therapy sessions for the final year. What had astonished me was the fact my brother had somehow regrown his arm. It was pearl white in color and the same size as his other one. The only thing different about it was there were light brown markings all over. Some were simply straight lines, others swirled akin to whirlpools.

	“How did you get your arm back?” I asked while entering one morning.

	Zixin seemed much calmer and happy. While petting Pup and Esper, he replied, “I've learned how to channel my depression and my old gift into creating animate objects. This arm is real and it isn't. I still sense my old power within me. What about you?”

	I shook my head as I held up the God Blade, “Ever since we defeated Bethlehem, the Blade is a shell of itself. It shattered in our battle with him. I don't feel any aura left in me.”

	Sonam stepped forward, “Zixin is special Strafe, he has The Hand of God. That is why the demon was drawn to him, and why other demons may try to return.”

	“Hand of God? What does that mean?” 

	“His gift is unlike anything ever seen. He has been blessed, like you.” 

	I turned to Zixin, “How have you been feeling lately?”

	“I feel... much better. I am in control of my emotions and my mental health. It's nice to wake up without pain,” Zixin articulated.

	“Glad to hear bro.”

	“We still need to work on controlling this gift and finish up our sessions. Zixin will be ready to go soon. I will be sad to see him go, he's become quite close to me,” Sonam said.

	“From the bottom of my heart, I thank you,” I said.

	“My pleasure. I have dedicated my life to teach the lessons of the Buddha and to heal those who need it. Bright futures are ahead of you both, with so much life to live.”

	 

	 

	The following day, strange visitors came into town, and it wasn't to sightsee. 
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	Calculations complete. We stepped toward the pad and input our coordinates. After a five second countdown, we launched into our sub-orbital flight. No matter how many times I did this, Earth always looked so incredibly beautiful. It took less than half an hour to reach our destination, the western reaches of China.

	Our mission had serious consequences if the Chinese discovered us. They weren't keen on US military operations.

	“Touch down in three minutes,” Parker announced.

	“Roger that,” Dill said.

	“First time to Tibet!” Iovine cheered.

	“We're not here to sight-see, remember?” Ellerbee heckled.

	“Can't you let me be excited for once in your life?” 

	“Quit the bullshittin' and prep your landing.”

	“Yes Sergeant,” they responded in unison.

	We touched down at the LZ. The thrusters in our suits were so quiet we could barely hear them. I noticed Parker communicating to our leadership back in Europe on a secure line. Probably giving a status report.

	It was night time here, and we were surrounded by lakes. The Lhasa region of China bodied many of them.

	“Prepare for stealth mode,” Parker ordered.

	“Yes sir,” I said in a half-hearted tone.

	Our stealth ability was operational in flight and combat. Briefly, we could completely blend in with our surroundings. Another option let us imitate regular clothing. Street clothes required the least amount of energy but going invisible would drain our battery fast. Recharging didn't take long but left us with limited abilities. Recon training taught us to use this in dire situations only.

	Everyone shifted into their civilian disguise. Dill wore cowboy gear, Iovine donned a conservative Miami Dolphins bomber sports coat, t-shirt, and sweatpants. Ellerbee had on a navy sweater, a red cap, and blue yoga pants. Parker sported a polo shirt, khakis, and a leather jacket. Me? I rocked a white coat with a fur hood, dark jeans, and boots.

	“Let's move out,” he commanded.

	We activated our enhancements and began to move towards our target location. The suit allowed us to run at a speed of around 100 mph. We would arrive shortly.

	Radar in the helmets searched for human heat signatures within half a mile and camouflaged us if it detected any. Nobody could tell we were here. Our suit's kept us from getting fatigued by constantly filling our bloodstream with supplemented adrenaline boosters to counter any high lactate levels in our blood. Even someone out-of-shape could resemble a cheetah running in one of these.

	 

	 

	Ten miles out, Parker stopped us near a lake to camp. We dug beds in the ground to keep us warm for the night.

	“In the morning, we head in,” he instructed.

	“Copy that, I was just getting sleepy,” Iovine said through a yawn.

	Laying in the dirt, I caught Parker typing another message in his telecrom. He wouldn't tell me anything about his communications. I didn't like it.

	Daylight broke. I wiped my eyes and gave myself a long morning stretch. Because of our armor, no critters irritated us while sleeping. Parker stood near the water, smiling.

	What are you up to?

	He turned toward us and clapped his hands to wake the others up, “Morning Spacemen! Good job last night everyone!” 

	“Thank you, sir,” Dill replied.

	“Today, we are going to make it to Tsetang. Our intelligence team back in Germany received reports that there is a high-value Salvator operative close to Yungbulakang Palace. We are to observe the town and gather more intel. Use your best judgment and do not engage anyone unless ordered to, is that understood?”

	“Yes sir,” everyone said.

	“Let's move.”

	I played along with Parker because I didn't want him to get my team killed. He never worked with them before; I had a year of experience with them. They didn't know this guy, only that he was in charge.

	When we got near, we turned on our invisibility to infiltrate. There was a public bathroom we located. Once inside, we found a stall to “come out of” and regrouped outside. Easy as pie.

	After we got about a block or two in, Parker huddled us together, “Okay, here's what I want to do. We will split up into two teams. Dill, you're with me. Urena, you take Iovine and Ellerbee. We will investigate the eastern side of the city. You will go to the palace and search there. Report to me if you find anything.”

	“Copy. Let's go you two,” I nodded.

	Separating the group made us vulnerable. Isolating my second-in-command made me a little uneasy, knowing Parker might try to brainwash him.

	The beauty of this place left us in awe. The people were so peaceful and the market smelled of Asian herbs and spices. Many Buddhist statues and carvings lined the streets.

	The palace was simple to spot, as it resided on top of the highest hill. Every once and a while we got a few curious looks, but nothing to be worried about. Simple tourist glances from the residents.

	We took a bus to the base of a hill near Yungbulakang Palace. While I examined it from a distance, I felt a familiar presence. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary though, so with a shake of my head, I let the thought go and led the two Astronauts up the road.

	“Wow, look at all these cool flags!” Iovine beamed with glee.

	“They're pretty,” Ellerbee said.

	“Hey, I think this is the first time you've agreed with me!” 

	“Well, it's the first time you've been right!” She gently pushed him.

	“This is one of the coolest locations we've been to huh?” I smiled.

	“Ma'am, er, Yessa, we've got to go on more missions to Asia. I could get used to this,” Iovine approved.

	He remembered to act like a civilian.

	There was a flash in the corner of my eye. Occasional tourists and locals passed us by on the way up, but this was different. My suit didn't even pick it up.

	Hmmm? 

	“You see something Yessa?” Ellerbee asked.

	“Someone or something knows we're here.”

	“Should we let the boss know?” she added with some apprehension.

	“No,” I said, “It will scare them off. We will be fine. Just let me know if something strange happens.”

	We walked all the way up this “small mountain” as Iovine called it, to where Yungbulakang Palace stood. A sign stood at the entrance. Translated from Tibetan, it read they closed early due to daily prayer and wouldn't be reopened for the rest of the day. 

	A shadowed figure stared down at me from the tower. I couldn't make out the face, but that same feeling of familiarity was floating in my chest. Excitement and shyness at the same time. After a few seconds, they turned away and disappeared.

	“Well damn, I was gonna take some sweet pics up there,” Iovine fretted.

	“Interesting they shut it down like that,” Ellerbee observed.

	“Sure is. Well, guess we will have to try again tomorrow,” I sighed.

	A gust of wind blew down my neck as I walked away. After two steps I heard a whine from an animal. Turning to the noise, a Whitecloud stood in front of me. I couldn't believe who either.

	“Esper? Is that you?” I said in surprise.

	She ran forward into my arms and kissed my face. I was shocked to find her here! She greeted me by falling into my lap as she did as a puppy. 

	“Woah! What the HELL is that thing?” Iovine yelped.

	“You gonna let a doggie frighten you? What if we're jumped by a terrorist?” Ellerbee joked.

	“She's my Whitecloud,” I answered.

	“Whitecloud?” they said.

	“Yes,” I explained between Esper's kisses, “She is a big wolf with special abilities. Last time I saw her was four years ago.”

	“What the f is she doing here?” Iovine asked.

	“That's a great question.” 

	We began to walk off but Esper would not leave the palace. 

	“C'mon girl, let's go find Goliath and the rest of your pack.”

	As bad as she wanted to, she would not go any further. A whistle sounded in the distance and Esper ran away.

	“Follow her!” 

	We chased her into a back-alley. She bolted into a house and the door slammed shut. I knocked a few times but got no answer.

	“Yessa, what's going on here?” Ellerbee asked anxiously.

	To my right, the shadowy figure from before stood near a second story balcony window. They moved closer and closer until the sunlight hit their face. It was Strafe.

	


CHAPTER 12

	Yessa

	 

	 

	 

	What was he doing here? He acted calm and collected and wore Tibetan clothing. A dark coat, colorful pants and a black tank top with green calligraphy in the center. 

	While starring at each other, trying to feel the other person out, he broke the silence, “Long time.”

	“Yeah,” I marveled, “Long time.”

	“You know this guy?” Ellerbee guessed.

	“Oh,” I shook my head to concentrate, “He's an... old friend from back home.”

	Strafe began eating an apple as Esper peered her head out at me from the window sill. “Who are your friends Yessa?”

	“Oh, this is...,” I paused, “Adam and Montana. We're on vacation together.” I knew he'd see right through me.

	“Hmm, vacation?” Strafe said as he ate the apple and shrugged his shoulders.

	Goliath and the other Whitecloud poked their heads out another window. I was glad they were safe; they'd gotten so big.

	“Can we talk, in private?” 

	“Have you been tracking us?”

	“Is Zixin alright?” I inquired, looking to take back control of the conversation.

	“Zixin's fine,” Strafe told me, “What do you want Yessa?”

	I decided to come clean. With a deep sigh, I said, “Strafe, we are here on orders to find a group called the Salvators. Have you heard or seen anyone here by that name?”

	“Nope,” he said while finishing the last bite and licking his fingers, “I'm just here on vacation too.”

	“Strafe, I'm sorry I left you, Zixin, and our Whiteclouds,” I apologized, “It has eaten at me, every single day but my family is suffering too. I still have no clue where they are. We think the Salvators are connected to the Federation, who probably have them as prisoners.”

	“I'm not mad at you for leaving,” Strafe pointed out while shaking his head, “We both needed to do right for ourselves. I got over that a long time ago.”

	Esper had a sad look on her face. I didn't expect them here.

	“I never wanted to hurt you, any of you,” I said curling my lip, “I tried looking for you but your trail went cold. That's why you brought Zixin here didn't you? Something's here that could save him from himself.”

	“It was nice to see you Yessa,” Strafe nodded as he began to close the window.

	“Strafe, we have orders to kill all Salvators present in this location....,” I informed him.

	He froze before slowly opening the window and gazed at me with suspicion and anger. This time he hopped down from it and stood in front of us. The Whiteclouds joined by his side.

	“Yessa, this is not a place for bloodshed. Whatever your Space Force has you doing, forget about it. You need to leave. There are no Salvators here.”

	“Ma'am, should I dial Captain Parker?” Ellerbee whispered to me.

	“No, standby,” I commanded, “That would make him run away and we need information.”

	“Are there more of you on 'vacation' here?” 

	“Listen Strafe, for the sake of Zixin and our wolves, please tell me the truth,” I pressed.

	Pointing his fingers to his chest he said, “Our wolves? And Zixin? Don't give me that.” He waved his hand in the air.

	On cue, we heard the sound of another Spaceman landing behind us. I turned around to find Parker and Sergeant Dill.

	“Good job Urena. You've found what we've been looking for,” Parker said with a smile.

	“What are you talking about?” I demanded.

	“That one in the black tank top there is a Salvator informant. I've requested an extraction team from our CIA cell nearby to help us get him out of the country. His brother too. They know where your parents are.”

	I turned to Strafe in shock, “You're working with the Salvators?”

	My blood was boiling.

	Strafe remained guarded but calm. He scanned us all before answering,

	“The only reason we're here is to heal Zixin. We mean no harm and don't want any conflicts. Your mom and dad aren't here Yessa.”

	“You are suspected of collaborating with terrorist. You can cooperate and surrender or we will be forced to take you down,” Parker said.

	Jumping all the way down from the third-story window, a man in a white Tibetan robe and pants stood next to Strafe. It was Zixin. 

	“Go home,” he warned us calmly.

	“So be it. Angels! Capture them!” 

	Our disguises transformed back to our Space Suit armor. Each one of us had different weapons at our disposal. Dill had a giant Gatling gun and soundwave knuckles that could knock down an elephant with one punch. Ellerbee carried a special sniper rifle. Iovine used traps such as nets and spikes and deployed drones that had combat capabilities. For me? A mounted shoulder cannon and an electric sword to use in close-quarters situations. Both could stun or kill a target. Not sure what Parker had.

	Dill pulled down his Gatling gun and began to shoot stun rounds at Strafe and Zixin. Strafe stepped in front of the Whiteclouds and held up the God Blade. It was in the same condition as the last time I saw it, shattered. Strafe braced himself as the fire from Dill rained on them. Dust kicked up all around and clouded our vision. When the wind cleared it away, we saw them still standing and untouched. The God Blade still carried the power to deflect projectiles.

	“What the hell?” Dill huffed.

	Strafe lowered the God Blade and stared at us. Dill absorbed the gun back into his suit and charged at them. Iovine and Ellerbee followed. She fired her rifle to try to immobilize them but was deflected. Iovine deployed his drones and they fired down a barrage of rubber bullets but to no avail. Parker paced left and right, typing in commands on his wrist. It's like he was waiting for something.

	With a flick of my hand, the suit formed my weapon, the Espion. Electricity sparked up and down the dark blade and I joined Dill and the others.

	“Ma'am, what do we do?” Dill asked.

	“The only way to apprehend them is in close-quarters combat. Let me handle this,” I admitted.

	I rushed forward toward Strafe. The Whiteclouds seemed uneasy and put their tails between their legs and backed away. Striking down with the Espion at him, we crossed weapons. Back and forth, we deflected and attacked each other until I grabbed his right arm and he grabbed mine. “Strafe, STAND-DOWN! TELL ME WHERE THEY ARE!”

	“We're not the enemy Yessa!” he shouted. With a quick burst, he shoved me back and I almost fell off my feet. 

	In disbelief of what was happening, I shook my head. Could Strafe really be part of this terrorist group? No way. That seemed to go against everything he fought for on Eternia. Why would he have my parents?

	Zixin stood still next to him. My Spacemen were vexed as typical targets they engaged with didn't last this long.

	Strafe stepped forward and raised his left hand, “Yessa! Enough. We mean you no harm, but we're not going with you.”

	I looked back at Parker and he smirked at him, “We don't negotiate with terrorist.”

	“We... are not terrorists! You are!” Zixin yelled.

	There was a slight tremor in the mountain but I kept my composure. Suddenly, a huge black crystal jutted out of beneath the palace over the town. Everyone turned to see what happened. It cracked open and a black fog oozed its way into the air and traveled to the village below and the castle above. My suit didn't recognize the elemental structure of the ooze. Our suits would protect us. The God Blade formed a thin light blue shield around the Whiteclouds and the brothers.

	“What is this crap!?” Iovine screamed.

	“This is the reason we're here. These terrorists have developed a weapon of mass destruction,” Parker said coldly.

	Zixin and Strafe gathered the wolves close to them. The black fog invaded everywhere in Tsetang. Screams from the citizens increased in volume as they ran away in fear and confusion.

	“What the hell have you done?” Strafe exclaimed.

	“Your Salvator masters have dirty secrets Strafe. They are trying to cover their tracks!”

	In the dens of the palace, Tibetans emerged coughing and struggling to breathe. Their faces had turned white and eyes went completely black. Veins all over their bodies bulged as they gasped for air. Many of them fell to their knees and spit up blackened blood. It was repulsive.

	“Captain Parker, what is going on!?” I said.

	“It seems as though they awakened something more sinister than the Zixin target.”

	The affected people began to shake violently. Crystal shards tore out from their skin and protruded aggressively. The fog was changing these people into Slates! They had the look of bloodlust in their eyes. They attacked anyone not turned.

	“What the hell are these ugly shits?” Iovine stammered.

	“They're not human anymore. Light'em up!” I told him.

	Switching our weapons to lethal, we aimed to kill. I activated my shoulder turret to provide gun support. It was only about a foot long but shot high caliber electric rounds at supersonic speeds capable of breaching three inches of steel.

	Strafe and Zixin stayed near the Whiteclouds to protect them. To my surprise, when Strafe struck a Slate with the God Blade, they didn't shatter like when he fought them on Eternia. Instead white light would pulse through their body. Some sort of healing taking place? Unfortunately, too much ooze pervaded the air that the God Blade wasn't enough to stop the infection inside their bodies. It merely stunned them for a few moments.

	Zixin used his new arm to attack. Same as Strafe, when he would strike, slash and slam the Slates, they would fall to their knees and begin to change back to human form.

	Seemed there were endless waves of the infected. The entire town had been lost. We had to retreat out of the alley into a big plaza. Iovine got cornered. One of the Slates made it close to him and slashed a hole in his chest plate that sent him to the floor. I ran over and stabbed it in the back before helping him up.

	“Ahhhhhahaha!” he groaned in pain.

	“Don't worry, we're gonna get you out of here,” I comforted.

	With some nanobot spray, I worked to quickly fix the suit's tear. This was too much for us; I was beginning to think we all needed to evacuate and regroup. 

	“This is out of hand! We need to go!” I said to Parker.

	After downing a Slate with his pistol, he spoke over his shoulder, “We are not leaving without apprehending the targets.”

	“Iovine is down! This mission is fubar!” 

	From on the top of the palace roof, I saw a person wearing a mask. They had a staff of some sorts in hand and jumped down at the black crystal jutting out of the mountainside. Screaming in midair, they slammed the staff down on it. There was a flash of light and then the crystal broke off the mountain and tumbled down the hillside, shattering as it rolled. The masked person then leaped down next to Strafe and Zixin and helped to fight the Slates.

	Iovine groaned as Ellerbee and I picked him up. Dill was fighting wave after wave of Slate that approached him.

	“YEEEEHAW!” he hollered.

	The stranger turned towards us, specifically at Parker. With no hesitation, they ran forth to strike him. In cold-blooded fashion, Parker turned and fired at the attacker. They managed to dodge a few shots to get within striking distance, but it wasn't quick enough. Parker fell on his back to evade the attacker's staff and shot a round into their stomach. The mask dropped to the ground, revealing an older Tibetan man. He fell to his knees and looked at me before collapsing to the dirt.

	“NOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!” Zixin cried in anguish.

	“Zixin, wait!” Strafe shouted, but he wouldn't listen.

	With speed and ferociousness, he ran toward Parker. On his feet, Parker smirked and aimed his pistol. One of the shots hit Zixin in his left arm, shattering it like the Slates. He tumbled to the dirt.

	“You see, they did cause this! He's one of these freaks!” Parker reaffirmed.

	Was that a Slate arm? 

	“Lieutenant Urena, we've discovered the terrorist but need to regroup. Destination: Germany.”

	“You were so obsessed with taking them and now you want to leave?” 

	Strafe and the rest had already escaped. They were nowhere in sight.

	“Don't worry, I stuck a tracker on their mutts. Doesn't matter where they ran off to. We have them,” Parker chuckled while he snapped his fingers.

	He helped Iovine up and we launched up into the sky. 

	From above, it was like hell had been unleashed. Bodies and blood flooded the streets. There was a thick layer of black tar everywhere.

	It's like Pandora's Box was just opened.

	 

	


CHAPTER 13

	Strafe

	 

	 

	 

	What the hell was Yessa thinking? The Space Force was manipulating her with talk of us kidnapping her parents and being terrorists. An unfortunate reality of government. Those in power can make-up whatever garbage they want to fit their agenda. You tell them it's for their country, and they eat it up like dogs.

	Our time at Yungbulakang Palace finished in disaster. One day we would come back to help fix the damage we caused. We'd escaped into an underground passageway that led to the opposite side of the village. Riding on the Whiteclouds, we retreated as fast as we could. When Sonam shattered that Slate Crystal, the black fog started to disappear and the Slates began to revert back into humans. Zixin passed out after he got shot. Pup carried him.

	 

	 

	After the last corner we turned, a small circle of light shined at the end of the tunnel. After exiting, I told Goliath to slow down. I turned to the city, which was unrecognizable. Fires blazed and black smoke fumed into the air from the destruction.

	Three years here and this suddenly happens? No doubt they triggered that. It was a set-up. 

	The best bet we had was to make it as far away as possible before getting in contact with the Salvators. Seemed like the US government didn't care too much for them; I needed to find out why.

	For two days we traveled before arriving in Shangri-La. To my delight, they had an airport here, as well as places to stay. The cold weather made sleeping in the dirt suck. The city was dreamy, full of attractions from the Tibetan past, and infused with the culture of China. 

	Now that our country, as well foreign ones, would be searching for us, we couldn't leave the conventional way. Our only option was to sneak out. First, we needed to contact our mysterious friends for help. We all stopped near Bitahai Lake to rest. Our Whiteclouds were thirsty. My brother hadn't talked much since we left Yungbulakang Palace.

	“How are you feeling?” I asked as I touched his shoulder.

	“.....” he said nothing.

	“I know you're sad about Sonam but he died to protect us. He wanted you to live. Until we finally end all this madness and free mom, we are going to have to get used to... losing people. That's a part of war.”

	He brushed off my hand and turned to his reflection in the lake, “He shouldn't have been killed like that. They will pay for what they did to him.”

	“You can't think in terms like that. Violence only begets more violence. The cycle cannot continue if we are to survive as a species. We need to figure out why the hell Yessa and her people were there in the first place. The Space Force is using her emotions to manipulate her, I'm sure of it. If we go in blind though, that's game over.”

	“I'll tell you this Strafe,” Zixin said, facing me, “I'll follow you here because this is your world. I want to find mom. But if I see that guy, he is going to suffer for his crimes.”

	“He’ll get what's coming to him, believe me,” I agreed, “By the way, is your arm alright?”

	Zixin massaged the remaining part. It had been shattered and shot off from the elbow down.

	“It will be fine. Might take me some time to regenerate it. I learned to harness my spirit energy into physical form. Sonam showed me,” he said before he began to tear up.

	I hugged him and held him close, “Don't worry brother, I'm always here for you.”

	We embraced as Zixin wept for his mentor.

	 

	 

	Our Whiteclouds stayed with Zixin outside near a park while I entered an internet café. I picked up some Tibetan while living at the palace, so I wasn't worried. They spoke English decently too.

	When I walked up to the cashier to buy some telecrom data, it took a moment but I was able to communicate to her well enough for one hour's worth of time. I thanked her and proceeded to my seat. I logged in after sitting down and tried to find the chat-room I used to talk to the Salvators. To my surprise, I saw a blank message in my inbox. After I clicked it, a chat-window popped up in the lower-righthand side of the screen. They must've been monitoring us somehow.

	 

	Unknown IP: Are you alright?

	 

	User1: Yes, we're fine. We're in Shangri-La.

	 

	Unknown IP: Good. We are aware of what happened at Yungbulakang Palace. Sonam was our lead informant for the area and a dear friend.

	 

	User1: Listen, we need to talk, face-to-face. We're in deep trouble, can you help us?

	 

	For a few minutes there was no response. Outside Zixin sat in the grass with Pup and Esper while Goliath played with some of the local dogs at the park. Some of the people were shocked by how big they were. Our cover would be blown if we didn't move quickly.

	 

	Unknown IP: Our local operative will pick you up. We will fly you to our headquarters in Ireland. There is much you do not know. Stay hidden until then. Speak to no one. The world is not prepared for what's to come.

	 

	The chat room closed but I received directions to the Salvator hideout. After downloading the map to guide us there, I returned to Zixin. I rubbed Goliath's head as he came to greet me.

	“Did you find out where those bastards went?” he huffed.

	“No,” I lamented, “But I did talk with our friends. They found us a way out of the country but we have to get to their headquarters.”

	“Okay.”

	We began to walk towards downtown, but Zixin stopped in his tracks, “Strafe, you have done so much for me, it'll be hard to pay you back. I thank you, but when I find the man who killed Sonam, do not stop me from taking vengeance.”

	“He knew the danger of associating with us. You will be able to move on if he's brought to justice the right way,” I advised.

	“I'm not going to kill him. I've... done too much of that already,” Zixin sighed gently.

	With that, we made our way across town to the entrance to Songzanlin Monastery, as inconspicuously as we could with three giant wolves.
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	Thanks to the Salvator directions, we made it to the entrance of the Songzanlin Monastery. Unfortunately, to our disappointment, to enter the grounds, we needed an escort.

	“Really?” Zixin protested to the silent guard.

	“Bro, we should be expecting someone. Let's wait over here,” I said.

	The Whiteclouds laid down on the yellow brick tiles to rest as we waited. The sun began to set and I wondered if our contact was coming for us. Dusk approached and we decided to take off. At that moment, a robed monk approached. The wolves stood up but calmed down as the stranger reached out to pet them. Esper especially enjoyed meeting new people.

	Flipping back their hood revealed a woman. She had black hair in a short pixie cut, was Tibetan, and had a nice smile.

	“Hello,” she greeted in English.

	“Hi,” I replied.

	“These are big wolves you have,” she said with a smile. “Very fuzzy.”

	“Yeah, a bunch of babies actually,” I joked; Goliath titled his head.

	“What brings you all to Shangri-La?”

	“Vacation,” Zixin stated as he stepped forward. I could tell he didn't trust her.

	“You've come to the right place,” she said, “My name is Karma. I know who you are.”

	He clenched his fist but I put my arm out to stop him, “So then you know why we're here?”

	“Yes, I am the operative sent to bring you to our hideout. Please come with me.”

	Walking behind her with the Whiteclouds, Zixin whispered in my ear, “Do you think this is a trap?”

	Putting my hand on his shoulder, I assuaged, “You must learn to put faith in others, my man. We'll be fine.”

	He nodded back in agreement. We passed through with the blessing of the Monastery guards. Even in 2091, things had not changed here much since its creation in the 17th Century. Monks donning maroon robes walked the streets in prayer. Young mothers and their children played outside their homes. Tibetan prayer flags and art hung between the terracotta houses. I came to love this area of the world. Nobody minded our Whiteclouds as other wild animals roamed in peace. It was surreal and calm.

	Upon entering, the Songzanlin Monastery took my breath away. Golden statues and ornaments line the entire structure and with the wind gently blowing across the land, it made me wish this moment could last forever.

	“Please, come inside,” she said while opening the giant door.

	Both of us gasped in awe of the place. Tibetan paintings of all colors and brush strokes lined the walls. Gigantic red columns supported the weight of the ceiling in the middle of the room. Aromas from burning incense put a minty smell in the air. There was a stringed instrument playing a calm song that accentuated the vibe. Truly a magnificent monument. As we cleared the columns, Karma walked to a wall. She traced a circle with her finger on it before it began to disassemble itself.

	“Woah,” Zixin admired.

	After fully disassembling, a stairway was made available. She turned on flashlight before walking down. Because of their curiosity, Pup, Goliath, and Esper went in first. My brother was at ease and he walked forth slowly. I still had to admire just how lucky we were to see this. I got lost in a day-dream, looking around when my brother whispered, “Strafe! Let's go!”

	“Oh! Yeah,” I said, shaking my head like a dog.

	After we all had begun to walk down the staircase, the wall reassembled itself.

	“Reminds me of a story of a wizard boy I read a long time ago.”

	The way down wasn't long. At the end was a pathway lined with Buddhist art. Karma opened two white doors at the far side. We had crossed into the Salvator hideout. She took off her monk robe and set it on a table. Our new friend wore what looked like ninja gear, sort of like my old friend Zon. A cape draped over her shoulders that went down to her elbows and covered both her chest and back.

	“Welcome. The pleasure is ours to finally meet you,” she said with a bow. The Whiteclouds bowed back.

	“So, who exactly are you people? Why have you been protecting us?” 

	Dozens of monks walked in behind her. Their faces darkened so I couldn't see them.

	“The Salvators's origin began a few years ago, but people like us have been around for thousands of years. We are global. Our mission is to keep watch over the citizens to ensure those in power do not become tyrants. If the gap between the rich and the poor is too widened, even the greatest empires can fall. We exist on every continent and believe peace is the ultimate way of a warrior,” Karma disclosed.

	“Then why did we get attacked? Why did the military want to capture us?” Zixin asked.

	“It is not because they don't ultimately stand for justice; they are being led astray. Those creatures that engaged you at the palace, have existed here for much longer than human civilization.”

	With crossed arms, I said, “The Slates. When I, we were on Eternia, we fought them there too. What are they and why can they infect humans so easily?”

	“Some civilizations referred to them as demons, fallen angels. Those who have not found their faith are most susceptible to becoming them. Removing the God Blade from Earth weakened the protective enchantments instilled by our ancestors on them. I'm sure this isn't the first time you encountered them on this planet?” she asked.

	“No, I did before,” I nodded, “Right before I traveled through the portal to Eternia, I was ambushed by one.”

	I looked down at the dull hilt as I held it in my hand. The blade would pulse small amounts of white light every once and a while but was a shell of what its former self. At one time it carried endless power.

	“And you used it to save that world,” she speculated as she folded her arms, “You helped bring them to find their way again.”

	“So why has it faded? Strafe hasn't been able to use it once since we got back here.”

	“My guess, is God is testing our faith in Him.” 

	“But, He loves all,” I challenged.

	“Yes, but He does ask for acknowledgment. He asks that you stay true to your heart and do well for others. It doesn't matter how one views Him. God, Buddha, Allah, El-Shaddai, Brahman, they are all Him, in different shades. Without faith, the Dark One takes his place. He keeps us all divided.”

	“They had their own deities back on Eternia,” I added.

	“No, just a different shade.”

	“So, Guardian, was, God?”

	“You met him? That is why you are so lucky.”

	“My question is, if we stopped the Venerates who opposed God there, why are the Slates here? They disappeared completely when we vanquished Nian.”

	“It is because,” she paused, “You guys were not the only ones to return to Earth.”
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	Iovine lay motionless on a bed, hooked up to multiple machines.

	Due to the Slate outbreak, and the need for our secrecy in the matter, he stayed in quarantine. Military scientist and doctors studied his blood and vitals constantly like they expected him to turn into one of those things at any moment.

	My breath fogged the viewing window as I stood by watching him, “Hang in there, Astronaut.”

	Some men entered the room and told me to follow them for a debrief with the commander.

	This was going to be fun. 

	As we walked around, I noticed the entire base “busy.” This was a term we used when some sort of large-scale operation was being put together. Soldiers were loading weapons, bombs and chemical gear to be ready for use. They were preparing for something.

	We arrived outside my commander's quarters and they said to standby until called in. Hurry up and wait. Anybody in the military got used to this really quick. Finally, after waiting for ten minutes, the door opened and I was escorted in.

	Our Commander, Lieutenant Colonel (Lt Col) Fabian, was a strong intelligent man. Short brown hair with some grey around the edges and a few scars near his temple. I admired him the most for his kindness and leadership ability. His presence invigorated his troops whenever he entered a room. The sign of a true leader.

	He sat at a round table with a couple of other officers, one of them Parker. After walking in front of them, I stopped at attention and saluted, “Sir, First Lieutenant Urena reports as ordered.”

	Lt Col Fabian and I were on good terms, but he didn't look happy. After returning the salute he said, “Take a seat.”

	There was so much tension I swear it felt five degrees hotter in here than the hallway. The officers never took their eyes off me. The commander looked up after he finished reading a piece of paper, he then put it on the desk and slid it towards me.

	“This is Captain Parker's report of the mission. In it, he detailed your insubordination which caused harm to an Astronaut and siding with hostiles. Do you agree?” Lt Col Fabian said as he put his fingers together and leaned forward on the table.

	Flabbergasted, I said, “Sir, no, absolutely not!” 

	“Then why do we have Iovine in critical condition and escaped terrorists to worry about? You have never let any target escape in your career Urena. This puzzled me until Captain Parker reported your relation to the hostiles.”

	“Sir, I can explain everything. They were. . . my old friends from back home. It surprised me as much as anyone else,” I confessed.

	I told them the story of Eternia, and what had happened on the planet. I wanted to know if what Parker said about my parents to be true.

	“Did you have any knowledge of their presence in Tibet?” a Major asked me.

	With a shake of my head, I replied, “No sir. Last time I saw them was four years ago. Captain Parker told me the Salvators have my family. Can we confirm this?”

	Ignoring my question, another officer asked, “Were you present or aware of any time these men contacted terrorist groups or created plans to attack the United States, European Union or any anywhere else?”

	“No Ma'am,” I said while keeping my composure, “Strafe is a good person, and so is Zixin. They would never do anything like that.”

	“Some pictures from the suit's cameras would tell otherwise,” Lt Col Fabian stated.

	Photos taken from our helmet cams projected through a hologram in the middle of the table. It displayed Zixin, attacking us and the Slates with his new arm. Some of them showed Strafe holding the hilt of the God Blade and clashing with me and the others.

	“You're saying you all found this man on a different world and brought him back? Along with these giant wolves that can fly? You need to start telling us the truth about these people's connection to the Salvators or you will be locked down until further notice.”

	Holding back my anger, I continued, “Sir, the real terrorists are the Federation! These people are EVERYWHERE and in everything!” I emphasized, “I don't know who these Salvators are, but they are not these guys. Strafe wouldn't lie to me. They fought to save me from bad people. Not to become them.”

	Parker got to his feet and turned on a presentation to our right. With each click, different pictures of people fighting with police officers and military from around the world. People in masks stood above bodies of politicians and civilians.

	“The Salvators are not what their name claims. They do not bring salvation, they bring destruction. Similar to the terrorist we had encountered in the Middle East, but their history is longer and networks much stronger,” Parker informed the room.

	“They ideologize destabilizing governments to push forth their own agenda of a free society,” Lt Col Fabian added, “Our sister branches had been tracking the Salvators, along with our coalition partners, for many years. The government kept this operation in the shadows, taking down cells and locking away any Salvator we find.”

	I shook my head, “Sir, we can track them. I'm one hundred percent behind that mission. But I'm telling you, the brothers are not terrorists. If these people know where my family is, I will capture them. Strafe and Zixin are not involved though, I'm sure of it. They attacked us because we... I attacked them.”

	“Then why were they living in a Salvator hideout for so long? You think they just moved there for the scenery, not training or converting to become Salvators?” Lt Col Fabian asked.

	“Sir, Zixin's left arm was shot off. Something or someone helped him receive another one. That must be the reason.”

	The female officer slammed her hand down to shake the table and shouted at me, “Don't give us that possessed-demon crap Urena!”

	I didn't want to tell them about Walker, or the Sky Water tribe. They did nothing wrong to me.

	“We had the FBI interrogate Chief Walker from Strafe's reservation, but he wouldn't say anything. He's going to be charged with conspiracy unless you tell us the truth,” Parker rubbed in. Every time he spoke it made my blood boil. 

	My eyes snapped to Lt Col Fabian, and I said loudly, “Sir, Captain Parker should be questioned himself. I find it strange that when we show up, this mountain explodes with that ooze crap under his command. Also, I believe he is responsible for the death of Second Lieutenant Gallow back in Tracker school. He left him to die in the forest and probably killed him in his sleep before Gallow could report on him!”

	The eyes in the room widened, and they looked towards Parker. He was prepared for this moment though, and fired back, “Lieutenant Urena may be suffering from Slate poisoning, as her spacesuit was damaged during our operation. The Chinese and UN authorities reported a common symptom is memory loss and distortion. I recommend she be evaluated and her statement about this, Eternia, be taken with a grain of salt.” 

	“Sir, I took no damage and I'm telling. . .” I was stopped by Lt Col Fabian.

	“How come I wasn't made aware of anybody else besides Astronaut Iovine who took damage until now?” 

	Parker leaned towards him with an elbow on the table, “It's because she had manipulated her software to delete damages and self-repair without notification.”

	My suit's schematic displayed on the screen for the officers to analyze. It showed a program that would hinder suit diagnostics and analysis.

	Whenever we would finish a mission, we would return our suits for repair, but to also be examined. The highest-ranking member was always in charge of making sure each suit to be accounted for. This whole operation was a set up all along.

	I stood out of my chair and pointed at him, “Sir, he is LYING! I never put that program in! He is the one to not be trusted!” 

	“You miss your old boyfriend?” Parker taunted.

	I ran over to him and attempted to grab him but was stopped by the military police. The other officers all stood up and Lt Col Fabian got between us.

	“Stand DOWN! That's an order!” 

	Everyone separated us but I still had my fist clenched. He winked at me while blowing a kiss.

	“Sir, lock this coward up! He's working for someone, and is going to get people killed!” I warned between angry breaths.

	“Captain, go to your quarters,” he said, “You, sit, down.”

	My blood fumed but I obeyed.

	Parker stared at me with anger in his eyes on his way out. Being called a coward irritated him. I knew a weakness now.

	After some small discussion with his peers, he looked back at me with calm eyes, “You are to be put on inactive status until our investigation into your recent mission is complete. You are to not leave base or to use a space suit without my written consent. Your actions have warranted this, and you are also to not form any outside communication. Disobeying these orders will result in an Article 92. Do you understand?”

	I took a deep breath in and out before replying, “Yes sir.” 

	Nothing feels worse than being completely betrayed and defeated.

	I never had any problems in my time in the military, and now they threatened me with an Article 92. One of the military's strictest punishments for disobeying an order or being derelict in the performance of duties. Possible outcomes could lead to dishonorable discharge, loss of pay, and two years in jail. 

	Lt Col Fabian and the officers left the room and some policemen entered. They escorted me to my room, where I had to stay until told otherwise. My friend Amy was listening to music, but I just wanted to go to sleep. After taking my uniform off, I jumped into bed. This was so wrong.

	“You okay hun?” she asked knocking on my door.

	My head turned in the pillow and I said to her, “Yeah, just need some time alone.”

	She was still dating Parker. I had to be careful what I told her.

	“Alright, I'll see you later,” she said as she left for the gym.

	After the door closed, I put my forearm on my head. Tears formed in my eyes as I gazed out the window, “Well, there goes my reputation.”

	 

	


CHAPTER 16

	Strafe

	 

	 

	 

	Karma led us into a new room full of machinery. In the center stood an old Chinese propeller plane. She walked out in front and said, “We need to get you out of here. The government will more than likely detain you if you stay. We listened to chatter on US lines, and they're pissed at what happened. We must take you to our headquarters.”

	“Where's that?” my brother asked.

	“For everyone's safety, we are not going to say exactly. All we can offer is a means to the truth. The world needs your help.”

	Why me, again? 

	I stopped and examined Zixin. His arm was almost fully healed, with only his hand and fingers still missing.

	“How are you doing that?” I asked.

	Holding it up to his eye level, he explained, “I dreamed that it would heal, and it did. With more practice, I could learn to regenerate my limb even faster. The ability is not Slate or demon power, but something else.”

	Pulling him to the side, I confessed to him, “Bro, before we continue, I can tell you. . . there will be fighting. You will witness people do awful things, but if we don't stop these guys, we may never save mom.”

	He put his hand on my shoulder, “You've saved my life so many times. I now understand why. To help you rescue her. After this is all over, we can finally be a family again.”

	“I'd love that,” I smiled as we hugged.

	“So it's settled,” Karma cheered.

	“What will we be doing after we land?” 

	She folded her arms and said, “We believe we found a Federation stronghold, possibly their HQ. You might be able to find a lead to your mother's location. Together, you will help us take them down.”

	“Will our wolves fit on that plane?” I asked.

	“Absolutely,” she replied.

	“Then let's blow this joint,” Zixin said as he stepped foot inside.

	 

	 

	I worried about what that guy said to Yessa. Did the Salvators really have her parents? That would be my first question to ask their leadership. If so, for what reason? Were both sides manipulating us?

	Karma's friends opened up the hanger bay and she started the engine. The Whiteclouds entered and we got ready for take-off. There was a new sense of purpose in this mission. It was personal.

	 

	 

	The stars began to fill the sky and I started to get tired. Exhausted, I quickly fell asleep.

	I woke up in the morning, and found Karma piloting at the flight stick. “Good morning,” she whispered to me.

	With a big morning stretch, I yawned, “Ahhhh, morning.”

	“Sleep well?”

	“I really do on planes. Used to be a pilot myself. They're like my second home.”

	“Good,” she winked at me.

	“Karma.”

	“Yes, Strafe,” she said, looking over her shoulder.

	I walked over and sat in the third pilot's seat and said, “When we were at the palace, you said we weren't the only ones to return to Earth. Do you know who else might've?” 

	She cringed a little when I asked. While looking out the window, she searched for a way to describe it to me, “To be honest, I not sure. We don't have much time before they find us.” 

	“Who? A person, a monster? Maybe I can identify them for you. What has you so frightened?” 

	Karma concentrated her attention on the landing. As we hit the tarmac, the sound of the wheels hitting the ground scared the Whiteclouds and jolted them awake. Zixin also woke up but then fell back asleep.

	“They say he kills indiscriminately. Whenever he finds one of our hideouts, all of the Salvators are slaughtered. He's not military either. They're calling him the Scarlet Killer because his victims end up in a pool of blood,” she quivered.

	She showed me a picture via hologram from the plane's dashboard.

	I gasped, “No way. . .”

	“Do you recognize this man?” 

	“Yes,” I paused.

	“What's his name?” 

	Although a bit blurry, I knew exactly who. A man was cutting another man's throat with a knife, mid-slice. Seemed to be a security camera's still shot. Same slicked-back blonde hair, evil eyes, and smirk.

	“The man who started this whole war. Tiras.”

	 

	


CHAPTER 17

	Strafe

	 

	 

	 

	How did he follow us?

	If this was true, that he had become a complete maniac and slaughtered entire Salvator hideouts, then I knew he would be tracking us. But why? Revenge? Was he still working for the Federation?

	With a shrug, I put it out my mind for the time being. We needed to focus on the moment at hand.

	The water and sky remained calm on this cloudy day. The plains were of the most beautiful green grass I'd ever seen. So bright and colorful. We rolled up to a small grassy mound. Karma pushed a button on the control panel and a mechanical door opened wide enough for the plane to enter. It blended in perfectly with the field. The door closed behind us.

	The tunnel was lit by dim yellow lights and we soon reached an opening. It was a large man-made cave and full of Salvators. They worked on all sorts of equipment, bombs, and vehicles. She parked and we all got out. The Whiteclouds were happy and began running around to stretch. They hadn't had much space the whole flight.

	“Welcome to Dublin, Salvator HQ,” she said.

	“Not what I quite imagined,” Zixin commented while looking around.

	“Come, let me take you to see our leader,” she said.

	As we walked through, we caught a lot of eyes. Mostly my brother, unfortunately. His white arm stuck out like a flamingo. He covered it with his coat jacket.

	At the very back of the cave were multiple heavy-duty elevators. Karma directed us to enter the one on the far left and we began our ascent. Once we reached the top, we entered some sort of old church. The entire building was made of old Irish stone and brick.

	Being here calmed me. Gentle winds blew across the grasslands. The smell of roses and the ocean fusing in the air delighted my senses. We had to be outside of Dublin, in the country. Karma walked us out to the patio, where an older man sat in a chair, looking out at the water. She motioned for us to sit down next to him and took her leave.

	The man read a newspaper while drinking some brew. He noticed us, set down the paper, and turned over his shoulder. Seemed to be around sixty years old. Some scars dotted his face but he had the brightest blue eyes I had ever seen. He wore silk pajamas and slippers.

	“Nice to meet you, boys. Heard much about ya,” he greeted in an Irish accent.

	“Hi,” we both replied.

	He smiled as he took a sip of his drink, “My name is Ibrahim. These Whiteclouds of yours are quite beautiful.”

	“You've been the one who's been guiding us these past few years, haven't you?” I asked.

	“Yes,” he nodded while rocking in his chair, “While your brother healed in Tibet, I kept tabs on you. One of our top priorities was to get you to safety after he did.”

	“So, you know what's really going on here, across the world?” Zixin said.

	“My boy, does anyone? Besides, I don't watch the news anymore. Too depressing, even for an Irishman. There are more important things to worry about, like how much hair I might have tomorrow,” Ibrahim jested. That got us all laughing. “In all seriousness though, I'm sure you have questions. Maybe I can answer them for you.”

	We turned to each other and nodded before turning back to him.

	“Why do you think the Slates are appearing on Earth?” I asked.

	Ibrahim looked down at the ground before looking back at us, “I believe it to be because we humans, the children of God, lost our connection to our Father. In His place, a Dark One has emerged. The Dark One's only purpose is to hurt us, to spite Him.”

	“What a load of crock,” Zixin gawked.

	Nudging him gently with my elbow, I whispered, “Let the man speak bro.”

	Ibrahim stared into Zixin's eyes intently, “You have suffered much my young man. I can see the toll taken on you. To the point where you didn't want to live. Through Him, you can end your suffering.”

	“I never abandoned God, He abandoned me,” Zixin asserted as he walked away. Pup followed him.

	“Poor man,” Ibrahim lamented.

	I sighed, “It has been hard, for both of us to get through.” Goliath and Esper snuggled up to me.

	“Without God in your heart, the Dark One will find a way in. A fact since the beginning of mankind,” he said as he glanced out at the ocean, “Zixin will come to find Him in time.”

	“In the other world, I felt as though someone always had my back. Many times we should've died but always survived, in the most mysterious of ways,” I said.

	“Until a man exhausts his purpose, God will not let him die. Many, many of my Irish brothers and sisters fought for hundreds of years to reclaim our land from colonial rule. Each life lost only strengthened the cause. That was their sacrifice for the greater good,” Ibrahim folded his hands together, “You were brought there to not only find your family and friends but to realize your purpose Strafe.”

	“What exactly is that?”

	“You didn't figure it out?” he raised an eye as he took a sip of his brew.

	“No, I, never actually thought about it. Should've studied the Ashtamangala more,” I admitted.

	“Ha,” he chuckled before he put the cup down, “Our entire purpose in life is to serve others. That is why you had to go to Eternia, to understand that you are a protector from God to those you love. You find joy doing so, I can tell. We are all connected son, and when someone or something says otherwise, that is when the darkness will enter,” Ibrahim said.

	Saying those words lifted a huge weight off of my chest. He helped me realize all of the struggles of my entire life had been shaping me to become the person I am. To find a passion in helping others.

	“You're. . . right!” I praised.

	“Just like a bar of silver must be boiled to release its impurities, life brings down upon us challenges and stress to release our own imperfections. Greed, anger, ego, jealousy and the other negative emotions become erased once you experience the worst of all situations,” Ibrahim continued.

	I stood up and walked over to the stone railing, then turned to him, “Is this what the Salvators stand for? Helping the world understand God? Or are you after something else?”

	Ibrahim moved next to me and put a hand on my shoulder, “We were not founded here but established a headquarters due to the Irish struggle. Their fight against foreign power and influence likened to my own people.” He gazed at the ocean again, “Strafe, this place will be discovered soon. The Federation are their own entity, operating outside of governments. Like we do. They grow strong and infiltrated almost every level of leadership across the globe. That is why you saw so much destruction in Eternia. They even plotted your own country against you. The Salvators, although known as other names, have been in existence for thousands of years, but now are almost completely gone. Endangered, like many animal species.”

	“Because of Tiras or the Federation?”

	“Both,” he answered, “They are acting independently though. If we stop one, stopping the other will be much easier.”

	“How?” 

	Ibrahim pulled out a paper near his chair and set it on a table. It was a world map with many circles and x’s.

	“We searched for many years and after many raids on Federation cells, we pinpointed their headquarters. Moscow. Deep underground,” he said.

	“What are you planning to do? Raid it and kill the leader?” I asked.

	“Exposure of their crimes to the world is how we will do this. We must do it with righteousness or we are the same as them.”

	“Sure had a lot of weaponry downstairs,” I countered.

	“This is true, but one must be willing to play by all rules in war. The enemy does not always see life the way you do. Remember this Strafe.”

	Crossing my arms, I knew what he was going to ask us to do, “So, you want us to infiltrate them and find evidence to expose the Federation?”

	“I can't force you to do this. I brought you here only to enlighten you. You'll be in great danger on this mission. If you join us though, you will be that much closer to the peace you wish for yourself and your family,” he said.

	“Look at this,” I pulled out what was left of the God Blade, “It's a shell of itself. My old power is gone. How will we stand a chance against them?”

	“You never needed any of those things. YOU are what the darkness fears, not this trinket,” Ibrahim insisted.

	“One more question,” I said.

	“Sure.”

	“My friend, Yessa, she said the Salvators have her parents. I know you know about her. Do you?”

	He shook his head, “No my dear boy, we don't. Give you my word. Who told her that lie?”

	“One of her fellow Space Force people.”

	“Ha,” he smirked, “I'm afraid their military is compromised. The Federation infiltrated them as well. We will look into where they might be.”

	“I'll talk with Zixin. I'm not sure if he's ready for this,” I said.

	“You will need him,” he added.

	“Why?”

	“Because your mother is there too.”

	 

	


CHAPTER 18

	Yessa

	 

	 

	 

	It'd been a few days since my lockdown. I kept myself busy by training in the simulator and watching movies. There wasn't much else I could do.

	Amy came after she got off work one afternoon. She set her bags down on the floor, said hi, and went to take a shower.

	When finished, she came and sat on the couch next to me. Despite how I felt about Parker, she was still my only ally.

	“Stay productive today?” she asked while putting her hair in a towel to dry.

	“Oh yeah,” I muttered.

	We both laughed.

	“This situation they got you in is super shitty. Might be making an example out of you to the rest of us.”

	“Ahhh,” I sighed, “Not going to lie girl, I can't sit here any longer. Shit is driving me crazy!”

	“But, what about the investigation?”

	“Don't you get it?” I stood and clapped my hands together, “Your boyfriend set me up! Leadership isn't listening to me. He's planning something, sinister, and I can't stand by and wait to react anymore!”

	Amy ran her hands through her hair and looked around, “Shut off any electronics we have here.”

	I paused but followed through with her request. We went around the room unplugging and turning off anything that might have a microphone. She closed the blinds and then sat down next to me and held my hands in her lap.

	“Yessa, I'm sorry you've had to suffer like this. I was told to keep this a secret until now,” she whispered.

	“What secret?”

	“I've been on orders to spy on Trent the entire time we've been together. The Space Forces Intelligence office has been identifying Federation infiltrators and he met the potential criteria. Unfortunately, we've to gather as much evidence on these people as possible to prosecute them.”

	My jaw hit the floor. With my hand over my mouth, she hugged me. She freed me from my internal prison. After I got myself together, we continued the conversation.

	“Are you for real?” I sniffled.

	“Yes. I'm sorry I couldn't let you know earlier. Your mistrust in Trent, and his disdain for you, helped our investigation. His actions are questionable. He's got powerful allies, but that doesn't make him untouchable. Until he makes a big mistake though, he's hot-shit in their eyes,” Amy comforted.

	After wiping my tears, I stood up, “That's too dangerous. If we don't stop him now, who knows what could happen.”

	“Yessa, your leadership gave you strict orders hun. You will go to prison if you disobey them.”

	“I would never be able to forgive myself if I let Parker or the Federation hurt my family. He might even lead us to their hideout.” 

	After patting my leg, she walked toward the window and glanced out to see if anyone was watching, “I can extract you, and can tell you where your ex is going.”

	“How?”

	“You have no idea how capable we are,” she grinned, “But you will need a suit.”

	Shaking my head, I said, “My codes are blocked.”

	“Mine aren't,” she smirked.

	“Amy. You would be in just as much trouble if you were caught. Worse,” I said grabbing her shoulders.

	“My leadership would be, more forgiving, IF you expose him and find the Federation hideout. I don't work for Col Blaney or Lt Col Fabian. The military operates in shrewd ways.” 

	“This means a lot to me Amy.”

	With a hug and kiss on my cheek, she said, “I'd do anything for ya Yessa. That's what besties do.”

	Once I got some supplies gathered, we devised a plan. Our Space Suits were authorized to be carried anywhere on base, as they were like a gun is to a Marine. Amy would retrieve her suit and bring it back to our apartment. We would then take out and reprogram the identifier and tracking chip. An extremely risky move but I needed to take that chance. Sitting around here and rotting? Not my style.

	 

	 

	After she got back, we went to work. Connecting the suit to her computer, she uploaded a program to trick it to think I was her. While we wore these suits, it verified the pilot through a various amount of ways. DNA in sweat, retina scan, and voice recognition to name a few. With a slight tremble in my hand, I equipped it.

	If the failsafe didn't trigger once activated, that'd be a successful hack. A lockdown feature was coded in that couldn't be erased. It would trap any unauthorized user if they attempted control. I was sweating like a snowman in June, but I had to try.

	“Okay, here goes hun,” Amy said as she patted my wrist.

	I nodded my head and touched the chest plate to initialize suit formation. It powered up like normal and covered my body. It didn't lock down! 

	“We did it!” I cheered.

	“Yehaw!” she sang and high-fived me.

	“So, you know where Strafe is heading to?”

	“Yes. To Moscow. We picked up the chatter on one of the Whiteclouds that your team bugged.”

	“Are you sure you're cool with this?” 

	“You're my one and only Yessa,” she smiled.

	With the helmet covering my face, I left the apartment. Amy stayed behind. On the right breast, it read her last name, “Scotta.”

	Time to get to the bottom of this. 

	After inputting the coordinates she provided, the suit's thrusters kicked on and I shot up into the atmosphere. To enter Russia presented a high risk for any US military member. I would have to land near the border with Belarus and fly close to the ground the rest of the way in to remain undetected. They had their own version of Space Suits and weren't too keen on foreign pilots flying in their airspace.

	Hope I'm not too late.

	 

	


CHAPTER 19

	Strafe

	 

	 

	 

	Zixin didn't take the news well. He knew there'd be fighting, but he also wanted to see our mother. It had been decades since.

	We would fly to Bucharest, Romania and take a cargo train into Moscow. Transporting the Whiteclouds undetected required unique execution. The cars were large enough and covered so nobody could see us. Their strength would be necessary for the mission. After we made it into Russia we would then rendezvous with fellow Salvators stationed in the city. Together we would then sneak our way into the Federation HQ underneath one of the churches in the Kremlin.

	Fun stuff, right?

	Our plan was to infiltrate and destroy their HQ while gathering as much evidence and intelligence to present to the United Nations. Ibrahim said that the world knew of the Federation but not of their sinister intentions. We needed to expose them. Karma, and a few other Salvators would be traveling with us. They warned us that things could turn deadly and to trust no one.

	She loaded body armor, guns, and various electronic equipment onto a larger airplane. Zixin was throwing a ball around with the wolves, so I decided to ask her some questions about herself. She was still kind of a stranger.

	“Hey!” I waved as I walked up to her.

	“Hi!” she said back.

	“Need any help?”

	“No, we're almost done. Thank you though,” she grunted while lifting up a heavy bag.

	I leaned against the airplane and looked up at the stone ceiling in the hanger, “Karma, you mind if I ask you a question?”

	She wiped some sweat from her head, “Sure Strafe.”

	“Why are you involved in all this? You came from such a peaceful part of the world.”

	She sat down on one of the cargo boxes and drank some water, “Nobody is safe from the Federation, even in China. Close to my eleventh birthday, my family was taken from me. My father was a politician running for governor of Tibet. He wanted the Chinese government to recognize our religion and not attack it anymore. Many people died going to concentration camps just because of their beliefs. My father also demanded the Federation be labeled as a terrorist group. On the campaign trail and in a hotel, my brother and mother were found with their neck's slit in their sleep. My father was hung in the streets with a warning sign around his neck for those who defied Chinese law. I stayed home to take part in a local festival. If I was with them, I would've died too. Their deaths have haunted me every single day.”

	“Woah,” I said in shock.

	“Our government hired the Federation to kill them I found out. Not everyone in my country is bad Strafe, only a few. Just like anywhere. That same day I made a promise, to do whatever I had to so nobody else would suffer what I did. They robbed me of my soul.”

	“That's awful. I'm sorry for your loss.”

	“It happened a long time ago but, when someone is taken before their time, it's hard to accept they're gone. Makes me wonder what memories I should've made with them.”

	“I know the feeling,” I said as I turned and crossed my arms. I thought about Brutus.

	After loading the plane, we got aboard. Zixin kept to himself for the rest of the day. His recovery flew way above my expectations. Our time with Sonam helped reclaim his soul. That day he almost died from suicide remained a sensitive topic. I hoped he never had a relapse.

	Zixin's left arm fully restored itself. Even though he couldn't fire spirit energy from his hands like in Eternia, he learned to harness his old power in a new way. My power remained dormant or nonexistent in this world. Before leaving, I went outside to take in the beautiful green grass of Ireland once more. Thirty minutes passed by and I was satisfied. I leaned down and grabbed a four-leaf clover for good luck. 

	I always admired the resiliency of the Irish.

	Once in Bucharest, we hopped on a train the Salvators had set-up for us. It would take us around four days to make it to Russia, which gave us plenty of time to prepare.

	Ibrahim instructed us to infiltrate through a series of underground tunnels near the Kremlin. They gave us passcodes and IDs to enter restricted areas of the complex. Hidden deep below we would find their headquarters. Before fleeing to another hideout in Finland, our mission was to pose as Federation members and gather intelligence. 

	Once we made it to Moscow, a compartment in the floor opened and Russian Salvators welcomed us. They unlocked an underground passage below the belly of the train. We took this path to their safehouse.

	“Welcome Comrades, I'm Sergei, the guy in charge here,” a man said in a heavy Russian accent.

	Sergei was a middle-aged man with a five o'clock shadow and grey hair. He wore dark, military clothing.

	“Nice to meet you Sergei, my name is Karma from the Tibetan Hideout and these are my friends. Thank you for helping us.”

	“No problem, especially for someone so pretty like you,” Sergei smiled jokingly.

	“Dude's got game,” I whispered sarcastically.

	“What's game?'“ Zixin asked.

	“When you. . . I'll tell you later,” I shook my head.

	Dark and full of iron pipes overhead, the tunnels we walked down reminded me of the movie Alien. My mind played tricks on me like something was going to jump out at us any second. The smell of copper and moldy water down down here reminded me of pennies. 

	After walking for about a half a mile, we reached a huge iron door. Sergei approached it and performed a unique knock to open it by beating it like a drum with both hands.

	“Welcome to Moscow's Salvator hideout. Please try Russian sausage and soup. Make you very strong,” he invited while flexing his biceps.

	Vegetables and the sausage along with a salty soup tasted fantastic. I hadn't eaten warm food in a while. Even Zixin enjoyed it, which is rare because he didn't eat much. Once we finished, Sergei stood in front of everyone and got our attention.

	“Alright, listen up duraki! Now that we have special help from Salvator headquarters, we can now finally save the day! Thank God!” 

	The fellow Salvators applauded.

	“In all seriousness, this is going to be a dangerous mission. I can't promise your return. Nobody will call you a coward if you stay, except me of course.”

	We all stood still.

	“Good! Humanity will erect stone statues of you, comrades. Not you over there though, too ugly. HA! You're probably wondering what we are going to do? I'M GETTING TO THAT!” Sergei joked, “We will take tunnels to reach underneath the mighty Kremlin. Once there, we will change into civilian clothing and enter St. Basil's Cathedral. Then, we take the secret entrance into Federation headquarters.”

	“So we'll get into their base through a church?” I asked.

	“Yes, comrade, shitty as it may be. That place is full of Russian pride. Let us pray no bastards try to fight us there. I don't mind fighting in the bar, but a church, ah, Jesus wouldn't approve,” Sergei acknowledged with a snap of his fingers.

	Zixin cracked his knuckles, “Won't matter if they do.”

	“What about the Whiteclouds?” Karma asked.

	“Oh shit, my love. You are right. They will go a different route yet still meet us near the Red Square. They must stand-by until we need them. Russian Police will try to kill or capture them if spotted. Fur coats are VERY popular in Russia. Maybe we go in on the deal?” Sergei kidded.

	Goliath tilted his head.

	“Sergei, what if we are stopped by the military or a guard? None of us speak Russian,” she said.

	“Glad you asked konfetka! Here, we will upload the Russian language to you. It's super simple and takes only seconds.”

	Sergei brought us to a machine. Grabbing me by the shoulders, he sat me down in the chair and pulled down an eye scanner.

	“Strafe, thank you for volunteering to be our guinea pig,” he slapped my back, “So, anyone who wishes to learn the greatest language in the world, you've come to the right place. I won't have such funny accent anymore when I talk to you. Our team has identified how to tap into the area of your small brains that controls speech. We can get you proficient in any language.”

	“Well shit, can't we download every one?” a Salvator member added.

	“Unfortunately, we tried that and it made a man's brain melt. Turned ugly like Boris over there. Some humans can handle up to 50-70 languages. If you wish, we can download the maximum recommended, which is around 35,” Sergei explained.

	“Why do you have an accent if this machine works as you say?” Zixin questioned.

	“I spoke English before we made this ditya. It can't overwrite an existing language.”

	“Ah ha,” I tapped my temple.

	“So, we give you a try Strafe? Thirty-five languages?” Sergei asked as he typed commands into the computer.

	“As long as this doesn't fry my brain!”

	“You're American, your brain already fried!” he chuckled.

	I rested my head on the two eye-cups of the scanner. I heard a few clicks of keys before a bright light flashed into my eyes. It blinded me so bad I fell out of the chair and onto the floor. Goliath ran up to me, along with Zixin. They sat me up. I had to keep my eyes closed for a while, it felt like a needle had been rammed right into my skull.

	Once I rested for a minute, in Russian, Sergei said, “Can your American brain handle this much information?”

	“Yeah, but I might need a shot of vodka,” I responded in Russian. People gasped in amazement. 

	Karma walked over to me. Trying to see how well it worked, she spoke in Tibetan. I didn't understand that language, but when she used Mandarin, I could. 

	She grabbed my arm, “Wow Strafe! How many languages can you speak!?”

	“I don't know,” I rubbed my eyes, “Guess I have to hear it first to know.”

	After I moved out of the chair, the entire crew volunteered for the language implantation. To my surprise, Zixin stepped up.

	“Can you download all the Native American languages, along with all European?” he asked.

	“Sure. Never had anyone request that. But you are my guest priyatel, so it's our pleasure,” Sergei admitted. 

	Zixin performed the procedure like the rest of us. He didn't cringe or fall to the floor, just rubbed his eyes. In fluent Russian, he got up and said, “That's it?”

	“You know comrade, we should probably fix your eye too. Unless you like looking like a pirate,” Sergei said before leaning over to Karma, “Do you think the patch is sexy? Maybe he should keep it?”

	She shook her head.

	“How?” Zixin said.

	Sergei pulled a few drawers in a metal desk before saying, “YES! Here you go, Captain Jack! It will only take ten minutes or your money back.” He held a robotic eye in his hand. 

	Glancing to me, he asked, “What do you think?” 

	“As long as it's sterilized, why wouldn't you want your full sight back? Our robotics nowadays are highly advanced. Had you not regenerated your arm I was going to suggest that to you as well. These things have a high success rate,” I said. 

	Thinking for a moment before crossing his arms, he nodded in agreement. “If it doesn't screw up my other eye, works for me. I've missed my vision.” 

	Sergei and other Salvators took Zixin into another room. Half an hour later, he returned without his patch. Opening his left eye, I could see it had a greenish tint before it matched his other one's color. 

	“Well? How do you feel?” I asked. 

	“Guess you can call me a cyborg now,” he joked, “Works perfectly.”

	Now that we could pass off as locals, we prepared for our infiltration mission.
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	Not only did I know more languages, but I felt, smarter. Anything that made me more well-rounded I welcomed.

	We changed into civilian clothing, t-shirts, jeans, and coats. Sergei gave us backpacks to carry our equipment in. Luggage would've drawn too much attention.

	“Alrighty, here's where things get interesting,” he said, “There are going to be three teams. Team one I will lead, team two will follow Karma, and team three...” he said before being interrupted.

	“I'll take the Whiteclouds,” Zixin volunteered, “And meet you inside St. Basil's Cathedral.”

	“Alexei, my next in command, will accompany you. He knows the way,” Sergei agreed, “As for the rest of us, to infiltrate into the Kremlin undetected, we will take a tunnel to underneath Dormition Cathedral. From there, we will walk over to St. Basil's Cathedral. Do NOT talk to anyone unless spoken to. Do NOT make a distraction. Most importantly, ONLY use Russian. They don't need to know you aren't from here. Trust me, I am the 'Fearless Leader.'“

	“Roger!” all of us replied.

	“Good. Stay on me, comrades.”

	I peered down at the God Blade. The orb flickered white light. That meant we were safe. Red glow meant danger neared.

	We split into the teams. The “Fearless Leader” led us down a series of tunnels underneath the heart of Moscow. The rumble of the cars above us vibrated to the floor. Zixin nodded to me as he and the Whiteclouds followed Alexei.

	After about a five-mile walk, we made it beneath the Kremlin.

	“Remember, only speak Russian and when we reach the other Cathedral, put on your equipment. Mama, forgive me if I swear in the church,” Sergei said.

	There was a rusty ladder that led up to the Dormition Cathedral. One-by-one we climbed up. After making it to the top, I saw we were in some old dusty room with stone walls.

	“Are we trapped?” a Salvator asked.

	“No comrade, we are in the right place,” Sergei smiled as he patted him on the shoulder.

	He walked over to the wall and pushed. It slid open, like a revolving door, “Quickly!”

	We rushed through before anyone noticed us. The wall then closed by itself. Upon exiting the cathedral, we found ourselves in the heart of the Kremlin. A bright blue sky welcomed us. Many tourists were walking around, which alleviated my tension.

	“Karma, did you make it?” Sergei asked over radio communication.

	After a few seconds of silence, she responded, “Yes, we just made it out of the church. We will follow you as planned.”

	With maintained eye-sight of each other, we kept our distance. The beauty of the Kremlin overwhelmed me. We walked by the Presidential Palace, Church of the Twelve Apostles and the Tsar Cannon to name a few of the wonders found on the premises.

	Casually the group strolled through the Spasskaya Tower entrance which brought us to the Red Square, the heart of Moscow. Here, people strolled by, enjoying the sites and getting to where they needed to go.

	With confidence and swagger, Sergei led the way. St. Basil's Cathedral was on the other side of the square. My eyes scanned for any police or shady individuals. No matter how much I wanted to shake it, I couldn't help the feeling of being watched.

	About halfway to the church, Zixin and Alexei joined us. They said the Whiteclouds were secure and ready to fight if necessary.

	We entered in staggered groupings. The hallways and rooms inside were a bit narrow but highly decorated in religious paintings and artifacts. Sergei got a head-count before we moved forward. He told us inside there would be a guarded passageway, but he had a plan for that.

	After our group turned a corner, we entered a room with a picture of Jesus's mother Mary. Two guards stood on both sides and wore silver and purple garb.

	“Shit. The Federation,” I cringed.

	To my surprise, Sergei walked straight towards them and gazed at the painting. He gave a big sneeze before turning around back to us. The guards didn't react until one of them fell to the floor. The other one tried to help, but in the process, he went unconscious as well. He rushed us over to the painting and pushed a button hidden in the frame to reveal a staircase behind it. Before any other tourist could say anything, we dragged the guards in and shut the door.

	“What the hell was that?” Zixin asked.

	“Special sleeping aroma developed by the Russian military. Very strong,” Sergei explained as he brushed his hands together. “Weapons ready, be prepared to fight.”

	They gave me a pistol. My brother refused a weapon, said he didn't like guns.

	All down the staircase, neon white symbols of various kinds adorned the walls. It reminded me a bit of the cave I found the God Blade in. We made our way down with caution. 

	Our group eventually reached a sturdy metal door. It had no keyholes or place to input a password. 

	“Shit. What do we do?” a Salvator said.

	“I don't know comrade. Ibrahim never said anything about this door,” Sergei shrugged.

	A flash of light in the corner of my eye caught my attention. The God Blade had started to pulse white. Everyone looked at me as I walked toward the door. I held the blade up to it; a few gears clicked and then it swung open.

	“Some tool you've got there,” Sergei marveled.

	“Been like a guardian angel to me,” I said.

	Some sort of control center laid out in front of us. Green glowing cables stretched everywhere along the computer monitors. At the far side of the room stood a voluminous cylinder tube full of water and bubbles. 

	“Did they take a lunch break?” I joked.

	Sergei stepped forward and cocked his gun, “Get your heads in the game duraki, we need to access their networks and shut this place down.”

	His team went to work as they began hacking into the Federation systems. It was funny to think a room this small acted as their headquarters. Didn't seem right.

	The cylinder tube called to me. I walked over and put a hand on the glass surface. Suspended in the water, a person slept with a breathing apparatus around their face, but I couldn't make out who.

	“Incredible comrades! This is their central command! Any order we want can be sent here!” Sergei noted in excitement.

	“We need to input the protocol from Ibrahim,” Karma insisted.

	“Yes, once the data purge is complete my love.”

	Zixin walked up to me and gazed into the tube. His eyes widened.

	“St-St-Strafe,” he stuttered.

	I turned around and looked inside. Some of the bubbles cleared, allowing us to identify the individual. No mistake about it; floating in the water was our mother. 

	“Mom!?” I gasped while covering my mouth.

	“Is that. . .” Zixin said in disbelief.

	“Hey Sergei,” I called, “Can you open this?”

	“The tube? Give us a second,” he said.

	After a few keystrokes, the water drained and the tube rescinded into the floor. She had a black wetsuit on and had her eyes closed. Both of us rushed over to help her up. I couldn't believe after all this time she was here. We had fought so hard to find her. Emotion overcame me. She was alive!

	“So this is her?” Zixin asked.

	I put my arm around his shoulder and said, “Yes, she'll be so happy to see you.”

	The God Blade began to flicker red. Something or someone dangerous was approaching. “Hey! We gotta go! It's not safe here!”

	“We're almost done Strafe!” Karma informed me.

	“There's no time we've. . .” I tried to explain before the room dropped in temperature.

	The clacking of footsteps on a metal grate on the upper level caught my attention. There was also the sound of gnawing, like when an animal eats its prey.

	Up top stood a man, holding up another person's head and eating their face. The person finally stopped munching and dropped the head down off the rail to the floor. It was Tiras. “Nice to see you again,” he chuckled.

	“Tiras,” I said, lowering my brows and gritting my teeth.

	Blue and grey veins protruded all over his face. Something differed about him. He wiped the blood off his check and pulled out a remote control. The Salvators drew their weapons and aimed at him, which made him grin.

	“You look so disappointed.”

	With the God Blade pointed at him, I said, “Is that really you or someone pretending to be?”

	Tiras clapped his hands and began walking around the railing, “Who else can be me, but me? I've got unfinished business here Strafe. It's time to spread the infection and you're in my way.”

	“The data has been purged!” Karma cheered.

	Zixin had our mother in his arms, “Hey, we need to get her out of here!”

	“Go!” I waved at him, “I'll make sure he doesn't follow.”

	He picked up our mom and ran off. Alexei and another Salvator followed him while the rest of us stayed behind. Tiras didn't try to stop them.

	“Why did you kill everyone here SK? I thought you only were after us?” Sergei questioned.

	“I work for myself, hehe,” Tiras snickered. That laugh seemed so familiar, but not to him.

	“So what's the end game?” Karma added.

	Tiras turned toward her, “To enact revenge on a world that rejected me and return humanity to its rightful place. Goodbye Strafe.”

	He clicked a remote and black ooze began to flood the room from vents in the floor. Out of instinct, we jumped back to avoid it. We failed to account for the dead bodies at the back of the room as the ooze made its way over to reanimate them. Upon contact it transformed the bodies into the same creatures we fought back in Tibet. They attacked right away.

	The Salvator team began to fire at them. I slashed one across the face with the God Blade. The blade was short but sharp as hell and easily defeated the Slates. Again, unlike Eternia, it didn't shatter them but left a glowing white mark on their body. 

	The black ooze kept spreading and we had to leave. Tiras had already escaped.

	“Comrades! Let's move!” Sergei shouted.

	The door began to close as we raced toward the exit. I tried to hold it open but wasn't strong enough. One of the Salvators didn't make it through and we heard his screams as the ooze transformed him into a Slate.

	As fast as possible, the survivors of our group exited St. Basil's Cathedral. Everything remained normal until the ground started to shake.

	The entire Red Square shook which caused widespread panic. To my surprise, it wasn't a Slate Tower that emerged but an aircraft buried underneath. It resembled a Navy Carrier in size.

	“We've gotta stop that thing, he's gonna try to pollute the world with that ooze!” I told Sergei.

	He disagreed, “No, we need to escape comrade, this intel can bring the Federation to justice!”

	“There won't be anything left if Tiras's allowed to execute his plan! Something has corrupted him, he won't stop.”

	“Karma, take this back to the hideout, contact Ibrahim, and let him know what we did here,” he gave her the hard-drive of data.

	She nodded and escaped with another Salvator as we ran toward the aircraft carrier. Zixin and the Whiteclouds ran up to us.

	“You're safe!” he cheered as he hugged me.

	“Where's Mom?” I asked.

	“Alexei took her back to their hideout.”

	I grabbed his shoulder, “Listen bro, we've got to board this ship and stop him.”

	“I'm with you.”

	The city was in chaos. The ooze was leaking out of the massive hole in the ground. Anyone who came into contact with it began to turn into Slates. The Red Square descended into madness with Slates killing anyone in sight. Sergei, Zixin, the Whiteclouds, three Salvators and I jumped on top of the carrier as it lifted up into the sky.

	By now, the Russian Air Force had closed in. Some of them wore their own Space Suits but the carrier's defenses shot down anything that got close, even missiles. It had highly advanced weaponry.

	“We've got to go inside before we get too high!” I told Sergei.

	“Right, comrade!” he said.

	Something shiny in the sky descending towards us. Military personnel in Space Suits.

	They landed swiftly onto the carrier. There were ten of them and had weapons drawn. We drew ours as well, and our Whiteclouds began to bark and growl. The leader of the group stepped forward. To our surprise, it wasn't the Russians. Instead, it was that guy from Tibet, Captain Parker. His helmet retracted into his space-suit.

	“Strafe Rocknus. You are wanted by the U.S. government for colluding with terrorists. Surrender now or prepare to be taken down,” he threatened.

	“What the hell? So now our troops are flying in Russian airspace?! Do you have ANY idea what you're doing?” I exclaimed.

	Off in the distance, the shine of another Space Suit closed in on us. Another Angel landed on the deck.

	“Stay away from him!” a woman warned.

	Parker looked confused for a moment before stepping towards her, “STAND DOWN! That's an order!”

	“Go to hell you bastard,” she scolded, “You're a Federation mole!”

	“Angels, ATTACK!” he ordered his troops.

	With no hesitation, they flew at us. Two of them went after Sergei and tried to capture him in a net but Zixin pulled him out of the way. My eye stayed glued on Parker. I jumped on Goliath and rode toward him. Pistol in hand, I fired a few shots, but he deflected them with his armor and knocked me off with a punch to my chest. Goliath crashed into a wall, which dazed him.

	He got out an electric blade and tried to strike me down, but I kept deflecting his attacks until I got to my feet. The renegade Angel fought with other Spacemen. She took them down with ease.

	I stomped my foot on the hull, “You have no idea what's happening. Tiras unleashed this! He will kill us all!”

	“Nothing will stop the prophecy, especially not trash like you,” Parker ignored.

	He shot me in the stomach with an electric bolt from his wrist which stunned and paralyzed me. I fell to my knees. Just before he could strike me down, Zixin came from behind and punched him across the deck. 

	Goliath and Pup came running and they cornered Parker. Esper stayed near the rogue Angel.

	“What happened in Tibet, you orchestrated that, didn't you?” I realized while pulling out the electric bolt from my skin.

	“Think fast,” he smirked.

	One of the other Angels had pinned down Esper in a net and another was fighting that rogue Angel. She was knocked backward from a punch and slammed to the ground. Her helmet retracted to reveal the pilot. 

	“Yessa!?” I said in surprise.

	They picked her up and slashed her across the chest with an electrified bladed weapon that extended from the forearm. They then threw her off the edge of the carrier.

	The effects of the electric bolt Parker shot me with had worn off, partially due to my adrenaline. I ran toward our Whiteclouds and struck down the Angel that tossed her overboard with the God Blade. Zixin punched the other and dented his helmet to knock him out. He freed Esper as well.

	“What do we do?!” Sergei cried.

	The aircraft began climbing higher into the sky.

	Pointing to our Whiteclouds I said, “Jump on a wolf!”

	We jumped off to deck riding the wolves to escape and save Yessa. She had been free-falling unconsciously. Lucky for us, the Whiteclouds could glide on the air just like their father.

	“Come on Esper! Let's go!” I yelled.

	The wind was cold at this altitude but we nosedived to catch up to her. Yessa fell fast. It didn't look like I would reach her before she hit the ground. I hadn't used the Tongwa in a while but knew I had no choice in order to save her.

	Rising to my feet, I jumped up off Esper and spread my arms. The Tongwa were the insects gifted to me on Eternia with the ability to glide across the winds. They lived in my forearms, connected to my bones. On my command, they would poke their long, transparent wings through my wrists. With a little discomfort, they broke through my skin and I flew after her. 

	I re-entered the nosedive and managed to pick up some speed by flapping the wings. I was getting closer to Yessa, but we were less than two thousand feet above the ground now.

	Stretching my arms to the point of hyperextension, I finally reached her. With one wing, I slowed our descent to allow Esper to catch up. With ease, she maneuvered us onto her back and glided to the ground. We landed in a field with the sun setting in the distance. Zixin and Sergei rode down on Pup and Goliath. The Tongwa retracted into my arms and began to heal the scar with gel they excreted. 

	“What the hell are you American's eating these days? HA! I want wings!” Sergei belly-laughed.

	Goliath walked with a limp. Something happened to his front foot. I would make sure to check on him once we took care of Yessa.

	She was unconscious but unharmed. The suit was badly damaged, but the emergency system kept her oxygen flowing during her fall. There was a vitals reader on her wrist. I pushed the button and a display along her forearm showed her heartbeat, blood pressure, and other useful information.

	“She's fine, just knocked out,” I said.

	Esper had stood by next to her, patiently waiting for her to wake up.

	“Strafe,” Zixin called, “Goliath isn't doing too well.”

	“What?!” my heart skipped as I turned to him.

	“Don't worry comrade, I watch her while you go,” Sergei said.

	Setting Yessa down, I ran over to check on him. He laid on the ground licking his leg, whining in pain. His blood dotted the grass.

	“What's wrong Goly?” I asked.

	I pulled his head up to see the wound; he'd been shot. To avoid infection, we had to deal with this soon. Plus, we needed to escape in case the Angels decided to chase after us.

	“Strafe! Here!” Zixin hollered as he ran from Yessa.

	She had a first-aid kit embedded in her suit that he carried with him.

	“Sergei, bring her over here for me, will ya?” I asked him.

	Esper monitored Sergei diligently as he carried Yessa next to Goliath and set her down so we could tend to the both of them.

	“We need to remove the space-suit from her so we aren't tracked.”

	“Got it!” he said.

	A black cloud formed over Moscow. The aircraft hovered above the city, raining down the black ooze to infect the citizens.

	“God help us,” I trembled.
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	What the hell just happened? Something about Tiras changed. Similar resemblance, but I just didn't buy it. Maybe a clone of some sort?

	Goliath was hesitant to let us touch his wound. He'd never been hurt like this before. Pup and Esper paced anxiously.

	“Listen my brave one, I'm going to need to pull that bullet out and patch you up,” I assuaged while patting his side.

	I caressed his face and he licked my hand. These wolves carried after their father. Although they couldn't speak like Brutus, they understood many words. He looked me in my eyes and calmly nodded. With the God Blade in my hand, I was ready to extract the bullet.

	Through the orb, I saw it hadn't hit bone but was deep in his flesh. It wouldn't be easy to retrieve.

	“Alright Goly, I promise to be as quick as I can.”

	As smoothly and gently as possible, I reached around and I yanked it out with two fingers.

	“Yiiiiipeee,” Goliath whined.

	“It's okay,” Zixin soothed him.

	In the kit was a laser to seal the flesh. After re-disinfecting his leg, I closed the opening in his skin.

	“You did good my puppy,” I said while hugging him.

	Zixin nudged my side, “Strafe, she's waking up!”

	Yessa pushing herself off the ground and rubbed her head. She blinked a few times before recognizing us next to her.

	“You guys made it,” she grinned.

	“That was one hell of an entrance!” I ribbed.

	“Parker is a Federation operative. They've infiltrated the government deep already. We're going to be hunted now.”

	“Thanks for coming to help us,” I said.

	Yessa hugged me with one arm. Esper walked up and she held her in an embrace, “I’m glad to be back.”

	“Yessa, this is Sergei, he's a friend of ours,” I said.

	“Nice to meet you my lovely,” he bowed.

	“Guys, we've gotta get going. No telling what that ooze is. I've got a headache from looking at it...” Zixin pressed. He massaged his head and winced his eyes, then, he froze. Trying to wake him up, I touched his shoulder but he snarled at me.

	“What are you doing bro?!” I jumped back.

	He shook his head a few times. Confusion ran over his face, “What, just happened?”

	“I don't know, but that shit might've triggered you. Could be traveling through the air.”

	“Guys, I hear a voice!” Sergei pointed out.

	We all gathered around the small radio he held. The voice went in and out until he got it on the right channel.

	“Hey, you alright out there?” a female voice cut in and out.

	“Yeah, we're fine. What about you?” I asked.

	“I'm great honey, send me your location and I'll come to pick you up,” she told us.

	“Who is this?” Sergei questioned.

	“My name is Claire Rocknus, we have a small ship. We're coming to save you.”

	“Mom!” I cheered.

	Sergei inputted the coordinates, “Roger! Here you go!”

	“Stay there, we're on the way!” 

	We hid near a few brushes until a silver Mag-Ship approached our location. It set down on the field and the back door opened up. Mom stood there in a flight jumpsuit along with Alexei. She smiled at us and waved us over.

	“Let's go!” Sergei commanded as he ran forward.

	Yessa and Goliath took a little time to make it over. Two other Salvators were on board to help give better care to us. Alexei sat in the pilot's seat and my mom shut the door before we took off.

	The ship was fast, much faster than I thought. Alexei put it on cruise control and joined us in the small loading bay. He gave our Fearless Leader a strong Russian hug.

	“Still alive comrades,” he smiled.

	Sergei chuckled, “You think they can kill us so easily, comrade? You drink too much weak foreign beer and not enough vodka!”

	“How's Karma?” I asked.

	“Yes, she took off to headquarters after uploading the data. She will meet up when she can,” Alexei told me.

	Zixin sat next to our mom for the entire trip. She comforted him. He waited his whole life to be back with her and couldn't hold back the tears.
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	My mind boggled itself with mixed emotions. All the lost time with Strafe and the Whiteclouds, guilt from betraying the Space Force, and uncertainty of what the hell was going on. At least I had the skill-set to help them now. I made the right choice, I belonged here.

	After what Parker had been allowed to say and do, my belief in the government waned. My Squadron Commander, Lt Col Fabian, was a good man, but he was just one good man in a ring of lions. My actions in Russia bordered on treason in their eyes I'm sure. They wouldn't go lightly on me if apprehended. 

	I just hoped my old team wasn't getting shit because of me. Sometimes guilt through association was common thought with those idiots. 

	 

	 

	Strafe distanced himself from me. I couldn't blame him. I had a feeling that we wouldn't be intimate like before; time and distance can smother even the strongest of flames. I think we both got over that many years ago on our own, yet, you always keep a place in your heart for anyone you've kissed. Lovers always teach you something you didn't know before about yourself. 

	What grew in me for him was immense respect and admiration. He matured greatly since Eternia, he looked like a real leader now. Regardless of the status of our relationship romantically, I would never leave his side again until we finished this.

	Alexei said orders came in to fly to their Egyptian hideout and wait for further instructions. My military background didn't seem to bother them. 

	The ride was calm. We flew at a high speed but you couldn't tell. Zixin embraced his mother, who I delighted in seeing again myself. Claire was a sweet woman, she'd always throw me a beer when I went over to her house to see Strafe in New Santa Barbara.

	Esper sat with me as I started to drift asleep. 

	I felt, at home. 

	 

	 

	In the military, I never fit in. I wanted to cry at times because it was so frustrating being so alone. They were my comrades, but not my family. Nothing can come close to that. It'd been so long since I didn't feel like I was dying on the inside.

	When I woke, we landed in Cairo. The Nile sparkled emerald blue. The air smelled of flowers. The city bustled with life. I pulled up a digital German newspaper and read that various cities across Europe reported signs of infection spreading. The black ooze turned people into Slates wherever it traveled. Whoever came in contact with it became violent and attacked all lifeforms in sight. Nations around the world initiated emergency protocols and travel stopped worldwide. Economies took a huge hit. Media called the infections the “New Black Plague.”

	Our ship, disguised as Egyptian through a program, had been cleared to land as we pretended to be United Nations workers returning from an assignment in the Middle East. People who traveled to infected countries were not allowed to leave. We maneuvered onto a black platform next to a naval port. Our doors opened and people in hazard suits approached, motioning us to exit.

	Sergei hid our weapons as they ordered us out. The suits scanned us with lasers before giving us the clear. Fortunately, none of us caught the infection. They looked at the Whiteclouds but weren't concerned. The Black Plague only affected humans.

	“Well, now what do we do?” Strafe asked.

	“We must make our way to Prophet and stay with him until headquarters makes a decision,” Sergei explained.

	“Who's that?” I asked.

	“You must wait and see darling. Patience, patience.”

	It was peaceful here. The weather warmed my soul, the sun kissed my skin. I didn't need to be on my guard. Sooner or later I would have to face the Space Force, but it wouldn't be alone this time. Egypt didn't ally closely with the US, so it would've been harder for them to track me here. Alexei destroyed my borrowed Space Suit back in Russia and made sure to erase as much data as he could from it to protect Amy. 

	Sergei led us to a Mag-Truck while Alexei and a few others stayed behind to guard the ship. We loaded up and took off. While sitting across from me, I noticed Strafe's slight uncomfortableness with my presence. His body seemed stiff like he couldn't relax. I wanted to talk to him alone.

	Working our way out of the busy city, we headed to the desert on the highway. Being in the land of pyramids was wonderful. So much history here.

	After about an hour's drive, we arrived at our destination. Sergei drove us off-road and parked in front of a mountain. Some people with machine guns and rags over their faces approached us. They had been expecting company. Once he finished chatting with them, a door in the mountain cracked open and they allowed us inside. 

	This was definitely the hideout. Weapons, vehicles, and tech ready everywhere in very tidy order. I'd never been to one of these before. 

	They instructed us to park and exited. Some Salvators welcomed us with hugs and tea. I needed both at the moment. 

	“Come, this way,” one of them said to us.

	We followed him down the hanger to a control room to meet the person-in-charge.

	“Commander, these are the people from Moscow,” our guide informed her in a thick Egyptian accent.

	The woman turned around. She wore sand-camouflaged clothing and a red scarf around her neck that fell to her waist. Her perfectly straight black hair was tied in a bun at the back of her head. She smiled at us before shaking her head, “What makes you so special?”

	“How lucky we are,” Strafe said.

	She laughed.

	“Everyone, this is Commander Zein of the Egyptian Salvators,” the guide announced.

	“Nice to meet you...” I reached my hand out, but she ignored it. She gave me a snub look and brushed my shoulder while passing me. Seems like they didn't fully trust me. Couldn't blame them. 

	“Come, we will take you to Prophet, as Ibrahim requested.”

	We walked through bare Egyptian caves with small peepholes in them. Sunlight cascaded gently across the walls. I could view the entire valley from here. Despite my disappointment that we didn't get more time in the city, I understood that hiding in the desert made it harder to find. Especially with satellites that could see for miles underneath the Earth's surface.

	Zixin stayed close to Claire. He was in much better condition than back on the reservation. Strafe did an incredible job of healing him.

	At the end of the tunnel, we found ourselves in a large, rounded room. There were hieroglyphics everywhere and ancient Egyptian rugs on the floor. The smell of cinnamon and mint filled the room. Sitting in the center, a person in white robes meditated. 

	“Stay here,” Commander Zein whispered. 

	She took off her boots and socks and walked slowly toward the individual. On her knees, she bowed to the person and whispered to them. They nodded back. Zein rose and turned toward us. With her index finger, she pointed to Strafe and I, “He will meet you now. The others will wait outside.”

	My eyes widened. Why me? 
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	“Lie down child,” the man said.

	There were two rugs, one blue, one salmon colored, lying next to the man. He wore the mask of the Egyptian falcon deity Horus that covered his entire head. The acoustics of the mask and the cave made me feel every word he spoke, tiny vibrations danced across my skin when he did. The face of the mask was black in color but the eyes, beak, and neck were gold. Strafe laid down on the blue rug, I on the salmon one. A faint current in the room circulated around us and kissed my skin pleasantly. The man set a soft pillow near my head, “Close your eyes,” he whispered in a rugged voice.

	Slowly, my eyelids drooped and finally closed. 

	“My title is Prophet of the Salvators. Please place your trust in me. By doing so, we can help you find a path to victory.”

	Okay.... 

	“Now, I want you to open up to me. All will be explained my children. Follow my voice.”

	With a deep breath, I entered into the guided meditation. It felt like I drifted through the floor and into a body of water. Instead of drifting by myself, I was back to back with someone.

	“The key to stopping the Slate infection does not take anything more than is what is in this room. Clear your mind and surrender to the nothing.”

	This isn't too bad. It feels, nice. 

	“Now, remember your younger years. A time that you cherish .”

	The memory of first meeting Strafe popped in my head, on the beach in New Santa Barbara.

	“Recall the colors of the area, the sounds around you. The smell in the wind.”

	The ocean and the setting sun. A slight breeze. 

	“Paint whoever was there with you vividly as you can.”

	Some teenagers raced drones. Their faces I forgot. Not any friends really, except for Gain. He seemed so happy; rest his soul.

	“Now, ask yourself 'why was this so special to you?'“

	Simple, I had a crush on Strafe. He was my first boyfriend after all. You never forget your first crush. 

	“Have you ever wondered, if you were destined to be there? Would that moment shape your future?”

	Not especially, I was just living my life as a normal teenager would. I began to like boys and bands around then. 

	“The person or people in this memory with you possess the gift of a Guardian Angel. They are divine beings who operate beyond what a regular human being is capable of. They are chosen by the Father to perform miracles in times of need for those they love.”

	A Guardian Angel? 

	“Now, wake up and face the person in your memory,” the Prophet instructed.

	I opened my eyes and was standing in an embrace with Strafe. We both shook our heads and took a step backward. I never moved or sensed him touch me.

	“Woah,” he awed.

	“What?” I said.

	“Were you, at the beach? In New Santa Barbara?”

	“Yes!”

	“So, it is true. Your spirits have been linked since your first encounter. Only Guardian Angels can link in this way,” the Prophet said.

	“What exactly does this mean?”

	“It is simple, child. It means that you two hold the power to reverse the plague. You carry the Mark of The Father. The time here in my chamber proved this. It is quoted in all religious text.”

	He turned his head to me, and then to Strafe. Even with a mask on, I swear he peered straight through it and into my soul.

	“Any others like us? Do we hold any powers we aren't aware of yet?” Strafe asked.

	“Unfortunately, I am not the Father. I don't know how you will use this power,” Prophet surmised, “Your time will come. The one thing I see is a great sacrifice. Someone you travel with will fall in order for you to free this world.”

	“Just like last time,” Strafe lamented.

	Roya. Brutus.

	“There's got to be a way where nobody dies,” I said.

	The Prophet shook his head, “Don't you find it ironic that your military nickname is Angel? You fit the mold.”

	“So, does that mean that the rest of them are Angels too?”

	“No,” he waved his hand, “Not all, but many are Fallen Angels. Be careful around them, for they are lost.”

	“Demons,” Strafe concluded as he folded his arms.

	“And they are being led by another Fallen Angel, one who fell from Heaven himself. He is corrupting all he can to acquire the strength to take back this world, and other ones as well.”

	I put my hand on my forehead and paced a bit. I had a headache forming.

	“Do you know anything about the Venerates? You think they're here on earth?” Strafe asked, “We encountered a very dangerous one on Eternia.”

	Prophet stood and pointed to the ceiling. We tilted our heads up and observed an old cracked painting, with faded colors. In the picture angels flew with swords and shields towards a large grey monster. Some details had deteriorated due to decomposition.

	“Not all of them are dangerous. Albeit, even they are tempted to the dark side. Call them what you wish; demons, aliens, relatives from another world. If you don't find the Father, you will find the Fallen,” Prophet said.

	“Seems like the people who drew this painting predicted this would happen,” I said.

	“No, it happened before. Many, many, years ago.”
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	Seemed there was even more than met the eye. Yessa is, was, a big part of my life. My first girlfriend. At first it was hard to be without her, but time can pull people away from you. I spent years waiting in Tibet, and never heard from her. I’m not mad that she fought with us there, she was being manipulated. Plus what had happened in Eternia between Roya and I, was something we hadn’t quite worked out yet.

	Seeing Yessa in the memory wasn’t surprising, but for her to have the same one did put butterflies in my stomach. Maybe she still cared for me. A part of me always would.

	We had been thrown into another situation where we would have to overcome the impossible to free ourselves. Part of me wondered if this dangerous life would ever end? 

	Would we get the peace we had been fighting for?

	 

	 

	“How are people getting infected Prophet? Why haven’t we been yet?” I asked.

	Sitting back down, he lit some incense and grabbed his prayer beads, “There are many reasons. Guardian Angels are natural deterrents to the plague.”

	“So, we won’t ever turn into Slates?” Yessa guessed.

	“That’s right child, or anyone within your presence.”

	“Are we the only Guardian Angels in the world or are there more of us?” I asked. There was some commotion from the hallway, like airplane engines firing up.

	“Fallen Angels were once Guardian Angels. And there are many of them. Be careful around them, they can turn lifeforms into Slates instantly if they wish. What’s next for you is to venerate the Fallen Angels. Save them from themselves. Once that is done, the plague will stop,” Prophet explained.

	“Sounds good to me!” I cheered, “I just want this bullshit to end.”

	“How will we know who’s a Guardian Angel or not?” Yessa asked.

	He pointed to the God Blade, “Whenever a Fallen Angel is near, it should glow as it once did for you. Guardian Angels will make it glow white.”

	I swung it through the air a few times to try and wake it up, “It’s been dead ever since returning from Eternia. Do you know how to revive it?”

	“Just like the Father. It may not come when you call but it will always be on-time. Trust in God and you have nothing to fear. Now if you excuse me, I need to meditate.”

	Just like that, he lowered his head and turned into a statue. His skin changing to stone. Shocked me a bit! 

	 

	 

	We walked away humbled, satisfied knowing what our next steps had to be. The rest of the team was waiting in a rest area. Goliath and Esper ran forward to greet us.

	“Hey girl, I wasn’t gone that long was I?” Yessa smiled while getting kissed by Esper.

	“I hope your time with the Prophet was fruitful?” Commander Zein queried.

	We let them in on our experience with the Prophet but were confused with the looks on their faces. Apparently, they said that we laid on the ground in there for ten minutes, and we never moved. Zein had watched over us the entire time.

	Strange. Had we been in a connected dream all that time?

	I noticed out of the corner of my eye that the God Blade had a flicker of red outlined on the orb. When I got closer to the group, it started to shine brighter but the dark orb had swirling white light glowing in it. 

	“You’re sending more mixed signals than a guy can handle, you know that,” I whispered to the blade.

	Commander Zein was satisfied. She was escorting us toward the command center when there was a large explosion in the hanger bay. Alert sirens began going off through the entire hideout. Charging forward, Zein ran towards the blast and we followed behind her. 

	“We’re being attacked! They were followed!” one of the Egyptian Salvators yelled to Zein.

	“You said you had no tail!” she scowled.

	“We didn’t! I don’t know how they got here!” Sergei sputtered.

	“Did you scan this one, the Astronaunt? Or should I say double-agent!?” she pointed to Yessa.

	“No, why?”

	Zein shook her head, “Because they usually are implanted with tracking chips. Who knows what the Americans are after? They could’ve revealed her location to the Federation!”

	“Listen, we need to evacuate! I want Russian goulash and to get drunk at a brothel again before I die!” Sergei shouted.

	One of the Salvators near us was shot in the chest. It took my breath away. The Whitecloud’s hair stood on end and they began to growl in the direction of the bullet. Standing near the hole in the wall was Captain Parker. He retracted his rifle and smirked at us.

	“DAMN YOU PARKER!” Yessa yelled.

	“I missed! Was aiming for you bitch!” he chuckled. 

	Behind him entered some extremely large Space Force troops in Angel armor. They must have been seven to eight feet tall. All of them wore helmets, so we couldn’t see their faces.

	“Strafe, we’ve gotta get out of here, my arm is going crazy!” Zixin warned. 

	When I looked over to him, the colors in his left arm began to pulse and change color slightly. Going from one color to the next. He winced in pain.

	“Follow me!” Commander Zein instructed us. 

	We ran down a narrow hallway away from the fighting. Some of the sounds I heard as we ran away were frightening, like the men out there were being slaughtered by monsters. We got to a large round metal door with a keypad. Zein input a code and the door hissed open slowly. She corralled us inside and began to shut it.

	“Wait, what are we supposed to do?” my mom asked.

	“There are stealth Mag-Cycles down in the bunker that you can take to Cairo. Go from there to Jerusalem in Israel. That is the closest Salvator save zone. Maybe there you can form a plan to stop the infection. I must lead my troops,” she ordered as she handed Sergei a data chip, “Go, NOW!”

	Before the door could close, there was a sound of breaking bones. Commander Zein’s face went white and she winced in pain. She was tossed aside and one of the large Angels had begun to pry open the door to reach us. The creature growled and roared at us while pulling with all its might.

	Even though it was shattered, I ran up with the God Blade. It was still razor sharp. I lunged toward the creature and hit it in the chest. The God Blade pierced the armor and it screeched before I kicked it to the ground. When it fell to the floor, its body began to shrink down to normal size.

	“Huh?” I said. 

	Before another one made to the door, Goliath yanked me back by pulling on my shirt and Zixin pushed the door closed.

	“What the hell were those things!?” Yessa fretted.

	“Looked like Slates. In military armor,” Sergei said.

	“Strafe, it’s too dangerous here. Let’s move!” my mom told me.

	Luckily, there was a Mag-Truck large enough to haul the Whiteclouds. My mom loaded them in and sat with Zixin. He could hardly move. Sergei hopped in the driver’s seat. Yessa and I got on the Mag-Cycles.

	I hope Zixin’s okay. Are the Slates affecting him? 

	We rushed off down the tunnel. By now the Slates had burst through the door and chased after us with a look of bloodlust. Their speed was unbelievable, enhanced by the suits, and were catching up to us quickly. I’d never seen Slates move so aggressively and dangerously.

	“Shit! They’re right on our ass!” I yelled, “Do these things have a weapon system?”

	“Yes,” My mom said. “On your left throttle.”

	I looked down while my hair flapped in the wind. There were a few buttons, but no identification. I pressed one and was startled as a machine gun fired out the front.

	“Shit!” 

	“Watch out Strafe!” Yessa warned.

	One of the Angel Slates was running on the wall and lunged toward me. It managed to grab onto the back of my Mag-Cycle, which slowed me down a little and made it harder to control. I tried kicking it off but had to maintain focus to not crash either.

	“Strafe, stay as still as you can!” 

	“Okay!” I told her.

	She pulled up behind us. After steadying her Mag-Cycle, she pushed the button and blasted the Angel Slate off the back of my ass. As it fell off, she ran it over.

	“What’s the saying? If you’re gonna ride my ass at least pull my hair?” I joked.

	“Wow Strafe, wow,” Sergei chuckled.

	“Hey kiddos, we’re not done yet!” My mom reminded us.

	We turned a sharp corner and could see daylight. The Angel Slates were keeping up with us. Two of them landed on the Mag-Truck and began to slash at the back of it.

	“Bad move,” I laughed.

	When the Angel Slates ripped open the back of the truck, they were swallowed in. I could hear the Whiteclouds ripping them to shreds in there. 

	It was satisfying. 

	“Damnit! One of those bastards hit the closing mechanism!” Yessa shouted. We could see the door ahead of us slowly begin to close.

	“Time to see what this button does I guess!” I said.

	With a push of the red button, the Mag-Cycle fired a missile at the door. A few of the Angel Slates got out of the way but some weren’t so lucky. The missile blasted it open and we escaped out of the hideout. 

	Tough part now was trying to secretly make it back to Cairo and head to Israel.
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	Chaos. Too much chaos.

	Shifting to stealth mode, a clear, translucent film shielded over our Mag-Cycles. The film captured images of the surrounding environment and made a reflective surface across its body. The effect made the cycle and user practically invisible but drained the batteries fast. We could only use it for fifteen minutes at a time before we had to let the system recharge. 

	Riding across the desert was peaceful. The wind was warm but dry. The goggles I wore protected my eyes from the sand. Nobody followed us back. Everything looked normal from a distance. A large red sign stood on the outskirts of Cairo and, in Arabic, read, 

	 

	All who enter the city of Cairo comply to: Plague Containment Procedure, International Order 9.23.649, and can be subject to search and detainment at all times from law enforcement. Resistance or not-compliance will not be tolerated. Use of deadly force authorized.

	 

	“How can you read that?” Yessa asked.

	“I had too much vodka in Russia,” I joked. 

	“You can NEVER drink too much vodka in my country! Only weak stomachs!” Sergei chuckled.

	“Strafe,” my mom called over our telecrom, “Zixin isn't doing too well. He's in a lot of pain. The doggies are upset.”

	“They're wolves Mom,” reminding her as Brutus did for me once, “We'll take Zix' to a hospital.”

	“No way, he'll be quarantined immediately,” Yessa said.

	“It's itching and painful,” Zixin moaned.

	“He's not infected by the plague; maybe an allergy of some sort?” I guessed.

	“How do we know he isn't turning into a Slate comrade? Could be the arm is finally activating from contact with the infected, like a dormant virus connecting with a live one,” Sergei said.

	“Sonam called it the Hand of God, so I don't think that's the case” I shook my head, “The only thing we can do is take him to the hideout in Jerusalem. We can try to figure it out there.”

	I never thought Zixin to be infected. To me, his arm represented the trauma he was overcoming. Back in Eternia, he was possessed by a manipulating and evil demon. Could this be his dark side battling with him internally? Maybe it was trying to find a way back to him. Must've been another demon in this world.

	Downtown Cairo had many buildings and intersections. Due to the high population, drones flew all over the city to monitor any possible infection outbreaks. The streets were fairly barren of traffic, which made it easy to navigate. Much too quiet though for my liking.

	As we got closer to our ship, a drone hovered down and approached the Mag-Truck hauling the Whiteclouds. Upon scanning the passenger-side where Zixin sat, alert lights flashed. “Shit!” my mom cried, “The drone is attempting to shut us down!”

	“Strafe, they must be after him! We've gotta get out of here, now!” Yessa said.

	“Hold on to your butts,” I said as I closed my eyes.

	I drove up next to the drone and pulled out the God Blade. For a second I hesitated, but then with one quick swipe, shattered the damn thing to pieces.

	“Now I've done it.”

	Drones swarmed to our location, like wasps defending their nest. Armed with tasers, tear gas and even handcuffs, some of them attached to the Mag-Truck and tried to hack it. My mom lowered the back of the truck to knock them off. I rode up next to it and connected my Mag-Cycle to the side and hopped in. The Whiteclouds attacked any drone that got close.

	“We're not going to last long here Strafe!” Sergei hollered.

	“Yo!” Yessa yelled, “Follow my lead. I'll get us to the ship.”

	We rode through the city, fending off the drones. She kept shooting them with a blaster she found on the Mag-Cycle while Sergei distracted them. Soon, real policemen sped up to us on their own Mag-Cycles and had much bigger guns.

	My mom put the shield in the back up again. The bullets ricocheted off the truck but I didn't know how long it would hold. 

	“Yessa, I'm gonna have to hop back on my cycle unless you got something to slow these guys up!” I told her.

	“I might have something!” she said, “When we hit this corner I've got you!”

	Right as we did, she tossed an emp grenade on the road. When the police Mag-Cars drove through, it shorted their engines and brought them to a holt.

	“You go girl!” my mom applauded.

	“Could've used that a lot earlier,” Zixin ribbed over the comms. It was good to see my brother's spirit lifted. Yessa rode by Zixin and waved to him to show her support. 

	Suddenly windows began shattering across every building in the city. People started jumping out and falling onto the street like rain. 

	“What the hell?” Sergei said.

	Black clouds formed over us. 

	“Strafe, come look at this,” my mom told me. 

	I patted Esper, Goliath, and Pup on the head as I moved to the front. Between Zixin and her was some sort of computer screen filled with red dots across it. It almost seemed broken with how many appeared.

	“This is a life-form scanner set to detect Slates,” Sergei said.

	“You've gotta be shitting me!” my mom said.

	“Strafe, we've only got two more miles to go!” Yessa said.

	“Lead the charge!” I cheered.

	Hundreds of people infected by the Black Plague chased us down the streets. Yessa did a graceful job of bobbing in and out between them while Sergei simply ran over the unlucky Slates that got in his way.

	“We're almost there!” Yessa pointed towards the naval port. 

	“Alexei! Ready our ticket out of here!” Sergei said over the intercom.

	“Roger comrade!” he acknowledged.

	Ahead of us, people in hazmat suits were fighting against the Slates, and losing badly. Gunfire echoed and bullets whizzed around our ship.

	“Got a problem, Yessa,” I said.

	“Go stealth mode, you goof!” she told us. 

	“Oh, right!”

	Sergei pushed the button and to our relief, powered on. To avoid as much fighting as possible, we drove on a different side of the port. Our invisibility helped us lose the Slates that chased us.

	“Strafe, the gate's up. Too high to jump over,” Sergei said.

	“Yeah, but not strong enough to hold us back either,” I replied.

	“What're you gonna do duraki? Bash your way through?” 

	“We got the best rides in town.” I looked back at Esper, Goliath, and Pup, “I'll take Zixin with me on Goliath, you three can ride the others.”

	“Honey, Goliath's not in good condition to run, he's still got a limp,” mom reminded me.

	“Shit!” 

	“We'll smash the gate by blowing up your Mag-Cycle Strafe,” Yessa told me.

	“You really are crazy Americans. Cowboys!” Sergei laughed.

	I set my cycle's cruise control to 100 miles per hour and let it fly. Mag-Cycles never veered off-course unless a rider commanded them too. It shot forward like a rocket and smashed through the gate with ease. 

	We drove on swiftly but carefully through the area, now filled with dead bodies and blood all over the streets. The scene was pretty gruesome. The remaining soldiers were deeply locked in battle against the Slates, fighting for their lives. To our benefit, it distracted them enough for us to make it to the Mag-Ship. 

	“Alexei! You ready” I asked.

	“Hurry!” he shouted.

	I carried Zixin and set him down in one of the passenger seats. The Whiteclouds entered next along with my mom. 

	“Get in!” Yessa ordered.

	“Yes, ma'am!” I smiled back. 

	Sergei, Yessa and I rushed to the cockpit. With a few hurried button presses, the engine ignited, and we took off. Usually, I would've gone through the normal safety procedures, but, ya know, we had a horde of Slates to escape from. 

	Looking out the window, I could see that the city had been lost. Local military and police had moved in, but the Black Plague didn't discriminate. No matter what they did, they couldn't stop the onslaught. Those who weren't killed in battle eventually turned into Slates themselves from inhaling the virus or contracting it through a black secretion the Slates coughed on the bodies. 

	Yessa turned on the radio to try contacting anyone on international frequencies. Europe had gone dark, as well as Asia and South America. The island countries remained unaffected but dealt with hundreds of thousands of refugees from their neighbors. North America was stable but under heavy military and government lock-downs. Nobody entered or exited.

	“Wow, the world's fucked,” Yessa sighed.

	“Tiras,” I pounded my knee. “Why the hell is he doing this?”

	“That bastard isn't working alone here. The Federation was always about control, but they wanted to rule the world, not kill it.”

	“Kill the world?” I paused, “You're right.”

	“What?”

	“On Eternia, Bethlehem tried to wipe out the planet with Slates and corrupting governments into fighting each other. Some Venerates protected humans, some hated us.”

	“So, what're you trying to say?” Yessa twirled her hand.

	“Barzakh, the Slates, the war. Bethlehem was at the center of the whole thing. Someone is pulling all these strings.”

	“Oh my god, are you saying that...”

	“The Venerates. They're weakening us to achieve what they want.”

	“What exactly are they after?” Sergei asked.

	“Anything like last time? To destroy the image of God,” I explained. 

	“Why?”

	“Because He rejected them.”
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	The whereabouts of my parents weighed heavy on my conscious. The entire reason I joined the Space Force was to find them; so far it'd been a failure with nothing definite. Parker said the Salvators had them. I hadn't thought through what I would do if they did. I wasn't truly on anyone's side anymore.

	Strafe and Sergei sat in the cockpit while the rest of the group hung out in the back. I wanted to apologize to him, for abandoning them, but I also wanted the truth. We both were fighting to save our families.

	Tapping Sergei on the shoulder I asked, “Can Strafe and I have a moment?”

	He got out his chair and bowed, “Anything for you, my love.”

	After he walked away I sat down; seat still warm. I wrapped a blanket around my legs and looked out at the sky through the windshield. 

	“The calm sure is nice,” Strafe exhaled while switching to autopilot.

	“Yeah, no doubt,” I nodded while looking between my knees.

	Strafe put a hand on my forearm, “You doing alright?”

	I sobbed and shook my head, “I'm sorry.” A tear fell from one of my eyes, “I'm sorry I left you guys.”

	He gave me a hug and then leaned back in the chair and smiled, “Don't worry Yessa. We're back together now, and that's all that matters.”

	I tried to smile but couldn't help but be a little emotional. The military demanded me to be strong 24/7, but with him, I could show vulnerability. He would never judge me or turn me away. 

	“I won't ever leave your side again. Parker took advantage of me and so many others. He knew we had a connection, and used me as a scapegoat to pursue the Federation agenda.”

	Strafe held a stress ball that he would squish and juggle in the air. “I asked about your parents.” 

	The revelation caught me off-guard. He beat me to the punch. I think he realized why I wanted to talk to him privately.

	“I talked to the leader of the Salvators, Ibrahim in Dublin about it. He swore they didn't have them.”

	The news frustrated as much as it liberated me. “Damn,” I sighed, “I really appreciate that.”

	“How lucky was it to find my mom in that fricken headquarters? Took me by complete surprise but I'm happy, especially for my brother. He's been much more stable with her around.”

	Zixin remained a little leery around me. He didn't genuinely know me and I was an enemy of his for a brief moment. I'd have to earn his trust back.

	Looking down at a computer screen, I said, “So what's next for us?”

	Strafe hit a few buttons near the joystick and said, “We're going to try to get some more help. I'm not actually sure what's going on out there. No one does. There's gotta be a way to stop the plague from spreading.”

	“After Eternia, this should be a walk-in-the-park for you huh?” I joked.

	We laughed together, for the first time in years. Just like the old days. The same feelings of excitement and nervousness came back to me. Ya know, how you feel when you like someone. I yearned for human touch and connection.  I wanted to kiss him on the neck and work my way up to his lips, push his skin into mine, and intertwine our fingers. I wanted him to whisper dirty words into my ear while we looked out on the ocean. I wanted to go on a date again at the beach, and somehow trick him into taking off his clothes like I always used to. I wanted to fall in love with him again. I reached out to grab his hand on instinct but jerked away slightly the moment we touched. To my delight, he held onto it.

	“I'm glad you're back with us,” he said.

	“Me too,” I beamed.
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	Feeling like I did years before was the greatest therapy I could’ve asked for. The old adage is, you don’t know what you got until it’s gone, rang true to me, now more than ever. Sometimes in life we have to step away from our home, family, or loved ones to truly see how lucky we are. This is a lesson we all have to learn on our own, you can’t teach it or read about it in a book.

	Life is one big learning experience.

	 

	 

	After an hour, we reached the Israeli coastline. Off in the distance, I noticed something shining. I turned on the collision warning system and it began to pick something up. A beep on the radar screen caught my eye, “Hmm?”

	It was small, but approaching fast. Really fast!

	“Oh shit!” Sergei yelled, “That's not a food delivery!”

	I maneuvered us away as a missile flew past our vehicle, which almost clipped the wing off. Strafe ran up to the front, “What's going on?”

	“We just got shot at,” I typed in some commands, “Hang on to something!”

	“That wasn't the Israeli's. They don't miss,” Sergei said.

	Suddenly hundreds of dots populated across the screen, closing in fast.

	“Oh god...” Strafe gasped before they hit us.

	Slates in space-suits slammed all over the ship's hull. 

	“Yessa, they're destroying the engines!” 

	The weight of the Slates, plus the damage they inflicted by slashing and piercing the ship caused us to go into freefall. 

	“We're going down, brace for impact!” I warned.

	The Whiteclouds and Claire huddled with Zixin while Sergei ran over to Alexei. I glanced over to Strafe, who sat next to me in the cockpit.

	My life flashed before my eyes. The last memory I experienced? Meeting him on the beach as teenagers. The sights, the sounds, the smells; I remembered everything about that moment. 

	The wings had been ripped off and the Slates had sliced through the hull. It's funny, how when facing death, people want the last thing they do is to be loved. Moments before impact, he pulled me close and kissed me. 

	The way he tasted and the softness of his lips reminded me of our first time, years ago. I rested my hand on his neck and he put his hand across my face. The wind blew through my hair as the window shattered. Regardless, time slowed down for me, as if my soul wanted to live in this moment just a little bit longer. I felt at peace. It would've been a good way to die.

	There was a thud as we hit the shallow water and were thrown forward in our seats. Everything went dark.

	 

	


CHAPTER 28

	Yessa

	 

	 

	 

	I woke up in a deep sweat. My vision was blurred and slowed. A wool sack covered my head. Sunlight danced across my face through the itchy square threads. As I squinted, I felt a sting on my left temple; I was cut. Blood dripped from the wound. The mix of sweat and blood running down from my forehead to my mouth tasted of iron and salt. 

	Up to this point, I hadn't noticed my lost hearing. When it started to come back I heard grunting and strange noises. The Slates sounded like zombies, making all sorts of creepy sounds. Zixin was moaning in pain. I fell back asleep from exhaustion.

	 

	 

	Upon waking, the sack still covered me. They had me lying belly down on the ground. Some sand flowed through and I had to spit it out. Noticing my movement, the creatures ran over and yanked me up. They dragged me, tossed me down and ripped off the sack. I threw up my bound hands to block the blinding sunlight from my eyes.

	As I pushed myself up and sat on my knees, I noticed some shadowy figures in front of me, standing in a line. I couldn't keep my eyes open for more than a second or two due to how bright it was, but I tried hard to see who they were. The heat of the desert made their outlines wave back and forth, like a mirage. “Lieutenant Urena, you impress me,” one of them spoke. 

	That voice sounded familiar... could it be? 

	“You managed to pile up an impressive amount of criminal charges. Wanted internationally now, not just by us.”

	I opened my eyes as much as I could. 

	No way. 

	“Colonel, Blaney!?” I said in disbelief.

	The figure to my left stepped forward and close enough for me to identify them. In a desert-camouflaged Space Suit, was my commander. “To think one of my own, betrayed me.”

	“This is way deeper than you are aware, I...” he cut me off before I could explain myself.

	“You will sit there and shut up. Do not speak unless spoken to.”

	Asshole. 

	He walked back to the group and started chatting with them. 

	Looking around, I didn't spot anybody else from our ship, only Slates. They all stood by, eerily, as if at attention. Were they following his orders too?

	Next, someone I knew all too well approached, that bastard Parker. 

	“You know,” he began as he knelt down in front of me, “I've gotta hand it to you. Everything we've been trying to accomplish is all thanks to your actions. You've led us to your crazy ex-boyfriend and all the people we needed to either kill or capture. But, like a whore, you're only of value to me while pleasuring my desires. The only reason I didn't cap you myself is that I've got one more need to fulfill; you're going to help bring Strafe to us.”

	“You know,” I mocked as I spit on the ground in front of him, “I've gotta hand it to you too. You've played the insecure, brown-nosing, Federation slimeball act pretty well. You'll be promoted again in NO time!”

	I expected to be back-handed or punched in the gut by this guy, but he surprised me. He merely gritted his teeth but then smiled. He nodded to the right, “His life is in your hands. Your words. It's not up to me if he lives or dies, but I will get to pull the trigger. And I'll do it, gladly.”

	The Slates took turns striking Zixin. There was a lot of blood on the sand. 

	“Damnit, tell them to stop!” 

	“They don't answer to me!” Parker exclaimed, walking away.

	“Fuck!” I yelled as I bent down toward the ground.

	Another figure approached me. My old squadron commander, Lt Col Fabian, “How you doing Urena?”

	“Sir?” I said in surprise, “You're alive!?”

	“Yes. Things in the world are looking dire. Entire populations have been decimated worldwide. Even the Space Force and military numbers are dwindling.”

	“Help me. Please,” I begged him.

	He shook his head as he lowered it, “I'm sorry Urena. There's not much I can do. You broke some serious orders and protocol. Leadership labeled you AWOL and a traitor.”

	“How's the crew doing?” 

	“They're fine. They're with me.”

	“Glad to hear,” I said. “Sir, those bastards aren't fighting for our country! They're...” 

	Lt Col Fabian pulled away before I could finish, “Just do as they say. Hopefully, this will all be over soon.” 

	He returned to the ranks.

	 

	 

	I assumed they were trying to break my will as quickly as possible, with the immense heat and the responsibility of Zixin's life. It was working.

	Two people approached next who I didn't recognize. They wore beautiful white desert garb with Arabic writings all over. One man's face was full of scars, but his eyes were blue and brighter than the sky. 

	He held a canteen of water and brought it to my lips. At first, I hesitated, but the thirst always wins. I drank all of the water inside. After wiping my lip, I looked up to him.

	“Deserts aren't designed for life to survive,” the man said in an Irish accent.

	“Who are you?” I asked. He didn't look military.

	The man stood up and fastened the cap on his canteen. After he tucked it away, he pointed to Zixin, “Little girl, we don't have much time. Where is Mr. Rocknus?”

	“Who?”

	“Tell me where he is or his brother will be eaten alive,” the man informed me.

	“After the crash I have no clue what happened. Honestly, I blacked out.”

	“Hmm,” the man grunted. “Strange. They left you to die.”

	The old man turned and walked back to the group. The other person wore goggles and a scarf over his head, so I couldn't identify him. 

	Some radio chatter on Parker's Space-Suit caught his attention. Holograms and feeds started pouring in and he relayed it to Colonel Blaney. I tried to crawl towards Zixin but one of the Slates snarled and tugged me back.

	“It's settled then. Follow through with the plan,” I heard in the distance. 

	Colonel Blaney walked away with the old man while Parker and the goggled man stayed behind. With a snap of his fingers, the Slates picked me up and dragged me beside Parker as we ambled towards a personal Mag-Ship.

	He turned toward me and smiled, “What? No smart-ass comment? I was really hoping you would provoke me and I would get to scar you. Also, when we find those wolves, which one is yours? I want to kill that one first.”

	“......” I kept my mouth shut. I wasn't going to feed his ego.

	“Very well. I'll slaughter them all in front of you. It'll bring more pain that way.”

	Once we all loaded into the Mag-Ship, Parker took off. Although dim inside, the eyes of the Slates glowed like tiny stars. Creepy. Zixin was out cold. Bruises and cuts dotted over his face. I reached out to grab his hand. He gave a small squeeze in return. 

	Where did you go Strafe? 

	We traveled for what seemed like an hour before setting down gently near a hanger bay. The back door opened and the goggled-man grabbed me and threw me onto the floor. He then dragged me by my elbow inside.

	Parker dropped Zixin next to a machine and walked toward me. Footsteps echoed in the hanger and I turned to my right. Colonel Blaney, Lt Col Fabian, and the old man were standing next to a large Space Force officer. He towered almost seven feet tall. Grey skin, dark eyes. He had four stars on his collar. 

	What the hell is a four-star General doing here? 

	Slates began to appear everywhere, jumping out from the shadows. They made no noise as they surrounded us. This felt so wrong.

	“Stand, up,” the General said sternly. 

	Casually, I got to my feet.

	“Where is Strafe?”

	“No clue,” I said through my exhaustion.

	“How about you show some customs and courtesies, Lieutenant!” Colonel Blaney barked.

	The goggled man hit me in the ribs. I grabbed my side and dropped to a knee. The General nodded his head and Parker walked up to Zixin. He put Zixin's God Arm into a slot of a machine to immobilize him. Parker then pulled out a knife and started to cut down his cheek. Zixin yelled in pain.

	I shouted while reaching my hand out, “STOP IT, you son of a bitch!”

	“You were saying?” Parker smiled.

	“Sir, I don't know where he is. Please don't hurt him!” I said as tears trickled in my eyes. 

	“Lieutenant Urena,” the General said, “we need you to focus now.”

	“Yes sir,” I mumbled. 

	“Good. Blaney, I'm going to ready the machine. Extract what you can from her. Kill anyone who gets in your way,” he instructed.

	“Understood.”

	The General walked away into the darkness as the Slates parted for him. 

	Colonel Blaney grabbed me by my collar. He looked me deep in my eyes, “Time is of the essence. As you can tell, there aren't many humans left on this planet. If you wish to save them, tell us where Strafe is.”

	“Sir, I swear to God, I have no idea where he is! The ship crashed after the Slates boarded it and the last thing I remember is being tied up with you,” I answered him.

	He pushed me down to the ground. He glanced toward the goggled-man and shrugged his shoulders. With his back on me, he typed in a few commands on his telecrom. “The end of days is near. The Black Plague has taken over the world. Strafe possesses the key to reverse all of this.”

	Rising languidly, I asked, “Why are these things cooperating with you?” 

	“You remember that talk with Prophet you had?”

	How did he know about that? 

	“We're the Fallen Angels he was talking about. Slates will only answer to us, as they come from the same darkness.”

	“You look, normal to me,” I hesitated.

	Over his shoulder, he responded coldly, “You haven't seen me mad yet. I advise you not to push me there.” 

	“Well, why do you wish to end this then? Fallen Angels don't seem the typical save-the-world types,” I slighted.

	The goggled-man smacked Zixin in the arm hard with a baton. He cried in agony.

	“BASTARD! ENOUGH!” I screamed.

	“Stand the fuck up!” I jumped to attention and faced him. “You are going to find a way to lead Strafe to us or his brother will die, slowly.”

	“Yes sir,” I said as my body shivered in anger.

	“The reason we need him is to utilize the God Blade. Zixin's God Hand will power the machine, but the God Blade is the key to ultimate attainment. It holds the ability to open gateways to other worlds,” Blaney explained.

	“So that's why you want it? So you can spread this plague to the universe?” I assumed.

	“It is written in the prophecy. Here, in Megiddo, we will finish what started thousands of years ago. The world will finally become one.”

	“Sir, this isn't unification. These creatures aren't human anymore. You're killing the planet by doing this. What happened to being a Spaceman? Did you forget what we stand for?”

	He cracked, “Do not patronize me. I am beyond this military shell I began in. Soon, we will ascend to a new world and be one step closer to becoming Gods ourselves.”

	The goggled man walked forward, “Colonel, we've got his signal. He's heading toward Jerusalem.”

	I recognized that accent. 

	“Excellent,” Blaney said as he patted him on the shoulder, “You have been fantastic. Nobody saw you coming as we dismantled the US and world governments. Your efforts of infiltration will grant you ruler of your own kingdom.”

	“Why thank you, sir, this game with you beats watching porn all day,” the goggled man chuckled.

	“Sergei!?” I interrupted, “You're with them?” 

	Tossing his goggles to the side after he removed them, he smiled, “The Cold War ended a long time ago dorogoy. I don't mind working with Americans, as long as they pay well.”

	


CHAPTER 29

	Strafe

	 

	 

	 

	I woke up in warm sunlight. Sounds of birds singing and splashing in and out of the water pleased my ears. After brushing off some dirt, I pushed myself up and analyzed my surroundings. I was near a small pond, with green grass beneath me and no ocean in sight.

	Am I dead? 

	I noticed a brown brick hut with some smoke pouring out of a chimney not far away. The door opened and out came a man in grey garb. He had a hood over his head, so I couldn't make out his face, “I'm glad you're awake. Please, come inside.”

	At first, I hesitated, but when I peeked down at the God Blade, it pulsed blue. He could be trusted, so I walked over into the hut.

	It was a very cozy living space. Colorful rugs laid on the floor, a wooden table stood in the middle, and a fireplace kept the room warm. The man moved around the table and sat down in a rocking chair next to the fire. He waved his hand and invited me to join him.

	A delicious smell of soup cooking emanated throughout the room, which added nicely to the ambiance. I turned to him and could only see below his nose. 

	“Where am I?”

	“Why, you're in Israel. But you knew that already,” he chuckled.

	“Right, but where's the coastline, and everyone else?” 

	He got up and poured some soup into a bowl that cooked over the fire, “Young man, you need to eat and drink. Here.”

	He offered that and glass of water, which I graciously consumed. 

	“Better?” 

	“Yeah, thanks for that.”

	“Now, I'm sure you have some questions. Maybe I can answer them.”

	After I wiped my mouth, I put the bowl down and looked back at him. “Who are you, and where exactly are we? Do you know where my family is?” 

	“Wow! One question at a time my child!” he laughed, “We are near Jerusalem, but far away from it as well. Your family is safe, for now.”

	“What does all that mean?” I asked.

	He calmed me down with a wave of his hand, “I don't get to see you too often. No need to rush. Let me help you get your mind straight.” 

	He picked up the dishes and threw it into the fire. They burst into random colors before burning up.

	“Woah,” I gasped.

	“Ha! No dishwashing for me! Your mother would appreciate that,” he joked.

	“What do you know about my mother?”

	The man stood up out his chair and motioned me to follow him. On the other side of the room was a small resting area with beds and blankets. I turned the corner and found my mom and brother lying asleep in them. The Whiteclouds sat curled up next to each other on the floor.

	“Mom! Zixin!” They wouldn't wake when I gently shook them. Same with the wolves.

	“They are sleeping soundly, but trust me, they are doing fine,” the man assured me.

	“What about Yessa? And the Salvators?” 

	“Taken,” he said. He began lighting candles around the room.

	“By who? The Federation? The military?” 

	“No, the Fallen Angels. What used to be the Federation. There is no longer anything else besides the Guardian Angels and the Fallen. Everyone else on earth is infected by the Black Plague,” the man explained.

	I ran my hands over my face and through my hair, “Jesus.”

	“Don't worry Strafe, you still have time to save them. All you need to do is believe,” the man said.

	“Believe in what?” I pushed.

	“When that time comes, you will know. You ever wonder why the God Blade stayed broken? It is because your faith wavered. Not only in others, but yourself and the One above you.”

	“I'm, not sure what to believe anymore. So many terrible things that happened in the last few years, it's hard to accept it as part of God's or anyone's plan,” I lamented.

	“Let me tell you that more good happens on an everyday basis than bad. The world needs you though, once more, to rise up to become the person you were meant to be,” the man replied.

	His voice was of an old man but seemed, familiar.

	“What is it I'm supposed to do?” 

	The man walked over to my mom and stroked her hair. He then turned to Zixin and patted his shoulder, “You must lead your family to where the Fallen Angels are and confront them. I'm afraid we are at the End of Days Strafe, but be strong, my boy. By defeating the Fallen Angels, you can save your loved ones and restore balance back to this world.”

	“Aren't they controlling the Slates? How are we supposed to beat an army of them?” I let my hands hit my thighs, “I don't have any of my old power anymore.”

	“Is that what you think?” he smiled, “Look at Zixin here.” I stood over him, “Your brother has Angel blood, like you, but Demon blood as well. He is a Nephilim. Half-Angel, Half-Demon. While possessed, he became both. He still carries some Demon qualities inside.”

	“Why am I not Nephilim?” 

	He turned his head. “It is because Zixin did not experience love in his world. Only pain. Without love, his heart became open to corruption and hate.”

	“He's gotten a lot better mentally knowing he's part of a family. There are always people who care for us,” I nodded my head.

	“One more thing Strafe. You have another brother. I often traveled to other planets, carrying the Word in one hand and our Native teachings in the other. Even those who walk with Him make mistakes though. He was born before I met your mother. You will need to find him once this is over.” 

	“Another brother!? Where!?”

	He put his hand on my shoulder, “You must concentrate on saving Zixin for now. Take out the God Blade.” Raising it up above my head, I remembered how powerful it was. “They are trying to unleash Zixin's Nephilim power. Only one of light and dark blood may unlock the gate. It is key to their plan. The God Blade can negate their influence and give Zixin full control of his ability. Wave it over him.”

	I held the God Blade over his body. Warmth flowed through me.

	“You've saved him before, you can save him now,” the man said, “See your energy flow from the blade into him.”

	I closed my eyes to concentrate. A flow of new energy grew inside me. It crept up my arm into the orb of the blade and glowed brightly.

	“Now, remember how you felt before. Remember your passion Strafe. Remember all of the emotions exposed to you on Eternia. That same power resides within you still!”

	The battles and the victories came flashing back in my mind. The people we saved. The good things we had done. All of the friends I met.

	“Now! Release that energy like you once did! Show me your love for your brother!” he commanded.

	“AAAAHHHHHH!” I yelled as loud as I could.

	Those emotions came flashing back all at once. The same aura from Eternia exploded across the room. It pulsed in vibrant colors. The tattoos I once had adorned my skin. My eyes and hair glowed bright white. The God Blade had been restored. The weapon reverted to its former glory, decorated in gorgeous emeralds and precious stones, shining a thousand sparkles of light.

	“Your power has returned.”

	Zixin's face was calm. His arm pulsed white.

	“Strafe,” the man called to me, “I'm so proud of you.”

	This time there was no mistake about it, “Dad?”

	“You still have your wings right? Don't forget to use them. I will be watching over you. Now go.” With a snap of his fingers, everything disappeared.

	 

	 

	I woke up from the dream buried beneath the sand. I jumped out with haste to find myself near the wreckage of our ship. My hand gripped the God Blade tightly. I looked down to find it returned to its former glory. No longer broken and shattered. It shined beautiful shades from the diamonds encrusted in the blade. 

	There was a “poofing” sound behind me and I saw the heads of our Whiteclouds sticking out. They jumped up out of the sand and shook their bodies before running over and kissing my face.

	“How'd the heck did you dig yourselves in there?” I grinned as Esper helped me up. I rubbed her face and looked into her bright blue eyes, “Let's go save our family.”

	 

	


CHAPTER 30

	Strafe

	 

	 

	 

	The strength I once had come back to me, and more. All of the Guardian abilities I witnessed on Eternia flowed through my body. I felt unstoppable. One of my abilities allowed me to locate my friends by closing my eyes and looking for their aura. After I cracked my neck, I closed my eyes to search for Yessa and the others. 

	Off in the remote distance to my right, I saw white glowing dots. That had to be them.

	The Whiteclouds would have trouble making that journey, and they could run for miles. “You still have your wings right? Don't forget to use them.” 

	Now restored, the God Blade could be holstered the way I used to. Instead of sliding it into my pocket, I set it near my thigh and let go of the handle. On its own, the weapon floated by my side and the blade retracted into the hilt. As I stretched out my arms, I could feel the Tongwa awakening. Tough little guys, for sure. No matter how much I got beat-up they stayed strong.

	Every time their wings broke through my skin it hurt a bit, still. The God Blade pulsed a golden color. I felt as light as a feather and hovered into the air. “Come here, Goliath,” I said.

	I mounted him and the other Whiteclouds lined up beside us. Before taking off, I took a moment to breathe. I wondered if we'd ever be free again. It seemed like I had been fighting against the Federation and the Venerates my whole life. I never wanted to be a hero, just to live a good life. I kept the hope alive in my heart that this would all be over soon.

	They began to run and with a strong flap of my wings, we launched into the sky. We traveled a calm but swift speed. The wind kissed my cheeks as we sailed across the desert. 

	 

	 

	After a while of flying towards the dots, I noticed a hill surrounded by barbed-wire fences and checkpoints.

	That's where they are. No doubt about it. 

	The closer I got, the more macabre the scenery became. Bodies of soldiers and civilians laid all over. Anyone who hadn't been turned into a Slate had been slaughtered. 

	We glided over the gates and toward the entrance to the hanger. I jumped off and landed softly on the ground but ordered the Whiteclouds to stay on the roof. They would wait for my command before attacking. The Tongwa receded back into my arms.

	I rubbed my wrists and said, “Thanks guys.” They always charmingly chirped in response. 

	Walking straight inside might've not been the smartest idea, but I had a feeling the enemy saw us coming. My family meant too much for me to hesitate. 

	With the sparkling God Blade in my hand, I began my investigation. The blade shot out to full size and the orb glowed red. Not gonna lie, after all the battles I'd won, I was still nervous. I grabbed my cross necklace and said a small prayer.

	Sunlight illuminated the hanger from two open ends on opposite sides. The gentle clanking of metal chains hanging from the rafters sent a chill down my spine. Many old and new aircraft occupied the space, some from the 20th century. Military equipment laid on the floor in an uncharacteristic sloppy fashion. Every step I made scattered something and created an echo.

	Turning my head to the left towards a glowing object, I noticed somebody had their arm locked in a contraption. They hung from it unconscious.

	“Noooo,” I lamented.

	It was Zixin. His face was bloodied to hell. I brought the God Blade up to my eyes and scanned the room. I didn't see any heat or body signatures through the lens. Cautiously, I moved toward my brother. 

	The machine was drawing power from his God Hand.

	“Zixin! You alright?” I whispered.

	At first he didn't move, but then slowly opened one eye. He could barely do that. 
“What are they doing to you?”

	The God Blade shimmered white. When I waved it over his body, sparkles of light began to rain down on him. Wherever the sparkles fell, they cleansed the blood off his face and closed his wounds. “Wow, this thing is something else,” I marveled.

	Zixin's eye widened as he tried to warn me, “Look out Strafe!” Something from above came down and struck me across the back of the head hard. All I remember was hitting the floor before blacking out.

	 

	


CHAPTER 31

	Strafe

	 

	 

	 

	My head wouldn't stop swirling. Blinking in and out of consciousness, I fought hard to wake up. My hands were racked in heavy restraints, bound tightly together. Shadowy figures with glowing red eyes moved all around me. The God Blade wasn't near my side. 

	That startled me.

	Then, one man, his footsteps echoing off the metal floor, approached. He wore a desert-camouflage military Space Suit. He held the sword, “Strafe Rocknus. Had our eyes on you for quite some time.”

	“Space... Force?” I groaned.

	“Surprised I could hold this? Don't be. I've injected some of your blood into my body. The God Blade doesn't know the difference.”

	The Slates surrounded me. They resembled the ones we fought in Egypt. Monsters in Space Force armor. Just fantastic.

	“Mr. Rocknus,” he tapped the sword in his hand, “We don't have much time. Salvation is upon us. Only Angels are left on Earth un-infected. As you can see, the rest...”

	The Slates began growling and snarling. 

	“You're no Angel,” I gritted between my teeth.

	“My name is Colonel Blaney of the United States Space Force. You have two choices Mr. Rocknus. The first choice, you comply with my orders and we will not kill your family. The second, we kill your family and physically force you to activate the machine. Your crimes against the state will be judged at a later date.”

	“What crimes!?” I tried to stand up but chains on my legs held me down, “I'm not trying to fight against the state! I'm just trying to save my family! You guys came after us!”

	“You are on a US military installation. I am the Commander. My order is law here,” he said.

	A light flicked on, and I saw someone wrapped in chains on the floor, bloodied and unconscious. “MOM!” I screamed. 

	“If you disobey my orders, she will be killed. My superiors are growing tired of waiting. We must activate the machine with this God Blade. It is the only way to salvation.”

	“This isn't salvation, it's slavery! That machine is going to make more powerful versions of these things. How does that save us?” 

	“We both want the same thing Mr. Rocknus, to protect who we love. We have been without war for almost forty years worldwide... at least on the surface. War never goes away; written in our blood is to fight for survival. The heart of humankind is a selfish one. Anyone weak and unchosen has been turned into one of these, freaks,” he glanced at the Slates with detest, “Only the strong have survived. The rest will be damned unless you cooperate. We can save them all Mr. Rocknus, we can turn them back. You just need to activate the machine.” 

	Colonel Blaney pointed the sword to a large silver dome behind him. I shook my head.

	Someone I hadn't noticed stepped forward, “Son, you can end this by doing what Colonel Blaney wants.”

	“Fabian,” I read on his nametag, “This isn't the way. This is no salvation! This is an apocalypse!”

	“You need an experience,” Colonel Blaney nodded.

	Out of the darkness in handcuffs stumbled Yessa. She was escorted by that sleazebag Parker and two guys in hoods. They stood next to Colonel Blaney. Yessa had cuts and bruises all over her body. She could hardly stand.

	“Yessa,” I said, trying to reach out to her.

	She seemed groggy but looked into my eyes. One of the hooded figures walked forward. A man I thought could be trusted, Ibrahim.

	“Hello, Strafe.”

	“What the hell is this?” I exclaimed.

	Colonel Blaney crossed his arms, “The Salvators. We created them to give you a false-sense you were fighting for something. We did this to re-awaken the God Blade and harness its power. You needed something to believe in.”

	“No,” I said while I shook my head and slumped my back, “All of those people who died. They didn't die for you. They died to stop you.”

	“Thanks to this man, we lured you right where we wanted you,” Blaney told me. 

	The man pulled down his hood and smiled; it was Sergei. “Hello, comrade.”

	I curled my lip as I looked him in the eyes, “And I thought you to be a good man.” 

	The disappointment of his betrayal stung me because he'd become someone I cared about dearly. All the love I had in him as a friend was lost in an instant.

	“I wanted to be on the winning side my friend, and that is not yours,” he responded.

	“You've done a fantastic job Sergei, but there's only room in the next world for a select few. I think you've outgrown your purpose to us,” Ibrahim said.

	“Wait, what?”

	Ibrahim drew a pistol and shot Sergei in the head. He dropped to the floor.

	“Oh my god!” Yessa shrieked, her body shuttered as she covered her mouth.

	Ibrahim's skin began to wobble and change shape. His hair turned from white to blonde. His wrinkles turned smooth. His body frail to strong. When he finished his transformation, he became Tiras.

	“What... The... Fuck?” I said in bewilderment.

	Like we were back on Eternia, he shot me his signature smile and a chuckle, “Long time Strafe. Long time.”

	


CHAPTER 32

	Yessa

	 

	 

	 

	Just when I thought our situation couldn't become any more dire, in pops a shape-shifting mass-murderer. Colonel Blaney turned around and walked over to a control panel. There was a slot to slide the God Blade into, which he did slowly. Beyond them loomed a massive dome. Alien writing adorned the exterior and glowed dimly, similar to the markings we had on Eternia. They all paid close attention.

	“Well?” Tiras asked.

	“Not yet,” Blaney answered.

	He slammed his foot down, “What do you mean! Fix this!”

	Why the hell was Tiras telling him what to do? 

	“The machine isn't charged enough. They need even more, inspiration.”

	They all turned towards Strafe. Tiras ambled over to him and gripped his face, “That damn girlfriend of yours is a real pain in the ass you know.”

	“Why are you here!?” Strafe asked.

	Tiras punched him down to the floor. He then stared back at Colonel Blaney, “Do it,” he commanded.

	Blaney nodded over to Fabian, to which he pulled out a remote control. Before he could push one of the buttons, Tiras stopped him, “No, no, no, NO! Not you fool, we have her for that.”

	Fabian hesitated but did as Tiras told him. He handed the remote to me. There were only three buttons. I made sure not to touch any of them.

	“We've wasted enough time. Yessa, push the green button,” Tiras said.

	I focused down at it and shook my head, “No.”

	Colonel Blaney grunted and drew a pistol. He walked behind Strafe and pointed the gun to his head, “You've got five seconds before I execute him.”

	My hands shuddered. I knew what they wanted me to do, but....

	“Yessa, don't worry, you're not to blame here,” Strafe comforted.

	A tear rolled down my cheek, “I'm sorry.”

	I closed my eyes and pushed the button. Zixin began getting electrocuted and started to yell in agony.

	“NOOOO! ZIXIN!” Strafe screamed as he curled onto the floor.

	The electricity ceased and Zixin dropped his head. I fell to my knees, discarded the remote, and cried. The God Blade's orb glowed bright white near the control panel. 

	He hesitated before he waved forth some men. It was my old team of Dill, Iovine, and Ellerbee. I was glad they were alive but ashamed for them to witness me in such a state.

	“The machine is almost ready,” Blaney said to Tiras.

	“Perfect,” he clapped his hands together, “Before I go inside and escape this inanity, I want them to find out who I really am.” 

	Kneeling down before Strafe, pulled him above his head, “You think you'd get away with what you did to us?”

	Strafe's eyes widened and his face turned white like he'd seen a ghost, “No way....”

	“Hahahhahaha! HAHAHAHAHHAH!” Tiras laughed hysterically, “I'm not Tiras....”

	“Or this old cock-sucker,” he said while he shifted to Ibrahim, “I'm not anyone of these husks. I'm the brother of the one you killed. You remember his name.” 

	“Barzakh,” Strafe gritted between his teeth. 

	Protruding underneath his skin were non-human bone structures. “My name is Azazel. I rule these fallen Angels. Tiras's desire for reprisal called out to me. He has been a good host, but the time for me to be reborn into my true form has come.”

	“What a load of shit,” I grumbled.

	Azazel looked over while holding Strafe with one arm while reverting to Tiras and smiled, “You know what I'm capable of.” 

	I didn't quite grasp the details. Strafe never went into specifics with me about the enemies he faced in Eternia, but this 'Tiras' guy creeped the fuck out of me.

	“You looking for revenge? That makes two of us,” Strafe scorned.

	Azazel opened his mouth and a long tongue licked across his face, “I wanted to tell you how I delighted in torturing that mutt of yours when he went to hell, hehe.” 

	I couldn't hold my words any longer, “Sir! This creature is a demon! Why are you following him?”

	Colonel Blaney turned to me, “What's left of the government drafted a deal with him to turn on this machine. In return, Earth would be saved.”

	Strafe rattled his chains, “I can't believe you bastards made a treaty with the likes of this thing! Their life's purpose is to wipe us out!”

	Colonel Blaney ignored the comment. Dill and the other two walked over to Strafe's mom Clair and pulled her up off the floor. She sluggishly woke up as they dragged her next to Zixin.

	Tiras had a huge smile on his face. 

	“Don't,” Strafe warned.

	Azazel dropped him to the ground and skipped over to Claire. He sat down and brushed her hair with his hand. The God Blade glowed even brighter, “Tell me boy, you fought so hard to find your mother, after surviving Eternia. I'm a little hungry though, which body part should I bite off first?”

	His mouth widened with rows of sharp pointy teeth. Truly terrifying.

	Strafe's blood boiled so hotly I almost felt the heat from across the room.

	“Sir, the machine is full! We can have that traitorous slut execute him now as planned. Men are ready to kill her parents if she doesn't,” Parker said.

	The military had my family all along? I thought I was going to be sick. 

	“Ohh! Good idea. I'll have to eat her after I'm reborn. There's another Venerate Husk inside the dome. Join me after they're all dead. I like you.”

	Azazel walked toward the dome. Blaney pushed a button and it cracked open, allowing him to enter. The doors closed with a loud thud after he did.

	Parker came over and grabbed me by the arm and dragged me in front of Strafe. He shoved a pistol into my gut and stood beside me.

	“Pull the trigger or your parents die, bitch,” he ordered me.

	“You think you're strong when you harass her like that? Putting down others because you yourself feel weak? If you really were strong, you would've stopped this infection and stood up to your bosses. Instead though Parker, you stayed true to your yellow-bellied instincts and hid behind that uniform and fucked the entire world over. I hope you feel proud of yourself,” Strafe asserted.

	Parker’s eyes widened and his body froze. Although beyond changing his mind on the situation, he knew what Strafe said was true, and it hit him right in the heart. It left him speechless, stumbling for words.

	I'd never wanted to punch Parker more in my life but Strafe's words lifted my spirit. He invigorated me and had my back. I wish more men could've been like him.

	The Slates drew closer, ready to shred us apart if I didn't comply. I took a deep breath, trying to relax. Zixin awakened and began shaking his arm, attempting to free himself.

	“Even if we die here, we will meet again in the afterlife Yessa,” Strafe smiled somberly.

	My hand shook raising the gun at him. The nerves in my body went crazy, I couldn't stay still. I took another deep breath before I said, “No, it's not.”

	From my right, a bullet whizzed past me and hit Parker, which sent him to the floor. I turned to identify where the shot came from and saw a woman standing with a sniper rifle in the rafters looking down on us.

	“Karma!” Strafe cheered.

	I turned back and blasted off the chain around Strafe's wrists. The gun only had one bullet in the clip I found out, as I tried to empty the rest into Parker. The Slates became frenzied and rushed at me. I turned and ran toward the God-Blade. Colonel Blaney retreated into the dome. 

	Dodging these monsters on my way, as well as the sniper woman shooting some of them down, I grabbed the handle and pulled back as hard as I could. I cut down a few that tried attacking me before tossing the blade to Strafe. When he caught it, he exploded with power that tossed all nearby Slates twenty feet. I had to shield my eyes from the blinding light. The light dimmed and I noticed his hair and eyes glowed white. Various see-through, ephemeral weapons floated behind him. They all sparkled with thousands of colored diamonds.
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	His powers had returned, a welcomed sight. The shackles melted off Strafe as he held the God-Blade. Behind him floated various types of ephemeral weapons; a monstrous hammer, a spear, a scepter, swords, axes, and a shape-shifting weapon. He could summon any tool he wished. Strafe shot them towards his mother to free her. The weapons were transparent but caught the light from different angles. They passed right through Claire but shattered the chains.

	I ran to retrieve a weapon but Dill, Iovine, and Ellerbee jumped in front of me. They activated their full battle-gear. I was no match against the Angels with a blank pistol, but I still pointed it at them, “You know this is wrong. This is so wrong what Colonel Blaney is doing! Help me stop this before it's too late!”

	They remained still.

	“Damnit!” I threw the gun across the floor, “Everyone we love is going to turn into these if we don't do something! Tiras is going to make them his slaves!”

	One of the Slates jumped at me from the side. My hands flew up in anticipation of the collision but I heard a loud bang and the creature shattered into a million pieces. They parted the way for someone I was hoping to see, Lt Col Fabian. He aimed an automatic shotgun attachment from his suit.

	“We're not going to let them see this through Lt Urena. I'm sorry I didn't do anything before. We've got your back,” he assured with confidence.

	With a click of a button on his wrist, a Space Suit flew towards me. All white in color, it wrapped around my body and powered on.

	“Who's that?” Dill asked.

	“I think she's one of Strafe's allies. She saved both our lives right there.”

	The sniper Strafe called Karma climbed up to the rafters and fired down on the Slates beneath. A few of them tried to climb up to her but she kept picking them off.

	“She's not an enemy but not an ally either. Keep watch on her,” Fabian told us.

	Round after round of Slates descended upon us. Strafe had unbelievable power. He was teleporting around and slicing them down with ease. Whenever he defeated one, it glowed white from the strike of the God Blade or ephemeral weapons. They didn't shatter like normal. They just laid there.

	Thrusting myself in the air, I joined Lt Col Fabian's formation. From the high ground, we fired at them. The Slates climbed the walls to reach us. Iovine shot grenade rounds at them, blasting the creatures into pieces. 

	Karma jumped down and typed in some commands next to Zixin, which loosened the restraints. Zixin freed himself by ripping his God Hand forward and destroying the contraption. They both ran over to protect his mother. He picked her up and got her inside one of the older cargo airplanes and shut the door. 

	We continued fighting but they outnumbered us immensely. They leaped up and caught Ellerbee by the foot. She was dragged down and had her helmet ripped off.

	“Hang on girl! I'm coming!” I said.

	I flew down and began to shoot them away but it was too late. One of the Slates pierced through her armor and impaled her in through the chest.

	“Stop! She's gone!” Fabian ordered.

	They smacked me across the floor and I landed on my back. One of them jumped into the air slammed down on top of me. Its claw missed smashing my head by centimeters. I recognized them, “Amy!?” 

	Her face was grey and half covered in crystals. Her eyes glowed red and her voice was distorted.

	“Amy! Stop this! Remember who you are!”

	We tussled for a moment as I grappled her arms. She ripped away one of her hands and held it high ready to strike me, but stopped. Amy looked me in the eyes and muttered, “YEsssA?”

	I heard a bang and a hole shot through her chest. She shook momentarily and looked down and saw the wound. Amy let out a sigh and fell to my right. Her eyes dimmed until they looked normal.

	“AMY!” I cried.

	“Come on! Get up!” Fabian told me, “There's nothing we can do for her.”

	In that instant, I realized that these weren't just some mindless zombie-like creatures. We were fighting real people, people we cared about. 

	Strafe teleported towards us, slicing through any Slate in his way. We dropped back down to meet him. They had surrounded us again.

	“Strafe, we've got to retreat!” Fabian said.

	“There is no place to retreat. Tiras and Azazel will win and we will never be free. There are bodies of old Venerate aliens in that dome they're trying to merge with. They will possess terrible power if they succeed. I'm not gonna run away anymore,” Strafe said.

	“How do we end this?” I asked.

	“Tiras is the cause of this. He unleashed the Black Plague. This ends with him.”

	One of the Slates rushed us and was about to attack his brother but Zixin got in its way and shattered it with a punch.

	“Nice one Zix” Karma cheered. 

	“I'm not running away either. I've got to make my life count for something. To make up for my past,” Zixin said.

	“We'll finish this together,” Strafe grinned as he hugged him.

	We fought them all in unison. I watched in awe of how easily Strafe and Zixin cut through the Slates. Endless waves of them attacked us, but then, a high-pitched scream froze them in place.

	They stopped fighting. The sound of steam releasing and gears turning emanated from the machine. The Slates backed-up slowly and collectively from around us. The crack in the dome began to glow and opened gradually. I couldn't see much inside except for two glowing-red dots. 

	Suddenly, a massive creature jumped out. It was abhorrent. 

	Brown in color and with the smell of hot tar, this disfigured monster was the size of a house and had one giant arm. Its other limbs were deformed and dragged on the ground. It oozed black liquid on the floor. The only thing recognizable was bits and pieces of Space Force uniform and the Colonel symbol on its left shoulder.

	“Colonel... Blaney?” I said in bewilderment.

	“Not anymore. Prepare for your salvation!” he intoned. His voice echoed as if magnified by multiple people. 

	With great speed, he leaped towards us and took a swipe with his arm. We all managed to dodge Blaney except for Zixin, who the creature grabbed and started to crush. Strafe ascended forward and slashed the creature's face numerous times in an effort to rescue his brother but Blaney wouldn't let go. Karma climbed to the rafters again to get in-place to fire at the beast. I transformed my gauntlet into a cutting tool and equipped a sonic blaster on the other. We stood ready to fight.

	We jumped toward the arm to slash and blast away at the oozing flesh of the creature. With Strafe keeping Blaney busy, we pried Zixin off and pulled him away. He spit a blot of ooze at Strafe which shot him across the room and trapped him. Blaney then slapped Iovine through an airplane fuselage and I had to jump away to avoid being splattered. Lt Col Fabian rushed forward to save him.

	“Strafe!” I shouted.

	With the God Blade, he burned the ooze off and teleported back to us. 

	“What the hell is this thing?”

	“The Venerates created this. The machine is how they created the Black Plague virus. It also has the ability to merged Venerate DNA and the Plague, enhancing whoever enters based on their character. What you are seeing is his true self. I'm guessing Colonel Blaney wasn't inside long enough for the transformation to reach maturity,” Strafe concluded.

	“How do we kill it?” Karma asked over radio comms. 

	“There is still some good in him. There always is for every person, no matter how far they fall. We must purify him by destroying the Plagued flesh with the God Blade.”

	“So, we blast him to pieces?” I asked.

	“Something like that,” Strafe replied as he snapped his fingers.

	“AAAARRRRHHHGG!” the enormous creature roared.

	I flew up into the air and began to fire my shoulder machine-gun canons and sonic blaster down on Blaney. He curled up into a ball and protected himself with the arm. Strafe reached for his gigantic ephemeral hammer and slammed it down on Blaney's back. He then spun around and smacked him across his face which tossed the creature into one of the airplanes. After rolling off the plane, Blaney shook it off and got to his hands and feet.

	“My turn,” he hissed.

	With a long black tongue, he snatched a large missile off from one of the airplane wings and whipped it at Strafe. Karma shot a few times at it but didn't make a dent. I flew away to avoid the blast but Strafe slapped it up with a shield he generated. The missile shot through the top of the roof and Strafe threw a spear after it. The explosion from the missile would've destroyed the entire hanger it was so massive. Blaney didn't even care about his own survival anymore.

	Zixin and Sergeant Dill emerged from behind a crate and had hefty grenade-launchers in hand. With a satisfying “thooping” sound, they fired incendiary grenades towards Blaney. The canister exploded upon impact and burst into flames, which melted off some of the black ooze. Blaney panicked and violently rolled around, slamming into anything near him to extinguish himself.

	“Die motherfucker!” Dill yelled.

	The fire panned out and Blaney stared at them with his blood-red eyes. He charged after the duo. 

	Zixin fired off a few more shots but they were either deflected or missed. Blaney took a swipe at them and knocked Dill all the way through the hanger bay into the desert. Blaney then came down with his fist, attempting to squish him but Strafe stood over his brother and stabbed the God Blade into Blaney's wrist.

	“AAAARRHHRRHRR!” Blaney screamed.

	The blade glowed bright gold and began purifying Blaney's flesh. The arm turned white and started to shrink. Another giant arm generated and exploded out from Blaney's ribcage. He swiped his new limb down towards Strafe, but he teleported out of the way and drove the God Blade through both of Blaney's wrists. 

	 

	 

	Zixin jumped up and punched Blaney's face multiple times, which glowed white from every hit. Blaney yanked his hands skyward, shredding them but releasing himself from Strafe's control. He grabbed Zixin with his tongue and opened his mouth wide, ready to eat him.

	“Not today you bastard!” I exclaimed.

	Jumping as high as I could, I formed my gauntlets into blades and flew down toward Blaney. He didn't see me coming. I stabbed him in both eyes, blinding the creature. He screamed in agony and dropped Zixin.

	“Let me finish him,” Strafe said.

	Zixin and I backed away and he summoned as many ephemeral weapons as he could. He shot them into Blaney's flesh and his entire body started turning white. He then teleported around the monster's legs, slashing them at every turn. Blaney fell to his elbows. Strafe teleported in front of the monster and began to deliver lightning-quick slashes across his face. He smacked him skyward, came down with his ephemeral weapons on him and jumped away.

	“Come here!” he motioned to us, “Grab the handle!”

	The orb on the blade erupted with light when we did and the sword shot out a beam of energy. 

	The blast hit Blaney right in the chest and filled his body until it exploded. The real Blaney violently flew across the hanger and landed unconscious on the floor.
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	They all stood in awe of the God Blade. The orb of the sword pulsed various colors, just like our final battle on Eternia.

	“How... did we do that?” Yessa awed.

	“One person wielding this weapon is powerful, but with the help of others, the true power is unstoppable,” I explained. “Nice to see you again Karma.”

	She jumped down in front of us, “I thought you guys died back in Moscow. The plague wiped out the whole city.”

	“So, you heard, about the Salvators?”

	“Being all a lie, yes. I spent years of my life devoted to their cause. I'm still in disbelief and heartbreak.”

	“The people I worked for are good at manipulation,” Yessa added while folding her arms.

	Zixin winced and grabbed his left wrist. His palm was steaming. “Ahhh, it burns!” 

	I knelt down and put a hand on his shoulder, “Do you still think... you have some of him inside you?”

	He shook his head. “Azazel is trying to get in my head, but I won't let him.”

	“Why would his arm hurt like this?” Karma asked.

	“Because he is Nephilim. He has angel and demon power. If a demon is close, Zixin is susceptible to their influence. Both sides are at an internal war with each other, vying for control,” I said.

	To our surprise, the remaining Slates began to shake and squirm. They swarmed towards the dome and clawed and slashed their way through the giant metal exterior. Hundreds of them jumped inside.

	“Blaney was a diversion,” Yessa reckoned.

	The power flickered on and off in the hanger. Electricity shot forth like lightning bolts. The machine started to smoke and filled the area, leaving us blind. Something banged the interior of the dome so violently the ground shook. The vibration reverberated in my chest. Yessa grabbed my arm.

	A disoriented, monstrous creature that towered to the ceiling emerged. It made Colonel Blaney look like a rat. The smoke began to clear and it took everyone's breath away. The beast had chipped and flaked grey skin. Its eyes shined completely black and it had the physique of an insanely jacked bodybuilder. Its fists were the size of a small car. 

	“Ahhhhhhh! Much better!” the creature said with a stretch.

	This thing intimidated everyone, including me. Each step forward it took created a mini tremor.

	“Well, you aren't dead. Must mean Blaney is. Thank you for taking care of him for me.”

	“Azazel, is that you?” I asked with hesitation.

	“Ha,” it laughed, “Gotta give credit to the Venerates, they make the damnedest things. I really understand now why Barzakh tried to harness their power.”

	Yessa stepped forward, “What the fuck are you?”

	Barzakh was the demon that had possessed Zixin for over ten years before we saved him. If Azazel was his brother, he would be the most dangerous monster this world had ever seen.

	“The hearts of humans are easily corruptible. Demons are everywhere and can go anywhere. Tiras and I had similar objectives. I required a host body and he needed a way to return to earth but we both wanted to fulfill the prophecy. I spawned a portal out of that piss-hole of a dungeon, built up the Salvators, and developed the Black Plague to revive the God Blade through combat. Now, I am one of them. I have what I need to go to their world and erase those abominations,” Azazel divulged.

	“Go... AWAY!” Zixin yelled.

	“Muhahaha! Maybe I'll make you my little pet when this is all over. A soul to torture just like my brother did. His blood is still inside you.”

	Yessa threw her arms down in frustration, “Why did the military build you this machine?” 

	He looked to her and smirked, “This isn't human-made you fool. The Venerates created this eon before your ancestors discovered fire. After they all died off, it was lost in the desert. The Israeli's found it buried here three years ago and quickly moved in. They knew it could be weaponized but didn't know how to. That's where the Space Force and I stepped in.”

	Why has the God Blade been involved with summoning such terrible destruction? 

	“So why tell us this if you're going to try to kill us? Seems like a waste of your time,” Karma said as she cocked her rifle.

	Azazel clenched his fist, “There would be no try girl. The purpose of this machine is to counter the influence of that weapon. The only reason I tell you is that the rest of this world is not worth you dying for. You have proven that you are not like these sheep. My virus targeted greed and corruption, which humanity is engulfed with. They will eat each other. Enjoy this planet, my gift to you. With this body, I can end them. Once they're dead, order and balance will be restored.”

	“The Venerates,” Yessa assumed.

	“Yes.”

	The three of them turned to me. I shook my head, “The whole point of us fighting on Eternia and Earth, was to save our family and friends, but we failed. Everyone we love is a walking corpse now, poisoned by your plague. You're not getting away with that.”

	“So be it. I never liked Barzakh, but he was my brother. Killed by lowly human scum. I gave you a chance to get out of my way. Don't beg me for mercy when I'm ripping the bones out of your bodies!” 

	He slammed down his foot and shattered the entire concrete floor beneath us. Dust flew in my face and clouded my vision. Before I could react, Azazel hit me right in the chest with his car-sized fist and sent me flying. I had to use the God Blade to slow down by piercing it into the ground. That punch almost collapsed my lungs and ribcage; it hurt to breathe momentarily.

	“AAAARRRHHHH!” Azazel roared.
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	The freakish strength Azazel possessed, frightened the hell out of me. No enemy I ever faced hit me that hard, ever. Not even Bethlehem.

	That punch rocked my body. My chest felt on fire and my head spun worse than my college drinking days. If not for the God Blade's healing effect, I'm sure I would've died.

	After a small recovery and shaking off the pain, I ran forward to join the group, who stood in front of the beast. The smoke cleared and he began his attack. With ease, he ripped one of the airplanes in two and threw them at us. Karma athletically flipped over the wing tossed at her. Yessa easily dodged the plane with her thrusters but Zixin didn't have that capability. I teleported near him to deflect the scrap with a swipe of the God Blade. 

	“Zixin! You need to get as far away as you can!” I warned.

	“No,” he shook his head and grabbed my shoulder, “I'm not running from him anymore. I'm not going to be taken advantage of or lose myself in my thoughts ever again. I want to fight for you, like you fought for me.”

	Karma hid behind some sandbags and readied her rifle. Something rolled to her foot; it was a grenade launcher attachment. She connected it to her gun and aimed at Azazel, waiting for the right opportunity.

	Yessa's Space Suit had plenty of functionality and weapons she could utilize, but she decided to go old school. An old Air Force A-20 airplane caught her eye, the successor to the old A-10. That plane was always my favorite because of the gun mounted on it. The GAU-8/ A Avenger autocannon was so fricken wicked. It fired 70 rounds of tank piercing bullets a second. What impressed me was it measured almost 20 feet in length and weighed over 600 pounds but she handled the weapon gracefully.

	Must be working out?

	Ripping it off and attaching the gun to her suit, she revved up the cannon. Azazel jumped in the air to topple her with another small earthquake. She deployed spikes in her boots to stomp into the ground to stabilize herself against the shockwave. 

	She flicked the hair out of her face and smirked, “Nice try bastard.”

	Yessa clicked the firing button and the barrel began to spin. Azazel ran at Yessa attempting to stop her. Karma fired a grenade round and hit him in the chest to unbalance him. He pulled his arms up but couldn't shield himself from the 30-millimeter firestorm. Each bullet pierced right through his tough skin and left gaping holes in his back. The gun turned bright-red and steamed because Yessa wouldn't let go of the trigger. After blasting him to pieces, she set the expelled GAU-8 down. 

	“Holy shit!” I exclaimed.

	“Some God you are!” she taunted. 

	“Is he, dead?” Zixin asked.

	The surrounding Slates swarmed the body parts and hovered around them like bees on a hive. Piece by piece of him was regenerated with their bodies. Azazel grinned and cracked his neck as he got up. 

	“You must be dumb little shits to think that would kill me hehe,” he snickered.

	“Final bosses don't go down that easy,” I gritted.

	“He's using the Slate's innate regeneration ability to heal himself,” Karma said.

	“And there are endless waves of them,” Zixin added.

	Azazel grabbed a box of explosives and threw it towards us. I shot forward my ephemeral weapons and pushed it over our heads before they exploded.

	“Enough of this. I'm killing you first, weakling,” Azazel shouted.

	The monster spat some black ooze into his palm and tossed it at Yessa. The ooze hit her in the chest and trapped her on the wall. The beast attempted to smash me with a wing from an airplane but I teleported out of the way. He wanted to separate me from my brother. Before Zixin could react, Azazel slammed his foot down on him.

	“NOOOO!” I yelled.

	To my surprise, Zixin held his ground by pushing back against Azazel. From the grimace on his face, I saw it took every ounce of strength to hold the foot back from squishing him. 

	“Strafe...help!” he grunted.

	Karma fired at Azazel's head but he raised his hand up to block her shots. The Slates moved in on her and she had to retreat into an airplane. 

	I summoned all of the ephemeral weapons I could. With a flick of my wrist, I sent waves of them at the monster. They flowed forward with the intensity of a waterfall. The attack got him off balance. He swiped at me with his hand and I had to stop my advancement to avoid being hit. Zixin surprised me by jumping all the way up to Azazel's face and punched through his right eye. Azazel screamed in pain. 

	He eventually got a hold of Zixin with both of his hands and yanked him away from his face. He glared at me with a sinister smile, “What'dya think Strafe? Should we reenact history?” 

	“NO!” I wailed.

	Azazel proceeded to rip off Zixin's right arm completely.

	“AAAAAHHHHH!” Zixin screamed.

	One of my weapons hit Azazel between the eyes and stunned him. He dropped Zixin on the floor. I rushed over to help.

	Zixin was bleeding profusely.

	“I've got you, brother,” I assuaged.

	Cradling him in my arms, I teleported him behind some airplanes to escape Azazel. Zixin began to cry, “Why is this happening to me? Why do I have to suffer like this?” 

	I brushed his hair to try and calm him down, “I'm afraid you may be paying for the sins of others,” I said trying to comfort him.

	“I've gone through enough,” he winced.

	“Zixin, we have another brother. Dad told me in a dream before I came here. He said he's on another planet. Promise me you'll find him if I fall,” I cauterized his wound with the God Blade, “It's not your fault.”

	“Strafe, why are we here? Why be born to die like this?” he mumbled between the tears. 

	Azazel was screaming and tearing up the hanger. Slates were flying in every direction as he went on his tantrum. 

	“You were born to inspire others. You inspired me to be the best person I could only have dreamed to be. To never give up. To always have faith that there is always a way to win. To believe in those you love. That's what you taught me. I never thought for a second you weren't alive,” I said.

	His lip quivered. Zixin still carried a lot of emotional pain from what Barzakh had done to him. 

	“I can regenerate it,” he said. 

	I sat him up and looked towards Azazel, “Don't worry, I won't let him hurt you or anyone else ever again.”

	I waved the God Blade over him to create an illusion of invisibility. A blanket of energy floated on top of him to hide Zixin in plain sight, “Whatever happens, just know that I love you, and if I fall, take Yessa, Karma, and Mom and escape as fast as you can.” 

	“I... love you too, brother,” Zixin said for the first time.

	Those words warmed my heart in a way unlike ever before. 

	We hugged each other and I turned to face Azazel. He was still berserk, flipping over airplanes and equipment. He smiled as I reapproached, “I thought you ran away like your coward father, hehe.”

	“Lord forgive me for the carnage I'm about to unleash on you,” I countered.

	“AAAAAAHHHHH!!!”

	He took a swing at me but I teleported away from his punch. I jumped up and slashed his face a few times with the God Blade and fell to the floor. Side-stepping to avoid his second swing, I shot ephemeral weapons into his knees. He screamed in agony and I leaped forward and stabbed him in the chest. 

	“GUUUGGGHHH!” Azazel gasped.

	The God Blade began to fill his body with holy energy, cleansing him of the Black Plague. To my surprise, hands of Slates burst forth from him and dug their claws into me. 

	I tried to teleport away but to no avail. They pushed me away until he grabbed me with his left hand. His strength was undeniable. 

	Karma shot through the airplane window and hit Azazel in the check. It blew off his jaw, and he kicked the plane across the hanger in retaliation. It flipped over multiple times, tossing Karma all over inside before she smacked her head hard on the metal ceiling which knocked her out. One of the Slates crawled over his shoulder and fused into his face and created a new jaw.

	“Well lookie here,” he said as he snatched the God Blade away from me.

	“Shit!” I groaned.

	He must've drawn some of my blood and injected himself with it earlier.

	“What'dya say Strafey? Eye for an eye?” Azazel said.

	“I don't know why you have so much hate in your heart, but this is not the way to your salvation,” I struggled out while being crushed.

	“You think you can lecture me! Fool! Hehe, I was betrayed by humans and those they worship. I will also take down the Venerates for their cowardly abandonment by using their own weapon against them. I will get my revenge, one life at a time.”

	Azazel held me over his mouth and began opening and closing to intimidate me. 

	“You'll eventually fall because you stand alone,” I gritted.

	“Tell me Strafe, would you die for them? Die for a bitch who fought against you, dumped you and left you for dead? A brother who tried to kill you and contemplates killing himself day and night? A nomad with no future? Or a world that views you as a liability? Someone that they want to disappear. Tell me, would you?”

	I wiggled a bit and said between breaths, “Yes. I would die to protect them.”

	“HA! As you wish!”

	He pulled the sword back and thrust it into my chest between his fingers.

	“Huhhh!” I moaned.

	“STRAAAAFFFFEEE!!!” I heard a voice scream. 

	The feeling in my body began to dissipate. I looked down and saw the blade sticking in me. Everything went numb as my vision turned white and I faded out of consciousness.

	 

	


CHAPTER 36

	Strafe

	 

	 

	 

	Cascaded sunlight shined on my face through the swaying palm tree I laid under and woke me. The familiar sound of the ocean gently rolling up to the beach, as well as the smell could only be from one place. People ran around with their dogs and cooked barbeques. 

	I was home. 

	“Strafe!” someone called out.

	Turning to the voice, I tried to locate the person. With so many people around, it was hard to tell. Drones raced above us. Someone bumped into my side, and to my surprise, it was Yessa as a teenager.

	“You know, I could kick your ass in a race,” she teased while smacking my butt.

	I laughed, “That's one way to say hello.”

	“You alright?”

	“I'm... not sure. I'm starting to think I can't die,” I answered, putting a hand to my forehead and the other over my chest where Azazel stabbed me.

	“You're safe now,” she told me.

	“I always loved this place. How'd we get here?” 

	She motioned for me to sit on the sand with her. I pulled off my shoes and socks to enjoy walking barefoot. The setting sun painted the sky amber red and hot pink. 

	“Do you remember when we meditated in that cave in Egypt and thought of this same memory?” Yessa asked.

	I nodded back, “Yeah, of course.” 

	“I'm glad we did because that allowed me to invite some special people to come to visit us.”

	She pointed toward the beach. When I turned, I couldn't believe my eyes. Walking together were my old friends, Zon, Rousseau, Gain, and Roya. Someone I missed very dearly, my spirit animal, Brutus trotted with them as well. I jumped to my feet, “No way!”

	She took me by the hand and we ran forth. They started to run towards us as well. We hugged each other in an embrace. It had been so long since I'd seen these guys.

	“How the hell?!” I grabbed my head with both hands.

	“How you doing, buddy?” Rousseau asked as he high-fived me.

	“Still getting yourself in trouble?” Gain ribbed.

	“Strafe!” Brutus cheered.

	“Don't tell me your skills have gone soft?” Zon asked.

	It seemed like an eternity since we had been together. When you lose someone or you go on a different life path, it can feel like you leave a part of yourself with those people. But you never forget the good times. 

	Brutus nudged me in the side and I gave him a hug, “I've been waiting to see you, everyday.” 

	“I miss you every day. We love your pups,” my lip quivered.

	Yessa tapped my shoulder, “Aren't you gonna say hi to her too?”

	Roya stood there with her trademark smile, “Pleasure to see you Strafe.”

	“Same here, my friend. Thank you for saving us,” I told her.

	Zixin joined the dream and walked up behind me. He had on a black tank-top. I put my arm around his shoulder, “Hey everyone, this is my brother!”

	They all clapped and hollered. Brutus came by and Zixin kissed him on the head. I could tell he felt bad about the day he passed away. 

	“How is this possible?” I asked.

	“You think you can get rid of us that easily mate?” Rousseau kidded. 

	“While in that cave, I learned how to link Angel Spirits. Anyone who's had Guardian power can connect to the spirit of others who did as well. It's actually the sign of an Angel,” Yessa said.

	“Even Tiras and his goons we fought? They carried marks too,” I questioned.

	“You said it yourself. Inside everyone is a bit of good, just have to dig deep sometimes,” Brutus reminded me.

	Zon crossed his arms, “All angels aren't cut from the same branch either.” 

	Roya came over and put her hand on my shoulder, “Strafe, you can't give up.”

	I shook my head, “I don't know what else to do. Azazel is too powerful.”

	“It has never been about the God Blade, or who fought by your side; it's what you possess in your heart. You said you would die for your friends to protect them. That is all you need.”

	“My heart?”

	“I loved how you always had my back, even when I gave you a reason not to,” Gain said.

	“You were okay at Brave Ball mate! Never gave up there!” Rousseau winked.

	“You have the heart of a true warrior,” Zon said with a bow. 

	“Thank you for always believing in me,” Zixin said while putting a hand over his heart.

	“Every day was an adventure with you,” Brutus barked.

	“I'm lucky to call you friends,” I said as a tear dropped down my check.

	At that moment, my body filled with energy. The love from my friends and family would give me the strength to continue this fight. Exactly what the doctor ordered.

	“Remember who you are and why the God Blade chose you,” Zon advised.

	“Do it for New Santa Barbara bro!” Gain said with a fist bump.

	I closed my eyes and when I opened them, I returned to the real world and saw the light.

	


CHAPTER 37

	Strafe

	 

	 

	 

	Light warmed my body. I didn't feel pain anymore. The Whiteclouds surprised Azazel and attacked him from behind. Goliath jumped up and bit his neck while the other two bit him on his heels. They distracted him long enough for the light to shine so brightly that it blinded Azazel and he dropped me from his grasp. He stumbled back and grabbed his wrist; the holiness of the blade burned his hand. The Whiteclouds ran besides me. When I hit the floor, I noticed the God Blade still sticking in my chest. As the light got more radiant, the sword entered into me. 

	The orb rested over my heart. My skin started to turn golden. All three of the Whiteclouds jumped into the orb. Their energy and ferociously flowed in my veins. They wanted to help me defend our friends.

	The Tongwa traveled up my arms towards my back. Their wings cut through and transformed into angel wings. The golden skin turned into a sheet of armor covering me from head to toe. It looked like a cross between a medieval knight, Native American headdress, and wolf skin. The three colors of the Whiteclouds painted over my face; grey, white, and brown. Able to levitate without any effort, I floated off the ground.

	Azazel recovered from the blinding light and gasped upon first sight of me. Orbs similar to the one from the God Blade protruded from my palms. I stood calm while he turned anxious.

	“Ha! You don’t seem to want to die,” he snickered. 

	“I'm going to give you one more chance to redeem yourself Azazel. Enough people have passed away from what you've done. There is still time for redemption,” I said.

	“There is no going back for the damned.”

	“Even for you, there is a way. Let me save you,” I insisted.

	“If I wanted to be saved, I would've asked millennia ago. Heheheh, but I like killing, I like destruction, and if I am destined to a life of agony in hell, I'm going to take everyone down with me!” he roared.

	“Why are the Venerates so obsessed with annihilation?” 

	“They hate you because you hate each other. They sacrificed their entire existence with the hopes that humans might be different, but you're just as destructive. I thought Demons and Venerates could get along, but they despise us as well. We were not part of their plan. Most of you rejected the only thing that makes sense; can't blame you, so did I,” Azazel snorted.

	“You're wrong. There is so much love here. I'm giving you one more chance,” I said as I reached my hand out to him.

	“I've made a promise to my master. I will purge this place of the lost and damned,” Azazel said as he licked his lips. 

	“So be it. What is done is done.”

	He let out a roar so loud that shook the entire building. 

	The Slates surrounding us backed away. He ran forward and threw a punch. I maneuvered out of the way as he began his barrage. Azazel leaped, kicked and punched at me but I easily dodged the attacks. He ripped two airplane wings off and swung them violently. Something inside told me to give him another chance. I kept dodging him until he tossed the wings at me. I teleported across the hanger as they crashed on the floor. 

	“Don't want to fight huh? Maybe you need some motivation,” Azazel chuckled. 

	The Slates brought over Yessa and set her down next to him. He raised his foot, “Time to smash this trash.”

	I teleported in front of her and held up my arm. His foot came down but I was too strong, “It's over for you now.”

	I punched him away, flew upwards, and landed a powerful uppercut underneath his chin. The punch shot him through the roof and up into the sky. I rushed after him, grabbed him by the throat, and dragged him into the heavens. We flew so fast he couldn't bring his arm up to swat me away. We passed through the layers of the atmosphere all the way up into space. 

	I released a series of golden dots in a sphere around him while we floated in zero gravity. These dots allowed me to teleport between them at the speed of light. I began going back and forth, attacking Azazel with my wings as I passed by his body. Over and over I slashed him until he was shredded with cuts, which glowed with holy energy.

	Azazel wouldn't give up now so the only way to stop him was to get to Tiras. I grabbed him again by the throat and sped back down to earth. We broke multiple sound barriers before the hanger became visible. I wanted to destroy the Venerate machine and crack the husk, and slamming Azazel through provided a perfect way to do so.

	I hurled him through the dome, which collapsed and shattered instantly. Azazel bounced off the ground and tumbled into some scrap. His body fractured and began to fall apart. I didn't let up on my barrage. I did a backflip and sliced off one of his arms. I then curled in a ball and cross-slashed over his chest. The plagued flesh cracked open and inside I saw Tiras's face. The giant beast fell on his side and laid motionless.

	I approached the body to verify his defeat. I floated over and found him to be unconscious. I turned my back and gently flew toward Yessa and picked her up in my arms.

	“Yessa? You awake?” I asked.

	Her eyes fluttered open, “Strafe.... you beat him.” 

	“You helped me give into my faith and my belief in humanity. I couldn't have done it without you.”

	She smiled but then she went wide-eyed. I turned around to spot Barzakh's body had turned bright red and he held a nuclear warhead in his hand. 

	“DIIIIIIIIIIIEEEEEEE!” 

	He cocked his hand back, ready to smash it but I teleported in front of him. Calling forth the energy of the God Armor, the orb from the God Blade glowed brightly. Unleashing all the power I had, I shot a beam of holy light at the creature. The beam disintegrated the warhead without detonating it and began to eat away at the plagued body. Azazel held his one hand up to shield Tiras but to no avail. He stepped forward but as he did the beam got stronger. Bit by bit, he evaporated in my blast.

	“YOU.. ARE... DOOMED!!!” were his last words.

	I unloaded every ounce of energy I had and destroyed his husk, along with Tiras and Azazel. The energy beam shot all the way up to the clouds and into space. The Slates converged on me to form a mountain of bodies. I snapped open my wings and gazed toward heaven. I shot another beam and it cast holy light on the Slates, which turned them bright white. Sparkles floated through the air and began to reverse-infect them. One by one, the Slate-skin melted off their bodies and they returned to normal human beings.

	


CHAPTER 38

	Yessa

	 

	 

	 

	Strafe took my breath away. I'd never seen a suit of armor so cool looking since Iron Man. Every Slate insight fell to the floor and began to shed their skin; he saved them from the blight.

	I ran over the bodies to meet him. He floated with his back to me. “Strafe?

	Turning as if on a string, he said, “I'm sorry it had to end like this.”

	“It's not your fault. Never was,” I said with a tear in my eye as I hugged him.

	He turned to Zixin and moved over to check on him. The arm that Azazel ripped off was almost completely replaced with another God Arm. 

	“You did it,” his brother coughed with a smile, “You did it.”

	Karma ran up and joined us in a group hug, “Not too often you kill a demi-god. Let's go celebrate!”

	“Ha! I'm down,” I chuckled. 

	He nodded. “Go free your fellow Astronauts Yessa. Zixin, go get mom,” Strafe instructed.

	“Got it,” Zixin replied.

	We did as he asked. While walking away, Strafe raised his hands towards the sky and shot out another beam of energy. The holy energy spread like an umbrella across the skies, as far as the eye could see. That would help heal the world from the blight.

	 

	 

	After scavenging through some of the remaining scrap and airplane husks, I found one I thought they could be in. Bodies of people formerly Slates piled in front of the door to the cockpit. I brushed them away as they slept and knocked on the door.

	“Hello? Anybody in there?” I hollered while banging on the metal hull.

	“Urena? Is that you?” a muffled voice responded.

	“Yes. Azazel is defeated. You can come out now.”

	Guns on their Space Suits ready, they opened the hatch and sighed in relief. They were shocked to find so many people lying on the floor.

	“Are they dead?” Lt Col Fabian asked while stepping out.

	Iovine bent down and checked their vitals through his suit, “No sir, they're alive and breathing. I can try to wake them up if you want.”

	“Not necessary at the moment. We need to ensure the area is safe,” Lt Col Fabian turned to me, “What the hell is that golden angel?”

	“That's Strafe, in his God Form I guess. He saved us from Azazel. Evaporated him from existence,” I said.

	“You witnessed this?” 

	“Yes,” I nodded. 

	“Well, I will make sure he receives the highest honor the world can offer him,” he crossed his arms and looked to the sky, “And I'll retire if they don't do the same for you too.”

	A sharp pain of guilt filled my conscious. I disobeyed him and went AWOL. These actions often resulted in heavy penalties. Jail time or worse punishments weren't off the table. 

	I wanted nothing to do with the military anymore, seeing how terrible those with power could be. Yet, there were some rare people who led with dignity like Lt Col Fabian. Someone you'd go to war for. 

	“You honor us, sir.” I tilted my head down to avoid his gaze. 

	“We should've listened to you. We owe you an incredible debt. On behalf of the Space Force, please accept our deepest apology. You deserved better than how we treated you.”

	I wanted to cry when he said that.

	“Go see if he needs you,” Lt Col Fabian told me.

	“Yes, sir!”

	Zixin returned with their mother. Strafe was still firing up the energy beam into the sky. The Whiteclouds jumped out of it and shook their bodies like after a bath. He lowered his arms and the beam dissipated. The orb dimmed until it became completely black and dropped to the floor. The golden armor flaked away into dust and floated off in the wind. He blinked his eyes a few times before he fell to a knee with exhaustion. I put my hand on his shoulder.

	“I'll be fine. I'm glad it's finally over,” he whispered.

	I laughed, “Just when I thought I knew everything about you, you still keep surprising me.”

	I gave him a hug and kissed him on the cheek. “Help me up please,” he said.

	We pulled his arms over our shoulder's and brought him to his feet. Claire and Zixin smiled at us.

	Before we could enjoy the moment, Strafe's body language became rigid and tense; he lowered his eyebrows as he scanned the room, “Something's not right.”

	“What's the matter? Azazel is gone,” Karma replied.

	“It's not over.”

	I heard the sound of metal banging over my shoulder. Emerging from a pile of rubble with a gun in his hand was Parker, aiming right at me. 

	“Time to die!” 

	Parker fired the gun but Strafe pushed Karma and me out of the way. At that moment, time moved in slow motion.

	 

	I fell to the floor. 

	 

	I whipped my eyes back at Strafe. 

	 

	Strafe closed his eyes, turned his head, and raised his hands out to protect himself.

	 

	Parker fires the gun. It echoes loudly in my ears. I can see the bullet shoot across the room. It hits Strafe in the chest. Strafe’s eyes widen, he is stunned.

	 

	Sprinkles of Strafe’s blood dot across my face after the bullet enters his body. I gasp, but can’t take another breath. I feel paralyzed.

	 

	Zixin is screaming, but his voice is muted to me. 

	 

	His mother Claire cried out in agony. Her hands cover her mouth. 

	 

	Strafe collapsed to his knees as he touches the hole in his chest. He looks over to me and closes his eyes, then folds his body to the floor, face down.

	 

	The next few seconds, watching Strafe motionless seemed like an eternity. I couldn't believe my eyes. At that moment, I could hardly contain myself. Karma's face lost all color. The world returned from slow motion, and as I screamed, my hearing came back to me. STRAAAFFFEE!”

	 

	


CHAPTER 39

	Yessa

	 

	 

	 

	Even with the plague purged, it seemed some people were inherently evil. The rest of the world simply fell victim to it.

	Pushing away the scrap, Parker had a big smile on his face while pointing the gun at me, “Did you really think I would let you and your ex-boyfriend ruin this for us? The time for the Venerate Salvation is at hand. The portal has been opened.” 

	“How could you do that!?” I stuttered between tears, falling to my knees, lump in my throat, my body numb, “What portal!?”

	“This whole operation's objective was to open a path to their world. To survive there is extreme. We needed this machine to create husks that would allow us to travel there safely. With Tiras out of the way, I will be a proven ally. He wanted to kill them, I want to partner with them as the General did. Tiras's purpose was only to be a guinea pig and spread his virus. I'll repair the machine and the plan will proceed.”

	I could've tried to attack him but he would shoot me before I could reach him. His gun fired armor-piercing rounds. 

	“Parker, these aliens will turn on you. They are not our friends,” I insisted.

	“I've heard enough from you. You had your chance to stand with me.”

	He cocked the gun and aimed down the sights. With lightning speed, the Whiteclouds ambushed him and bit into his flesh to keep him still; he failed to account for them. Zixin ran forward. Parker smacked away Pup and fired a few shots at Zixin but he deflected them with his God Arms. He got close enough to slap the weapon away.

	“AAAAAHHHHH!!!” he screamed.

	Zixin punched his hand down Parker's throat down to the elbow. He lifted Parker off the ground and held him there for a moment. Zixin's arm began to glow bright and then it exploded with energy. The explosion filled Parker's body with energy which inflicted gruesome pain. Every vein Parker had protruded through his skin as he squirmed in agony and screamed. Zixin took his time while looking into Parker’s eyes, not allowing him to die slowly. It looked cruel, but honestly, he deserved it. Parker’s whole body writhed in anguish before Zixin punched his other hand through his stomach, continuing to fill him with energy. Parker’s body grew to twice its size before the mass finally exploded as Zixin ripped him in two, exploding his body into bits like he was hit with dynamite.

	Blood, guts, and bone flew in every direction. 

	Zixin stood there, breathing heavy before letting out a fit of anger with a scream. A fitting end to a despicable human being.

	He turned around and ran to his brother, who laid motionless. He picked Strafe up by his head and shoulders, “Strafe! Strafe! Wake up!” 

	I knelt beside them, “Is he alive?”

	I saw slipping vitals, dipping blood pressure, and slowed breathing while scanning him. The bullet traveled through his hands and breastplate and landed in his spine. It missed his heart by millimeters. 

	I cauterized the wound to stop any infection. We needed to supply him with some replacement blood. 

	“I'm gonna go find a first aid kit,” Karma said before running off.

	Strafe began to cough. His eyes cracked open.

	“Bro!” Zixin said.

	“Zixin, you're safe,” Strafe spoke softly.

	“That bastard's gone. Don't worry.”

	Strafe motioned me over. I knelt down and held his hand.

	“I'll be right back, I'm helping Karma find some blood for you!”

	He shook his head and grunted, “No, I need you to listen to me. I don't have much time left.”

	“What!?” we both said in disbelief.

	“When I became celestial, I gained a link to a higher power of knowledge. You must heal this world. Forget about the Venerates until humanity is restored,” Strafe whispered.

	“How do we do that?” Zixin asked.

	“Just help them home. The world will recover. Everyone will be united now. The way it always should've been.”

	Claire put her hands on his cheeks, “Strafe, you need blood or you're going to die honey!”

	“I'm happy you're here Momma. I'm at peace. I saved who was most important to me.”

	“No, no!” Zixin cried, “You're gonna be fine!”

	“I always wondered what kind of person you would be. I pleased to say that you're everything and more I hoped and dreamed for. You have sisters in Yessa and Karma, and Mom is still alive. Look after our Whiteclouds. They will need you now.”

	Tears flowed down my face, “Strafe, don't leave us.”

	“Thank you for being good to me. Take care of my brother. I love.... you... all, so much,” he said while closing his eyes.

	Strafe smiled for a few moments and took in one last breath before his head went limp. My vitals reader showed a weak heartbeat before it flat-lined. I tried shocking his heart back to life, but it wouldn’t start beating anymore. CPR had no effect on him. Zixin gazed down on him in disbelief while holding him. My eyes began to tear up, I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. Claire began to cry hysterically as she collapsed on Strafe’s chest. Karma turned away and sat down and cried in her hands. Lt Col Fabian walked over and got down on one knee and bowed his head. 

	Strafe, was gone.

	


CHAPTER 40

	Yessa

	 

	 

	 

	I knew he truly passed away when the Tongwa left his body. The insects poked through his back and flew off together into the sunset. Their destiny was to protect their host for life. After the host died, they would mate and pass away themselves after the babies hatched.

	Zixin, Claire, the remaining Space Force, and I returned to the United States. Karma went home to Tibet. The world's population slowly healed from the infection and state governments became re-instated. The military had been one of the entities that survived the plague. It helped restore natural order to Earth during our recovery. With their help, I finally located my parents in Amsterdam. They escaped from the Federation and fled underground with a group of angels after what happened in Russia.

	Even though I reunited with my mom and dad, I was having trouble sleeping. Food wasn't going down well. I couldn't go a day without thinking about Strafe. I felt lost. His funeral was in three days.

	


CHAPTER 41

	Yessa

	 

	 

	 

	Life is returning to the world, but not my soul. Everywhere I go people thank me, but I still feel empty inside. Nothing brings me joy anymore. It's hard to breathe when I think about him. He's always on my mind. Finding the positives in life is difficult right now. Strafe's funeral is tomorrow.

	


CHAPTER 42

	Yessa

	 

	 

	 

	The alarm goes off. My body aches from lying down too long. I let it ring for five minutes before I get up. Today was the day I would have to say goodbye, forever.

	


CHAPTER 43

	Yessa

	 

	 

	 

	Losing Strafe was the hardest thing I'd ever gone through. He never wanted this warrior-hero life. Who dreams of staring death in the face for years? Yet, he never shied from the responsibility placed on his shoulders and always fought for those he cared for. 

	We took Strafe's remains back to New Santa Barbara to be spread. His story ran up the ranks of the military and government, and the President felt obligated to honor his sacrifice by personally attending the funeral.

	The day was sunny and bright. The smell of the ocean refreshed me. People from all over the world mailed cards and gifts to Strafe's family. Zixin moved in with Claire and the Whiteclouds. I gave them some space to grieve. Karma flew in and they offered her a place stay for the funeral. My parents and I rented a hotel together, since the Federation destroyed our house. 

	Zixin and Claire wished for his ashes to be spread in the Pacific. His remains were delivered by a multi-branched military Honor Guard by Mag-Car. They carried his cremated remains down to the beach, across the sand, and stopped at a podium where the ocean waves kissed against and set the jar on top. They then stood in a line next to the jar for the entire ceremony. The Whiteclouds adorned Sky Water funeral wardrobe. Colorful clothes covered their faces and back. Native designs of stars, hunting, and peaceful gathering stitched on the vibrant colors took my breath away. 

	They somberly followed the urn behind the Honor Guard. The President opened by calling Strafe “the ultimate unifier, a hero the likes of which our country had never seen. The carrier of our highest values.”

	Politicians, celebrities, and figureheads from all over attended this ceremony. Claire and Zixin could hardly speak. Goliath shivered the whole time next to her. He was Strafe's favorite. Esper buried her head in my lap and I cried with her near me. Pup cuddled with Zixin. 

	As the sun began to set, Claire and Zixin carried the box across the sand, with the Whiteclouds following them, as we watched from afar as we gave them this moment of silence. She put an arm around him as he opened the jar and spread the remains into the water and wind. All three Whiteclouds let out a long howl. The military honored him with the playing of TAPS, which is not normal for civilians. My soul shuttered.

	After the ceremony finished and the guest began to disperse, a familiar face tapped me on the shoulder. “Oh, hello sir, you caught me by surprise,” I said wiping away some makeup that had fallen from a tear.

	“Forgive me. I'd be remiss to not pay my respects,” now Colonel Fabian assuaged, “Strafe was a true hero, in every sense of the word.”

	For the past month and a half, I hadn't shown up for my military duties. They reported me, “away without leave.” AWOL for short. 

	“So, what'll you do now Urena?” 

	“I'm, uh, facing jail time, aren't I?” I said as I grabbed the back of my head.

	“Don't suppose you want to work for us instead? You don't get YouTube in prison,” he grinned.

	“I was actually in the middle of filing my application for discharge...”

	Pausing for a moment, he looked out into the ocean and then put his hand on my shoulder, “We've come to recognize your contribution to our country and the Space Force. Officially we can't let you go until your service contract is up, but there is another way.”

	I raised an eyebrow.

	“In the Atlantic, not far from the location of the Titanic, we've discovered a giant whirlpool. One that goes down all the way to the ocean floor.”

	“Sounds like the Navy's problem,” I said.

	“Hmm,” he smirked, “Not exactly.”

	It was in that moment I remembered Parker saying a portal to their world opened. “What if I refuse?” I stated.

	“You will go to prison for five years. Or... because of your contributions to restoring Earth, you complete one final mission for us. Once you finish it, I promise to sign you out early. I'm afraid we aren't quite done with the Venerates or the Slates. Report to this location next week. You will be a part of a team I'm commanding to investigate this anomaly,” Col Fabian explained, “Please give my regards to his family.”

	He handed me a mission card before he returned to a government Mag-Car and drove away. The translucent card shined blue light on my face as I held it up to the sun. I came to peace with finishing this out.

	After everybody but Claire and Zixin left, Karma and I walked over to them. They were still sitting on the beach, where the waves were washing on the shore with the Whiteclouds. We sat down with them and didn't say anything for a while. They were both looking out at where they released Strafe's ashes.

	“I'll call you tomorrow Claire,” I whispered while I patted her shoulder.

	“It's okay sweetie, did you have something to tell us?” she asked, grasping my hand.

	“Oh, um, I won't be able to stay much longer. I have to report back to the Space Force.”

	She wiped a tear from her cheek and caressed my face, “Honey, without you and the Space Force, nobody would've made it through this. You've always done the right thing, don't let anyone tell you otherwise. You're a hero baby. Strafe thought the world of you.”

	Emotions flooded back to me and I had to fight back the tears, “Yeah, I thought that way of him too.”

	“Strafe was someone I wish I met earlier in my life. Such a good man,” Karma frowned as she bowed her head.

	“So tell you what,” she said brushing some sand off Zixin's shoulder, “We'll be here whenever you wanna come to visit. I'm proud of you sweetheart.”

	“I will Claire,” I said as I hugged them both.

	“What will you do Karma?” Zixin asked.

	“I don't know yet, but I'll make sure to come to visit whenever I can,” she winked at him.

	She hugged them too before she walked away. I got up and took a look out at the ocean and then back at Zixin.

	“Bye, sis',” he said.

	 

	


CHAPTER 44

	Yessa

	 

	 

	 

	It feels strange to continue life after someone you love dies. Almost like you're in a new universe. The reality that things will never be the same came crushing down on my conscious. It's hard to let the past go. 

	Whatever life I had left, I promised to live it to the fullest in honor of Strafe's sacrifice.

	 

	 

	I regrouped with the Space Force at a naval port that specialized in special operations deployments off the coast of Florida. The only thing I took with me was my suit; I used it to fly cross-country.

	I reported to my new squadron, the 1st Space Rangers. Before I knew it, we deployed on a Navy carrier to investigate the anomaly. Two days is all it took to reach the location.

	The water remained calm until we reached our target. The waves crashed violently on the surface and anything within two miles got sucked down into the swirling vortex. Scans from satellites detected a crack in the earth's crust, originating at the site of the whirlpool, contributing to the event. Darkened clouds formed overhead.

	“So, what're they thinking this is?” I pointed at the screen of one of the scientists.

	“We call it a maelstrom, which is a more dangerous whirlpool. This is the largest one ever recorded in human history,” he explained.

	“What's the cause?”

	“Usually, opposing currents meeting together. This is not the case. Only one current should flow through here. Some unidentified object on the ocean floor is creating this with immense force,” he elucidated.

	“Thank you,” I nodded as I leaned over the rail. 

	“Urena!” Col Fabian waved me over at the far end of the ship.

	“Yes, sir?” I asked.

	“Come meet your team.”

	I couldn't believe my eyes. Karma was standing next to Sergeant Dill and Astronaut Iovine. Someone else stood against the wall with their arms crossed. They wore a Space Suit but a helmet covered their face. 

	“I thought you'd like to be with your people,” he smiled.

	I couldn't hide my grin, even leaning my head down, “I had a feeling I'd see you here.” 

	“Likewise,” she winked as we hugged.

	“Everyone, gather up for a mission brief! Captain's orders,” one of the officers spoke over the intercom.

	We all made our way to the hanger of the carrier, took our seats, and waited for the commanding officers to address us. Colonel Fabian and a Navy Captain entered the room and walked to the podium. 

	“Good day, shipmates. Take a seat,” motioning his hands to release us from attention. “I'm going to get right to the point. Through our combined intelligence sources, we determined this maelstrom is the result of an alien portal opening to our world. Everything we send through loses connection immediately upon crossover.”

	“Guess that's why I'm here,” I shook my head.

	“We have constructed a team to investigate. Our coalition partners also could not determine what lies on the other side either. That is now our mission.”

	The person with their helmet on earlier sat ahead of me. Three white painted paw-prints on their shoulder caught my eye. 

	“Remain on standby in case of another outbreak. The first group deploys tomorrow morning. That is all,” the Captain ordered.

	We were dismissed.

	 

	


CHAPTER 45

	Yessa

	 

	 

	 

	We woke at 0600. After eating breakfast, our team met on the deck. They instructed us to would fly down into the maelstrom and gather as much data on the portal as possible. Sounds fun, right?

	“How did you convince them to allow you on this mission?” I asked Karma while she ate cereal. 

	“I talked to your boss about coming. Told him he didn't have a choice,” she said with a straight face before we broke into laughter.

	I left it at that, “You'll need a suit.”

	She pointed to her waist, “Already got that covered.” Pushing a button on her belt activated her suit. Chinese in design, with Tibetan scriptures written all, and colored in midnight blue with red accents under the armpits.

	 

	 

	Us Americans received a special Space Suit, able to handle amphibious environments as well as zero-G. I would lead the mission. Our goals were to investigate the cause of the maelstrom and report back to our superiors on any findings. The mysterious soldier who always had their helmet on would accompany us. When I asked their name, they replied, “Vexer, ma'am.”

	At 0730, my team and I departed towards the maelstrom. Flying up in the sky off the carrier, we approached the gigantic swirl, which proved to be much more intimidating than I thought. “Alright team, on me!” I ordered.

	Heads first, we dived down into the swirling vortex towards the ocean floor. The further we dived, the colder the temperature became. The sunlight faded with our descent. Three minutes later we reached the portal. Using our built-in night vision, we analyzed the anomaly. We slowed down and hovered over it. 

	Alien text floated in a purple and green ooze pool, reminiscent of the cave we found the God Blade in.

	“Readings?” I asked.

	“None of the elements present in that, sludge, are identifiable from the periodic table ma'am,” Iovine reported.

	“You take some pictures, Dill?” 

	“Yes ma'am, and am retrieving a sample,” he said while sucking out some of the ooze into a syringe.

	“That's good enough for me. Let's head back so they can analyze that.”

	Suddenly, the sound of crackling thunder echoed above us. The temperature directly above began to plummet. Turning up my environmental volume, I could hear a sound reminiscent of a waterfall. The dot of light at the surface turned black, which led me to one conclusion. The maelstrom was collapsing and the water would come crashing down and crush us.

	“Oh, SHIT!!!” Dill yelled.

	“ABORT! ABORT the mission!” I commanded.

	I motioned to escape into the ocean but to no avail. The walls of the vortex hardened and we couldn't pass through. 

	“We're gonna die!” Iovine cried.

	“No, we're not!” the mysterious soldier said.

	“What?” Karma replied.

	Vexer put his hand into the ooze and it glowed bright white, “It wants us to go to the other side.”

	“It's talking to you!?” I asked perplexed.

	He floated down to the sludge pool and passed through.

	“We're gonna be crushed if that hits us!” Karma exclaimed.

	With no other options, I looked to my teammates, “Shit! Everyone, we're going in!” 

	One by one they flew through. The officer code was for us to be the last one to exit, to make sure our team survived. I gazed up at the water before flying through, “I won't let you down Strafe. I'm going to end this.”

	Seconds before engulfment, I took a deep breath and dived into the unknown.
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