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Out of the night that covers me

Black as the pit from pole to pole

I thank whatever gods may be

For my unconquerable soul.

 

In the fell clutch of circumstance,

I have not winced nor cried aloud.

Under the bludgeoning of chance,

My head is bloody, but unbowed.

 

Beyond this place of wrath and tears,

Looms but the Horror of the shade.

And yet the menace of the years

Finds, and shall find, me unafraid.

 

It matters not how strait the gate

How charged with punishments the scroll

I am the master of my fate:

I am the captain of my soul.

 

Invictus

W.E. Henley










Chapter 1

Roya

Gazing out my window to the setting sun, I looked deep into my soul for answers to our problems. I have faced many challenges through-out my life, but none like this before. I tried to take in the warm beauty of the setting sunlight cascading on the fluffy clouds to take my mind off the negativity.

There was a somber feeling throughout the cabin, and we all kept to ourselves for most of the voyage. The Rodin Pirates had managed to outrun the Yuwherian Air Fleet; I was quite impressed.

I held my locket with the picture of Falco. Even though he died a year ago, my heart still ached for him. I needed to stretch my legs every once and a while; I was never one to stay seated for long periods of time. Whenever I passed by Rousseau's room, I no longer saw the same zeal, but rather chagrin and sadness. When he wasn't with his cousin Commander Vero in the medical room, he just sat in his quarters looking out the window. He looked at a small trinket he carried with him of his family and meandered between places when he did so. I wondered why he hadn't told us about his royal relations, but I was sure it was to protect us.

Everyone has secrets, I have many.

 

After passing by his room, I decided to go talk to the others to see how they felt about what had happened.

Zon was mediating in a room with a rounded glass floor; when I looked at the top of the foyer, it read, “Relaxation Cabin.” It was bright and warm, and he was sitting in the middle of the room with his eyes closed, legs crossed and his hands resting on his knees. There were nice leather seats on the sides and beige colored walls. Nobody else was with him.

Quietly I walked in and took a seat, he noticed me and nodded. Zon hadn't taken all this news lightly about Rousseau's relation to the royal family. Every time they walked by each other, Zon would gaze adamantly at him, to which Rousseau would turn his face to avoid confrontation.

“Is this a bad time to talk?” I whispered.

“No,” he shook his head, “I was just finishing up.” Zon took in a deep breath, but stayed seated with his eyes closed.

“What happened in Yuwheria, I wonder what you make of it?” I asked.

He was holding a wooden meditation beaded necklace. He spun it around a few times and looked like he was half awake, half in a dream, looking for answers.

“All I can conclude is the Senti have mastered the art of deception. Soon they will claim everything,” Zon calmly replied while dangling his necklace.

“You are unhappy with Rousseau-Sah, aren't you?” I speculated.

He shook his head “no” when I asked him, but a slight cringe of his eyebrows told a different story.

“The reason I embarked on this journey was to find those responsible for the incursion of my village. Now that I found out that the Yuwherians weren't responsible, this leads me to believe that something more sinister is at hand. I must continue looking for the answer so that those who died may find peace in the closure,” Zon reasoned.

“My heart aches for you,” I touched him on the shoulder as I knelt down next to him.

Zon opened his eyes and ran his fingers through the light pouring in through the glassed floor. He looked up at the ceiling to where the light landed, “I do not fault Rousseau with causing this problem, but we cannot keep things from each other. My grandfather used to tell me, a big secret is one-hundred times stronger than one-thousand small ones. Before today, I looked at the Yuwherians with guile, but now I vacillate between pity and distrust. They are now ruled by an authoritarian King, but are also allied with the Senti. Rousseau surely knew this, and he put all our lives in danger when he took us in there.”

“There had to be a reason we were brought there after the battle in Dhenfen'Ce; Rousseau is alive and his people now know! Maybe the kingdom will coalesce and cast King Othen out,” I theorized.

“That is one way of looking at it, but a king is not a president. They rule until they die or pass on the title. One thing is for sure, this matter can only be decided from the inside. No outside force can push their hand,” Zon explained as he stashed his meditation necklace.

“This journey has taken its toll of all of us. In all my life, this struggle has been the most complicated,” I languished.

Zon looked at me with a calm demeanor, ”Please call me Yoichi. It is what my clan called me. I only wish to possess the same strength as you one day Roya. You are stronger than all of us. We will help free you from your pain.”

I looked down at my stomach and rubbed my scar where I was stabbed, “Thank you Yoichi-Sah.”

“The others need you, I need you, to help guide the way. You know this part of the world, better than anyone else. Roya, how will this end?” Zon asked humbly.

“All I can say is that we are either changing or dying Yoichi-Sah. War will be around until we are all one. It begins by dispelling Guardian. As long as His power is here, we will not be together,” I looked down at the ocean and blinked.

“We will make it so Roya, we just need to find a way to make an accord with the world,” Zon held his hand out to help me up.

 

Captain Cali's voice came in on the intercom and reported all of us to the bridge. We left the room and walked down a circular hallway. Strafe and Brutus were talking with the crew and Rousseau was next to Captain Cali. Some of the Brave-Ball players we won the championship with manned the navigation and radar positions.

The bridge was surrounded in see-through glass with a slight reddish tint to it. There were lines that separated the glass hull and also acted as heads-up-displays for ship use.

In the center where Captain Cali was stationed lied a table that projected a hologram of the world. Captain Cali was using it to help navigate as well as plan out the itinerary. After all of the crew had entered, we began to discuss our next course of action.

“So mateys, with all that 'as happened, we be not going back to Yuwheria anytime soon. Burns me wit' shame that ye all was treated so and almost killed, which is why I've decided to step down as Cap'n,” Captain Cali confessed.

“No way Cap'n!”

“Sir, it not be ye fault!”

“T'was nutton ye could've known sir!” the crew comforted.

Captain Cali waved his arms up and down to get their attention and then put his index finger on his lips to signal to be quiet, “Usually the ex-Cap'n would walk the plank, ahahahaha, but we need every man we got! Only reason we got out of there intact was due to me Power of Ecstasy. I'm a good-luck charm. I will still serve me old ship, the Bullrose, but under new rank of scurvy dog like the rest of ye! Call me Tom, or Flint! Arg, Tom Flint!”

“Who's the new Cap'n then?” one pirate asked.

Flint walked over to me and said, “You can call Roya Cap'n now boys.”

They cheered and a few crew members clanked some beer glasses together; having them drink on the deck made me a little nervous but what the heck right?

“Well, who be the first mate?” one pirate asked.

“For the time being, that will be Strafe since he be a pilot. Rousseau also wished to be relieved of his command. If we all leave the ship, the command falls to you Smitty,” Tom Flint explained.

“Oh, ah, gotcha Cap'n, er, Tommy!” Smitty said with shock; he saluted him and then sat down.

Tom Flint then turned to the four of us and asked, “To the World's Nation I take it?”

“No,” I replied. I walked over to the hologram and punched in some coordinates, “There is something we must procure and protect. Something the Senti want but we cannot allow them to find.”

“What's that?” Strafe asked.

“A Guardian Key. My island has been protecting one with their lives for centuries. They are in danger. Plus, I had a dream, that, we'd find what you're looking for there Strafe,” I told him.

“These dreams we're all having, they aren't just coincident. Someone is sending them,” Strafe said as he scratched his chin.

“What is their objective?” Zon pondered as he paced back and forth.

“I know not Yoichi-Sah, but remember when I told you that they are the keys to heaven. Maybe they are trying to rate the prophecy. That is why I hope we can visit my island in Zindaqe and warn my people of what may come,” I said with calm fervor.

Rousseau got out of his chair and put his hand on my shoulder and looked into my eyes, “After all that you have done for us, how could we not Roya?”

“This is dangerous. Like a spider casting a web, they are just waiting for us to fall into their trap,” Zon chimed in.

“I will take the fall if it means to keep my people safe. Would you not do the same Yoichi-Sah?” I said.

Zon crossed his arms, but nodded in agreement.

I looked over to Strafe, “What do you think Strafe?”

He leaned up against a wall and folded his arms and looked up into the sky; he was thinking about saving his friends I could tell. Brutus came over and put his head on Strafe's hand, asking to be pet. He knelt down and gave him a big hug. He sighed and pressed his lips together, “If my friends are in Zindaqe, I have to go find them.”

“You must follow your heart Strafe and nobody can think you selfish for that,” I assuaged, “We head to Zindaqe.”







Chapter 2

Strafe

Zindaqe was over 1000 miles away. The voyage would take us across the Metagean Sea to the Dream Islands and then afterwards 600 miles to the World's Nation in another country, Crotona.

I was worried if we could make it or not but I'd come to learn that the Bullrose's engines were powered by renewable energy. No fuel needed. That worked out for us, because being public-enemy number-one didn't allow us the luxury of stopping at any port we wished so. It also allowed the Bullrose to be quiet as the night when she needed to be.

Zindaqe was a desert nation that resided on the coast of the continent of Rendata. It was south-west of Yuwheria. Geographically, it was similar from traveling to Africa from Europe.

When I got knocked down in the castle, I dropped my sword and didn't have a chance to recover it. Even without my weapon, I would find a way to save my friends, no matter what the cost. Throughout the journey, I'd been trying to become the warrior I was “chosen” to be, but it wasn't as easy as one could think.

To become a warrior means fighting for more than yourself, and sometimes I found myself being selfish. Being a warrior takes leadership, and the art of leadership is a never-ending learning experience. It's taking the responsibility you've been given and acting in the correct authority to execute the mission. Sometimes I would remember that all I could do is try to be a better person than yesterday. Living a good example is a great way to develop leadership skills.

I changed into my old get-up. The pirates had managed somehow to find our clothes through all the madness and brought them to the Bullrose. I threw the prison outfit in the trash.

 

I went to find Roya to see if she knew if this key related to the one from New Santa Barbara. She was in her room praying. I went to get something to eat so she could finish in peace.

Upon return, she was looking out the window from her bed; I was going to leave her alone but she saw me in her peripheral vision and motioned me in. There was a chair near her bed that I turned around and folded my arms over the back as I sat down. “No sleeping on the plane,” I teased as I tapped her shoulder.

“Ah, you're right Strafe, but I am afraid the sun calls me to my dreams,” Roya yawned as she stretched.

“How come you don't call me 'Strafe-Sah' anymore?” I wondered.

“Because the 'Sah' is reserved for those we aren't as close with. It is more formal,” Roya explained.

“Makes sense. How long has it been since you've been home?” I asked.

Roya rubbed her eyes before she answered, “Ahhh, It must be now, about a year. I wonder what they will think about me?”

“You're too goofy to forget,” I teased again, “It's because of what happened with Falco huh?”

“You are funny Strafe, but you are also lucky I am too tired to punch you,” she said as we laughed together, “I hope they will understand why I fled.”

“Haven't you explained to them what had happened to you?”

“Like I said, this was a very sensitive issue. When a girl gets selected to become a Lady, she has to put the tribe before anything she wants. I was too selfish for the role,” Roya lamented with her eyes closed.

“Will they ever forgive you?” I asked.

“I think so. We are all family,” Roya smiled.

“What will you do if they won't forgive you?” I said as I looked out the window.

“Let me ask you Strafe, that no matter what you did, do you think your mother would say no to meet you?” Roya retorted.

“She will always be there for me,” I said.

“This is my feeling too Strafe. Sometimes it is the only feeling that keeps me happy, to come home. To see my family again,” she sniffled as a tear rolled down her cheek.

“I'm sorry Roya, I'll let you sleep,” I assuaged. I got up, but she grabbed my wrist,

“You have a question in your eyes Strafe, I saw it when you looked in here. I have a few more blinks before my eyelids become too heavy to keep open.”

I sat back down, “If you say so; I was wondering what you could tell me about the Guardian Keys?”

“What would you like to know?” she replied.

I asked her about the appearance, size, shape, and anything that made it special. She told me that her people had been guarding one for hundreds of years.

She went on to describe it as very similar to what I saw in the cave back in New Santa Barbara and that it was considered a sacred artifact on her island. Her people would get married in front of it, study near it and gather around it for good luck.

“I wish to see your dreams Strafe, please sleep by me tonight,” she said as she lied down on her bed.

“See my dreams?” I repeated.

Brutus walked in, “Don't you see what is happening Strafe. We are all connected spiritually. That is how we know where each other are at all times. That is why our dreams are guiding us to where we need to go. Each of our missions here are merging into one. That mission is to stop the Senti and bring order back to this world.”

“You and I aren't from this planet! What about our world!?” I countered.

“Maybe there is something here we need to find in order to help Earth. Maybe your brother is meant to return home. Maybe this world will help us out one day,” Brutus reasoned, “Let's go dream together Strafe.”

“You really are one smart cookie Brutus,” I smiled as I rubbed his face.

Brutus managed to fit in her bed and she curled up next to him. I wasn't sleepy yet, so I decided to walk around a bit.

The ship was quiet; everyone except the flight crew had returned to their quarters. Flying at night was so peaceful. What I saw outside my window was unlike anything I had ever seen before. With no light pollution from the ship or nearby cities, there were thousands upon thousands of stars in the sky, and the ocean mirrored them. The three moons orbiting Eternia were casting a different color down on the water.

While walking around, I found the door to the engine room. The pilot in me was curious to see what was under the hood, so I walked inside. The room was dimly lit with an orange and yellowish light, along with a few LEDs on the control panel.

At first, I thought I was in the wrong area because I saw a small little engine, maybe 8ft wide by 10ft long by 4ft tall. This has to be something they want to attach to the main.

Usually ship engines are voluminous and carried din, but not so for this one. The sound-proofing was expertly done. I noticed something in-front of the engine that stood out. A standing black obelisk standing in front of the engine popped up a holographic screen. Bluish in tint, the schematic read power levels, energy spent, heat and one that read, “Prototype Shield 009.” I strolled around without tinkering with anything until I heard footsteps coming down the steps, which made me turn my head quickly to see Rousseau leaning up against the wall with a bottle in his hand.

“You trying to kill us?” Rousseau joked, he had a slight slur in his voice.

“You'd be dead already if I was,” I ribbed back, Rousseau chuckled.

I looked back down at the panel and closed the holographic screen by touching a small “X” button on the top right. Rousseau sat down on the staircase and continued to lean against the wall as he drank. There were black lines underneath his eyes. He looked awful.

“Strafe,” he said after a swig of drink, “Why do you fight? What do Americans fight, err, believe in?”

“You mean why do I fight now, or just in general?” I asked.

“Ah, you know, ah, in general,” Rousseau slurred.

“Well, it depends on each person. Not everyone is the same in my country. I guess we all believe in chasing our dreams and living life, anything else is up to the individual,” I assessed.

Rousseau looked confused, “So, there is no King there, and the people govern themselves? How have you all not torn each other apart?”

“It's not perfect but we get to decide for ourselves who runs our country. To me there is a sense of choice that very few other places get to enjoy. One person cannot control everything, even our President has their limits,” I explained.

“So, the President is your leader but not for life?” he concluded.

“Yes, there is a two-term limit. One of my favorite Presidents said that, 'It's better to leave with your head held high and on good terms than overstay your welcome.' ” I said as I gazed at the engine.

“Cacophony,” Rousseau remarked before another drink, “But, brilliant all the same. Maybe one day…”

Rousseau leaned back against the staircase and looked up at the light, his eyes drooping. He dropped the bottle and it rolled along the floor. It seemed he was going through a hard time; I'd never seen him this drunk.

“I bet you didn't think that was the ship engine, huh mate?” he mumbled with his eyes closed.

“No, no I didn't. It seemed too small. That's some incredible engineering,” I crossed my arms as I looked back at it.

“I, I, helped design it,” Rousseau mumbled.

“Do you want me to help you to your room Rousseau?” I held my hand out to him.

His eyebrows crinkled and a sour look came over his face like he saw something disgusting, “That's not, my name,” he stuttered as he rolled to his left side, “My name is Aeileo, the queer Prince, the shame of his nation.”

“I don't think so. I think you're very brave for facing your uncle the way you did,” I noted.

“Yeah, bullshit! They think I'm a freak and cast me out like I'm, I'm, rubbish,” Rousseau mumbled.

“I see you differently. You are Rousseau, freedom-fighter for your people. There is no shame in who you are, and one day, when you return to your people, they will see you so too,” I told him.

“This is what it must feel to be mixed-blood, to be torn about who you are. God, I can't even begin to imagine,” Rousseau said arrogantly.

“I don't appreciate that,” I divulged.

Rousseau rose up with his eyes looking at me curiously, “I never told you, but I am mixed blood. I'm half Native American and twenty five percent Irish and German. They are all different ethnicities from across my world. All of whom have had many struggles.”

“I heard about these people from you earlier. They sounded like savages; you look nothing like one,” Rousseau stated half awake.

“I feel all these people's spirit run through my body, and with it I hold all their pride and their shame. I am who I am, I don't feel 'torn.' As for savages, that certainly fits more of your family. At least mine didn't try to kill me,” I reckoned.

I began to walk past him up the stairs; he really pissed me off. Drink or not, it is not right to say that to someone, ever. Before I got to the door, he grabbed my ankle and I turned around. Rousseau sat there whimpering; I could see a bracelet in his hand.

“Not all of my family were savages,” he said as he looked up at me. I noticed the Royal Guard symbol on the necklace.

“Was that?” I paused.

“Yes, this is Argenta's seal. She gave it to me before she went into a coma a few hours ago. She will be okay. It's for good luck,” he said.

“I'm sorry to hear her condition. It seems she was always loyal to you,” I nodded.

“She is my cousin,” Rousseau smiled.

“Another secret you kept from us?” I scolded.

“What's worse is that Senti bastard shot her like a coward. I wouldn't be surprised if Marcio takes that guy's head for almost killing his sister,” Rousseau explained as he wiped some blood off of the seal.

Argenta was Marcio's sister!? No matter what happened, we needed to stay vigilant.

“Put the drink down, it makes you sloppy,” I recommended.

After a light touch on his shoulder, I walked out. Upon return to her room, both Brutus and Roya were deep asleep. I climbed into bed with them. Looking into the night sky, I found solace. It was nice to have Brutus with me on this journey. Even so, after what Rousseau said to me, it took me a while to go to sleep. I hope he knew how inconsiderate his comments we.







Chapter 3

Strafe

I was visited in my dreams that night, but I had guests. Never before in my life had I woke up every morning and wondering if I was still in a dream. I could recall them so vividly, when back home in California they fleeted so quickly.

A sweet breeze brushed through my hair, as I was swinging in a hammock. I remembered opening my eyes and looking up to a ceiling; I was back in my room in New Santa Barbara. It was completely bare; all my possessions were gone.

The grey tint of the clouds caught my eye, so I walked over to my rounded window. New Santa Barbara wasn't cloudy often, so whenever it was it was like a shock to the system. I put my arms across the bottom of the frame like I always did, but what I saw looked nothing like the town I knew. Buildings were in shambles, the roads broken and jagged, and our city flag ripped as it waved in the wind. It looked like a ghost town. There weren't even any waves on the beach.

I walked into my mother's room to find the same deal; nothing but the walls and carpet left. The paint was starting to peel off; it felt very unnatural. I turned, walked through the hallway and down our staircase with caution.

All of our furniture was vacated except for a small chair my mother had kept; she said my father had made it for me. She didn't care for it much herself, but knew one day I might come to appreciate it. I walked over and knelt down to examine it and saw a small engraving on the back, which read,

 

“Strafe, Be Daring,

-Love, Dad”

Rubbing my fingers across brought back memories of when I was young. He made this when I was around two years old. After sitting there reminiscing for a while, I saw something in my peripheral vision, it was our front door and it had opened by itself. The grass in the lawn was dead and crinkled.

With the exception of the tumbleweeds blowing in the wind, the city seemed frozen in time. Some of the Mag-Cars on the streets had been dismantled and had shown signs of rust. What happened here? It's like a nuke went off.

There was a chair that looked exactly like mine sitting next to the front door. As I walked closer, I noticed there were small cracks and knicks all over it. On the back there was a similar engraving, but most of it was scratched out.

 

“MXXXX, bE CAriNg,

(NO) LOVE, —”

 

It was quite disturbing. The bold letters were etched deep into the chair and looked quite aggressive. I hadn't remembered much from my early childhood, but I thought this might have been my brother's. This time when I rubbed my fingers across the engraving, a small pinch from a splinter made me flinch, but then there was a flash. A macabre-looking figure in a black cloak stood in the street. I couldn't see their face. My reflexes kicked in and I sprung to my feet.

“Barzakh!?” I asked. The figure stood tacit in an eerie poise, “Who are you and what do you want with me!?”

The figure raised its hand and motioned for me to follow. At first, I hesitated, but began to walk behind them cautiously as they led me down the neighborhood. Another figure, dressed in all yellow walked toward me. There was a scarf covering their face but the wind blew it away to reveal Roya.

“Strafe, do not be afraid. He wants to tell you something,” she assured.

“Tell me what? How do you know?” I asked her.

A white and orange ball of light appeared in front of us. It morphed into a wolf and I could see it was Brutus.

“Other Guardians come to us this way when they need help. We will assist you,” Brutus finished as he nodded toward the figure.

We took a right at the corner and went straight for a few blocks. As we were walking, it kept the same equal distance away from me. If I slowed down, it would too. When I sped up, it did so as well.

 

When we made it to the playground, the figure walked immediately toward the sandbox. It stood on the opposite side and put its hand out and motioned me to stop. It pointed to the sand.

With a flick of its wrist, the sand began to shift and take the form of script. At first, I couldn't read it but after looking for a second or two, I was able to decipher the message. It was written in the same ancient script that I saw in the cave I found my sword. In the sand it read, “Do not speak loudly, for he is close. Maybe you can be the one to end my suffering.”

With a nod, I agreed, and the figure flicked its wrist again to leave a message, “When you come to Zindaqe, I will be waiting, but so will he. Do not underestimate him.”

“You…You're the same one from the island and Brave-Ball field?” I acknowledged, “How do I help you?”

The figure grabbed its head and fell to one knee, but flicked its wrist again to leave another message, “Can't… stay… long… or he will find me…. Find you… So… sorry. So cold…Go… to… Crotona after Zindaqe… grab my heart…from them.”

“Who are you? Tell me!” I responded.

This time the figure fell to its hands and knees and silently grieved in pain. After a few seconds, it jerked its head around but got up slowly, just standing there, twitching its head. Something deep inside of me told me to run as fast as I could but Roya grabbed my arm and shook her head.

I walked around the perimeter of the sandbox and made my way closer, this time the figure didn't move away. With caution, I approached but I noticed that its body language got more tense-looking. I brought my hand towards it. My fingertips had just touched the brim of the hood when it leaped toward me, and the face I saw is still etched into my memories.

They had giant red eyes, along with yellow razor teeth. It lashed at my face trying to bite, but Brutus tackled it away, grabbed me and jumped into the sandbox. We sank all the way through to escape.







Chapter 4

Strafe

Screaming in fright and gasping for air when I woke, I found myself hanging upside down, tangled in wires and metal.

“Strafe, it's alright. We're not in the dream anymore,” Brutus informed me.

“Yeah, I'm just hanging upside down scared shitless!” I grumbled.

“Well man-up! We got bigger things to worry about,” Brutus barked.

After I pulled myself off, I feel to the dusty ground. All I could hear was blood rushing and pounding in my head. I noticed my hands shaking uncontrollably.

There was a fire near me, I could feel the flame. I rolled to my back and rubbed my eyes, trying to get my bearings. Brutus came over to help me up. As he sat me up against a wall, I noticed half of Roya's room had been lodged into the cracked desert ground, the other half ablaze. Roya herself was nowhere to be seen.

In the distance lied a canyon wall with a dark purple and black xenolithic tower protruding into the sky. It was curved on the top with two spikes protruding skyward, but otherwise was plain. Pieces of the Bullrose lay scattered all over the place, as if the ship had been completely blown apart. Brutus was scarred. I rubbed his head to help calm him down. He rubbed his head against mine.

“Were we shot down?” I asked him.

“All I remember was a loud bang and waking up next to you. We're lucky to be alive. I can't smell the others nearby,” Brutus put his nose in the air and shook his head.

Still pounding, I put my palm to my forehead and massaged it for a bit. My clothes were covered in dirt, and I noticed I was bleeding from a cut on my temple. As I got up, my balance was thrown off and I stumbled across the ground before falling back down.

“Damnit,” I groaned.

“Lay down, you're still disoriented,” Brutus instructed.

There were no clouds in the sky. I pushed up off my hands to survey the damage, and it was catastrophic. The fuselage, wings, engine and everything else was blown apart.

Some of the crew members were lying motionless. Brutus helped me on his back and we made it over to one member of the crew, Smitty. When I checked his pulse, there was nothing but cold to the touch.

He was gone.

There was a groaning in the distance, and we cautiously made our way toward the din.

 

We found a familiar face, but my heart sank.

 

It was Tom Flint, but he had been impaled through the right side of his chest by some scrap. He was sitting in the cockpit chair he had been assigned to. I got to my feet and stumbled my way over to him. Brutus whined when he saw him. “Flint! You're alive!” I cheered.

“Arghhh, that's right me boy,” he replied before coughing up some blood.

“Shit, I'm gonna get you out of there!” I said.

The scrap protruded about two feet out of his chest, with a few nasty jagged edges at the end. Deciding it would be too risky to pull it out of him, I snapped off most of it with my strength and broke it free from the ship.

I remembered that wounds like this actually worsen if the puncture object is removed. I pulled out my water bottle from my belt, washed the wound, and gave him a drink. Afterward he laid his back against the hull of the ship.

“Listen 'ere Strafe… There be a medical bay 'round here. Just take me there, and I'll do the rest,” Flint whispered, trying not to disturb his wound.

Brutus said he found the medical bay Tom was talking about. When I put his arm over my shoulder, Tom groaned but did a good job walking. Brutus led the way but kept low.

We had to avoid the fire and electricity that was sparking from some scrap but made it just fine. We walked into the room and I laid him on the table. After he was situated, he punched in some commands into a small computer next to a bed, then a robotic arm descended from the ceiling and began to scan his body. It had a variety of tools attached to it and looked functional.

Commander Vero was on a table as well. She was held down with medical restraints. One of the machines was spinning fibers of muscle over her wound to close it. I imagined it would be the same for Flint.

“Damn, it's a miracle this thing is intact!” I looked all around the room in disbelief.

“Arg, we made sure 'twould be, just in case. Leave me be, ye not want to see what happens next. When I'm patched up, I'll take care of this mess, ye just go find those bastards…that shot down…me…ship,” Flint said before he went unconscious.

There wasn't anyone else I could see lying around, so I decided we should to head toward the xenolithic structure. Looking at it gave me an eerie feeling, like it was from a different world. It definitely looked Senti, but what was it doing in Zindaqe? Roya's fears of a possible incursion might have been forgone. I closed my eyes and tried to find the others but could only see Brutus' aura in front of me.

When we got closer, there were a few soldiers patrolling a cylindrical door against the canyon wall. Periodically they would enter and exit; it looked like they were sending patrols out to find survivors. Their armor was definitely Senti, but what surprised me was what was accompanying them. Standing over nine feet tall, were massive Slates. Two Slates stood next to a group of soldiers in front of an officer. I couldn't hear what they were saying, but after a while he waved his hand toward the scattered scrap and both the Slates and the soldiers made their way out.

“What the hell!? Why are the Slates following a human's command?” I noted.

“The more they control the Guardian Keys, the more power they will possess over them,” Brutus informed me.

“Really? How'd you know that?” I asked.

“I read a file from the Bullrose database on it before I came to sleep with you and Roya,” he told me.

“Wow, so you can read too now? Well, that's probably another reason they're after them,” I shrugged.

Rousseau told me that Slates had always been peaceful creatures and looked out for the people of Eternia. They would even save humans and other animals from peril, but after this war had started, they had completely changed. My guess was they were protected the Guardian Keys, and would follow those who controlled them.

 

“Damn, if even one of those things sees us, its game over,” I patted Brutus on the back.

I noticed that one of the Senti soldiers had wondered away from the group to a body lying in the wreckage. I kept to the shadows as I observed what he was doing. They walked over to the body and knelt down to one knee and hung their head, and then put their hand on the fallen person's body. It seemed as if the soldier was mourning. Hmm, if I take their armor, maybe I could slip inside.

I maneuvered my way around tacitly to the soldier's flank. While the soldier was kneeling down, I figured the best way to take them down would be to choke them out. I didn't want to kill him, but if I had no choice, I would.

Brutus stayed behind but was ready to attack. After a deep, calming breath, I tip-toed my way behind the soldier before I put an arm around their neck. With a quick motion I pulled them down to the ground and then rolled on top of them so that he was lying beneath me. He put in a good fight, but after a few seconds went fast asleep.

He was heavier than he looked; I dragged him into a half-destroyed room from the ship. This version of the Senti armor completely covered the entire body, even the face, which made it a perfect disguise to get in.

What was strange was the fact that I couldn't see any armor separation. It seemed to be as if it was one whole piece. The helmet itself had no openings, instead looked like a shield that covered the entire face. The purple armor was skin-tight and had silver gauntlets, leggings, and a chest piece. Brutus came over and tilted his head in confusion.

“Damn, I don't know how you got this on, but you're pretty talented for doing so,” I whispered.

After trying to find a way to release the armor for a few minutes, I was giving up hope. There was some trick to it that I couldn't figure out. In my frustration, I kicked some sand. Out of the blue, Brutus lightly tapped the chest piece with his nose, and then the soldier's armor began to recede off his body back into the helmet, almost as if it had melted off. It was the only piece to his armor that remained.

“How did you do that?” I asked him.

“I was watching the soldiers do this in Yuwheria. Their armor is a lot like this one,” he mentioned.

I chuckled as I removed the helmet from the soldier. After a quick examination, I put it on myself, but nothing happened. Brutus tapped the helmet with his nose again and the armor had begun to cast itself over me.

After the armor “molded” to me, I took a minute to get used to it. My movement was a little restricted. The helmet was the tricky part. I couldn't see anything out of it. It was like being trapped in a shell.

With a wipe of my hand across the visor of the helmet my vision was restored. Still shielding my face, the helmet had turned translucent, allowing me to see again. Just to make sure, I looked into cracked glass and saw the armor remained solid in color on the outside. They wouldn't be able to see my face.

Before I was able to say another word, there were five Senti soldiers to our right and a giant Slate looking over us on top of some scrap. Brutus had already hid under some rubble. I stood up and awaited their command.

“Status?” the soldier asked me.

“Ah, all clear,” I mumbled out before being interrupted.

“Status of downed enemy?” the soldier continued.

“Oh, deceased. I didn't find anyone alive,” I reported.

“Good. The Yuwherians will be pleased,” they told me.

They began to turn away but I thought they might know if there were other survivors, “Oh, sir, did we find any survivors?”

The soldier turned around and the others followed suit, this time they looked a little tense, “Why does that matter?”

“I, I just wanted to make sure there wasn't any danger,” I nodded.

He shook his head, turned and began patrolling the wreckage with the other soldiers. I looked overhead and saw the Slate turned around, jumped down off the scrap and ran off. Damn that was close, I need to be smarter than that.

 

I went back and tied up the soldier I got the armor from to prevent my cover from being blown. I gathered up some scrap and folded it around his body to immobilize him. Afterward we began to walk toward the xenolith.

When we got to the entrance, a soldier walked out. On top of where their left eye would be was a red, ruby-like, jewel resting on top of the faceplate. They were holding a Senti rifle and wore a silver cape. I stood there for a moment before speaking.

“I was instructed to bring this one back to the holding area,” I pointed to Brutus.

They paused for a second, and looked me up and down before responding, “With no restraints and no weapon, this animal is following your command?”

“The, ah, the officer I was with told me he was very obedient. He will do what I say,” I replied.

“Commander Valender made it very clear that all survivors were to be treated with extreme prejudice. Tell me the name of the officer who gave you this command,” the soldier commanded; I could see their grip around the rifle tighten.

“Sure, it was…Get him Brutus!” I ordered.

Without a second to react, Brutus immediately rushed the soldier and grabbed onto their arm. There was a slight struggle but I managed to pull the gun away and throw it to the floor. I felt something behind my leg, and before I knew it he had swept my leg from underneath me.

We feel to the ground and the soldier was lying on top of me, trying to punch me out. Brutus bit onto his shoulder, but the soldier elbowed him and sent him to the floor. I got up to my feet and took a hard swing at his temple and knocked him out cold.

“Thanks Brutus,” I said as I rubbed his head.

“You know I'll always have your back Strafe,” Brutus nodded.

After brushing off the dirt from my armor, I made sure Brutus was okay. He was bleeding a little around his mouth but was otherwise fine. The rifle I had wrestled from the soldier had been shattered. Luckily for us there was a storage bin next to the entrance where I could put the soldier and the broken rifle. I locked them both inside and we proceeded in.

The door slid down behind us as we stood on a circular platform. It began to rise on its own. As we rode up, I noticed that the walls facing the wreck of the Bullrose were transparent, like my helmet visor, though they were purplish in tint.

When I closed my eyes and looked around, I finally caught notice of Roya's yellow dot, but it was tiny. She was high up in the tower. As I looked down, I could see Rousseau's dot too.

“Well, our friends made it out alive,” I said.

“That's good. At least some of the Championship team will go back for a repeat,” Brutus joked.

“I guess that's one way to look at it,” I replied.

As we began our ascent, there was a small shake in the tower, like the one I felt at the stadium in Yuwheria. Only lasting for a second or two, the electrical power got shutdown and everything went dark. I closed my eyes to see what the others were up to and I could see Rousseau running around like crazy beneath me; maybe he did something to the power?







Chapter 5

Rousseau

It was early morning on crew when the Bullrose was hit. The sun had just barely started to pop up over the horizon. The booze had made my night, but not my wake. I hated hangovers.

Instead of coffee, I was slugging down water. Hell, I didn't even feel like showering. After making it on deck and rubbing my eyes, I took a deep breath and said, “Morning you scallywags!”

The navigation hologram was floating in the middle of the cabin and it showed we were on course, soon to reach our destination. We were crossing the Numari Desert, on our way to Zindaqe but something caught my eye when I looked into the distance.

It was a large tower over-looking a cliff, definitely not made by God's hand. As we got closer and I was able to lay gazers on it, I knew it was trouble! Before I had time to warn Smitty, I saw an energy blast shoot towards us. “EVASIVE MANUEVERS! TURN 90 DEGREES STARBOARD, NOW!” I screamed as I dropped my cup of water, but was too late.

The blast had hit us hard. The Bullrose was obliterated and shattered to pieces. While free-falling I strapped into my seat and hoped for the best. I saw people bounce off the walls and blood splatters on the way down.

Smitty was at the back of the cockpit and was swallowed into the hallway on our descent. The cockpit portion of the ship hit the ground with a thud. The glass cracked and sand rushed in, submerging me up to my neck!

 

The impact conked me out for a while. When I woke, I spit up some sand, “Those damn blokes! Who blows up a pretty ship like that!”

After breaking free, I searched for survivors. Anyone I did find, was already dead. My heart raced when I thought about Tom; was he okay? I closed my eyes and picked up Strafe's and Brutus' dots off in the distance, as well as a Tom's Black dot.

I got up and pushed away a cracked piece of glass on the cockpit to make an exit when I saw a door pop open out of the cliff. Dozens of Senti soldiers came marching out with Slates following. “Shiiiiiittt!” I whispered as I dived back into the cockpit for cover.

Seemed like these bastards were waiting for us eh? They began to search the place, savagely, kicking around scrap and looking underneath. They must be looking for survivors. Sucks to be on clean-up duty, eh boys?

One thing caught my attention though, and that was Roya. When I closed my eyes, I saw her yellow dot already in the tower, and rising fast, almost to the top. Without a weapon, I only had my speed. Tom, I will come back for you, I swear. I turned on my aura before making a move.

 

Taking gambles were my best trait. I ran as fast as I could into the opening in the side of the canyon. Nobody was there guarding it. When I got in, there were a few vehicles and some ammo lying on the ground but not much else. An elevator door was open so I ran inside. There were only two buttons, up and down, no fun at all.

I pushed the up button and the door closed behind me. The elevator stopped with a thud a few moments later and the door opened slowly to a dark room.

Small power lights on computers and screens provided the only illumination. Nobody was home. Cautiously, I tip-toed my way inside to find a large monitor providing a live-feed of some people. I took a seat in one of the chairs and put my feet up as I watched the screen. There were some science nerds walking around in front of a bunch of cylindrical tanks with clipboards. There was a joystick near my foot and it said, “Camera” on top of it.

“Hmm, what the hell?” I chuckled as I flung my arms up. I started moving it and saw it actually controlled the camera! There were lots of bubbles swirling around in the tanks, I couldn't tell what was inside. I switched the camera feeds around to different angles until I got a camera view directly in front of one of the tanks. On the top was written “CAUTION” and I could see a figure inside behind the swirling bubbles. I tried to make out what it was, so I get zoomed in. I squinted at it before I got scared to death as the figure jumped toward the screen.

It didn't break the glass it was in, but I saw the science nerds rush around and ogle it. It was hard to describe. It…had the face of a human. Long sharp, pointy arms and legs with a crystal body though; was it a Slate?

“What the hell is that?” I whispered.

As I pulled my hand away from the joystick, I knocked a clipboard to the floor. I picked it up and at the top read, “Slate DNA Integration: Testing Phase 3.”

“Slate DNA?” I repeated. Reading through the pages I saw the researcher's notes and how they found a way to merge Slate and human DNA. Unfortunately, it required a live human specimen and the Slate DNA would overtake the host. It was truly horrific stuff, as I read that they had been experimenting on people they have captured. “There is no God in the place,” I sobbed.

To the right of the joystick was a button covered by a clear plastic cover, and it read, “RELEASE.” If this was what I thought it was, then it was time for a little payback. Slowly, I flipped up the cover and put a finger on the button. I pushed down on it and on the screen it read, “CAUTION, PREMATURE RELEASE, HUMANS DETECTED. CONTINUE?”

Below the text it asked for an administer name and password, “Shit!” I stammered. On the last page of the clipboard, to my amusement, written in scribbles was the administer name and password. I rolled my chair over to the computer and typed in both.

I clicked the Return key, and looked up at the screen. The science nerds begin to panic as water flooded the floors. Lights begin to flash yellow and one of the creatures hit the floor. It got up slowly and looked around. It noticed the camera and screeched before taking a swipe at it, destroying the live feed.

Soon, all of the other capsules began to release and the creatures stormed the place. I tried to switch from camera to camera but the room was dark and I couldn't see what was happening. All I could hear was screams. “This is what you sons of bitches get! This is for all the pain you've caused!” I yelled at the screen.

Part of me felt guilty, but after I remembered what the Senti had done to the world, the guilt flew away like a fart in the breeze. I sat down with a bunch of papers I found at another terminal and read about this crazy project. They were using prisoners to help fight their war. They called them Proto-Slates.

“So if they don't kill ya, they make you fight for them. This is…disgusting,” I muttered. One thing I didn't realize was how close the experiments were, because I began to hear the screams not only from the screen but close by. My hand brushed my leg on accident and I had remembered I grabbed a weapon from the ship. It was an old prototype. It was folded on my side.

When I closed my eyes, I noticed Strafe's red dot entering the tower. I also heard the elevator coming back up from the ground level, “Damn!” I said. The door opened and the Senti soldiers walked in and saw me. They raised their weapons but on the other side of the room a claw slashed through the metal door and in burst two Proto-Slates. I dove behind the terminal in front of me and I heard the soldiers say, “Oh SHIT!!! FIRE, FIRE, FIRE!!!”

They began to unload on the Proto-Slates as they charged at them. Gun fire and the screams permeated the room. After a few moments I heard a soldier trying to reload his gun. I peeked over the table and saw him hunched over in the corner, wounded, and the Proto-Slate tearing apart another soldier on the floor.

After all other threats were neutralized, the Proto-Slate looked up and growled at the injured soldier. He tried his best to reload the gun, but it was too late, as the Proto-Slate had ran at him and impaled him with his huge claws. The Proto-Slate watched as the soldier slowly died in front of it.

The weapon I had was untested, so I had to decide between fight of flight. I had no idea how bad my hand was shaking until I looked down at it; I grabbed it to stop the shivering. The door the Proto-Slates had burst through was still open so I turned on my aura and made a break for it. They heard me though and chased me as I exited the room.

I found myself in a long hallway with all the doors closed except for the one at the far end. Bodies lied scattered across the way and the same flashing yellow lights were flashing. I ran to the far end of the hallway jumping over body parts but the open door slammed shut in front of me. There was a small monitor at eye level that read, “CONTAINMENT BREACH, LOCKDOWN SEQUENCE INITIATED.”

“Fuck Off!!! Open up mates!!!” I banged on the door.

I turn around and saw the Proto-Slate on the far side of the hallway. It began to charge at me with wicked speed. “Damnit, no choice,” I said as I reached for my weapon, “Please work! Please!”

It is a large boomerang, based on an ancient Yuwherian design. I had worked on it a long time ago with Marcio as a child. It was only recently I had fabricated it.

Tom kept it in the Bullrose for me when I was traveling with the Pirates. As long as I wore the brace I made, it would return to me, no matter how it was thrown. I pushed the button on my wrist strap and the laser-thin blades popped out. They were pink in color and translucent. I held my left arm out straight in front of me to aim and I held the boomerang over my shoulder. My wrist was shaking and I was having trouble finding the courage to throw it.

“Shit!” I yelled as I tossed it with all my might. I remembered that I was fighting for those I love, and for my country. I wouldn't rest until my bastard uncle was put in his place. The boomerang flew extremely straight as it raced towards the Proto-Slate. Seeming to not care, the creature didn't slow down. At the moment of impact though, it lowered its body and completely avoided being hit. “Oh damnit!” I whined.

The Proto-Slate had almost reached me. I pushed another button on my wrist and made the blade spin around 180 degrees and return back to me. It wasn't flying back well. The boomerang was bouncing off the walls and didn't maintain balance like it did before. Now, about 25 feet away the creature leaped at me with its claws ready to sink into my flesh.

I pushed the accelerator button to make the boomerang fly faster. Right as the Proto-Slate was to get me, the boomerang slashed right through it, cutting it diagonally from shoulder to its leg. Its body flew past by and smashed into the door behind me, shattering into millions of pieces which stuck into the wall. The only part that didn't was the part of the human face, which laid on the ground, motionless.

“You know, I almost want to make a necklace out of you!” I ribbed. I yanked a few pieces of the Proto-Slate out of the wall and put them into my pocket. The sign on the door changed to, “NO ABNORMALITIES DETECTED: ALL CLEAR,” and it clicked open.

“Ha ha, very funny,” I mocked, “I can't believe the Senti have done this, this, war crime. We cannot let them get away with it.”

I put one foot through and looked around; it was safe. I closed my eyes and saw Strafe and Brutus nearby. I had to warn them.







Chapter 6

Strafe

Emergency power popped on, leaving the hallway dimly lit. There were some noises emanating through the walls, mainly screaming. It sounded like a big fight had erupted beneath me. Something inside told me to keep climbing the tower. This time I was able to make it over to the control panel and select the top floor button. The sliding door closed and we were on our way up.

The commotion had gotten even louder and felt closer, despite the fact we were rising.

“I can smell blood Strafe. A lot of blood,” Brutus warned.

“Let's be careful then,” I surmised.

Coming to a jolting stop, the platform door opened about three-quarters of the way up the tower. I couldn't believe what I saw.

 

There was blood and body pieces everywhere.

 

These people were torn apart. Liquids spilled out from large broken capsules. I picked up a rifle off a dead soldier and stayed tacit. Flashing yellow lights from the ceiling indicated danger and were coated in blood. From the look of it, we just missed a massacre. Brutus curled up next to me and was on high alert.

The layout was multiple t-crossings adjoining each other. Next to each capsule with flashing monitors read, “Containment Breach.” In the far distance looked to be a sturdy door where I could see a few bodies laying motionless; maybe it was an emergency escape?

I turned back to the platform we rode on but the door slammed shut. The same “Containment Breach” message was printed across it, and no button I pushed would open it.

“We are not alone Strafe. I can smell…something,” Brutus warned.

”Shit,” I whispered; there was no choice but to proceed.

Crouching and moving against the walls, we pressed forward. Whenever we got to the t-crossing, I would check each corner and Brutus the other before proceeding. We moved quickly to get out of plain sight. There was some rubble from an explosion blocking our advancement, along with dangling electric wires that were sparking, which I didn't want to touch.

I heard a faint gnawing noise, like that of a dog chewing a bone. Brutus began to growl, “That's the thing that killed everyone here.”

“Stay close to me Brutus,” I patted on his side.

There was no stopping, so I took a deep breath and moved forward toward the next t-crossing. Looking right around the corner I found a creature eating the flesh of a corpse. It was a twisted being, large like the Slates I found being commanded by the Senti troops but deformed.

Its body was half Slate, half human; the head being of a bald man. I wondered if this was a virus. “Damn, you are one ugly son of a…” I said accidently; I quickly slapped my mouth with my hand.

The creature jerked up quickly and made an alert sound. Brutus tugged me back. I stayed close to the corner and lined up the rifle to the head of the creature. Brutus was ready to attack, but I had no idea what we were dealing with, so I told him to stand-by. Still confused, it moved around the corpse it was eating and began to sniff the air. I almost had my shot lined up but I noticed something in the corner of my peripheral vision, another one was breathing in my ear. “Oh shit!” I bellowed.

Before I had a chance to react it screamed in my face and backhanded me. The hit sent me across the room to the previous t-crossing. Brutus jumped at it and began to battle the creature. There was a small tussle, but then I heard Brutus yelp and the room got extremely quiet. Jumping to my feet I ran over ready to blast that creature off my wolf but they were both nowhere to be seen.

A chill ran down my neck.

They were calculating when to make the best strike. It was a hunt now, and I was the prey.

Dark shadows and emptiness lined the ceiling, and I could tell they were moving around me. My vision was distorted from the flashing lights. My adrenaline was cranked to the maximum and even a spark from a dangling wire made me twitch. There were two of them, I knew that, but there could've been more. Now it was just a waiting game, seeing which side made the first mistake.

As I began moving toward the platform, I heard a snarl. I raised the butt of the rifle I held against my shoulder. As I crossed one of the t-crossings, I caught a glimpse of one of the Slates and took a shot at it. It screeched a high-pitched yell as it ran out of my view; I made my way toward where I shot at but didn't find the creature. On the floor lied some shards of its crystal-like body, no blood. That shot would've put a hole right through a man.

One ran behind me and I jerked around. I shot at it but missed. I made my way around another t-crossing and had almost made it back to the platform. Staying here wasn't an option but I wasn't leaving without Brutus.

Suddenly I was grabbed through a grate in the floor by a Slate and then another one charged at me from around the corner. With the rifle up, I shot it a few times before it rammed me across the room. The force from the impact shattered me through one of the glass cylinders. In pain, I laid there, summoning the strength I had to get up and get the rifle a few feet in front of me.

Crawling across the floor, I managed to grab the weapon, but the creature smashed it with its foot as it stood above me. It grabbed me with its large claw. “NNNNNAHHHHHHGGGGG!!!!” the Slate hissed in my face.

Being this close let me get a good look at the creature. The face was human with some differences. The eyes were yellow and had retinas like a cat; the undeveloped arm was long and deformed with crystal shards protruding out.

It slammed me against the wall before it jumped in the air at me. It tried to stab me but I moved out of the way and it got stuck in the wall. Trying to break free, it began screeching terribly; I ran out around the corner and out of sight. “This is like a nightmare!” I panted.

I ran as fast as I could to the platform but one of them jumped down from the ceiling and blocked my path. I turned to my right but saw another crawling out of a crawl-space from the floor.

 

Turning around I saw the one who attacked me before, clawing the wall as it walked toward me slowly.

 

The only clear path I had was toward the sturdy door on the far end of the room but it was blocked with rubble. With no other options left, I sprinted as fast as I could.

Their footsteps never left mine and I could almost feel them breathing on my neck. The electric wires were still snapping but I felt I could vault over all the rubble. There was enough room on the top for me to jump over and hopefully slow these bastards down.

Before I jumped I envisioned myself making it through unscathed. Jumping through would be tough; the hole was only about three feet in diameter. With my arms pointed forward, I proceeded to jump through the small window. To my dismay though, I didn't make it all the way through. I felt a sharp clasping grip around my left ankle, one of them had grabbed me.

Wires were misfiring on the other side, keeping the other two Slates away as I tried to free myself from this creature's grip. It was really squeezing hard and moving its sharp fingers back and forth. My leg was getting cut up, “AHHHHHHAA!!! Damn you, you freak!”

With no other weapons at my disposal, I began to punch the crystal arm while hanging upside down. Every time it tried to pull me through, I would push off the ceiling with my other leg and prevent it from doing so.

Even with my aura, my punches were doing nothing except making small cracks in the crystal arm of the Slate. The more I punched, the harder it squeezed and sliced my leg.

My abs grew tired from curling up and gave out, so I let my upper body fall to the floor. As I closed my eyes, I had a flashback of the time I punched a Slate and it shattered to pieces. How did I get that power? I remembered winding back, taking a deep breath and having the mindset to punch through it.

I opened my eyes and began punching the arm with all I had. Each strike hit harder and harder until I sprang up, cocked my right arm back, and threw a punch that flashed red when it connected. My fist penetrated right through the creature's arm and even dented the ceiling.

Falling to the floor, I landed on my back, but it was my leg that pained me the most. When I looked down, the armor I had on was shredded and blood was dripping everywhere. Putting pressure on it did no good, “Damn, it must have cut my muscles up.”

All I could hear on the other side was screeching and electricity flashing; maybe the Slate had fallen back into the wires and gotten fried? It didn't matter long as the other two had surrounded me, growling and ready to strike. As one was about to take a slash at me, it got pulled down to the ground. Brutus had come back and with a twitch of his jaw, he snapped its neck. He then stood over me, growling at the Slate.

“Brutus, you're alright,” I said.

“I told you, I will always be there for you Strafe,” he assured.

The second Slate came at us with furious anger. It smacked Brutus across the room and jumped on top of me. We were face-to-face. Its arm went skyward and was about to take a swipe at my head but a different flash cut through the debris and the creature, slashing it in two.

The creature fell on top of me, and when it did it shattered into a million pieces. I pushed away the crystals and looked to the right to see an object lodged into the sturdy door. It was in the shape of a boomerang.

There was a figure that ran up to me in a flash. He picked up a pipe lying on the floor and held it over me, ready to strike. I waved my arms up and shouted, “Whoa, whoa whoa!!! Rousseau it's me, Strafe!”

I pushed the visor on the helmet up so he could see my face, “Strafe!? Whatcha doing with that crap on!?” Rousseau calmed down and dropped the pipe on the floor.

“This was the only way in. I didn't have a boomerang to blow things to pieces with,” I told him as he helped me off the floor.

“You like my new toy? I call it the 'Shatterang.' Pretty cool huh?” Rousseau insisted.

“What the hell-o is that?” Brutus asked him as he made his way over.

“My cousin and I were developing them as anti-vehicle destroyers that foot soldiers could use. I fabricated it while on the Bullrose! Looks like it's strong 'nuf to rip through these asshats anyways!” Rousseau explained.

Rousseau helped me walk over to hug Brutus and saw he was shaking in fright. His right arm was bleeding as well. “Well, we officially owe you our lives to you. I gotta patch the both of us up. Roya is up high in the tower, we should go find her,” I said as I pulled a First Aid Kit off the wall. There was a Fiber Gun inside, which could repair tissue rapidly.

“Strafe, let me do that,” Rousseau said as he took the First Aid from me, “They are experimenting on prisoners and creating these Proto-Slates. This is a Senti instillation for sure, very high level and very top secret. I wouldn't be surprised if we ran into some high-ranking ass-munches here. Maybe even Marcio.”

As he was fixing up my leg with a Fiber Gun, I put my hand on his shoulder, “Let me tell ya, these things were a lot nastier than him and you took them down like nothin'. I know we're in a difficult situation, but he isn't going to slow us down. I know you'll be able to face him if he's here.”

“You're right. I'll make Argenta proud,” he replied after he finished up.

“She's safe and alive. She's getting patched up with Tom,” I assured him, he smiled.

After he fixed up Brutus, he walked over to the Shatterang. With a little wiggle, Rousseau pulled it out of the wall and tucked it on the side of his leg.

 

Before he typed in a key code for the door, he looked over his shoulder and said, “Thanks for being a good friend to me mate. I may be a Prince, but I've got flaws, just like everyone else. Part of me wishes I could go back to being Aeileo Marmahere, but for now, I need to be Rousseau, the freedom fighter. Maybe one day I can be that man again.”

“You will Rousseau. You are brave like a prince should be,” Brutus commented.







Chapter 7

Roya

It was only a matter of time. It'd been a long while since I saw him. That's when he wanted to prey on me, when I was weakest. I knew that he brought me up here. He was the only person who lived after Falco, Itust and I escaped.

The one who was hunting me.

 

I was still disoriented from the blast of the ship. He was trying to get me alone, so it will be harder for me to regain my emotional focus. The room was large and empty, with a translucent window which I could see the wreckage from. The carpet was red. “What is this place?” I moaned as I rubbed my head.

I rose to my feet, turned around and found the hunter, Faiz, standing in front of me. He was the warrior my tribe had sent out to find me. I had been evading him for months. He was one of Falco's best friends.

“It's been a long time my Lady. Did you miss me?” he chuckled.

“Faiz,” I said, “You are done with this, do you HEAR ME!?! Our people are in danger! I must warn them.”

“No, you see, you don't get a say in what I am to do, remember? You belong to your tribe and I will bring you back to face justice!” Faiz exclaimed as he slammed down one of our tribe's special weapons.

He wielded what was called the “Balis.” It was three giant balls of steel that a person could shoot towards a target. The Balis would roll back to the wielder through magnetization. They were each about the size of a child.

I looked him straight in his eyes, “For too long we have suppressed women in our tribe. Nobody owns anybody and I will not let you continue this. You are a disgrace, you are Faiz. Why didn't you come to Falco's aid!? When he needed you most, you chose your title instead!”

“And you two chose yourselves above the entire tribe! We have operated this way for over a thousand years. Who are you to challenge the ways?” Faiz yelled as he threw one of his Balis' at me.

As soon as it got close I side-stepped it, touched it with my palm and made it the size of a marble. Faiz's eyes opened wide in amazement, but then his eyebrows shot down in anger. He still had two other Balis floating near him. He sent them both flying at me, one after the other. I side-stepped the first one and shrunk it but the second one grazed me on my left shoulder, which knocked me down. I cried in pain while clutching my arm.

Faiz walked over and stood above me, “You belong to your tribe, and I think it's time you remember that.”

He began to unbutton his pants but he didn't know I was holding onto one of the Balis in my hand. With a flick of my wrist, I threw it into his gut and snapped my fingers. It transformed back to normal size and tossed Faiz into the wall. I grabbed the other Balis and threw it at him, pinning him against the wall. I heard him grunt.

I pulled the two Balis balls back and watched him collapse onto the floor, motionless. “You will never hurt anyone again,” I said with a tear running down my face.

I raised my arm up and down. The Balis followed my command and crashed down onto Faiz. They sent him through the floor, and all the way down the tower. I looked down the hole as the Balis returned to my hand.

Clutching my arm, I curled up into a ball on the ground, and began to cry hysterically. It was terrible to have someone hunting you for falling in love.

I noticed that the other two Balis balls had made their way up to my ears and hung like earrings. The weapon was special, it always claimed loyalty to the one it was defeated by. I didn't know if I killed him or not, but if he ever came at me again I would be ready. It made me worried though, that my own tribe might be working with the Senti. How else would he be here?







Chapter 8

Strafe

Those Proto-Slates were the nightmares of this reality. We made our way past the large door to find a small bunker inside with some computer monitors and no windows. Rousseau walked over to the left wall. He began knocking on it and circled the room until he found a hollow spot. He then drew out the “Shatterang” and slashed an x into the wall. Rousseau motioned for me to come over and knock it down. I grabbed some of the rubble from the room before and tossed at the mark.

After the smoke dissipated, we saw a latter. It stretched all the way up and down the entire tower. He told me he read about it in a document earlier.

The climb was grueling, but we got as high as we could. I held Brutus on my back. After we got to the top of the latter we found ourselves behind a slab wall like the one we broke through. We noticed a vent to the upper right of the slab that we could climb through.

We took down the grate and entered the ventilation. The crawlspace was flawlessly metallic. Up ahead of us was a covered opening that cascaded daylight through. Looking through the grate we saw a wide-open room with a huge translucent window on the opposite side of where we were that looked over the canyon.

Far away we could see someone lying on the ground, writhing in pain. There was a huge hole in floor too. A door opened and we could see a few Senti soldiers enter the room. Their commander ordered them to search the place while he approached the person on the ground. He knelt down and looked over them, then stood and turned around. Rousseau closed his eyes for a moment and then tapped me on the shoulder and whispered, “I think that's Roya over there!”

I closed my eyes too, and sure enough I saw her yellow dot. I nodded and pointed forward. We turned around a corner up ahead and found a cover leading to a different room. Rousseau looked around and gave me a thumb up, so we decided to pop it open and go through. The room was some sort of office, with papers on the floor and cluttered desks.

“You don't think you'd be able to take down all those dudes with your boomerang do you?” I asked.

“Hey, it is the mighty-mighty Shatterang, but with only one throw, no. They're too spread apart,” Rousseau replied, “But, if I was your prisoner, maybe we could get close enough and we could knock them down?”

“You mean with our aura?” I said.

“Yes. Draw them close to me and as soon as they are near we can both power on and knock them down. Brutus can help out too, right Mr. Wolf?” Rousseau explained, he spun his weapon around his fingers.

“One wrong move and we could all be dead Rousseau,” Brutus told him.

“You better be quick, I don't wanna get shot!” I pointed out.

“You got the armor on mate, it's me you should be worried about. Drag me in and I'll pretend to be unconscious,” Rousseau replied.

Rousseau got down on the floor and I grabbed his left arm. I approached the door and it slid open, and as we walked inside the soldiers turned to face us. Kneeling up from where Roya was lying, the commander turned and stood tall.

I dragged Rousseau to the middle of the room. I dropped his arm and looked at the commander. “I found this one down in the barracks. He survived the crash and has been wrecking the place,” I explained.

The commander was suspicious. His body language was tense but calm; he looked over Rousseau and then back at me. “Bring him here, next to the girl,” he commanded with a robotic filter on his voice.

Before I could grab Rousseau, another soldier came over and dragged him to where the commander wanted.

“What are we planning to do with them sir?” I asked.

“The real question is how did you get into the barracks? I told every soldier to go to the holding area with any prisoners,” he replied, his grip around his rifle tightened.

“I was on my way up when, he, he attacked me,” I sputtered out.

“Why aren't you carrying a weapon soldier?” he questioned.

“It was broken, by some Slates…” I said before I was interrupted.

“So you're telling me, you took this man down with your bare hands? Do you have any idea who this is!? Men, take him down to the holding area,” he told his men as he waved his hand over me.

“You asked for it bastards!” I said as they got close enough.

With a flick of my arms, I powered on my aura and blew away the approaching soldiers. Brutus rushed in and took down one of the soldiers with a massive bite.

Rousseau jumped up, grabbed the Shatterang from his side and threw it across the room. Like a lightning bolt, it shot through the air and cut down a few remaining soldiers before spinning back towards the commander. Without even flinching, he waited for it to get close and then in flash, he was gone.

We both looked around for him after Rousseau caught his weapon but saw no sign of him. Something then came down on me from above and slammed me to the floor.

My head hit the floor but thankfully I had the helmet on to protect from serious damage. I looked up and saw the commander pointing his rifle down at me; he flicked my visor up and paused for a moment. Rousseau had gotten to his feet and had the Shatterang cocked back ready to throw, but the commander stood still. Brutus was rushing towards him but stopped when he smelled who it was.

“I won't miss again; let him go!” Rousseau yelled.

“It would take a lot more than a toy like that to take me down,” he replied calmly.

The commander whipped off the helmet and turned around to Rousseau. It was Zon. We all took a breath to relax.

“Damn! You scared us!?” I laughed.

“All war is fought with deception, you should know this,” Zon told us. He began to remove the armor.

“Did you find out how the ship got shot down?” I inquired.

“It wasn't the tower, but something else,” Zon replied.

“The Senti are creating Slates from humans to help fight their war. I read a file about it earlier,” Rousseau replied as he walked back over to Roya who still laid unconscious, “Country or skin color have no exception.”

“This is awful,” I lamented.

“Well, we have no choice. We have to destroy this place,” Rousseau stated.

Almost as if on cue, the door slid open and a sinister, yet familiar presence entered the room. I recognized him from the battleship in Soria; it was the man in the dark cloak, Barzakh.

His face was covered by the same mask as before. We could clearly see his golden brass knuckles in one hand and a large metal case in the other. He walked in slowly and dropped the case on the floor as he put on the brass knuckles. He cracked open the case and said calmly, “Time to die.”

His voice had a weird echo to it, like two people were talking at the same time. His ruby eye glowed bright and with a lightning fast kick, the metal case came flying at us. It opened mid-air and to our surprise our weapons dropped out of it. We barely had time to catch them before he made an aggressive advance.

His fists had turned into pink glowing orbs and he leaped at Rousseau. Seeing the attack, Rousseau jumped back and fired his gunblade at him but Barzakh turned on a pink aura, which deflected the shots. He punched Rousseau across the jaw with a right hook that sent him flying back. Zon unsheathed his sword and attempted to teleport-slash him but Barzakh caught his blade between his hands. Zon pushed forward as hard as he could but Barzakh moved the blade away from his body, winded back with his hands, and shot Zon against the wall with a blast of energy.

I held my ground with Brutus and positioned myself in front of Roya to protect her, but he just started chuckling, “You know, ever since I came into this world, I've been dying to meet you, Strafe.”

“Whoever you are, I know you've been coming into my dreams. You've been asking for my help. Who are you!?” there was a slight shake in my hands.

“Oh! He did, did he? There will be punishment for that. He will get to watch first hand as I rip the flesh off those he loves most!” Barzakh growled.

“Brutus, stay near Roya!” I commanded.

“I'll protect her!” Brutus told me.

Like a lion, Barzakh jumped toward me with ferocity. I swung the sword at him but he deflected it with his hand. I side-stepped his advance but he began to throw punches as fast as lightning at my head. My sword took the brunt of a few shots but he got one past my guard which knocked me off balance. Taking advantage of the opportunity, he roundhouse kicked me in the gut and threw a left hook at my right temple, knocking me to the ground. He then sat on top of me and cocked his right arm back as he grabbed onto the chest plate of my armor.

I noticed that the energy around his fist began forming sharp pink spikes that protruded different lengths outward. He was about to smash my face-in but before he did I looked deep into the ruby.

“Please, don't,” I pleaded as I wiped some blood from my lip.

I held my hand up to shield my face but he knocked it away, but as he did my necklace popped up from underneath the armor and it caught his attention immediately.

Barzakh shook his head violently; it looked like he was fighting with himself inside. His body began to clench. The arm that was cocked moved back and forth and started to quiver, he even let out a mumble.

“It's me, Strafe. Let me help you!” I assuaged.

Barzakh shook his head and released his grip on me. He lowered his hand and when I looked through the ruby eye of his mask, he looked like me. Before I had a chance to say another word, a large swipe swooped over us and smacked Barzakh away; Brutus tackled him off. I saw Roya was on her knees, trying to get up.

I jumped up to my feet and told Brutus to go back to her, she was very lethargic and groggy. Rousseau and Zon had regained their footing and joined us as we stood our ground against him. Barzakh was on his hands and knees shaking his head left and right violently and even punched himself a few times before he got up slowly to his feet.

He looked over at us and smiled sinisterly, “You shouldn't have done that, hehe.”

“You need to stop this, you are not this, this, demon! Take control!” I tried to motivate him.

Just then, another familiar face entered the room, the Federation slime ball, Tiras Strand.

“I'm afraid I'm going to have to cut this reunion short here. There are bigger fish to fry and you disobeyed my direct order,” Tiras told Barzakh. Tiras was carrying a small cage with a green and red glowing orb inside that Barzakh seemed to fear.

“AERHRHE!!!” Barzakh hissed back at him, but he remained obedient.

“Tiras, you're in charge of this?!” I shouted.

“No, that would be this man here,” Tiras replied as he pointed behind his shoulder, “I'm just here for the weekend.”

Zon's eyes widened as he looked at the man who entered the room. He had on a similar garment on as Zon but had a long bandana on that looked stitched together from many other ones.

On his back looked to be some sort of bladed weapon that shined like a green emerald. Across his jaw was some sort of mask with golden and black teeth printed across. He stepped forward, “Hello again little brother, it's been a while.”

“Traitor,” Zon muttered.

“As grandfather used to say, before you let him die, a traitor is one who neglects his family and disavows his clan. You side with those who attacked our village; tell me little brother, who is the traitor here?” the man replied.

“They manipulate you Longwei, it will not be long before they turn on you. They are creating an army of Slates from the bodies of humans; what has happened to your judgment!?” Zon pleaded.

“I will avenge my brother who you killed!” Longwei exclaimed.

“Enough with this! I have places to be, kill them quickly and don't let them cause any more damage!” Tiras shouted as he turned and walked to the door. He gave Barzakh a glare before exiting.

We stood with our weapons drawn. The masked man, Longwei, drew his weapon from his back. It was a long ivory pole with carvings of dragons etched in black into the surface. The blade was curved and he popped it up into an elaborate scythe.

“That artifact belonged to my clan. We carved it over 400 years ago. It holds great power,” Zon told us.

“Strafe, your girlfriend is here, in this tower! You'll get to watch as I tear her apart like your ship!” Barzakh yelled.

A red tear fell down from Barzakh's eye. He wiped it away with anger and then attacked. One ball of energy flew past my head and exploded on the wall behind me. I was left alone with him as Rousseau and Zon battled with Longwei; Roya could hardly get to her hands and knees. Brutus helped her up and away from the fighting. He stayed near to guard her.

Barzakh was a berserker; he attacked with blind rage and aggression. No matter how many times I would strike at him, I couldn't get past his guard. When I would come at him with a swing, he would block and counter. Staying defensive didn't work either because he would either try to throw me or shoot a blast from his hands to get me off-guard. I had to outthink him in order to win; brute strength alone wouldn't grant me victory.

I decided to try to be a little daring and acrobatic to catch him with something he hadn't seen before. I feinted retreat and ran toward the translucent wall overlooking the valley below. As I turned, he chased me across the room.

After three giant steps, I jumped up off the wall with a back flip. Barzakh was a half-step behind me and punched through it as I flipped over him. His hand went straight through, but when he went to pull it back, his arm was stuck. As I landed I looked back to see him trying to desperately get out. Now was my chance!

“Gotcha now bastard!!” I charged.

I leaped in the air and came down at him with a flurry of slashes. I kept slashing and as I did, he let out eerie screeches. Before I landed my final blow, I grabbed his free arm and began punching his mask. I kept landing strikes and each time my fist began to glow brighter and brighter. On the final punch, I winded back and cracked him with everything I had across his temple, which shattered mask apart and knocked him unconscious. When the pieces had all fallen to the floor I looked at face.

The resemblance was incredible. He looked just like me, but he had grey hair.

Black, ink-like blood began dripping out his wounds. I pulled back in disgust and noticed some had gotten on my gloves. Upon further inspection, the blood was moving and leaped down to the floor. For the time being, he was defeated.

My attention turned back to Rousseau and Zon, who were deep in contest with Longwei. Both of them had swords clashed against his giant scythe. With both hands, he pushed forward and knocked them both back and spun the blade in a circle to prevent their advance. I ran beside them and it seemed to boost their morale. Both were heavy with breath and had wounds over their bodies.

“Bugger! His range is too long, and no matter how many times we strike, he doesn't relent!,” Rousseau gasped, he tried to take a few shots at Longwei but missed.

“He has the Power of Fear. He will bring back flashbacks, bad ones and imprint them in your mind” Zon commented, he was kneeling over his sword to help prop him up. Before Zon had time to respond, Longwei smacked us all across the floor. He cut my left arm across the bicep.

“Damn, how the!?!” I said as I looked back at him.

Longwei took a new fighting stance and held the weapon with the blade toward the floor. With a flick of his wrist, the blade shot behind us and back around. We became entangled by a rope the blade was attached to as it wrapped around us tightly. Longwei then pulled the blade back and as he did we all spun in the air and got cut across the chest. When I hit the floor, I laid on my back in pain.

Longwei retracted his scythe and walked over to Zon and stood above him. He put the blade against his throat and removed his mask. When I looked over, I could see a large scar across his face.

“Don't move little brother, or I will make your death drawn with agony,” Longwei instructed Zon.

“In this life or the next, grandfather will be avenged traitor,” Zon gasped with the blade against his throat.

“I'll send you to meet him so you can tell him you failed,” Longwei responded.

He drew the blade up and was about to cut Zon's throat but Roya's blade pinned him in the gut and shot him across the room. She impaled him through the wall before she retracted it back. Roya then stumbled to the floor. We made our way to her.

“We cannot win this fight, not now. Escape, we, must,” Roya advised.

I looked down and noticed that the blood I saw from Barzakh had gathered beneath us. It then started to climb up our bodies before we became rooted in its grasp. Suddenly, we were swooped across the room and slammed against the translucent wall. I struggled as much as I could, but there was no escape from the dark vines that covered us.

Barzakh stood in front of me, pinning Brutus down with his left arm, “Nice puppy! I think I'll keep him!”

“BRUTUS! NO!!!” I yelled as I tried to break free.

“Strafe! ESCAPE!” Brutus cried before he passed out.

“Enough play,” Barzakh said coldly.

He dropped Brutus and pulled both of his arms to his right side. Slowly, energy began forming between his hands. Before he shot at us he looked into my eyes. Once again they turned blue and while I couldn't hear him, I could read across his lips, “Forgive me.”

Before I could blink the pink blast shot straight into us and shattered the entire wall down. The force felt like a building had collapsed on my chest, not to mention shooting us into a freefall.

Debris from the shattered glass scattered around us as we all struggled to break free from the dark blood. As we fell into the sunlight, the blood quickly weakened and died.

We would hit the ground in seconds. Roya was waving her hands and motioning us to come near her. I made my way over and she pointed toward her sword in front of her. Zon teleported over and back to us to retrieve it.

“PUT YOUR HANDS HERE!” she yelled in the howling wind.

Everyone except Rousseau had gotten a hold. He was unconscious, falling head first. We tried to make our way over, but couldn't reach him. Before he hit the ground, a silver shimmer flew by and grabbed him in the air, it was Commander Vero. Her wings flapped as she flew through the sky and back down to the ground. I was happy to see she recovered.

The three of us wrapped our fingers around her sword handle as she plunged her blade forward. It grew to almost 1,000 feet long before it stuck into the ground. Roya tried to slow down our descent by shortening her blade slowly to counter the forces of gravity but not so great as to fling us off with a sudden stop. Second by second we got closer to the ground and I thought we weren't going to make it.

A second before we hit the ground she had to bring the blade to a complete halt. We all lost our grip and fell about ten feet to the ground. I landed on my back; thankfully in the sand. After sitting up and brushing off the dirt, I looked back up and took in what had just happened.

“I'm gonna get you back Brutus, I promise!” I cried.

In the distance we noticed groups of people entering Sand-Cycles. Sand-Cycles weren't like Mag-Cycles, as they had actual treads like a tank on the bottom of them. They were huge, about the size of a semi-truck, and were meant for carrying troops and supplies across the desert.

Old design Roya told me.

 

A few of the survivors from the Bullrose wreckage were helping people into the Sand-Cycles, but one face we recognized immediately. We ran over to help. Rousseau had awakened at just the right time.

“Tom!” Rousseau yelled as he ran into his arms in embrace.

“Hmm,” Zon murmured, he tilted his head away as to not witness the hug.

“Arghhh! Ye bastards made it out! How was the food up there!?” Tom Flint joked.

“It was so good they jumped out of the tower,” Commander Vero replied.

“Nice one commander,” Zon complemented.

“Please Zon, call me Argenta,” she told Zon, he nodded.

Tom Flint was directing the crowds of people rushing into the Sand-Cycles. He explained that during our time inside, he had managed to slip past the guards after he was patched up and found a hanger full of people from around the world inside. Tom Flint told us we had to work quick as he heard they were calling in reinforcements to clean-up the valley and deal with us.

Roya ran over and directed me into the Sand-Mag. I wanted to run back up that tower, to save Brutus, but we had no choice but to escape. I couldn't take my eyes off of the shattered glass. My heart ached, knowing I let him get captured.

She gave me hugged and we gave each other a kiss on the check to get my attention. She rubbed the back of my neck to calm me down. Out of the corner of my eye I saw a girl in beaten and tattered clothing looking at me.

At first I almost didn't recognize her, but when I looked into her eyes, everything came flooding back. Despite the anxiety of losing my wolf, all I wanted to do was to drop everything and run into her arms but she just stood there, looking at me with disgust. There, after all we had been through, stood Yessa.







Chapter 9

Strafe

Hustling as fast as we could, we loaded five Sand-Cycles full of survivors and took off. Their engines were loud and smelled of smoke and oil but they sure could move across the sand. I entered the same cycle as Yessa, but she sat away from me.

Sometimes in life, the loudest replies are silent ones, and that's all I heard from her.

One of the people sitting next to me had medical supplies and offered to patch up my wounds; I was grateful. I should've asked them though, on how to fix what I was feeling inside.

 

“That'll about do it…Oh, wait! I need to put in this last stitch,” the old medic told me.

“Ah!” I yipped; I hated needles.

“Ah, you'll be okay there, young man. Falling to the ground would've hurt a lot worse,” he said as he patted me on the back.

I thanked him for his help as he went back to sit with his family. With a big inhale and exhale, I leaned back in the bench next to the wall. The armor I had on was starting to make me hot, so I decided to take it off. When I pushed the button on the chest-plate, it melted like cheese in a microwave off my body and onto the floor. No longer wearable, it looked like a puddle of purple and silver melted wax.

Brutus' kidnapping by that bastard Barzakh weighed on me. Losing my spirit animal was driving me crazy. I would never stop until I got him back. He was given to me by my father's tribe, and I would die to find him if I had to. As terrible as the experience was though; we saved so many people and survived that damn tower.

Looking right towards the driver's end of the cycle I saw Yessa sitting with a group of people and they were holding hands. I walked over to sit with them.

Like I mentioned earlier, I wasn't a devout practitioner of any religion, but I did find comfort in some of its ways. Deep down, Christianity was meant to guide people toward living good lives. Regardless of previous scandals, in times of war, it certainly helped a lot of people find the strength to live for the next day.

Everyone in the circle released their hands and went back to their families, while Yessa sat there. I took another deep breath and moved next to her. I knew this wasn't going to be the reunion we both had imagined. “Yessa,” I tried to grab her hand but she pulled away, “You're okay.”

“Yep,” she replied as she crossed her arms and tilted her head away.

“Yessa, listen, I,” I stumbled across my words, “You have to let me say what I have to say to you.”

Keeping her arms crossed, she turned her head and looked into my eyes. Just being so close to her after so long gave me the biggest smile I had in the months since this had been going on. All the great times flooded back to me, and for once in a long time, I felt peace pass over my body.

“When all this had happened, this war, it all was so quick that nobody was ready for it. You, Professor Sighter, my mom, everyone back home, gone in a matter of hours. There were nights that I stayed up until the morning with tears in my eyes because I wished that I'd done more to protect you. I thought how, if only we could have traded places, that it was me who was taken and not you. Brutus has been kidnapped now. The darkest of my recent days don't compare to those of yours, but I want you to know that every night before the dawn, that I would remember how it used to be lying next to you…,” I was telling her before someone came down and sat next to her.

“Hey baby, who's your new friend?” the guy asked as he kissed her on the cheek.

“Grey, this is Strafe, Strafe this is Grey. Strafe was a friend of mine from back home,” Yessa emphasized the “was,” with lifted eyebrows and shoulders.

“Hey, what's up dude?” I said to him as I put my hand up to shake.

He shook my hand firmly, almost trying to crush it, “Nice to meet you pal! Hey, Yessa, can I talk to you for a second?”

“Hang on!” I stood up, stopping him from pulling her away, “It'll only be a minute, but I really need to talk to her, about what's happened. It's important.”

“Well, okay. We'll be over there Yessa,” he said as he rubbed her arm, pointing over to a window looking out. She nodded and sat back down.

There was a bit of awkwardness as we sat next to each other after that, she looked slightly embarrassed. I knew attacking her for trying to make me feel bad about Roya would only push her further away, so I went a different route.

“Is that…” I began before she interrupted me.

“Yes, yes he is. My boyfriend,” Yessa said, “He's from Crotona. We were part of the same shipment sent to that god forsaken place.”

“Did he take care of you?” I asked as I held her hand in mine.

“Yeah, he made deals with the guards so they wouldn't come at me anymore,” Yessa replied as she lowered her head.

“The guards?” I put my hand to my forehead, “Did they try to?”

“Yes,” she mumbled as tears began to form. I moved closer and pulled her head onto my shoulder. She cried a little before she brushed away the tears, “The bad thing is, I knew when it was going to happen every time, and no matter what I did I couldn't change the future, only witness it.”

“What do you mean 'witness it?” I asked.

To my surprise, I saw sky blue colored tattoos adorning her skin. Yessa was a Guardian.

“You have power too?”

“Shortly after I came into this world Strafe, I found this. I have the Power of Concern, I can see the future.”

“Can you see, everyone's future?” I repeated.

“Yes, but only if they are nearby. I can't see more than a day out either. I never knew if I would see you again, which is why I'm with Grey now. I, I thought I would never be with you again,” Yessa said as she leaned her head into my shoulder.

“There's nothing to be ashamed about. This war, has reminded me we need to make the most out of each day. I had no idea people could act like this. If only they talked to each other, maybe this suffering could end,” I looked toward Grey and nodded my head, “Sometimes human touch is needed to heal and escape the pain. I think that's what we both needed, don't you agree?” I advised.

She nodded her head and we shared a moment of silence. I noticed that she had fallen asleep; she always used to like sleeping on my shoulder. I swapped auras with her, to keep track of her. Before I went to sleep, I whispered to her,

“No matter what happens between us now, just know that you will always have a special place in my heart.”

 

When I woke up, it was daytime. Yessa was still sleeping on my shoulder, and her new boyfriend wasn't looking happy. I winked at him before laying her down; I needed to take a leak. I felt her grab my hand though, so I turned around quickly to see her looking up at me, “I was really mad at you, when I saw you kiss that girl, but then I realized how it looked for you seeing me with another person too. I don't know what to feel right now Strafe, seeing you again, it was almost too much for me. You have always been the love of my life. This damn war has taken a lot from me, maybe even you.”

“Yessa, we'll get through this,” I told her.

She stopped and paused for a second before telling me, “For a long time in the holding cell, that man in the black garb would come over and watch me sleep. I pretended I didn't notice him. When he took off his mask, he, he looked so much like you. Whatever is happening to him, I think he knows you.”

“Thank you…I need to find him. I think he's…my brother. A woman from Mylintus said he was alive, and hurting,” I frowned, “So, what now, between you and me? Gonna dump me?”

“I don't know, you gonna dump your new girl?” she countered. I smiled and she took a deep breath, “I think, some time together would do us some good. I know this wasn't the reunion we both wanted, but I'm, I'm happy to see you again Strafe.”

As she turned around and walked away, I rubbed my head and said, “Nice to see you too.”

Whenever I moved, I felt the small cuts and bruises scream at me. I got some of my wounds treated again to remove any dirt that got in them; a shower would have to wait until we crossed the desert. At the moment, the only thing I could do was sleep but before I closed my eyes, people on the train began looking out the small, cut-out windows on the left side of the cycle.

I was expecting them to be panicking because the Senti had caught up to us, but was surprised to see them laughing and smiling. With a push off of my knee, I stood up to see what everyone was looking at, and it was a sight to see.

A middle-aged woman patted me on the back and pointed out the window. She smiled, “You see that? Not in my 30 years as a photographer had I had the chance to see a wild flock of Giant Slate in the desert. Marvelous.”

Moving across the dunes like a pod of dolphins, were these giant Slates! They were docile and wild, not created by the Senti. The resemblance to whales was astonishing. She went on saying they jumped in and out of the sand effortlessly, thanks to simply using the forces of gravity and momentum to pop in and out, as well as relying on each other to push the pod. Their turquoise bodies reflected the glare of the sun magnificently, casting different shades of blue across the sands. There was a soothing 'swishing' sound as they entered in and out of the dunes, like shooting a basketball through a net. They were singing to each other too.

“What's the purpose of them being so big? They must eat quite a lot,” I asked the photographer.

“That's the thing, Slates don't eat! They get their energy from the sun and radiation from the planet. These Slates clean the desert up by combing it as they move across it. Pretty neat huh?!” she cheered.

“Yeah, that's awesome!” I replied enthusiastically.

It was great to have something for us to take our minds off what had happened recently. It sure was something I would remember for years to come. To see such huge creatures glide through the sands helped remind me that not all Slates were our enemy. Maybe they were even looking over us as we crossed the desert.

As a smile grew across my face, my eyes wouldn't stay open any longer. Each time I went to sleep, I worried I might have another dream about Barzakh, but was hopeful of such occurrence. Maybe each dream got me closer to figuring out what he was trying to tell me and how I could help him. So with a few flutters of my eyelids, I drifted into the milieu of the mind.

 

While I was asleep, I wasn't visited. It was good my brother let me rest because my body needed to focus on healing and not a potential nightmare. This burden was wearing on me, but knowing Yessa was safe made me breathe a little easier. As far as her and I, only time would tell what would happen.

The only thing I knew was that no matter what, the moments we spent together would always have an impact on my heart and that I would never forget how beautiful she treated me. She made me realize how beautiful life can be when you are with a woman you really love.

Moonlight and commotion woke me up. It was the middle of the night, and the cycle had stopped. I rubbed both of my eyes and got up to stretch. The loading door was open and most of the people were gathered outside, so I went to see what was going on.

A breeze of cool, dry air passed through my hair after I stepped out onto the sand. Like the Grasslands near Mylintus, the night sky was truly a treat in and of its own. Stars glittered the night and the moonlight glittered in the sands. People had gathered around to stretch and make sure everyone was doing okay. We'd been sitting in these vehicles for most of the day, so it was good for us.

I saw a group of people playing Brave-Ball in the distance, and I wanted to jump in so badly but my wounds told me I'd better not. Zon, Argenta and Roya were leaning on one of the cycles talking to each other, so I went over to see how they were doing. They were mid-conversation.

“So, by morning you think?” Zon asked Roya.

“Yes, these sands are like veins in my body. I know them, they are a part of me,” she replied.

“Hey everyone!” I sang as I joined them.

“Hey Strafe! Are you feeling better?” Argenta asked as she grabbed my shoulder.

“Yeah, thanks,” I nodded with a smile, “How about y'all?”

“I am fine now, Zon is a little cranky though,” Roya ribbed.

“Hmmm. Falling out of a building did not help assuage me,” Zon joked back. He ran both of his hands through his hair.

“If only you had wings, that wouldn't be a problem,” Argenta smiled.

“That's true Argenta,” I commented.

We talked for a while and they had told me we were expecting to reach the Dream Islands by the morning but everyone needed a break from the cycles. Zon looked to have a slight limp in his step. Argenta took her leave to check on Rousseau.

Roya whispered in my ear she wanted to ride with me for the rest of the trip. While I was still uncertain from what had happened earlier between Yessa and I, having someone close right now was a good thing and could help take my mind of the pain.

“So, Roya, how did you end up so high in the tower?” I asked her.

She looked at me and curled her lip. I could tell it would be uncomfortable for her to talk about. Bending her knees, she picked up a handful of sand with both hands. When she stood up, the sand was in the shape of a pyramid.

“Do you see this Yoichi? Strafe?” she asked as she held out the sand in front of her. We both nodded. “I was brought up to the top of the tower by someone who had been hunting me, Faiz. He was one of the warriors sent to kill Falco and bring me back to the islands. When I fought against him, in the tower, I beat him. I carry his weapons now,” she pointed to her ears, “I can break the cycle, this cycle of detriment toward women in my tribe. I must go back and help them understand how I feel,” Roya explained as she slowly let the sand fall through her fingers.

“Does this mean, you risk death in order to do so?” Zon asked.

“Yes, this is true, but maybe there is another way. Maybe I can convince them by letting women live their dreams, they can better live theirs as well,” Roya decided as she tilted her head down.

“We'll be right there with you Roya, I promise,” I praised as I rubbed her back.

She smiled and patted my hand as she said goodnight. There was a look of sanguine across her face as she grabbed a blanket and went to sleep. I scratched my head and wondered what had happened to her.

“You should be mindful about understanding her dilemma,” Zon commented to me as he began to walk away, “She suffers worse than you know.”

“Hey, wait!” I stopped him, “What do you mean?”

Looking to the moons as he paused, and then turning around to face me, he explained, “There was an ancient explorer from my country, Fukuzanza, who traveled the world thousands of years ago, but his accounts are still cherished by my people today. In one of his travels, he mentioned witnessing what had happened to a Lady who was negligent of her duties to her tribe. Her entire family was slaughtered in front of her before she was killed too.”

“But, there has to be a way, a way to make them understand,” I lamented.

“The truth is Strafe, since she was not brought to justice in the tribe, more than likely her family took the fall. They may all be dead because of her actions,” Zon grimaced.

Shivers ran through me like there was a cold breeze; the thought of such brutality was horrifying.

“All of that because she loved someone,” I said, looking to the sky.







Chapter 10

Yessa

It felt like an unstoppable force had just met an immovable object. Strafe was always on my mind, from the moment I met him, up until the moment I lost him. Before this all happened, Strafe was funny, cocky and carefree, but he always had a good heart. Now, when I saw him again, his whole character had changed. He seems focused, determined and even a little edgy at times. Who could blame him for what they did to us.

I grew up with Strafe and Gain in New Santa Barbara. My father was in the U.S. Air Force and my mother was in the Argentinean Army. They had met while my father was stationed abroad and clicked right away. We would occasionally move from place to place, but after my father retired when I was ten, he moved us back to his hometown.

When I was thirteen I met Strafe, flying drones in the park. At first, I thought he was cocky, too much so, as he would challenge anyone to a race. He would always win too; racing for trading cards and video games. It all changed one day though, when I stepped up and asked him to race me.

“You?! No sweat!” he said with a smile that could light up the room.

The truth is though, it just gave me a reason to talk to him. He was pretty popular, being one of the top aces in our town, but everyone's jaw dropped when I beat him. After our race, as the crowd dispersed around us, he walked over to me. He complemented me as he shook my hand, “Where the heck did you learn to fly like that? Who are you?”

“I'm Yessa Sosa, and you'll never forget the day that I beat you,” I declared.

“Whoa ho! Hot stuff eh? I didn't catch what you wanted if you won. Usually I trade cards but I've never had anyone beat me,” Strafe confessed with his arms open.

I looked him in the eyes and said, “I want to take you to take me on a date. That is my reward.”

I almost laughed at his reaction, those big wide eyes, “Hmm! You must be able to see the future because I was going to ask you anyway, not to get out of paying or anything!”

“No, I knew that I could win and it just so happens that I'm free this Saturday,” I proposed.

From there on out we were inseparable. Going through high school and college, travelling across the U.S., flying together, it was some of the best times of my life. I'd always felt that girls were entitled to ask a guy out just as much as they could ask out a girl. Men and women are in this together and I didn't want him to be with anyone else.

I met Gain shortly after Strafe and I'd been going out for a while. He would go from girl to girl to girl, just like his jobs. He didn't have the direction Strafe did, but he was always there for him, like a brother. I'd always felt there was something off about him though, which worried me. But, my friend told me, “You have to let boys be boys sometimes.”

After college Strafe wanted to take a break from piloting to work on the canyon project back in New Santa Barbara, and after he fell into the water my life became a living hell.

The Federation dragged me into Eternia and they put me into the Slate Internment Camp. I became a slave, waiting to be experimented on. It was awful seeing what people would do to survive, stealing, fighting, even killing each other for a piece of bread. One day an old man tried to steal my water jug but Grey stepped in between us and scared him away. With no one else to turn to, I leaned on him to help get me through living in that awful tower, but I still thought of Strafe.

The thought that he might be dead did cross my mind a few times, which helped to cope with the fact that I had a relationship with Grey. I never dated anyone else besides Strafe in my life, and it was really tough to get around that fact. Grey was more than someone to be with though, he helped me stay alive. It might've been selfish, but I wouldn't let this break me down. The guards would try to lay with me, but most of the time I could see them coming and avoid them.

When I saw Strafe alive though, I felt weak. I needed to be around his strength and energy. Grey was a nice man, but didn't have the zest Strafe did. He comforted me but Grey could be cold at times. Strafe was always warm and welcoming.

What was running through my mind though, was what Strafe was becoming. He had always been a little childish but it seemed like he was really growing up and trying to be something great. He had found a purpose in helping to defeat the Senti and get us home. I didn't want him to be on the front lines, but so much had happened to us.

I found out I had Guardian power when I got captured. I knew each person they were going to take, who was going to get sick and even who was going to die before anyone else. I had to keep everything a secret, because I predicted they would take advantage of me. That man in black, Barzakh, would always look at me funny. I could tell he knew what I could do, but for some reason he never acted. I couldn't read his future, no matter how hard I tried.

So many questions lingered in my head, but one thing that I sat and thought about most was, who did I want to be with? Strafe was with another woman now, just like I was with another man; maybe it wasn't meant to last? My heart would always tug me back into debate though, whenever I would think of all the times I had with him.

It seemed like I was destined to be something greater than anything I could think of, just like Strafe. Should I become a soldier and fight for freedom like him or stay with Grey? My brain had no idea what it wanted, but when I listened to my heart, I could tell it knew where it wanted to be. I just hoped he felt the same.







Chapter 11

Strafe

I woke to a breathtaking sight. Argenta was writing in a diary of sorts and smiled at me as I walked outside. There was a wonderful, distinct smell of the ocean which permeated the entire cycle and the sun shined bright upon the sands. I got out of to see people running up and down the beaches, playing Brave-Ball.

There was a group of people praying in the same direction which caught my eye. When I followed their direction, my legs gave out underneath me; out in the middle of the ocean was a series of islands, floating in the sky. Rousseau came running up to me in sheer excitement, “Strafe! Can you believe this! My god it's bril!”

“I, I, these are incredible!” I uttered in amazement. All of the refugees had gathered near a post on the beach. The people of Zindaqe had already seen us and had come down to help, some of them warriors, some of them medics. Roya was already talking to one of the islanders, who embraced her like he was her brother. I looked back up to the floating islands to see a waterfall cascading down to the ocean. Each island was huge, about the size of a small city. From what I could tell, there were five of them. Zon had finished meditating and waved us to meet him over with Roya. I wasn't expecting such a warm welcome.

“Blood of my blood, it is good to have you back sister,” the tribesman told Roya.

“Blood of my blood, brother Itust, it is good to see your smile. I have brought friends with me, and we were hoping to shelter them for a while. Can I see Lady Nefertiti?” Roya asked.

Itust was a muscular warrior that wore an islander hat with many different colored feathers and carried a spear. He had a kind face but many scars across his body. They seemed to be war prizes from his previous battles.

“She is skyward, praying to Ren. Are all these wanderers your friends?” Itust replied.

“Yes and no brother, these three are my companions on my pilgrimage, Strafe-Sah, Rousseau-Sah, and Yoichi-Sah. The rest here are all in need of a place to sleep. Can we go see her Itust? I need to explain myself as well as what's going on in the world,” Roya told him.

“Your companions, what do they know of Lady Nefertiti? They do not worship our god,” Itust commented as he tightened his grip on his spear.

“Brother, no need to fear, they respect Ren and Lady Nefertiti. They have helped me survive this long to come back to warn of invaders coming to take our beloved islands. Please brother, they mean no harm. They are who Falco told me to find,” Roya said as she put her hand on his arm.

Itust snorted a few times, but nodded his head,

“I almost died, protecting you, to find these people. After I returned I told them what happened. At first they were angry, but the new Lady has pardoned you and your family, because she trusted you. Your family is gone, they feared for their lives and escaped. We have not seen them in a while,” Itust illustrated in the sand with his spear.

“Where did they go?” Roya quivered as she asked.

“I don't know, but maybe the Lady does. If you trust these outsiders, I will too. If they move against Lady Nefertiti though, it will be their last.”

We thanked him for his generosity and were allowed passage to see the Oracle of the Islands, Lady Nefertiti. Out of the blue, a golden owl landed on Roya's shoulder. She seemed ecstatic to see it. She cradled its head as it rubbed against her.

“Whoa! Brilliant!” Rousseau commented.

“Hmm, don't tell me you went to wizarding school,” I smirked.

“What?” Roya said as she pet the owl, “Lady's of these islands are given a rare type of owl to symbolize their transition to leadership Strafe. Her name is Fena, and I have missed her very much.”

“She's gorgeous,” I marveled as I pet the owl, “Can she do anything cool?”

“Whatever I want her to Strafe,” Roya smiled. Fena stayed with us and perched on Roya's shoulder.

The Islanders only allowed us four to proceed while the rest stayed back. Argenta said she would protect Yessa and Tom. They had asked for our weapons. When I tried to give them the God Blade, none of the warriors could pick it up.

Figuring it made no difference, we were allowed to proceed with our arms. Itust led us toward the shoreline where a xenolithic structure could be seen beneath the waves. It looked like a runway of black and blue colored stones that shined bright next to the white sand. With the butt-end of his spear, Itust poked a small crevice protruding out.

The runway was about two hundred feet long. It began to rise up above the water until it rested about two inches above the sea level. When it hit the air, the stones began to glow bright and little dots of light began floating upwards out of them.

“Here is the Heaven's Gate. This sacred tool was created by our ancestors to help us fly like the birds. Please be respectful,” Itust informed us.

“We will my blood. Everyone, let me show you the way!” Roya cheered with excitement.

She flung her sword over her back and got into a runner's stance. She closed her eyes for a moment before she began to sprint down the runway. As she was making her way down, the little dots of light began to “stick” to her body. Fena was flying next to her.

The longer she ran down, the more dots would stick. At the very end of the runway, there was an oval pad where many dots of light were hovering. When Roya stepped on the oval pad, she jumped up and a flash of light shot her skyward. She was catapulted through the air to the lowest island. Fena flew up to meet her.

“Damn! That's real magic!” Rousseau remarked as he grabbed his head.

“It is not magic pale-skin, it is a treasure from our god Ren. Her graciousness has guided Zindaqe's path for thousands of years,” Itust replied.

“Magic, treasures, gods, it's all fun to me!” Rousseau snubbed as he shrugged his shoulders.

Itust snorted again and pushed Rousseau in front of the runway. He pointed forward and nodded his head, giving Rousseau the sign to make the run. To Itust's surprise, Rousseau turned on his aura and made the run in two seconds before being shot skyward like Roya.

“Mighty Ren, are these your angels?!” Itust noted in disbelief.

“There are no gods or angels, only men,” Zon commented; he also ran forth and was shot up to the island.

Looking back at me, Itust looked into my eyes and patted me on the shoulder, “Where do you come from, Strafe-Sah?”

“I'm from New Santa Barbara,” I told him.

“Where you are from, does a god watch over you like our Ren does here?” Itust inquired.

“Gods believed in around my world but neither is greater than the other,” I explained.

“Hmm, this sounds nice. Have you seen your God in your dreams?” he asked curiously.

“I'm still trying to find out what I believe my friend,” I told him before I ran down the runway. Stepping on the ancient stones made a sound I'd never heard before. It was a sharp timbre that clapped softly. Walking on them was easy on my feet and the longer I ran down, the lighter my body felt. Dots of light stuck to me, like a dandelion's seeds. Warmth spread across my body and the ocean breeze flapped through my hair like a running one's hands on silk. I hope I get to do this again, this feels incredible!

When I made it to the launch pad, I felt as light as a feather. All of the dots of light on me shined bright. I looked up to the sun and as soon as I raised one leg, the dots of light exploded, and I was blasted into the air.

Gliding along, some of the dots still clung on, but slowly fell to the ocean as I flew skyward. The speed was comfortable, not too slow to experience vertigo when I looked down yet not too fast as to have the wind blind me. I looked behind me before reaching the island to see a lush forest close to the shore and beyond that, the desert we crossed. Turning back I found myself slowly descending onto a launch pad similar to the one I came from. Dots of light cushioned my fall.

People had gathered around and looked eager to see who we were. Zon was pushing children away gently on their heads as they tried to touch his sword and bandana. Rousseau was laughing and making funny faces with some other ones while making fun of Zon's discomfort. Roya was the true draw, as people of all ages and sizes were smiling, crying and rejoicing her return. Hugs were being given out like handshakes, as well as them rubbing their eyelashes together from side to side. It was a hero's welcome if I had ever seen one.

“So much for a vigilante's return,” I noted. For sake of curiosity, I approached the ledge and looked down to the ocean. Seeing how far we had risen made me lose my balance slightly and I feel backward on my butt. “Damn!” I shouted when I realized how high we were, it must have been a mile up!

Some of the locals had seen me and helped me to my feet. As I got up, I went to shake their hands but they looked at me in confusion.

It was surprising to see they didn't understand what I was doing. Instead, a middle-aged villager approached and stood in front of me. He smiled and pointed at himself and another man standing next to them. They then looked each other in the eye, put the palm of their right hand on their left breast, put their left palm on the other's shoulder, and moved their eyelashes together side to side. Afterward they invited me to try.

I approached the middle-aged villager and did as they showed me. Right palm on left breast, left palm on his shoulder, and came in close to do the eyelash rub. Awkward was the way to describe it, and the locals could see it on my face. It tickled a lot! I stood still as he went back and forth and afterwards rubbed my eyes. The people around me found it fascinating and quite funny to see me try this out for the first time.

“That was, interesting!” I said to the middle-aged villager as he patted my back. When I spoke, I could tell they didn't understand me, but that was okay. One younger, teenage boy spoke with the words he knew,

“You funny!” he said as he held out his arm to shake my hand. One by one, they all wanted to try the handshake. After we got done, I approached the group to see what was going on. Roya ushered me into a large tent and pointed to a pillow on the floor for me to sit on. Rousseau and Zon joined.

We waited a few minutes before some warriors entered, along with Roya and a teenage girl draped in a golden fleece dress with jewels. She too had an owl perched on her shoulder. Fena and the other owl flew to a branch and nestled together. The teenager wore a crown of equal prestige but it didn't look like King Othen's from Yuwheria. The crown draped over her hair like gold chainmail. Only one horn rose from the top, and it looked like a rhino's.

“Diehea Rohman esre youwhean Nefertiti,” one of the guards said in Zindaquean.

We looked around before Roya translated,

“He said to please bow to our Lady Nefertiti.”

On my knees, I held my hands together in prayer and bowed; the guards seemed pleased. Holding Roya's arm, she circled the tent and sat down on an elevated stone chair in front of us next to the owls. Roya stood next to her, “Jowhean denti,” Lady Nefertiti said.

“Welcome my friends,” Roya translated.

“Thank you for your hospitality my lady,” Rousseau replied.

“Bogoen chante. Lalten, Poporoto es findafally,” Lady Nefertiti asked.

“Honored guests, please, tell us your story,” Roya translated.

Each of us told Lady Nefertiti where we were from, what our lives were like back home, and what we thought of the Dream Islands. We also discussed the war and how the Senti had already created bases on Zindaquean land.

Lady Nefertiti was particularly interested in Rousseau's royalty and was disturbed to learn the Senti had grown Slates from humans. She also wished to know more about the Native American culture from back on Earth. I told her while there were no floating islands back home, there were some similarities to Eternia. We then focused on the looming threat on their doorstep.

“Your highness, we are afraid your home is in danger. From what we can tell, the Senti are collecting sacred artifacts from nations around the world called Guardian Keys. The Federation has affected us all, even in my world, resulting in destruction and theft,” I explained.

Roya translated my message and her reply was, “If this is true, have your nations fallen?”

“No, they have not,” Rousseau said to her; he closed his eyes and murmured, “Mine has sided with them, while the others fight on.”

“The Lady is saddened for your losses. She is curious what we can do to help you,” Roya told us.

“Hide your Guardian Key to protect your tribe,” Zon bowed to them.

With a nod of her head and a motion of her hand, we proceeded out of the tent. Lady Nefertiti led us through the floating city. Stone houses, streets and buildings were mixed into the tropical forest which added a nice contrast. There was a huge mountain in the middle of the city that was covered in green grass, with a lookout on the tip top. Everything and everyone were at peace.

Looking up I could see the other floating islands, which looked like floating green and red moons. Raising my sword up, I looked through the orb to magnify the view, and it was fascinating. I could see hieroglyphics adorned the city, and were a script I had never seen before. Animals, pyramids and people were among the objects used in their writing, and colors helped distinguish the characters from one another. It was similar to ancient Egyptian.

We trekked across the stone and forested city to the other side of the island, finding ourselves in front of another Heaven's Gate. Looking up I could see the distance was twice as long as the first one and the islands curved around the bay; not in a straight line as I thought.

“Is this strong enough to get us to the next island?” I questioned.

“Yes Strafe, but we will need some help getting across. Unfortunately, you may not be of liking it,” Roya responded.

“Hah, does it cost money because I can have my uncle write them a check,” Rousseau joked and shrugged his shoulders.

“No, but thank you Rousseau. You need wings to fly that far,” Roya told us.

“We don't have any Mag-Cycles,” Zon reminded her.

“Yes,” Roya nodded, “But there is another way, although, the result is forever. You cannot take it away.”

“How so?” I wondered.

Roya nodded her head and Fena and the other owl flew into the forest. After a few minutes they had something in their claws. Some of the warriors had a box with drawings of insects on it. They grabbed whatever the owls had retrieved and put them into the box.

In front of where we were standing, they set the box down and we could hear chirping coming from inside it. Afterward, they bowed to her and walked toward the Heaven's Gate. She then slid her hand across the top and looked at us, “Hundreds of years before the cycles and warships were invented, Eternia looked to Zindaqe for means of flight. There is a special animal here, the Tongwa, which my ancestors used to help them glide between islands. It's an insect that has long wings but has a hard time surviving by itself. We noticed that some animals we hunted had the ability to glide away from us when they should have none. After we captured enough of these animals, we found that the Tongwa had buried themselves under their skin for protection. In return though, the animals could use the Tongwa's wings to help them fly.”

Stretching her arms wide and high above her head, she blinked and when she opened her eyes, translucent wings of various colors sprouted from her arms. They were beautiful, and cascaded crystal catching the sunlight. We stood there in disbelief.

“Holy molly! That's incredible mate!” Rousseau said as he walked up to examine the wings.

“I have never seen such things as this,” Zon stuttered in a rare moment of awe for him.

She blinked once again, and the wings retracted underneath her skin. I noticed afterward red and blue marks on her inside wrists, and wondered why she hadn't told us before.

“How do they work? Do you swallow them or something?” Rousseau joked.

A few of the soldiers laughed when Roya translated what he said. With a wave of her hand, she invited us to take a closer look. She held her wrist out to us and we could see a round blue reflective shell underneath her skin. Above it was a small slit which allowed the wings from the creature to sprout out. Out of curiosity, I stroked the Tongwa on her arm, and it chirped beneath her skin quietly in response.

“This is incredible! You can fly with these!?” I cheered in excitement.

“Hmm, they may be of use now, but what happens when we don't need them anymore, or when we need to be quiet,” Zon critiqued.

“Come 'on mate! Don't be such a buzz kill!” Rousseau ribbed as he nudged his shoulder.

“No,” Roya said, “He is very right to ask this. Like I said before, you cannot take them out once they are in, they become one with your very being Yoichi.”

“The only thing we can completely control is ourselves, and even then, sometimes we fight our own bodies for survival, Rousseau. The sentiment and honor of your people I mean no disrespect to, but I cannot accept this offer Roya.” Zon bowed deeply.

Shaking her head as to signal there was no need, Roya replied to Zon, “There is no offense taken Yoichi. The Lady here will take care of you,” looking back to us, she asked, “Strafe, Rousseau, what do you want to do? The Guardian Key we hold is up there, and with wings is the only way up.”

“So, they only spread their wings when we say so?” Rousseau asked.

“Yes, your mind will be one with…” Roya said before Rousseau interrupted with,

“Well hell yeah I'm in!”

Turning my wrists upwards, I rubbed them. I needed to get up there to protect Yessa and the rest of these people. Roya stood in front of me as Rousseau was getting prepared for the Tongwa. She touched me on the shoulder and looked in my eyes and said, “There will be some pain, but once they attach to you, the hurt no longer continues. Tongwa are grateful for what we provide, and their wings are strong as steel. An incredible gift, if you so choose it.”







Chapter 12

Taleri

Soon, the smell of blood will permeate everywhere. These are the words I hear from our commanders, and it irritated me. Word around the ship was one of our processing centers had gone dark due to a contamination breakout, but I knew the truth. I saw it on Barzakh's face as he entered the room with Longwei, Tiras and that dog Gain. Strafe was there.

“My Lady,” Barzakh smiled wickedly at me as he passes me on the way to the flight deck. He wasn't wearing his mask anymore.

Longwei, a Shinjin I didn't trust and Tiras, a lapdog who was nice only when he needed to be. Gain was a stray lost without purpose. I felt we could operate better without them. As far as spreading carnage though, this group was hard to beat, even by my standards,

“You guys fucked up, didn't you?”

“All the data was collected and the premature Proto-Slates are dying off as designed ma'am. As for the survivors, they are heading towards the Dream Islands,” Tiras pointed out on a holographic map in the middle of the floor.

“You still let them destroy a valuable outpost and embarrass us, and these people aren't even military!” I rebuked.

“My Lady,” Barzakh slithered into the conversation, “They may have taken the tower, but we took something much more important from them. Their idea of invulnerability. Also, I have that mutt that traveled with them. He has Guardian power believe it or not! We could kill him and be stronger because of it! It would devastate Strafe, hehehe.”

I squinted my eyes and raise my eyebrow as I looked at Barzakh in disgust, “We brought you into this world to do one thing, slaughter the enemies of the Senti and yet we have 500 survivors giving us the finger and laughing at us. You know, I'm beginning to think we should banish you back to that shithole you crawled out of. Do not kill the wolf. He's a valuable bargaining chip.”

In my mind I knew summoning a demon like Barzakh was a dangerous risk. I saw him push his limits of our deal every day. He would betray us in time if we let him.

“My Lady, no… hehehe, I'm having too much fun. Forgive me, but the escape of the survivors has bore unexpected fruit, as we have picked up a Guardian Key signal lying dormant in one of the Dream Islands. See!!??” Barzakh showed me with a yellow flashing dot on the hologram.

“He's right ma'am, I placed a tracker on my little brother. I can see his aura in his travels, and it seems where ever they go, they find Guardian Keys. Maybe they seek them as well?” Longwei inferred.

“Is Strafe alright?” Gain asked with his head down.

“Does it matter?” Tiras stared him down.

“I, was just curious,” Gain said as he walked out. He looked distressed.

After the door closed, I looked back at them,

“Hmm, maybe you all did more good than I thought. As the Commander of all forces in this area, I declare our new mission will be to retrieve the Key in the Dream Island, at all cost. I need to talk to Headquarters, in private. You all are dismissed.”

Longwei bowed to me and Tiras saluted, but Barzakh seemed zoned out. As they left, I approached Barzakh and switched on my aura and touched his arm, but it wasn't Barzakh I wished to talk to, “Go away demon, I wish to speak to the other one.”

Barzakh turned his head slowly toward me and gave me an evil glance but his head twitched and he went down to one knee, grabbing his head. I put my hand on his bicep and the other on his chin to turn his head toward me. Looking groggy, I knew this trick wouldn't work for long. Barzakh owns Zixin and considers controlling him the stipulation for us controlling his actions.

“Zixin, can you hear me?” I whispered, he looked scared and said nothing, “I need you to work on breaking through. You are needed, by your brother. He is fighting for you. He will need your help in order to free you.”

A single tear fell down his cheek followed by a smile, but it didn't last long as even my power wasn't enough to keep Barzakh away. The red in his eyes begin to return.

Zixin let out a roar and slammed his head into the metal floor over and over until his body went calm. Keeping his eyes to the floor as he stood up, he didn't look at me as he turned around. I could tell from his body language that he was furious,

“I heard not what was said between that small relapse, but just remember my Lady that this body belongs to ME! That was the deal that was made in blood by your father. If it is violated, the pact will be lifted and I will have free reigns, to slaughter, anyone I so desire.”

“That will be all creature, you are dismissed,” I ordered.

With a hiss, Barzakh grabbed a knife and cut his hand. He began to suck on the wound and left the room. Between the rattling sounds of his footsteps on the metal floor, I whispered, “Zixin broke through all by himself you fool. He is stronger than you know.”







Chapter 13

Strafe

For some people, modifying their bodies was something they had dreamt about their whole life. As for me, I never had much interest. I sat down next to Zon on a log as we watched Rousseau receive his Tongwa.

Next to the Heaven's Gate stood a small stone altar with a blanket in front, which Rousseau knelt on. On top of the flat stone rested two slots to set one's arms in, palms facing up. There was a big smile on his face until they strapped his arms down with a belt and one warrior stood behind him, holding Rousseau in place, “Ah, mates, what's going on?”

He looked frantic. Roya and Lady Nefertiti had brought the box in front of the altar and opened it. The owls looked on curiously as Lady Nefertiti reached inside and grabbed a large red scaled bug, about palm-sized. With the other hand she pulled a blue one that shined bright in the light. They chirped often and had many small legs. The chirping was cute and soothing. Roya put a blindfold over his eyes and a stick in his mouth. Rousseau looked like he had changed his mind, but like Roya told him, there was no going back.

With Rousseau in place, Lady Nefertiti set the Tongwa on his wrists above his hand. They sat there for a moment, but then we heard muffled screams from Rousseau as the Tongwa dug in.

It lasted only a minute, but after it was done, the warrior stepped away and Rousseau rolled on his back. I could see he was rubbing his wrists and gasping for air. A few moments later, he got up on his feet and the warrior walked him in front of Lady Nefertiti and motioned him to kneel. She had a jug of water in one hand, and cut-up leaves in the other, “Nahenya woos bol goona ce polon wes akenta Zindaqe. Jowhean veiena Rousseau-Sah.”

She sprinkled the green leaves over his body and then poured the water on the top of his head. All the Zindaqueans, including Roya, bowed with a closed fist on their left breast. Rousseau stood up and looked to Roya for translation, “She said, 'You have become one with our tribe and Zindaqe. Welcome brother Rousseau.' ”

“God, it felt like I was going to be eaten alive for a moment,” Rousseau sighed, “So, these never come out?”

With a macabre look on her face, she looked back at him, “The thing about Tongwa is, they only separate from you when you are about to die. They can sense when their host is to pass on to Ren-Sha, or wherever you believe, and mate before they themselves pass on to the next life. You now are just as responsible for them, as they are for you. Please treat them with peace.”

All the heads turned to where Zon and I sat. It was my turn, my choice to decide whether I wanted these Tongwa.

“Strafe, what will you choose?” Roya asked me.

I shook my head and shrugged. I was always scared of bugs growing up as a child, but until we faced our fears, they would keep control of us. I pushed up off my knees and nodded to her with a 'yes.' Roya nodded back and motioned for me to sit down in front of the altar. I closed my eyes as one warrior wrapped his bandana over my eyes and stuck a stick in my mouth to bite on.

The lid on the wooden box creaked open and I could hear the Tongwa chirping. They told me to inhale slowly and try to meditate, not think about what was about to come. Nothing happened for a few moments which made me a little anxious but then I felt something put on my arms that had a bunch of legs and was slightly slimy.

They both wiggled around for a moment before I felt a sharp bite at the base of my wrists that stung badly. I mumbled in pain and collapsed for a moment but the warrior behind me lifted me up. Unfortunately my bandana on my left eye slipped up and for a second I could see them pushing into my arm. I freaked out but the warrior held me close and covered my eyes with his forearm. Squeezing in between the skin they maneuvered between my tendons and muscles to latch onto my radius and ulna with all their tiny legs.

After they latched on, I could feel something sharp trying to bulge through my skin. Their wings must have stretched my skin three inches out before they broke through. The warrior grabbed me underneath my arms and helped to lift me up. As I spread my arms, the Tongwa spread their wings, which went all the way down to my ankles.

When I relaxed, the wings retracted, and like Rousseau, I had to rub my wrists to ease some pain. The bandana was taken off and Lady Nefertiti performed the same ritual. They all bowed to me and the warrior behind me even gave me a hug. I was now a part of their tribe.

Itust came running up to us and looked very anxious, “Roya-Sah, Lady Nefertiti, I have grave news.”

“Speak, Itust-Sah, what is the problem?” Roya replied.

He walked over to them and spoke in Zindaquean. He was very expressive with his body and I could see him pointing into the sky and imitating a flying ship. He held his spear high into the air and flung his arms out wide. Then, he returned to his calm manner, and stood beside Lady Nefertiti. We all stood back and wondered what was going on.

“What does he speak?” Zon asked.

“Senti ships approach! It is because of all of you that they come here! You must leave NOW!” Itust demanded, to which he held his spear out at us.

Roya gently pushed his spear down and put her arm on his shoulder, “No Itust, it is not them the ships come for, but the Folla. The Senti have no discretion, and we must give it to them.”

“What? Lady Roya, we shame our ancestors!” Itust grieved, he fell to his knees.

“I'm so sorry I couldn't have been here sooner, but I would have none of us hurt. We will recover from this tragedy, I promise brother,” Roya assuaged to him.

“How are you to convince them to follow you, after you abandoned them?” Itust questioned.

“Because I would die for them. That is all I can do. Fena is a symbol of my ties to this tribe. Even if my family wants nothing to do with me at least I can save them. Please help me do this like you helped me before Itust-Sah,” Roya pleaded.

She got on her knees and hugged Itust, who was now in tears. Lady Nefertiti and the other warriors joined in and wept with each other. I had no idea what was going on.

“What's this all 'bout?” Rousseau whispered to me.

I looked off in the distance to my right and my heart sank. Like a swarm of wasps, a fleet of Senti ships dotted the sky. I feared, we would witness another city fall to these fiends.

Roya looked up at us and said, “As much as my heart pains, we must give them the Guardian Key, or Folla as we call it. I will not have my people suffer.”

“You three can go up and retrieve it while I help those on this island evacuate,” Zon suggested.

“No,” Roya interjected, “We will come with you. It is my duty to protect my people, above all things.”

“Roya, how will we know what to do?” I asked.

She looked over to Itust and said, “Itust-Sah knows the way, and your language. He will guide you to the Folla, and we will offer it peacefully in exchange for our lives.”

“Your word is my way, Lady Roya,” Itust said as he bowed to her.

“We'll bring it back down to the sands, I promise you!” Rousseau told her.

“It is good now, for you have wings,” Roya said over her shoulder as they began to retreat.

Roya, Zon, Lady Nefertiti and the rest of the warriors proceeded back to the city to guide their people off the island. Itust grabbed me by my shirt and brought me in front of the second Heaven's Gate. He lined up first and explained how to use the Tongwa to reach the second island.

“When you reach the maximum launch, you will feel yourself begin to fall. This is where you must use the Tongwa's wings to glide over to the island,” he explained.

“Did I hear you call Roya Lady?” I asked.

“Yes, because I have waited for her to return,” Itust responded.

“But what about Lady Nefertiti?” Rousseau asked.

“She rules in her place when away. This is not the time to discuss, we must find the Folla!” Itust vented, “NOW GO!”

With a quick shove, he pushed me onto the launch pad and I started running. The same dots of light floated up like they did before as I ran down. With all of my strength, I jumped as high as I could and was shot straight up into the sky.

The wind was colder than the first time and blew faster into my face. Squinting, I held my arms down as I flew through the sky. My velocity eventually slowed until I came to almost a complete stop. “Here we go!” I cheered as I spread my arms.

Nothing happened. I tried spreading my fingers, clapping, and tapping my wrists but the wings wouldn't pop out. I was a couple hundred feet higher than the island I needed to glide to but not directly below it. These wings were needed for a reason. “Damnit! Wake up!” I tried to stroke the Tongwa to wake them.

I felt some crawling and discomfort underneath my skin, like sharp glass sliding across. With a quick cut, the wings shot through and stretched across my body. The lift they provided was incredible. I pointed toward the island and rode the wind over toward the landing zone. The closer I got though, the more I realized this wouldn't be an easy landing. The delayed execution on my wings threw off the calculations the Zindaquean had designed.

I tried lifting up but I hadn't got enough experience flying to land the way I wanted. I slowed down my glide as the island was within 30 feet and held my arms out straight. I slammed into the side and managed to grab onto the ledge with my left hand. My wings retracted and I had to pull myself up as I dangled two miles up in the air. My heart definitely skipped a few beats as I rolled up to catch my breath. Itust soon followed with ease as did Rousseau.

“I see you had some trouble there, don't be so tense next time,” Itust commented.

“You made this look easy!” I gasped lying on my back.

“Don't worry about it mate! Let's go get this thing!” Rousseau said as he patted me on my stomach.

The island was forested and hilly. There were no people I could see. We ran down a small, winding yellow dirt trail that was surrounded in vines and other leafy vegetation trying to reclaim what man had altered.

It was quiet, eerily so, mind the occasional bird in the distance. It was still warm and humid but the wind was chill, which made the run quite enjoyable. Itust charged on like a bull in front as he led the way. Rousseau had no problem keeping up with him, obviously, but I really had to put my burners on. The path was soft but uneven, so we had to watch our footing.

It must've been fifteen minutes of running before we made it to a golden pyramid in the middle of the island.

It was marvelous.

There was a floating halo ring above it that was rotating slowly.

Two men with falcon masks stood beside the entrance with spears in the ground, guarding the temple. Itust motioned for us to follow him but stay behind. “I will speak with them. These are the Folla Guardians. They will only listen to their own blood,” he said.

We approached the entrance while the guards didn't even flinch. Itust began to speak to them in Zindaquean and after a moment they looked at each other and nodded to him. He nodded back and began to proceed inside. We attempted to follow but suddenly the guards drew their spears as they stood in front of the entrance. Itust came running back and yelled, “Listen, you must show them you belong to our tribe now! Show them the gift we have given you!”

We looked to each other and nodded. With my arms spread, I opened my fingers and tried to command my Tongwa. Strangely, I felt them now, like they were a part of my body, and I was able to communicate with them. The wings ejected with no issue.

After we showed them, the guards raised their spears and bowed to us with a hand on their chest like at the ceremony. They both followed us in as we made our way inside.

 

I was expecting for us to go up but instead the tunnel descended. There were no lights except the torches the guards lit for us as one went in front and the other followed from behind. There were no steps, only sand for us to walk on. The tunnel was about eight feet high and five feet wide, which made it feel kind of claustrophobic.

After going down about three hundred feet, we made it to the bottom and in front of us stood a large room filled with sarcophagi. When I went to touch one, Itust stopped me and told me it was unwise to disturb the dead.

On the far side of the room stood a double-sided stone door and both guards stood across from each other as we got there. They set their torches into place holders and then knelt down and began chanting in a low tone. Itust then stood in front of the door and looked very serious,

“Before you enter, you must swear an oath to our tribe that you will not touch anything except the Folla, or we will take away the gift we have given you and leave the wound open.”

“Of course dude, no problem,” I replied, Rousseau smacked my arm and looked at me sternly. He then said to Itust,

“Yes, my brother, we will honor your request.”

Satisfied, Itust turned around and slid both doors open. I was almost blinded by golden light reflected by the walls of the chamber. There was a platform about six feet high and twenty feet in diameter. Resting on top was a beautifully crafted dual-sarcophagus adorned in gold with blue painting.

“In all my life, I have never seen such a beautiful work of art,” Rousseau awed.

“These are the first Rulers of our islands, dating back over 3,000 years ago. King Katankan and Lady Cleonpatrus,” Itust explained.

Floating above the sarcophagus was an ornament which differed from the one I found back home. This Guardian Key was golden in color. While the one from New Santa Barbara was in the shape of a chalice, this one was more in the shape of a large diamond. Like the pyramid outside, the Guardian Key had a floating haloed ring above it.

We stood back as Itust walked up the ramp to the Guardian Key. I could see he was getting emotional, as tears were rolling down his eyes and he began to weep as he stood in front of the sarcophagus. He looked down and hugged the two faces on the lid and then looked up to the Folla. Reaching slowly with two arms, Itust grabbed the Folla and removed it from its position. It still glowed but not as brightly and it broke my heart to see the natural state of the room changed.

Itust held the Folla in his arms close to his chest as he walked down the winding ramp and then stood in front of us. I began to feel small vibrations and rumbling throughout the pyramid, then Itust said, “We must get off this island soon. Without the Folla to power it, the islands will fall like teardrops from Ren. Let's go.”

The two guardians picked up their torches and led the way out. Sand and small bits of the stone began to fall from the ceiling, as the vibrations kept getting stronger. We made it to the sand tunnel we came down through and had to hustle our way out. Rousseau turned on his aura and made a mad dash out of the tunnel while we ran up.

As we got half way up the tunnel, the base at the bottom began collapsing rapidly. We had to jump out before the last stone came down and crushed us. I pushed myself up with my hands and looked up to see Rousseau with a hand on his gunblade looking around suspiciously.

“Hey,” I said as I brushed the dust off my shorts, “What's up?”

“I don't know mate, I thought I heard somethin',” he replied.

Itust and the two other warriors had all gathered behind us, kneeling down in front of the collapsed entrance. They held their heads down and looked on in shame of what had happened. Itust then stood up and turned around, and said softly, “We must go.”

As we were making our way back, I heard a gunshot. There was a moan behind me and someone collapsed. It was one of the guardians, and he was shot right through the heart. Rousseau drew his gun blade and fired a few shots into the forest.

“I knew it! BASTARDS!” Rousseau screamed.

There was a sound of a loud engine of a ship floating above our position. Over a dozen Senti soldiers came down on ropes and surrounded us, with guns drawn. One other soldier followed them, all too familiar. It was Tiras.

Dressed in an all-white coat with purple dotted buttons, he pointed a Gatling-gun at me, “Strafe, you keep surprising me.”

“I'm not surprised by you at all,” I grunted.

Tiras chuckled,

“I think you know why we're here Yank, so let's make this easy. Drop your weapons and hand over the Guardian Key.”

I nodded to the others and we dropped our weapons to the ground. Itust held the Guardian Key tight as he stood next to his fallen friend.

“Now, give me the…” Tiras said before I interrupted,

“You didn't have to shoot him Tiras. The leaders of this island ordered us to peacefully hand this over to you in exchange for the islander's safety.”

He then turned his back on us and paced back and forth. He then stopped and looked over his shoulder,

“You know, I'm not a devil like you think I am. Neither are the Senti. We are on a quest for dual-world peace, but you don't understand. There are so many things going on here that you just don't understand Strafe.”

“I would beg to differ outsider. You have the blood of our people on your hands, and we will never forget that!” Itust shouted at him.

Itust took a few steps forward, but Rousseau grabbed his shoulder and warned him, “They will kill you if you move again.”

Rousseau was right too, because now all the soldiers had their weapons raised.

“I assure you my friend, my man wasn't aiming at your people,” Tiras told him as he looked into my eyes.

“So you want world peace Tiras? What does that mean? Kill anyone that gets in your way?” I asked.

“Strafe, you're looking at it too simply. History has taught us many lessons we do not learn from, and for the survival of this planet and our planet, we must unite under one banner. As long as there are separate nations, there will always be war,” Tiras explained to me with calm demeanor.

“I can't agree with you Tiras,” Rousseau replied, “Totalitarianism of foreign rule has never been accepted throughout history, and it never will. Even if you do succeed, people will never forgive you. They will never accept your ways.”

“Nothing stays the same my prince, you should know best! Being as it is, your country has pledging allegiance with Sentium. They, along with many others, have accepted our vision and know it's what needs to be done to save this world,” Tiras countered. Rousseau looked away from Tiras' glance in shame, “Now, there is much to do today, and I don't feel like killing anyone else. Hand it over, now.”

It was hard to see Itust like this. His heart was broken, along with his pride. He hesitated before walking over. He stood in front of Tiras before setting the Guardian Key by his feet. Itust then turned around and joined his brother in morning. Tiras picked up the key and signaled the ship above to drop some ropes for his team to grab. A few of the soldiers repelled back up to the ship, along with the key.

Tiras stayed behind, along with around six soldiers as they surrounded us. He then aimed the large cannon directly at me and said, “I was hoping to kill you in front of that demented psycho Barzakh, but I won't let you interfere any longer Strafe!”

Before he pulled the trigger, a flash of light blinded him and chopped his cannon in two. It had been Rousseau's Shatterang he kept hidden. I dove behind a fallen tree as the bullets began to fly around us. My sword got hit by an incoming shot and was knocked out of my hand. Itust and the living warrior had charged at the Senti and managed to take down two of them in the forest. When I looked down at my blade, the orb was glowing red. I held it up to my face and noticed it had an aiming reticule etched on it.

“What the?!”

Looking over my cover, I aimed the reticule at a group of three soldiers and in a flash, the orb shot out a blast of energy at them, which exploded like dynamite upon impact. They flew through the air and laid unconscious on the ground. When I looked around, I saw Tiras had disappeared. Rousseau ran over to me,

“That bastard scampered off. I'm gonna track that bugger down! See you on the ground!”

And in a flash, he ran off into the forest at full speed. Be careful my friend. He's as slippery as they come.

Itust rushed over to the warrior who was shot and picked him up in his arms, “Strafe-Sah! We must leave the island now!”

I jumped to my feet and we began running. It felt like being on a slowly descending elevator. We were still firm on the ground, but we all knew the island was sinking back to the planet. It started out as a slow fall, but about halfway down the trail, small rocks and animals were being swept up. It began to shake violently and the trees danced and swayed.

 

Finally, we made it to the landing zone. We noticed all of the islands had begun falling towards the ocean. Itust had quickly wrapped the fallen warrior on his back so he could take him back down safely. I looked back for Rousseau, but Itust grabbed my shoulder and spun me around, “We must go brother! You must trust him!”

I nodded my head and walked toward the ledge. We must've still been a mile up and it looked like a hell of a jump. With the way my Tongwa had acted, I was a bit worried. As we stood there, something didn't feel right, like it had been as we exited the pyramid. I turned over my right shoulder and there in the bushes stood Tiras with a rifle in his hand. I went to draw my sword but he fired first. I learned that if the sword wasn't in a battle-state, it wouldn't reflect projectiles. He had a clear shot. Something dashed in front of me as the bullet was about to hit. Lying on the ground, with a pool of blood forming around him, was Itust.

Furious anger swelled through my body and my instincts took over. With a quick draw I aimed my sword at Tiras and fired the beam at him,

”AHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!!!!!!”

Tiras shielded himself with his arms. The beam made contact and exploded, shooting him off into the forest. He let out a scream of pain. Shrapnel of metal shards from the rifle flew into the side of his face and his right eye was full of blood. I held my sword with a tight grip, ready to walk over and finish him off. Rousseau surprisingly jumped down from a tree and held me back,

“Mate! We need to leave! There are re-enforcements coming and the island is going to crash any second!”

“No damnit! He can't keep getting away!” I shouted back, but Rousseau stood in front of me and pointed to Itust and replied,

“Itust is shot! Are you going to let him die while you act so selfishly!?”

Those words Rousseau spoke rang true. My conscious knew he was right, but my rage wanted to destroy Tiras for what he had done to me and my family. “SHIT!” I yelled as I brushed off Rousseau's hands.

The unharmed warrior had already attached the fallen one on his back and motioned for me to do the same with Itust. With strong twigs and leaf paste, Rousseau helped fashion Itust on my back. He was breathing deep but shallow breaths; he looked to be lung-shot. With the island in free-fall now, we jumped off the ledge and spread our arms. This time, the Tongwa responded immediately and shot their wings out from underneath my skin. The extra weight didn't seem to bother them, as I was able to glide just fine.

Debris from the falling island dotted the sky, which we constantly had to dodge. Rocks, trees, dirt and even animals were among the obstacles we faced. Rousseau pointed his arms down and began to dive bomb. I stayed close to the shore but near the water in case we fell. I was about two-hundred feet above the ground when a large rock slammed into Itust and we began to spin violently. The Tongwa's wings couldn't hold the lift. With a huge splash, we landed in the water.

Thankfully, I was able to land feet first but Itust's head slammed into the back of mine, which really hurt. I climbed to the surface as fast as I could. When we popped up, I could hear Itust moan; the sea water must've stung his wounds. With all of my strength I began to swim for shore but we were a ways out. I looked over to see the island we were on about to crash down into the ocean. “Oh shit…”

In the blink of an eye a huge tidal wave raced toward us. We were swept up almost instantly. Itust had broken away from me as we were tossed through the blue cascade. It felt like I was in a tornado and nothing more than a rag-doll being played with. With great force, the wave slapped down on the sand and grabbed anything along with it. All of the settlements that the Zindaqean's had established were flooded over as the waves flew right through into the small forest. I was smacked constantly by trees and rocks. As the wave died down, I was tossed in the air before hitting my head on a tree branch, knocking me out cold.







Chapter 14

Zon

As the way it was now, these floating marvels from Zindaqe's past would become only a memory. In a warrior's soul, seeing a respectable aspect of any culture being lost is hard to stomach. Our strength was needed.

Roya and her people led us back to the village and we began the evacuation. I hustled them to the Heaven's Gate to safely return to the sands. Some cried, others looked scared and some could hardly walk knowing their islands were falling. Weak feelings were uncommon in my culture and a warrior had no room for it in his life. A warrior couldn't give in to weakness or he would be slain. Yet, despite this, traveling with this group had opened me up a little. I saw that expressing one's self was a sign of strength, not the opposite.

Sometimes I would want to talk openly with my Grandfather, about my parents that were slain or of life's struggles. He always told me to be stronger, and that the enemy would devour weakness if they saw it. This was not to say we Shinjins weren't welcoming or grateful. We always make sure to make up for hospitality, and these villagers welcomed us with open arms. I would defend them.

I peered up to the island Rousseau and Strafe should've been on to see it falling toward the ocean. It wasn't directly above us, but close enough I feared would still cause damage. I helped all of the villagers to the gate until I came across a small child with only a ragged pale shirt on and ripped shorts. They were crying in a small hay shack and holding a home-made teddy bear. Nobody else was around and debris was beginning to sprinkle on the island, first small rocks and then bigger boulders. I ran forward and grabbed the child who was scared out of their mind. I held them over my shoulder at first but he moved down so he could put his face into my shoulder. I had never been close to a person like this, let alone a child before in my life.

The Shinjin Warrior Creed, which I had abided by in blood when I was 17, was to protect my people at all cost. Usually I ended up slaying others to do so. Something, maybe where my heart used to be, began to feel warm. It hurt at first because it had been cold for so long. This child, maybe five years old, looked into my eyes crying, and I knew then that being a warrior meant more than killing, but standing up for people in need. Seeing how much this child was depending on me to save him brought the greatest battlefield epiphany I had ever experienced. War costs all sides dearly, but no child should watch this much blood spill. I would now fight to end this unendurable human suffering.

I held the child close as we waited our turn to return to the sands. Huge boulders had fallen down and some crashed down on the shacks and homes of the villagers. One man next to me was crushed into a bloody puddle as I jumped out of the way to dodge it.

It was raining death.

Lady Nefertiti and Roya stood strong and helped evacuate as many as they could until it was me and the child only left.

“Yoichi, hand me the child! I will take him down!” Roya commanded.

I nodded and began to hand him over but he began to scream and fuss. He wanted to stay with me but I knew statistically he faired 79% better at surviving with Roya so I pushed him into her arms. Roya held him like a mother holding a child but he still reached an arm out towards me and cried. I stood there before turning around and looking at Lady Nefertiti but my heart, my weakened heart, spoke and said this child needed to be calmed. I turned back and walked over to him and patted the side of his head, and then pulled out one of my bandanas to wrap around his neck. Written on the bandana, it read, “Ichigo, Ichi-e,” and it meant to treat each encounter as once in a lifetime.

He smiled and hugged me, which caught me off-guard. Instinctually I had reached for my dagger, but I was too late. I was slower than a child now.

“You have done an unforgettable good deed for us Yoichi, I will see you by the ocean,” Roya said.

Roya and the child used the Heaven's Gate to jump down safely to the ground and waved to us. These gates didn't require Tongwa wings to navigate. The Gate would transport us down safely. I looked down but felt my instincts kick in and saw a boulder flying straight toward where I was standing. Before I even had time to teleport out of the way, Lady Nefertiti pushed me safely out of the way. I was knocked down but rolled over onto my hands and knees. Sand clouded the impact zone and I had to wait momentarily before seeing something that made my heartache. Lady Nefertiti's legs had been crushed and she was pinned beneath the boulder.

The Heaven's Gate had been destroyed, eliminating my escape. I felt a large shift in the island as it began to rock and roll upon its descent. I tried to use my Kusarigama to secure myself from falling but landed right in front of Lady Nefertiti. With my sword I sliced at the rock, but couldn't shatter it. I would soon be graved in the islands my grandfather had dreamed about visiting his whole life. There was some peace to this ending. To my surprise, in fluent Shinjin, I heard a voice say, “Yoichi-Sah, there is still a chance.”

I looked down and saw Lady Nefertiti looking into my eyes with her last bits of remaining strength. She could hardly move. “How do you know my language?” I said in shock.

“Little do most people know Yoichi-Sah, but I am half Shinjin. My mother traveled here long ago and married my father here, a Zindaqean. On behalf of the Emperor, I order you to give me that dagger.”

Saying, “On behalf of the Emperor,” in our culture was a code. It meant that this person was ready to die in the name of defending our Emperor and they were afforded one final request. I obliged immediately and handed it to her. Without hesitation, she slit into her wrists and exposed the Tongwa living beneath her skin. She looked up to me and said,

“My brother, there is still much for you to do. I know how you think, how you feel. You are a warrior but you cannot live this way forever. You need to let others into your life and into your heart because it does no good to live alone.” She grabbed my wrists, “You must take them and make them one with your soul. Take them with you to Shinjo and fly through our beautiful mountains. That is my final request.”

My lip quivered at the discovery that Lady Nefertiti was Shinjin and she was sacrificing herself to save me, a stranger she owed nothing to. She was so young too. I stood tacitly as I looked deep into her soulful eyes and let her Tongwa crawl on me. They acted quickly and dug into my flesh. I cringed but didn't make a sound as they bit onto my bones. After rubbing my wrists, the Tongwa spread their wings and provided me a way to escape. Before I jumped away, I reached down and for the second time in my life I hugged a woman. I whispered, “I will forever honor what you have done for me my sister.”

She smiled before closing her eyes. I jumped away and rode the wind currents to dodge the last of the debris. I watched as the island crashed into the ocean. Never had my life meant more after being saved by Lady Nefertiti. She believed in me, and lost her life in the defense of mine. The ultimate sacrifice; the meaning broke through a wall I had held up for so long in my life. I flew to safety as tears flowed down my face for the first time since I had held a sword, and it was long overdue. Emotions find a way out, one way or another, and the longer they are suppressed the stronger they emerge. I would fight every day to prove her sacrifice was not in vain.







Chapter 15

Strafe

Everything had happened so fast; there was nothing more we could've done. That's what I had to tell myself as I witnessed yet another city fall to the Senti. Tiras had told me that their dream was a unified world with no war. Earth already was like that! We proved that peace was possible under multiple flags. I'd always wished for us to love and care for one another. The thing is though, is if we love something, we cannot control it at the same time.

I remember falling into the depths of the ocean. Darkness was encroaching all around me, and my body began to shiver. My eyelids felt like one-hundred-pound weights, trying to close on me.

I didn't fall too far before I felt an arm cradle my head, shoulders and legs. Looking to my right for the one who was holding me, I couldn't make out the face, as it was shining in the bright blue water. Their touch was warming and familiar. There was a long bandana around the person's head and the same necklace as my father's. Dad?

They brought me to the surface and I remember gasping for air and coughing up water. Wherever I was it was humid and dark. Shadowy figures kneeled over me and turned me to my side to help get the water out. There was a bit of blood that came out too, which was worrisome.

We weren't stationary, as I could smell burning gas and oil from the Mag Truck and felt the treads moving across the sands. After letting my eyes adjust to the light, I looked around to see a few survivors from Zindaqe. Zon had his sword hilt resting on his forehead with his eyes closed, lying against the side of the truck. Roya was nowhere to be seen. When I sat up, Rousseau sat across from me. My ribs and head were tender from being thrown around on the rocks and trees. For the rest of the ride I made sure not to touch them much.

“That's some hangover face you got there, mate,” Rousseau ribbed.

“Ah,” I groaned as I squinted and rubbed my neck, “Yeah, something like that.”

One of the Zindaqueans walked by and put a hand on Rousseau's shoulder and he nodded back. The Zindaquean then went back and sat down with his family. “What happened?” I asked.

“Well, some huge islands fell out of the sky and flooded everything mate. It was pretty hard to miss!” Rousseau described as he clapped his hands in an animated fashion, representing the splashdown.

“Yeah, I got that. How did we end up on a Mag Truck?” I responded.

“Ah, I gotcha. Well, when the wave crashed down, I was still in the air. I didn't glide down until after that it died down. Poor bastards,” Rousseau explained as he shook his head, “I kept gliding in circles and catching wind currents. Roya was helping everyone evacuate far into the forest when the water caught up to them. This was one of the three trucks that had made it far enough to miss getting swept away. Zon hasn't said anything the entire ride.”

“So, what happened to everyone else? Did you see Yessa, Argenta or Roya? Tom? Itust?” I asked.

“I'm sorry mate, I don't know where any of them are. Roya's truck is supposedly 5 kilometers northeast of us but they aren't communicating back. I kept my eye on your aura after you fell down and made sure to get you to a truck safely. We're trying to keep within radio distance but they keep moving,” he explained.

“So, we're heading toward the coast, to travel to Crotona?” I concluded.

“Yes, that's our last card in the deck mate. We have to let the world know how serious this is,” Rousseau assured.

“I hate how the people close to us are getting hurt from this,” I sighed.

“We will save them, despite the bloody pain. We have to push on, it's the only way to save your wolfie!” Rousseau reminded me.

“Aren't you worried about your King and cousin trying to capture you? We need Roya too before we can go there!” I said, “I'll try to look for her.”

Closing my eyes, I saw a bright green dot in front of me. Looking around in a full circle, I couldn't see a yellow one right away. Faintly, I picked her up far off in the distance. Roya was alive but we didn't know anything else about her situation.

“Did the Senti storm the beaches?” I asked Rousseau.

“Yes sir. There wasn't much any of us blokes could do about it either. It looked like an army had descended from all those ships,” he said.

“Don't worry Strafe, Yessa and the rest have strong and special hearts. They wouldn't have gone down so easily,” Zon spoke up. He stood up and grabbed a handle on the ceiling as he joined the conversation.

“I never got to tell Itust how grateful I am,” I lamented.

“He believed enough that his sacrifice was worth it for you to push on and save his people. He was a brave soul,” Zon assuaged, he looked like he was speaking about someone else.

“We need to get to Crotona, immediately. This can't wait any longer!” I asserted.

Zon turned and looked out the window. He looked to be caught between two sides, as he curled his lip. Rousseau stepped away and went to care for some of the Zindaqueans. Zon then sighed and tilted his head to the floor.

“Something the matter?” I asked him.

Zon gripped onto the handle with both hands and turned his body to the window. While looking out he said, “Strafe, before this journey, I never thought that the outside world could be this kind and generous. Where I'm from, there are lots of traditions, and most are limited to the Shinjins. The outside world is rarely admitted. I thought it was the same everywhere.”

He began to rub his wrists, and I noticed a similar scar like the one I had. He looked back out the window, “While I was helping the others to evacuate, the island began to fall down, fast. Your island fell first but mine fell at a quicker pace. The link between the Heaven's Gate had been destroyed and I faced certain death. Knowing the inevitable outcome, one of the Zindaqueans knelt down in front of me. They told me that I was a part of something much greater than them, and that my survival would contribute to the end of this conflict. At first I couldn't accept, but they told me that this would mean a lot to them, and that those are the only kinds of gifts worth giving. 'You need to let others into your life and into your heart because it does no good to live alone,' this islander told me. These words I will remember for the rest of my life.”

“You accepted the Tongwa…but they gave you their own instead of new ones?” I concluded.

“There was no time. It was painful knowing that we both could not leave together,” Zon replied.

“An islander that you didn't know gave you theirs?”

“No, a person whose soul will walk with mine forever. Too young she was. Her name was Nefertiti,” Zon sighed.

For the rest of the trip, we kept to ourselves mostly. Throughout the entire time we'd been together, I hadn't seen Zon open up like that. He kept his eyes toward the ocean coast, where the once floating islands rested broken and in pieces in the ocean. A clear, blue tear rolled down his cheek as the ocean slowly drifted out of view.

A day later, we'd made it to the coast. Surprisingly, the Senti didn't follow; maybe they thought everyone was dead. We were at a port town, a line of trade one could say. Besides some Zindaqueans that ran the place, it was full of foreigners like us. It looked to be a link between the North and South continents and cultures from both sides had come together to form an entirely different flavor. The air smelled of all sorts of aromas from around the world, most prevalent being the sea itself. It rested in a crescent valley that sloped slightly down toward the waterline.

Flying to Crotona was a dangerous gamble we decided. There was too much risk that the Senti would notice us. Thankfully, trade ships crossed the Metagean Sea on a regular basis with travelers. Riding a ship across would allow us to sneak in easier to Crotona in case they had a large presence there. The journey across would take one week, but I didn't mind. I'd never been on such a long ocean voyage. I was excited to give it a try.

Both of the Mag-Trucks that we rode on we parked near a large garage filled with heavy lifting machines and other vehicles. We had around fifteen families with us with no money to spare, many of them with children. The only thing we needed was to buy tickets to cross the sea, and thankfully we already had enough on us to do so. We decided that once we met up with Roya that we would try selling the trucks and giving the money to the families so they could have a little something to get back on their feet. It was the least we could do.

Rousseau's mind seemed to be in two places, as he had trouble finishing sentences and actions. Every so often he would close his eyes and look to find Roya and Tom. Sometimes I had to shake his shoulder to help him focus. I'd never seen him like this since we found out he was a banished prince.

We waited half the day and decided we needed to go out and find Roya. Zon and I managed to broker a deal with a few traders to buy our Mag-Trucks. They weren't too keen on them being stolen Senti vehicles. One of the traders said he needed parts badly and another told us that the Senti vehicles were some of the most reliable in the world, which was why he was willing to take the chance.

Once both were sold for a fair price, we gave as much money to the families as we could so they could get to where they needed to. We rented some Mag-Cycles to go find our friends. Rousseau flew off quickly; it was as if his senses had been restored.

“His heart is always on his sleeve. Something his enemies will take advantage of,” Zon commented as he watched Rousseau fly away.

“Wouldn't you feel the same way, about someone you love?” I retorted.

“The Senti have taken everything from me. My family has already been lost in the chaos of war. There is nothing left in my heart but to avenge their memory,” Zon replied coldly; he too flew up and away on the Mag-Cycle.

“One cannot find inner peace through outer violence,” I remembered Professor Sighter saying one day, “It is only through the act of forgiveness and expressing your pain that the heart may move on.”

I hopped on the cycle and rode off.

 

The air was warm and dry in the midday. It was strange to go from humid to dry so quickly, but that's how deserts work. I put on some shades that were in a compartment of the cycle to help take away the incredible amount of glare reflecting off of the sands. Zon was within visual distance while only the vapor cloud from his Mag-Cycle was traceable from Rousseau. We traveled for about half an hour before we got close to Roya's and Tom's aura. There was a smoke cloud visible in the distance. It stood out clearly.

Rousseau already landed when we touched down. The coolest thing I liked about the Mag-Cycles was that unless they were docked at a charging station, they always hovered instead of resting on the ground. It was the same back on Earth too.

We saw the final Mag-Truck that had survived. It seemed that the engine had died on the way over and I could still hear it choking on fumes. There were some people resting in the shadows of the Mag-Truck but we didn't see Roya anywhere.

“Hey!” I yelled, “Is anyone injured? We're here to help!”

Stricken with dehydration and fatigue, the survivors could only wave to us. We looked around and found only five survivors alive out of the fifteen on board. The rest hadn't made it. A familiar face popped out of the back of the truck, with a look of grimace. It was Roya, and from how dry her lips were, we could tell she was sick. Her owl Fena greeted us from the top of the truck.

“Roya,” Zon assuaged; he put her arm over his and helped lay her down against the truck. He popped open his water jug and gave her a drink.

“Thank Ren,” Roya said softly between drinks; she had a raspy voice, “I thought dead for both of you.”

“We need to get you all back to the city immediately!” I said, but Roya shook her head.

“No Strafe,” she replied, “Take care of the others first. I'll be okay.”

After I patted her on the shoulder, I walked around to the back and entered the cycle. Inside was cooler than outside but still hot. It was dark, which made it hard to outline the figures near the back. The echo of stepping on the metal floor permeated through the truck as I walked down the lane. When I finally got to the figures, I was both happy and saddened by what I saw. To the left and right sat Yessa and Argenta, and on the floor holding Tom Flint in his arms was Rousseau.

His eyes were wide and his mouth shivering as he held his lover. Yessa held her head down while Argenta was sobbing. Tom Flint…was gone. There was a life-less tint to his usually bright skin that I'd never seen before. Like many of the others, Tom Flint was another soul that the desert heat had claimed today.

“Rousseau…” is all I could muster out.

Rousseau began crying on Tom Flint's chest as if just by saying his name, it had finally sunk into his psyche. I knelt down on one knee and put my right arm over my left breast and my left hand on the metal plate. I'd noticed that Rousseau had his aura turned on and it wasn't mono-colored anymore. Green and black tattoos intertwined across his body and a gust of wind blasted through the Mag-Truck. When he turned to look at me, his retinas were half black, half green. Did Tom transfer his power to Rousseau?

With my eyes closed and head tilted down, I personally thanked this man for everything he had done for us on this journey. He'd risked his life to help us breach into the capital of a hostile state, coached the Rodin Pirates to a national title and saved us from becoming prisoners to the Senti. There was no one more worthy of the title of hero than our dear friend. Someone who could never be replaced, had lost his life too soon.

I rose to my feet and looked at Argenta, who started sniffling. I looked to my left where Yessa was sitting. Doing the only thing I could, I extended a hand out to both of them. At first, they hesitated and looked at each other, but then each took my hand and I brought them close to me for embrace. We hugged and mourned together. The girls didn't cry any tears. Their dehydration was becoming serious.

Zon stepped into the vehicle and expressed a true sign of respect by bowing down to a 90 degree angle. He closed his eyes and turned around, “Strafe, we need to start moving these survivors back to the port. They will not last much longer.”

Wiping the tear off my cheek, I nodded and said,

“Yeah, the others would be happy to see them.”

As I held them both close, Rousseau turned to us and said,

“Strafe. I, I, I need to talk to Argenta for a moment mate.”

She turned to him, and then to me; I nodded, “I'll be right outside.”

After helping Argenta over to Rousseau, Yessa and I walked into the shadow of the Mag-Truck. Zon and Roya had explained that they would take back the remaining two survivors back on Zon's Cycle. I told them I would take care of Yessa and Rousseau would get Argenta. Fena flew alongside them.

Yessa sat down next to me in the cool sand as we watched Zon and Roya take off. She was holding my hand and noticed the scar the Tongwa had given me. She caressed it back and forth in the loving way we always had been with each other. Then she leaned her head on me, “Strafe, did they hurt you?”

“No, this was a gift from the Zindaqueans. I can fly now,” I explained.

“Hmm,” she smiled, “So now you won't fall into gorges anymore right?”

We laughed.

When we caught our breath, I looked her in the eyes, “Yessa, I'm sorry that I got you involved in this. I never wanted to have anyone get hurt because of me, and you've had to endure what nobody else should have to. All of this has come and gone so fast, and I will never let anyone hurt you again.”

“I'm, I'm sorry too. This isn't your fault, you didn't start this war and you can't be in two places at once. Everything about you has changed Strafe, you're not the same guy I knew back home who was, reckless and brash. You are a part of something much bigger than yourself now. We both carry burdens. You've become a man who has taken responsibility, and that's more than the world can ask from you. And as for me, I'm American, just like you. Nobody was going to break me down, ever,” Yessa replied.

“It's funny how your words can wash away all the dust that has tainted me ever since that day. The thought of never seeing you or everyone from back home tore at my very soul…My brother is alive Yessa! I need to save him and Brutus. I fear Gain has lost his way, but I won't give up on trying to save him either. The Senti have all of them. Having you back though, is worth more than you can imagine,” I told her as I caressed her cheek.

I leaned in and kissed her dry but soft lips and held her like I did before back home. It reminded me that all of my best times in my life had been with her.

We then stood up and saw that Argenta and Rousseau stood outside. They had decided to take Tom Flint back to the port and have his ashes spread in the ocean so that he could travel the world. Yessa rode back with me and Argenta rode with Rousseau and Tom back to the port.

Once we returned, we set up arrangements with the local guards to go scavenge the wreck and bring back the deceased Zindaqueans in exchange for rights to the Mag-Truck.

When the scavengers had returned with all the bodies, the family and community members held a Zindaquean traditional funeral. The Tongwa were removed and put into cages before they would be set free to perform their final act of mating. Afterwards, they would die. Each of the Zindaqueans were wrapped in old tree leaves and coated in aromas and oils believed to help Ren find them in order to guide them safely into the afterlife.

It was believed that this aroma would help the Tongwa find their old master's scent and follow them after they had laid their eggs. In most cases, bodies were cremated individually, but due to time constraints they would all be sent away together.

Before the ceremony began, Argenta and Rousseau had asked for a small request, and that was for Tom Flint to be included. The elders said they'd never done this with a foreigner before, but would pay him the respect he deserved for helping to save them.

Once all the deceased were prepared, they were placed near the ocean line and covered in burnable leaves we bought from the local market. Like candles being lit on a cake, one by one the Zindaqueans went down the row and started the fire to free their spirits. Rousseau held Argenta close as the bushel around Tom Flint was ignited and we stood behind them as the sun disappeared into the horizon. There were songs and chants sung in Zindaquean. I said one more prayer to Tom Flint before his bushel had burned away, “Long live the memory of you sir, master of the Rodin Pirates.”







Chapter 16

Rousseau

I'd struggled for so long, trying to hide who I was. Now, the person who understood and loved me the most, was gone.

It was the most painful heartache I'd ever experienced. Nobody should have the love of their life die in their arms so young. Some say that true love is once in a lifetime, and I was struggling with the fact I may never have that again. Tom was more than a lover to me, he was my best friend and closest ally. Before he died, he passed onto me his Power of Luck. I noticed that my tattoo on my leg had changed. Neither of us were fortunate to see each other for more than a few seconds before he died.

After my father had been assassinated by my uncle, I couldn't trust any blokes, even my own people. I ran as fast as I could, but my uncle's cronies kept coming. It was pure chance that Tom and his pirates had infiltrated the lower bowels of the castle and had been stealing from us that I ran in. Knowing them not to be Yuwherian, I said, “Help! I'm an escaped prisoner and if you don't help me I will be forced to tell you were stealing from the King!”

What pirate could want that? The next thing I knew, they had brought me onto their ship, the Bullrose, and took off before the guards could reach us. They were strange looking, that was for sure, and some smelled like pigs.

One of them in particular caught my eye, the Captain. He was beautiful, but I couldn't tell if he had an interest in men. All I did until we got out of Yuwherian airspace was kept to myself and did what they told me. One of the pirates, a girl, came up to me, “Cap'n wants to talk to ya.” Later I would find out it to be Charity, the real Charity. I'd no idea that she would be assassinated.

I followed her to the Captain's room and she nudged me in and shut the door. He was sitting in his chair but it was turned around so I couldn't see him. I cleared my throat, “You wanted to speak to me?”

Slowly, the chair spun around and the man was smoking a big cigar, blowing smoke rings. With a big smile, he put out the cigar in an ash tray and held his fingertips out, tapping them together. He leaned forward and said, “Ye know, the stuff we were stealin', ain't worth a damn. You though, Mr. Prince, will be worth quite a booty! Me question though, is why ye said ye was a prisoner?”

Trying to disguise myself, I replied, “I'm not the Prince. You're mistaken.”

“Don't play dumb with me boy, a prisoner don't be wearin' royal clothin'! Ye talk like a Royal too, no manners! Now, tell me what be goin' on or I'll have ye swimmin' with the sharks!”

 

After explaining what had happened, the Captain was dumbfounded. He turned in his chair and began scratching his head. He turned back to me, “Damn. Sorry to hear this boy. I called Yuwheria me home years ago. Ye father, aye, he was a good man. Dastard way to go down, I hope ye mother will be okay.”

“She, she is strong. Stronger than any woman I know. She will get to the bottom of the murder.”

“Well, if there be anything ye need, let me know. We be headin' for Crotona to meet up with the people who paid us to almost get killed sneakin' into ye castle! Ahahaha! Don't let these knuckleheads mess with ye! 'Member! Ye a damn prince for goodness sake!” the Captain laughed.

“Just give me a bed to sleep in, I reckon to hit the hay and count some sheep,” I said.

As I begin to reach for the door, he was behind me with a hand on my shoulder. He turned me around and looked deep into my eyes. I couldn't tell if he felt what I felt, but when he leaned in and kissed me, I never knew what we would become.

We spent the next few months together, and I was enjoying my new life as a Rodin Pirate. There was a deep part of me concerned for the crown and my country but another side that was happy to be free from the shackles of royalty. Life as an outlaw was exhilarating as it was liberating; we gave to the poor and stole from the rich. Isn't that a switch?

 

One day we received a mission to go to Shinjo, and that was where I met Zon. It was a cloudy day, with a light drizzle of snow. The village we were to pillage had been destroyed. Nothing but smoldering remains of wooden houses and the dead. “Hey! I found a live one here!” Charity yelled.

Buried beneath a pile of wood was a young man, looked to be around my age, with a sword in his hand. There were strange blue tattoos all over his body, and when Charity went to touch him, he vanished. “Whoa!” we gasped.

Out of the corner of my eye I saw a figure falling from the sky. Zon was coming down to slice me, but I deflected his attack and he rolled down on the ground. The pirates had their guns cocked and pointed at him. He got up slowly and used his sword to prop himself up. Blood covered his face.

“Easy there lad! Don't do anything stupid, and we won't hurt ye!” Tom said to him.

“Are you, the Yuwherians?” Zon said between breaths, he looked exhausted.

Tom looked at me, and shook his head 'no' and replied, “We be nomads mate, not from Yuwheria.”

Zon collapsed into the snow, unconscious. We tried to take the sword out of his hand, but he wouldn't let go.

“Must be his ninja power!” one of the pirates joked.

“He was asking if we were Yuwherians; Tom, I need to know if my people did this,” I told him.

“Aye, take him aboard mates. And don't forget to tie him down, will ye!? Don't need any heads rollin',” he told his pirates.

 

Once he had time to rest, Tom, Charity and I went down to Zon's cell to question him. He was in a straight-jacket, and there was a strange glowing stone hanging from the ceiling. It made me feel weird when I looked at it. Zon was sitting there, meditating, when Tom pulled up a chair and sat in front of him. With his cigar and a big smile, he said, “Tell us a little story about, hmm, why ye was left to die in ye village?”

Eyes closed, he replied, “I was not left to die. My village was attacked, by a winged-warrior and their Yuwherian forces. I must find the surviving members of my clan and kill who was responsible. If you do not free me, I will kill you as well.”

“Ho ho! That be some threat from a man with nowhere to go! I saw what ye could do to and had this Siopi Stone brought down to stop ye from cuttin' off our heads. Any who, ye be coming with us until we figure out what we want to do with ye, so get comfy,” Tom said as he walked out the door, Charity followed him.

I needed to know more, if Yuwherian forces actually did this to his village. When he said 'winged-warrior,' that could have been only one person, Argenta, my cousin.

“Listen, I, I am sorry for what happened to your village. No average wanker did that back there, I can see. But, when you said Yuwherian Forces, this makes no sense to me mate. I was close to the Royal Family and they never had any intentions of attacking Shinjo. Are you sure…” I questioned before getting cut off.

“Make no mistake, pirate, it was so. I cut down many of them before blacking out while fighting the winged-warrior. She was the only one to be able to lay a hand on me, and, I am surprised they did not finish me off. Their mistake will come back to haunt them, one-hundred fold.”

“If this is true, I want to get to the bottom of this as well! Let me help you find out who started this,” I pleaded.

With stern eyes, he looked up and said, “You have power, like I do. Nobody else has reacted to this stone like you did. We are, on the same path. My grandfather told me stories of people possessing power like this, and while I don't believe in magic, there is something to this transformation. I have people in Soria; if you want to help, take me there and let me go.”

“On one condition, you let me help you investigate who really attacked your village,” I countered.

“Hmm,” Zon shrugged, “It is some world we live in now. The only way I can regain my honor is to trust someone without any.”







Chapter 17

Strafe

There was no greater friend to us than Captain Calico Tom Flint. His loss made the world dimmer and reminded me to never take our time with friends for granted. Seeing the people closest to me hurt wasn't something I was used to. Back in New Santa Barbara, my life was care-free, peaceful and promising. I used to wake up every day with a smile on my face, but now, every day was a challenge. Not only was I responsible for myself but I carried the weight of all those I cared about.

There were still no leads on Brutus' location and I felt frustrated. Seeing my brother his current state was painful. It was almost if there were two people inside him. The real Zixin was alive though, and I would find a way to save him.

The sea was a nice change of pace from all the Mag-Trucks, flying and typhoons we had experienced lately. Some of the others on board got sea-sick quickly, but it didn't happen to me until the third day. Our boat was all white except for the golden letters on the port side, which read in Zindaquean, Montoran. Roya said it meant “The Fun One.” I saw soon why because everyone on board was playing cards, dancing, singing and even swimming with a pod of dolphin-like creatures on the crew's breaks. The voyage was calming and the stars in the sky were magnificent at night.

I spent a lot of time with both Roya and Yessa. They were both in need of support, and I was really the only one here that could be there for them. Roya had just saw her home destroyed and Yessa had no idea where any of her friends here were alive. I wasn't expecting them to get along. To my surprise though, they walked in together holding hands.

They came in and lied down next to me and we slept together. We didn't have sex but embraced in bed. I think Roya's presence helped calm all of us. She did have the Power of Love after all. Sometimes circumstances can change people's perception of each other, especially in times of conflict. For now, I didn't have to choose between the two. I knew there would be a day when I would though. I loved Yessa but Roya was unlike anyone I had ever met before.

 

We were all happy to see land after the week on the ocean. As we approached the port, I was amazed at the city I saw. Crotona was so beautiful. The city surrounded a u-shaped inlet around the bay and had blue and white mountains in the background. There was a small checkpoint we had to cross. Local officers on boats rode beside us and boarded the ship for inspection. On the shoulder of their uniforms I saw an orange shield with a white cross, which Rousseau had told me was their flag. “Looks kind of Swiss,” I mentioned.

The hats they wore had a point sticking out of them and had a fuzzy orange ball at the tip. They chatted with the captain of our boat for a while before we were allowed to dock. “Sounds good Captain, you are cleared for port,” the officer blessed.

As we made our way inland, the smell of flowers permeated through the city. There was something special about this place, and it was very calming. Back home in New Santa Barbara I felt safe too but one had to be wary of their surroundings, especially at night. Here, no matter what time of day, even a lone woman could walk the streets without the fear of any attack.

“This is something else mate,” Rousseau marveled as he walked off the deck.

“The peace here reminds me of my country,” Zon said.

“It has always been this way, for hundreds of years. Crotona is known as the “peace-making city.” Coming back is always a pleasure,” Argenta explained.

“We'll need to warn everyone about the Senti's plans. Where can we go to do that?” I asked her.

“There is no need traveler, the World's Nations are already planning to meet to discuss the recent world events,” one of the officers piped in.

“So you already have heard?” Zon asked the man.

“The whole world has known for months now what happened in Soria. They are coming here to gather allies to confront the growing threat rising from Sentium,” the officer said, “Are you from Zindaqe?”

“In all my heart and mind,” Roya replied to him.

“My sincerest condolences. I must be off; the meeting will take place at the Grande Galerie de la Paix in the center of town on Wednesday. Good day my friends,” the officer said.

We said goodbye to all of the others who had crossed over with us and went to town to explore. We had three days before the meeting, and the foreign embassies were closed due to a national holiday. Zon wanted to rendezvous with any Whisper Warriors he could find, so he pardoned himself from the group. Roya wished to help the fellow Zindaqueans that came over on the boat file asylum paperwork. Rousseau said he just needed some time to think, which Roya was hesitant about. He told her he knew how to disappear, even in the biggest of cities. Argenta agreed to go with him as he soul-searched. That left Yessa and I to explore the city.

We went to see all the tourist attractions we could in the small window we had. I made sure to pick up a map and we were off! The first place we visited was the Progressors Wall, a site with four statues of men across Crotona who established the city as a place for peace. The statues and wall were engraved from a white marble and had some of their quotes etched into it. I thought it was a very powerful piece. Next up was an old Serenity Church of St. Catherine in the older side of the town. The church had been standing for over a thousand years and housed items that had dated back to such times.

Yessa's favorite attraction was the parks. Walking in the grass bare-footed felt incredible compared to the desert we had been trotting through for so long. In the middle of the city we walked to the Place of Together, which was dedicated to all the war victims of previous atrocities. It advocated for negotiation and the ban of anti-personnel mines. Of course, the one we all loved was the Rainbow Pinnochio. It was a wooden carved man with a top hat and mustache with wooden children sitting in front of him. He had a book open and was facing the kids but all of them were tattered with all the colors of the rainbow. The message I got was that books can open whole new worlds to us.

 

After the three days had passed, we all met up and stayed the night at a hotel. I had no idea that what followed in the morning would decide the fate of the world.







Chapter 18

Strafe

The sound of church bells chimed in at daybreak, and the timbre woke the city.

Representatives from around the world came to discuss recent events, most importantly the Senti aggression. All we hoped for was the best.

Once we reunited with the others I learned Rousseau and Argenta had pulled some strings to get us in as “witnesses.” I laughed and told them we should've been labeled “survivors.” Yessa agreed to come with us; she would be vital in our case. As I stepped out of the hotel lobby, I noticed a black Mag-limousine pull up to pick us up. The driver said, “No weapons are allowed near the building. You better leave them here.”

Once we secured them in a safe location, we got in the Mag-limousine and drove down to the Grande Galerie de la Paix in the heart of the town.

“Damn, these people really live full lives with no fear,” I whispered to Yessa as I looked out the window.

“Yeah, kinda like home,” she said as she leaned her head against my shoulder.

There were children running and playing in a nearby park and everyone seemed so happy. It was almost as if they were unaware of the war.

“Ignorance is a blessing we should all treasure. Politicians pay the price of knowing of all the terrible things this world creates,” Zon commented while looking at the sky.

“We unfortunately don't fall into either of those categories mate. Remember you're fighting for more than your own life now,” Rousseau told Zon.

“This is true, but I like how Zon talked. I wish to see the day when war is but stories, not real,” Roya sighed.

“Just show them your scars, and point to the people responsible. That's all we can do,” Argenta replied.

When we arrived, the place was lined with reporters, soldiers and politicians. The President of Crotona, Frédéric de la Croix, was there, along with many other nations' leaders and representatives. We were quickly whisked inside by security. The hall was massive, and national flags from all over Eternia were present hanging from the ceiling. It looked like a mix between an opera house and a congressional building. Beautiful architecture of marble and wood lined the walls. We followed our liaison down to our seats.

The meeting room was extravagant. On the base floor rested wooden tables that were layered in rows in front of each other in a circle. From the looks of it, over 200 nations were going to be represented here today. We sat up in the elevated stadium-like seating, along with local media, soldiers and translating personnel. We didn't have to wait long for the leaders to enter the floor and take their seats. I kept my eye out and soon enough, the Senti leader, Zhanist Ganser, came and took a seat at his table. Up in the stands across the room I also noticed a few familiar faces, ones with which I had unfinished business with, namely General Taleri Ganser, Captain Knight Hendrick Valender and Gain. If Tiras had made it, it would've been a chance to get some real payback, but he must've been recovering from me blasting his face off.

Rousseau began to see red when King Abel Othen the VII walked in. His cousin Marcio sat in the stands above the King. He leaned over to me, “There's a lot of asshats here mate, I don't like the looks of this.”

“Yeah, but if we make a scene, that won't make us look any better. We have to just wait for our turn to speak,” I replied.

“I had to use my pseudonyms for all of us to gain access into the conference today. Apparently we are wanted terrorists in Yuwheria,” he informed me.

I looked back at him puzzled, but wasn't surprised to hear us labeled so. We did shoot a hole in their castle after all. The conference began with the Crotonan President, Frédéric de la Croix, welcoming everyone, “Esteemed Colleagues from around the world, Bienvenue à Crotone, welcome to Crotona. We have gathered today to speak on dire events that have cascaded around the world. We wish to resolve this peacefully and delicately in order to restore tranquility to our planet. We will begin by discussing the events that happened in Soria and move from there. Each leader will have five minutes to speak on each subject.”

After de la Croix was finished, the conference began. One by one, the leaders would speak their minds on the recent events, most of whom were disturbed by the aggression of the Senti. Beneivian President Lorena Maldonado said she was deeply irked by the destruction left in the wakes of Senti-led island collapse in Zindaqe and demanded they give an explanation. Dennar President Nils Oye called the attack on the capital of Dhenfen'Ce “an unjustified atrocity of aggression.” Every time the Senti leader Zhanist Ganser spoke, he told the room that the Senti were on a mission of justice and peace, not aggression,

“Sentium does not wish war, we only wish to unite the world. Differences in thought and action have forced us to defend not only ourselves and our interests, but our planet as well. We cannot live in a world any longer where we are divided. For as long as we are, there will be war. While we are moving toward this inevitable future, there have been those whom have tried to stop our progress. And we are willing to defend our progress with force if we must.”

The only countries that seemed to be buying it were Yuwheria and Shinjo, to Zon's disappointment, “Why is my Prime Minister siding with the ones who attacked us!?”

“Maybe they have deceived them still?” Roya suggested.

“They wouldn't be the first country to get duped,” Argenta agreed.

“Strafe, I'm seeing something bad happening here. I can't make it out clearly, it's like there's a Siopi Stone around,” Yessa informed me.

Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed the Sorian President, Thomas Kennington, stand up to begin his speech. He reminded me of our President back home, a man who radiated greatness, “Ladies and gentlemen, I thank you for your time. I have come here today to cast light on the shadows that Commander Zhanist has been casting on you all. It has been three months since my country has been attacked and we have been at war against aggression. We've been in talks with many of our allies and they too have witnessed extreme acts performed by the Sentium Empire. Unjustified land grabs and acts of terror have no place in our world and I am calling on Sentium to immediately end their campaign of war and death. Their true reason is world domination, and we for one, will never bow down or back out. I am here on behalf of my nation not to negotiate out of fear, but because we never fear to negotiate. My friends, this madness must end.”

As elegant as his demeanor and suit, President Kennington sat down and was greeted with applause. The next leader to speak offered to give his speaking time back to Zhanist for a response but he declined. So it passed on to the next leader, whom also offered Zhanist a response. Finally, after the third leader offered their time, Zhanist accepted the offer and stood up slowly with a look of determination and melancholy, “I have listened to you all with tender respect. Unfortunately our mission to save the human race is too important to stop. My friends, I hope one day you will look back and see we did the right thing.”

Before any of us or the leaders could even act, Zhanist was nowhere to be seen and a legion of Senti stormed into the hall with weapons. I looked across the room and saw Taleri, Hendrick and Gain all jump down and start attacking the Crotonan soldiers that were guarding the hall. Marcio was nowhere to be found, but neither was Rousseau or Argenta. “Where'd they go?” I asked.

“They ran after Marcio and King Othen. They were quicker than a cut from my sword,” Zon told me.

Apparently King Othen must've known about the surprise attack and had also vanished. “Shit! I ain't letting these assholes go down without a fight!” I yelled.

“Let me help you Strafe, I'll tell you what to do!” Yessa told me.

Chaos had erupted on the debate floor. People were running everywhere and there were brawls all over the place. Many of the politicians, including President Kennington, actually stood and helped fight against the Senti soldiers that were shooting at innocent civilians. We jumped down to the debate floor to help. Without my sword I was left with only my mitts, but I always loved a challenge.

One Senti soldier saw me and aimed his rifle at me, ready to shoot but I didn't see him. “Get down!” Yessa yelled.

I ducked as the shots passed over my head, then I picked up the large wooden table and threw it across the room at him. When it hit the soldier, it shattered into pieces and sent him flying on his back, motionless. Moving as fast as I could, I went to help President Kennington. He seemed to be the one leading the charge against the Senti. Protecting him was critical.

He had with him the Protective Service or as they called it PS members. They surrounded President Kennington as he was making his way out of the hall. I stayed near them as they moved toward the exit. The PS noticed me and threw me to the ground and put handcuffs on my wrists. I didn't fight back but my California ID fell out of my pocket and caught the eye of The President. He took it in his hand and looked into my eyes, “Are you hurt son? I've heard about you.”

I replied, “No Mr. President, I'm fine. We came here to warn the world about the Senti. We need to get out of here before their assassins find you!”

He nodded. PS un-cuffed me and I stayed with him as we got through the chamber doors and into the Greeting Hall. Here again, violence ensued. Senti soldiers fought with the Crotonans and other PS. I could overhear the PS with President Kennington talking with Sorian Special Forces coordinating an emergency evacuation on the rooftop. One group of Senti soldiers raised their weapons toward President Kennington but the PS drew their guns first and mowed them down. We ran toward an elevator and called it down. Fires were beginning to spread across the entire Grande Galerie de la Paix and bodies laid everywhere.

“I'm afraid the ink is running dry in this world,” President Kennington remarked.

There was a ding as the elevator doors opened. Half of the guns faced outward while the other half of the PS kept their eyes locked on the elevator. It was clear when it opened, and we all tried to load up. I was the last person in and when I stepped in, the elevator dinged at us and they noticed the weight limit had been reached. President Kennington tried to hit the upper level but the elevator would not budge. Trying to find a solution to the problem, one of the PS grabbed me by the shirt and pushed me out onto my back and said, “Sir, we don't have much time! We need to go!”

With look of disdain, President Kennington looked at him and said, “What do you think you're doing throwing him out like that!?”

“Sir, we don't know who this is or where he's from. Marinius 1 has landed on the roof ready for our extraction,” the Serviceman replied.

Pushing him out of the way, Kennington extended his hand to me to help me up and said, “That is not how we treat people. This man was here to testify against the Senti for their crimes committed in Dhenfen'Ce. Mr. Strafe Rocknus from New Santa Barbara.”

My eyes glazed over in amazement of the President. He knows who I am? After he got me to my feet, he patted me on the shoulder and smiled. Something caught his eye to the right of me, and everything seemed like to move in slow motion. Every sound went mute, my sense of smell diminished and my reflexes crawled to a snail's pace. With a smooth push, President Kennington moved me to his left just as a beam of light passed through his chest. I fell to the floor and covered my face. I saw the PS holding the President by his arms and pulling him inside as his heels dragged across the floor into the closing elevator doors. There was a blood stain at the spot where he was hit, and all I could do was sit there with my mouth to the floor, trying to digest what had just happened. The President had just took a bullet for me.

Everything in my body went numb. I couldn't do anything but lay there and shiver; the thought that the Sorian President was struck down flabbergasted me as I curled into a ball. The fire was spreading fast and after a few moments the heat momentarily restored my senses enough to look around to see who might have shot him. As I looked to my left, I felt an eerie feeling of vile and hatred emanating from behind a dark cloud. Someone was standing in it and making their way through. With his hand raised and still smoking from firing the shot, stood Barzakh.

I gasped. With a sinister smile on his face, he licked his dark black glove as if to be licking the blood off of it. He pointed his index finger and thumb at me and mimicked a gun shot. I could even read off his lips, “Bang.”

Then, with the same hand, he turned it towards a wall and blasted a huge hole through it. I had to shield my eyes from the dust and debris that followed, but after the smoke had cleared I put down my arm. Barzakh had disappeared. I got to my feet and ran after him through the hole he had made and noticed that it led to a ladder for the rooftops. I climbed it as quickly as I could and found myself on top of the Grande Galerie de la Paix. There was a harsh wind and the smell of burning wood in the air. I looked around but saw nothing but the moonlight and fire cascading over the building. “SHIT!” I blurted in disappointment.

Before I could notice it coming, a blast of energy hit me right in the chest and sent me flying back. I laid on my back cringing in pain as I pushed up with one hand. Standing about fifty feet away, was Barzakh.

“You don't have the President here anymore Strafe, you have to mind your surroundings,” Barzakh snickered. In a flash, he pounced over to me and grabbed me by my shirt and held me off the ground in front of him. He examined me from top to bottom, and then looked me in the face, “I really wanted to kill you both in one shot, but both in one night is almost as sweet.”

The more I looked at him, the more the striking resemblance I noticed. He was in my dreams, he looked just like me. Who was he? My brother? Or something else?

“Why do you look so much like me? Who are you? Why do you enter my dreams?” I demanded.

“Shut up!” he said as he backhanded me across the face, “Do not compare me to this bastard I inhabit. I am nothing like you humans. I am this one's master!”

“I remember you, you're from New Santa Barbara,” I said with one eye open, “I, I, I thought you were dead.”

When I looked into his yellow eyes, for a split second, like before, they reverted back to blue, the same color as mine. “Zixin,” I whispered.

An awakening look shot across his face and he dropped me to the floor. As I looked up at him, I noticed he dropped to one knee and had his hand on his ribs, like he was in pain. There seemed to be an internal fight against something inside his body. After a few moments, the twitching had stopped and he rose back to his feet and tilted his head up. Then he opened his eyes, and they flickered from blue to yellow before finally staying yellow.

“Hehehehehehhehehehe,” Barzakh snickered again.

“What have you done with my brother!? What have you done!?” I screamed.

Barzakh pointed at his face and replied, “If you're going to mad at anyone, be mad at this weakling for being gullible, hehehehe! He wanted more power, and that's what I gave him.”

“Why!? Why did my brother fall in love with power enough to let a demon take his soul?” I pleaded.

“Long ago, your mother told you your father had taken your brother and ran away, do you remember that? I know you do because you still cry about it every night! What had really happened was that Zixin had powers Earth had never seen before. Power that a plebian like you could never understand. Your parents sought advice and counsel to help Zixin find a way to harness his power without falling victim to it. Ahhhhrrgg, and that's where I came in,” Barzakh snapped.

“Why the hell would my brother have sided with you?” I shook my head in disbelief.

“Because of his power, your father brought him all the way to Eternia, to the Temple of the Dead. He was told by local clerics in Zindaqe that there was such a place he could bring his son to cure him, to set him free of the burden. Now how selfish is that, to waste such a beautiful talent of bloodletting, destruction and carnage! Hehehehe! You see, your father was tricked, like an idiot! It took five years to find the place, and by the age of ten, Zixin had become the most powerful human-being on the planet. In the Temple, the clerics, actually members of Federation, performed an ancient ritual. Zixin decided against it at the last moment, but they then turned on your father and went forward. They said if the ritual wasn't performed, Zixin would never see his family again. What a stupid little bastard, huh!” Barzakh explained.

“He will see his family again. Mark my words I will destroy you demon and return my brother and father home!” I stated.

“Oh, is that so!? Hahahaha! Think what you like, but your father has been dead for a long time boy! He was the first person I killed,” Barzakh said as he licked his lips.

I wasn't ready to hear those words. All my life I'd hoped of one day reuniting with my father, it was like part of me died. I felt like falling over; the only thing that kept me up was the vengeance that my heart was calling for. This demon had to die.

“And guess what Strafe! You will never win this war! You will never see your family again! You will never be worth a shit to anyone! And, you WILL NEVER FREE YOUR BROTHER!!! HE IS MY PET AND HE WILL BE MY VESSAL FOR ALL OF TIME!!!” Barzakh hissed at me.

I looked up at him with my fist clenched and eyebrows down and yelled, “THIS IS ALL YOUR FAULT! YOU BASTARD! I AM FREEING MY BROTHER AND KILLING YOU IN THE PROCESS! I'M NOT RUNNING AWAY ANYMORE! YOU WILL NOT HURT MY FAMILY ANY LONGER!”

It was go-time. Barzakh shot an energy blast at me but I jumped out of the way. I kept dodging the blasts that were a hairs length away before jumping up to an outpost.

I had to wall-run up and grab the ledge to make it up before Barzakh's blast shot a hole in the wall. I looked around for anything I could to help me fight him. There was a dead soldier that had a rifle on him which I grabbed quickly.

I took the rifle off safety and looked over the ledge to take a shot at him but he vanished. The blasts had stopped and it was eerily tacit.

My heart was beating out of my chest. Out of the corner of my eye I saw a flash of black and I shot a few rounds toward it. There were sounds of footsteps on the roof and I could hear Barzakh chuckling. I poured some shots at where the noise originated which left small holes that let the moonlight seep through. I had no time to react before Barzakh swung down off the roof and kicked me with both of his feet in my chest. The hit knocked the rifle off the outpost and me to my butt. I got up and turned on my aura, ready to go toe to toe with this bastard.

“Alright Strafe! That's more like it! Let's see what you've got!” Barzakh yelled in excitement.

He threw lightning fast punches at my head and I managed to dodge and block a few, but not before he clipped me in the cheek with a hard right. I went stumbling before I caught myself on the ledge, which gave me an idea. I was going to toss his ass on the roof! I came back and he licked his hand trying to taunt me. I faked him out by cocking my right fist back but instead kicked him in the knee with my left foot. He screeched and grabbed his knee in pain. I took advantage and threw everything I had with a right handed haymaker to his temple and sent him to the floor.

He hissed and shook his head and levitated back up to his feet sinisterly. Barzakh pointed at me and then started spinning very fast. He looked like a tornado of black as he moved all around the outpost. I had no idea what he was doing.

Before I could react he hit me with a high backwards roundhouse kick to my jaw. I hit the wall of the outpost again; my back slammed against it hard. I feel to my hands and knees; it took a second to get up after that hit.

There wasn't even time for a second breath before Barzakh had lunged at me and had his hands around my neck, pushing my body over the rail. His fingers dug in like knives and my throat felt like it was going to be crushed. I threw some punches at his ribs but he didn't flinch. “That's it! Time to die like the dog you are!” Barzakh smiled.

Black spots were dotting all over my vision as the oxygen was leaving my brain. I heard a strange sound, like a spinning blade from a helicopter as I laid there suffocating. With the small mobility I had I looked around but saw no vehicle. Instead, a small glimmer of silver raced toward us from the valley below. I heard a voice in my head say,

“Hold out your hand, and I will always be there for you.”

Is this, God, speaking to me?

I reached my right hand out and spread my fingers. It was the God Blade. It spun all the way into my hand and I took a swing with it at Barzakh. My swing went right across his face and all I saw was a flash of red as he screamed and fell to the floor. I grabbed my throat and massaged it for a second before looking up to see him rolling around on the floor, screaming in agony. He was holding his eye with his hands and there was blood flowing between his fingers. I held my sword up ready to strike him, but he held out his hand and a different voice called out to me, “Strafe, it's me, Zixin.”

I stopped dead in my tracks and was shocked to hear what my brother sounded like. His voice was beautiful and I wanted to run over and hug him. I took a few steps forward with my guard down, his head snapped up quickly and Barzakh snickered, “Sucker.”

Faster than light it seemed, Barzakh shot a blast of energy straight into my chest that tossed me right through the brick railing. It seemed like I fell 100 feet as I flew across the roof before slowed my descent with the Tongwa. I still landed on my chest and banged my head on the marble. I coughed up some blood and pushed up off with the roof with the tip of my sword.

Barzakh had jumped down and began to run at me, firing energy blasts. I deflected a few of them before one caught me in the shoulder and then he got in another three blasts before I was shot to my ass. Smoke was sizzling off my frayed clothes as I laid in agony.

Barzakh stood over me and stepped on my sword hand, making me drop the blade. Looking down at me with his non-bloodied eye, he cocked back his right hand. Pink and white energy crystals formed all around his knuckles and looked sharp as knives. He licked some of the blood dripping from his left eye near his mouth before he said, “Look what you've done to me Strafe. Well, I should say look what you've done to your dearest brother. Now I'm gonna feed you to that damn mutt.”

Barzakh was about to plunge his fist into my face but a giant set of teeth grabbed him. The creature viciously slapped Barzakh into the ground before throwing him across the roof. Standing guard over me, growling toward Barzakh, was Brutus. “Brutus!?” I said between coughing, “Did he bring you here!?”

Brutus turned to me and gave me a big kiss on my face, “Captain Ghennon freed me as they raided the Senti embassy. I told them I could help find you. Yessa is safe, she's with Roya. We need to leave!”

I stumbled to my feet after grabbing the God Blade and got on his back to ride. I looked over to Barzakh who was lying motionless. Behind me I noticed a small Mag-Ship piloted by a familiar face that I met back in Dhenfen'Ce, Captain Ghennon of the Sorian Aero Force. He hoped down from a rope and ran over to us, “We were about to evacuate but your wolf wouldn't let us. I looked down and who do I find but the guy who we've been looking for!”

“What took you so long Ghennon?” I joked.

We didn't have much time to celebrate before Barzakh got up, “AHHHHHGHGGHGHGHGH!!!!”

“Get outta here Captain! He'll kill us all!” I pleaded.

“Not a chance my friend. We never leave a man behind,” he replied.

Brutus growled as Barzakh looked at us. An evil smile came across his face and he snapped his fingers. Off in the distance was a loud explosion and a small tremor that followed. We looked across the bay and noticed a crystal structure that shot out of the water. “Oh god, that's like the one in the Stadium of Yuwheria!!!” I shouted.

“Strafe! Time to go! Now!” Ghennon said to me.

He grabbed Brutus by the collar and led us back to the Mag-Ship. We all jumped up and began to take off. I looked over at Barzakh and he was screaming, “STRRRAAAAAFFFFFEEEEE!!! I WILL DRINK THE BLOOD OUT OF YOUR SKULL!!!”

Slowly, light began emanating from his hands and got bigger and bigger. He then began jumping up and down, shooting blasts of energy into the Grande Galerie de la Paix. Soon, the whole roof began collapsing and fire spreading. Before he fell through the floor, Barzakh looked up and into my eyes. His teeth were grinding in anger. He screamed as he vanished into the flames. For one split second though, I saw Zixin poke through. The look on his face was of great sadness. It was like he was begging to be saved before being sucked back under by that demon. “If it costs my life, I will save you my brother,” I said as we flew away into the night sky.







Chapter 19

Strafe

What happened in Crotona shocked the world. Strangely the Senti withdrew all of their forces from each territory they invaded after what happened in Crotona. Global domination seemed less and less likely to be motivation anymore, but rather, prophecy chasing.

War had always been a part of history, but this was different. Why couldn't we just stop this violence? Was the heart of man so easily blinded by an idea?

It'd been quite some time since I saw my friends. Over the next few months, every able bodied country joined up to fight against the Senti and their allies. Ghennon had told me three days after we left Crotona, it'd fallen to the Slates. Apparently they were using them as foot soldiers, taking over countries through sheer numbers.

Immediately after Crotona we returned to Soria on a great SkyShip, the Distant Ventium. They brought Brutus and I back to Dhenfen'Ce. The city was still in deep ruin. Buildings were still blackened from the smoke and fire, roads remained in pieces and that once blue and yellow gleam from the city dulled to a dark green. I overheard another soldier say that workers from all over the country had come to help rebuild the capital.

It was good to have Brutus back with me, I'd missed hugging and petting him. As I leaned against Brutus' chest, I asked Ghennon, “What happened to President Kennington?”

Everyone bowed their head and closed their eyes. As I looked around, I could see the despair on the soldiers faces. As I bowed my head down, I asked, “When did he die?”

“He didn't make it out of Crotona,” Ghennon replied softly.

It should've been me to fall that night. Brutus licked my face, which made me smile. I looked out the window to see the Mag-Track had been completely rebuilt and things would be back to normal soon. I saw Ghennon had a Blackcloud next to him. Blackclouds were like Brutus except all black. The Blackcloud had many scars over its face. “Is that your wolf?” I inquired.

“Partuna? She's the mightiest Blackcloud in Soria! Certified Guard-Wolf in the Aero Force. I've had her since she was just a pup,” Ghennon gleamed, “She took Brutus under her wing when we found him.”

I looked toward Brutus and he nodded his head, “She is something else,” he told me.

Getting back to the topic at hand, Ghennon stated, “Vice-President Lincovelt was instated today. She has requested to talk to you Strafe. Miraculously, the Residence is still standing and unscathed!”

We touched down on a landing pad near the Residence. It felt so much like the White House back home in America. Lacquered in Soria's colors, the Residence was the house that the Sorian President lived in. It was the pride of the country and its majesty was unrivaled all over Eternia. The front door was open with a long blue rug rolled out with a podium standing in front. The soldiers motioned for me to enter. A sense of tradition and deference flooded over the Residence.

The electricity would turn on and off from time to time, but the pictures and sculptures of Soria's previous presidents stood proudly among us. They reminded me why everyone was fighting so hard.

When I walked into the President's office, she was looking out the window. The clouds made the light hazy and white, and it cascaded over her face. Deep in thought with her hands interlocked over her mouth, she didn't even notice me until a few moments after I entered. There was a chair for me to sit in, so I sat down. “Madam President,” I addressed.

She slowly turned and looked toward me. Her deference was undeniable, although I could see the load she was carrying taxed her greatly. She had on a beautiful blue dress with a thin gold belt around her waist. Her hair was curly and black. “Ah,” she sighed, “You must be the one I've heard about. You're the one who won the Yuwherian Brave-Ball Cup and were captured in the same day.”

“That's right,” I smiled.

The President leaned back in her chair. I could still see some of President Kennington's pictures on a back desk. Maybe she hadn't accepted his passing either.

“Mr. Rocknus, my name is Claire Lincovelt. I've read some recent reports on your activity since this war began. I've never met someone from a different planet before. I was hoping you could fill me in on your side of the story,” President Lincovelt asked.

For about an hour, I detailed what had happened since I fell into the water and woke up in that cave. I told her about what we saw of the Senti, what they did in Yuwheria and Zindaqe and of my unique friends. When I was done, she contemplated everything she had heard. Standing up, she walked toward the window and leaned against it, then looked back up at me, “Strafe, if I may call you that, what do you make of all their intentions?”

“Strafe is fine. Well, Madam President, to tell you the truth, I believe there's something deeper going on here than global domination. The Federation, along with the Senti, have invaded many countries to take artifacts, in both worlds, but don't annex them. These artifacts might be keys to an ancient weapon that they're trying to unlock. What happens then I have no idea. My friend from Zindaqe may know more, but she's far away. So far I can barely see her aura,” I theorized.

“Can I see your scars from the Tongwa?” President Lincovelt asked.

I nodded. I pulled my sleeves up and showed her the scar incisions the Tongwa made. She caressed them and tried to feel them underneath my skin. The one in my left arm gave a small chirping noise and she grinned, “You see Strafe, this beautiful experience you have is what the world should be about. Instead, we are all fighting for our survival now.”

“I think so too. I want to go back home, but I can't until this is over. I have to save my friends and my brother,” I said.

President Lincovelt grabbed my left wrist to assuage me, “You've had to endure things no young person should ever have to. You've had to make life or death decisions and have done more than anyone could ever ask for, and you're not even military. I promise you Strafe, we will end this, but I need your help. I need you to do one more thing for us before you go home.”

“I'm not sure what I can do for you, but finding my brother is my top priority,” I expressed.

“I see. Anybody can understand that, and I want to help you bring him back. One of divisions has been keeping an eye on this 'Barzakh' individual and knows his movements. We can help you free him,” President Lincovelt told me.

After taking a deep breath, I said, “What do you need me to do?”

Standing up and crossing her arms behind her back, she looked outside again before speaking, “Strafe, the remaining powers are planning for all-out assault against the Senti. We are to press against them from all sides until we make it to their capital, Bachnum. I fear that we will suffer heavy losses, unless you and your friends can join us in this battle. There are reports of other people possessing powers in semblance of yours, one of them being your brother.”

“I know, my older brother. My twin brother. The one who killed President Kennington,” I lamented with my head to the floor.

“Strafe, we have never seen anything like him before as an adversary. He's shot down aircraft built to withstand the force of the most powerful weapons we possess with ease. I believe you are the only one who can stop him. What we ask of you is grand, but I personally promise you our nation will be fighting with you from here on out. Help us put an end to this by joining our military and help led our people to victory,” President Lincovelt said as she opened her hand out toward me.

I looked at her hand for a moment before I shook it, “I will do what I must to help end this nightmare, but I will need my friends help to do so. Being cocky and brave isn't going to cut it at this stage in the game. I'm afraid that my brother is too strong, and I barely survived the battle with him last time.”

 

Roya had apparently fled back to Zindaqe, Rousseau and Argenta had been in contact with our government through the underground resistance in Yuwheria and Zon had returned to Shinjo with his Whisper Warriors. When I asked about Yessa, President Lincovelt had told me that she was back here in Soria, and had signed up to be a pilot officer in the Sorian Aero Force. Before I left, I told her I wanted to speak with Roya. President Lincovelt dismissed me and I was escorted to an Army outpost to which I would get the help I needed.

It took some tinkering by a specialist, but we managed to get a hold of her. I sat down in a chair in front of a monitor and looked as her video feed came up. She looked tired. “Roya!” I cheered, “You're okay!”

“Yes,” Roya said through some static, “It's good to see you! You too Brutus!”

“I'm glad to be back Roya. Glad you're safe,” Brutus told her.

I told her of what had happened in Crotona and what I promised President Lincovelt. “Roya, I don't know if I will be able to defeat my brother. The demon inside him is too strong. There has to be a way to free him,” I said.

“Strafe, I believe this is true what you say. Without ridding your brother of the demon, he will be too much for any of us to defeat. What you will need to do is tempt him into the physical world to fight you. That is the only way to defeat him. If you kill Barzakh the way he is now, it will kill Zixin too,” Roya explained.

“How will I do that? He probably knows he'll be vulnerable then,” I asked.

“Strafe, I've only seen this happen once before your brother in my entire life. Someone is controlling him; that is the deal a demon makes to come into this world. During the ceremony to plant the demon in a body, the heart must be removed. While the demon gets a body to control, it is up to the master of the heart for how long. Retrieve his heart to gain his freedom,” Roya explained.

“You mean that his heart is gone!?!” I asked.

“Yes. It is held in a container and who holds it, holds the power to control your brother. You must get the heart back and command the demon to release Zixin-Sah. It is the way you must go Strafe,” Roya told me.

I looked back at the screen while scratching Brutus' head and said, “It looks like this is the last ride we go together on this journey you guys. It's all or nothing.”







Chapter 20

Rousseau

Each kingdom in my family's line has had to fight the inevitable, entropy. Assassins, rival kingdoms, our own people and even now our own family have plotted for reigns to the throne. The Marmahere bloodline is a good one; I stand by the fact that we've always stood for good more often than evil. Reading our history, I found that we were graceful to our people, cared much for protecting our land and always sought towards a better way of understanding what it meant to be human. There'd been much talk, even as early as when my father King Urais was alive, to turn the power over to the people, to create a Senate like other parts of the world. He was skeptic but my mother, with her gentle soul, began to persuade him that it was time for Yuwheria to give the people what they ultimately wanted and deserved. Winds of change were among us, but they were stopped prematurely by a greedy man and his son.

It was difficult trying to hide who I was to the world, as we were always in the spotlight. I knew from an early age that I wasn't like the other gents growing up. I had little interest in romance with women but often was forced to pretend. My father had no idea, but my mother knew. Mothers have a way with their children that nobody else ever will. That's why I always loved and cherished her. She was alive, I could feel it.

 

Crotona was a wild one, I had NO bloody clue the Senti would try and assassinate every world leader they could pot-shot. I heard about the Sorian president and my heart ached for them; he was a good man. That night Argenta and I chased Othen and Marcio to their escape ship but couldn't stop them, they had too many lackeys. It was hard to see her fighting against her brother, but King Othen wasn't her father. Both her mother and King Othen had their children with different spouses before marriage. Argenta's mother died of cancer when she was ten. She promised her whole life to be strong for her, which is why she joined the Yuwherian military. Despite the fact that she knew that they were wrong, I could tell she was pained.

We returned to Yuwheria and joined up with a rising underground resistance, inspired to return the crown to its rightful place, the House of White Violets. They had begun an underground war against Othen and the House of the Blue Violets when we returned, asked me to lead them. They called themselves, “TruWheria,” and their mission was to re-instate me as ruler. A year ago, if these blokes would have asked me to step-up like this, I would've told them to piss off, but being around the special group of mates I've been fighting with, I was inspired by their leadership and bravery.

At first, the thought of killing Othen made me uneasy, as we would be stooping to his level, but when I heard of how cruel his reign had been, I knew something needed to be done. He was holding my mother captive as well, and I was sure the bloke was going to use her as a bargaining chip. I had decided that living this way, under this cheeky-bastard, was unacceptable and taking back the throne would not be done in treason but as retribution. It was never his to take.

Over months of careful planning and chipping away at what we could, we had orchestrated a raid on the castle. On the eve when the local white violet flowers went into bloom, we planned to attack. Symbolic right?

All the living Rodin Pirates and TruWherian resistance members rampaged up the castle hill with Argenta and I. We fought long and hard until we annexed Castle Bell. In the midst of fighting, I found myself in the middle of the fight with my cousin, Marcio.

We dueled in the courtyard where my father was executed. I ended up winning the fight, but he shot my left arm to hell. He was more machine than man. Before I ended his life, he told me my mother was still alive and said he wouldn't ask for mercy. He was lured to sell his soul for power.

I thought it was weird that the man would have the change of heart in his last moments, but family is family. He grabbed my arm and I felt a wave of power flood into me as he gave me the Power of Jealousy.

He endowed me with impeccable aim.

I noticed I had the dark green tattoos intertwined with my other two colors. When I looked into my reflection in the small pond of the courtyard, they flashed black, light green and dark green.

It was tough for me, to fight against him. We were like brothers growing up but he was too selfish and it drove me away. A tear fell down my face as I watched the spark which powered his heart fade.

 

When we had made our way to the Gallery of Kings, Othen was standing with a sword across my mother, Queen Bethany's, throat. “If there is an ounce of love for Yuwheria in you left, you will set her free,” I commanded as I aimed for his head.

“You think I did this because I wanted the crown don't you?” he interjected.

“If not, for what?” I asked.

He looked at my mother and smelled her hair before looking back and said, “I did it because the thought of a queer King successor made my stomach wrench. You are a pansy boy. You. Are. Weak!”

Before anyone could react, my mother grabbed Othen's sword hand and pushed the blade into his gut. He looked into her eyes before he collapsed onto the floor. Blood began to flow over the cold, stone floor.

Othen's reign had come to an end.

 

We all had to take a moment to process what'd happened. I ran over to my mother, “I missed you mummy!”

“I missed you, everyday my son. I prayed to Serenity that I would see you again,” she assuaged, “You've grown stronger. Not just physically, but emotionally.

We made it out and cleared the Castle before I sat down and briefed her on what had been happening over the past year. She had been locked up in secret chamber in the Gallery of Kings. Everyone thought her for dead. We located the people associated within Othen's reign and put them in jail to await war-crime hearings. The public was made aware that both my mother and I were back to take back the crown and that we would no longer be allies of the Senti.

My mother, Queen Bethany, was to lead the nation. I would help lead Her Majesty's military against the Senti. I told her there were a few friends I needed to get a hold of before we joined the fight.







Chapter 21

Zon

I was so close. While in Crotona, Longwei let his guard down, he showed his weakness. Hanoka had delivered me a letter detailing his location. Longwei had traveled here and thought me for dead after hearing about what happened in Zindaqe. What he failed to realize was breaking his blood oath to defend our clan had made him our number one target. Any living members of the Whisper Warriors were to seek out and destroy this traitor.

On the night before the world leaders were to gather, I decided to sneak into my Prime Minister's hotel room. It was no easy task. I climbed to the top of a nearby building and used some binoculars to pinpoint his location. There were many dignitaries but I couldn't find Prime Minister Itsuna Ojun.

After searching for almost half an hour, I was beginning to think I would have to wait until tomorrow to find him but when a body fell off a terrace to the sidewalk, I looked up to see him with his bodyguards. There was some blood on his suit, which he wiped off before turning around and exiting. When the lights turned off, I spread my arms and flew across.

In our training, we were taught there was an 86% chance of successful entry in breaking into rooms immediately after the host had left. Waiting even ten minutes drastically reduced mission success. I pulled out my Kusarigama and used it to pick the sliding window lock. Nothing was to be disturbed that was not necessary to collect intelligence.

In Shinjin culture, we always kept our property in the bathroom as a way of showing respect as guests. It was our way of expressing our humility. I made my way to the bathroom and searched in the dark for anything he might've left. Through touch, I navigated my way around the tiled, cold floor, around the tub and shower and sink counter. I found nothing until I reached the toilet. Behind the large round bowl I felt something that felt like a brief case. I pulled it out and brought it out to the moonlit terrace.

Inside was a bunch of business papers and photos of his family. One letter written on a purple card caught my eye. I pulled it out slowly to examine it. On the front read,

 

“To my dear friend Itsuna,

-ZG”

 

“ZG…Zhanist Ganser?!” I pondered. It was a letter detailing that the Senti had successfully been assassinating Whisper Warriors under the Prime Minister's request. It appeared Ojun didn't trust our clan and wanted us to be executed. All that'd been asked in return was the un-fledging support for Senti actions and in return would be the annihilation of my clan.

We'd been feuding with the government over our rights as protectors of Shinjo in the recent years. Prime Minister Ojun had seen us as a pain in his control for power. He had been campaigning for protection duties to be handled by police and that the Clans of Old should be remembered as a part of our history, not part of our future. Despite support from our Emperor to be protected, Ojun disagreed. It seemed as though he found a way to get his way without bloodying his own hands.

“It is though we had more to fear from the inside, than the outside,” I sighed.

There was the clicking of the door and my heart nearly shot out of my chest. It was too late to return the briefcase, so I closed and tossed it in front of the bathroom door but kept the red card. Killing him now would make him look just in his actions, I would need to bring this letter directly to my Emperor for his consul. I hopped over and glided down to the sidewalk as quickly as possible. I walked around the corner, but I felt a glare from on top the terrace. I looked back up to see Longwei. They would come after us relentlessly now.

Atushi helped me get back to Shinjo. I knew the others would be okay. This was what I had set out to accomplish, finding those responsible for the murder of my clan.

 

We made it back to our capital, Naryo, and found it engulfed with Senti military members. We moved incognito. Fortunately, some of the other surviving Whisper Warriors arranged a secret meeting with our Emperor in his rock garden. We would have to pretend to be gardeners and speak to him through wind gusts.

Atsushi and I donned Empirical gardening gear and got in place for the Emperor to meet us. Although power had switched over to the Prime Minister, public opinion would often depend on relations with the Emperor. If the Prime Minister didn't perform well, the Emperor would usually ask him to resign. This hadn't happened for over twenty years.

On cue, Emperor Danja entered into the garden. Atsushi was cleaning the pond and I was raking the stone garden. To look the Emperor in the eye was very frowned on in our culture, but Emperor Danja had made himself more approachable and wanted to be closer to his people, so he began to change some of these customs. Slowly he walked by and stood to admire the garden. We were back to back; he took a breath and said, “Through the Whispers, I find friends, and slay my enemies.”

Our secret phrase, I replied, “Some enemies are within arm's reach.”

Emperor Danja bent down to tie his shoe and I slipped the red letter by his feet. There were always eyes on the Emperor, and we had no idea who to trust. If we were caught, it would almost certainly mean our execution, the Emperor would have little power to stop it. Smoothly, he tucked the envelope into the inside pocket of his jacket. Before he turned away, he whispered to me, “I will do what is in my power to find the truth in all this. You must return to Miega, I fear for your safety here. I am so sorry that you had to suffer in this magnitude.”

And as quickly as he entered, he had left. We set down our equipment, escaped the castle and set for my village of Miega immediately.







Chapter 22

Roya

Barely escaping with my life, I fled back to the Zindaqean refugee center in Crotona and we returned home. Many of the people spoke against returning, as their emotional wounds of the falling islands had not yet healed. Ultimately, Zindaqe was the safest place we could go.

About fifty other people and I set sail on an abandoned Crotonan vessel. It was a civilian boat, for fishing actually, but big enough for a large crew. Luckily, there was enough food for us to make the journey back across the Metagean Sea. Fishing would be for fun. As the night called the sun away, I became exhausted. Running away from my hunter, fighting so much and all this drama had taken its toll on me. I needed rest. In the Captain's Quarters, I laid my head down on a spring mattress. Blinks of my eyes made me sleepy until my eyes stay closed. Dreams followed.

 

Bright lights shined down on me. I was laying against a palm tree in the shade near a beach. Nearby was the remains of the Fallen Dream Islands. There was a sense of peace. Something caught my eye and I saw a man, with his shirt off, back to me, looking towards the ruins of our islands in the sea.

Familiar scars and tattoos all over his skin confirmed it was Faiz, the one I fought in that cursed tower. I grabbed the Balis and was ready to attack. Slowly, I moved in. “Faiz!” I yelled, “I have no bit of time for you. I need to help my people!”

Without flinching, he replied, “Roya…I am, so sorry,” before he fell to his knees and wept, head in his lap.

This caught me by surprise, he was always so aggressive. My guard was on high alert. “Sorry does not cut it for you! I don't know if you're alive or dead but I will end this with you, now if I must to save Zindaqe,” I stated.

“You, you have every right to hate me Roya,” Faiz said as he stood, “But despite what I have done to you, I cannot live with the guilt after seeing the islands destroyed. Our history has been lost, and if only I hadn't been so selfish in pursuit to catch you, maybe they still would be in the sky. I let my lust for power get to me.”

He turned towards me. His blue eyes and bald head shined in the sun as the waves splashed on his ankles. There was chagrin in his face. He was telling the truth.

“Roya, selfishness flooded my heart when I stabbed you and killed your child. Ambition to rule tainted my mind. Jealousy clouded my soul when I helped kill Falco, your lover. All of the reasons I did this was to serve our tribe but men are not gods. We cannot control destiny, we can only react to it,” Faiz detailed as he looked at the ruins. I sat and listened. “Roya,” his voice was raspy, “It pains my heart to have done this to a girl like you. You are the living embodiment of all that is good about Zindaqeans, and when you defeated me in the tower, the light was brought to my eyes. While I cannot give you back Falco, I ask you for forgiveness.”

There was a lump in my throat. This selfish bastard, was, after so long, finally doing the right thing. “You are forgiven. Falco always preached forgiveness as the way to salvation” I replied.

Faiz nodded his head, but pointed a finger at me, “I ask one thing of you Roya-Sah.”

“What?”

“You must stop Ganser from releasing Nian, the evil God. I am afraid they are way above the Senti's level of understanding. Little do they know that Nian was designed to cleanse the world of all life. That is why it was sealed away so long ago. When you go to the dimension where it is held, you must fight with Guardian to stop Nian. It is the only way,” he explained as he held his arms out.

“I also wish to save our brothers and sisters from destruction. You can take solace in the fact that they will be safe,” I told him.

With a smile, he nodded at me and closed his eyes. I threw the Balis at him from three different directions and collided where he stood. They began to spin in a circle and I saw sparkles dissipate from the collision area. They floated upward and sprinkled his ashes around the islands before vanishing.

I felt a hand on my shoulder, one that I would never forget. Turning to my right, I felt weak in my knees, it was Falco. I jumped into his arms and wanted to stay here forever. He pulled me away enough to look in my face before I woke up and said, “Finish the fight. I will be here, waiting for you.”







Chapter 23

Strafe

Never had I ever been this scared. I didn't know if I'd be able to free my brother and save the world at the same time. Many people were going to die. This planet was no stranger to a history of violence, just like Earth was. It seemed like the violence would continue unless we found the courage to stop it.

Yessa always carried The Word with her and told me to read it. I'd never been a believer but after all that had happened, I needed answers to my questions. After reading the Word front to back, I talked about it with Yessa. She told me that God had brought us here for a reason, and that he always had a plan for us. I found that so comforting because it helped me understand why we go through hardship. It was so we truly enjoy the great times and cherish them. It was also to shape us into becoming good people because adversity makes us stronger. All that mattered in life was the small things.

Before I left for Soria's Aero Force Officer Training School, I asked Yessa if I could hang onto the Bible she had, she said yes. There were many lessons I continued to learn from it, one of them being that until the second coming, there would always be conflict. There would always be evil but there will also always be good to counter it. If we won this war, and settled all of this, I wanted to serve the rest of my life in peace. It would be two months of training before I would return.

 

The two grueling and spiritually challenging months passed, and I was now a part of the Sorian Military, an Officer in the Aero Force. I asked myself earlier, “Why must we kill to gain peace?” What I learned was we weren't fighting to kill others, we were fighting to protect those we love, the things we cherish and our way of life. I wasn't a Sorian but they were the flag I fought for now. My only request was that I was allowed to wear an American Flag on my right arm on the Sorian Aero Force uniform. They made an authorized exception.

Graduating with the rank of 2nd Lieutenant, I was assigned to the air and space division of the Military. They sent me out to help lead and support our troops in the battle. I would be piloting with the 633th Wing Group and would leave for war after graduation. Yessa would be with me, as she was already flying missions against them as a pilot. I was proud of her decision and was glad to have her by my side. Brutus was granted an honorary 2nd Lieutenant rank as well for his valor and combat ability. It was funny to see the troops salute him. He would bow his head to salute back.

 

After graduation, I was granted one week of vacation before deploying. I returned back to Mylintus to rest before I rode 200 miles back on a government Mag-Ship with Brutus; he refused to leave my side.

I couldn't even recognize it.

Mylintus looked like the dream I had, barren, cloudy and destroyed. Workers inhabited the city, repairing what they could, trying to get it back to what it was. Some of the people we saved had made it back here, but many were still gone. The Senti have taken almost everything from me. Are we to do the same to them to end this?

The thought of a world-war was irking. I went into my father's old house. Something in my heart was telling me there would be a useful item for me here. If someone were to ask me how or why I knew, I felt in my heart that I needed to come here. Sometimes the heart is the only one who knows why.

I dug around in empty drawers scattered across the house for hours before almost giving up. I must've been in my brother's room when I sat down on the floor and noticed I cracked the floor board. When I pulled the floorboard up, I saw something shiny sparkling in the dark. I reached inside and I found a necklace that looked exactly like mine that my father gave to me. On the back in black print read,

 

“For Zixin, from Dad.”

Maybe this could help me get my brother back. Brutus kissed my face as I sat down and laid against the wall, “Looks just like yours. Smells like you too.”

“I can't believe he's alive Brutus. I still can't believe it. I felt for so long that a part of my soul died and I would never get it back. Now we have a chance to bring him home,” I said as I rubbed his side.

“I'll be right next to you Strafe, until the end,” Brutus confessed.

I gave him a big and long hug. We rocked back and forth for a while. My eyes gazed into the electric pink colored emerald of the necklace as I rubbed his head for a while. Underneath my shirt I pulled out my necklace to compare. They accidentally clinked and they began to glow pink and red, our favorite colors as children. Clenched tightly in my hands, I looked out the window while holding the necklaces. If it was the last thing I would do on this planet, I would free him.







Chapter 24

Strafe

Soldiers and civilians rushed through the streets, preparing for war. Giant Sky-Ships hovered in the distance. This was our final chapter.

All I wanted was to go home with my friends but we had to save this world first. The burden of this mission was almost over.

I grouped up with some fellow Aeromen in my squadron on the military base before we took off. Brutus loved the attention, as everyone wanted to pet him, but they also had to salute him too. I was given some battle armor that shined bright with the Sorian national colors. The helmets were the coolest; they had a line of blue horse hair straight down the middle to the back and a visor that displayed pertinent battle information. It could tell the temperature and wind speed, where all of our troops were and provided communication to any troop on the battlefield.

I led my Aeromen onto a smaller Mag-Ship that would take us up to our mothership, the Distant Ventium. Some of troops were tense, others calm and collect. We needed everyone one of them to beat the Senti. We all clicked into the seats on the sides of the hull and I lifted us off toward the ship.

Once we parked inside the giant garage, we stepped out and went to our quarters to rest. It would take about eight hours to cross the ocean and recon at our oversea base. Tired from the travel and workload, I took off the armor and tried to rest before all hell broke loose. Brutus laid next to me as I went to sleep.

 

This dream I had was different than the ones I had before. It was very peaceful and calming. I remember standing on a huge rock formation in the middle of a bunch of waterfalls. Brutus stood next to me. There were multi-colored flowers and grass everywhere and the sky was almond orange. Misty water fogged the view looking off the rock's ledge but otherwise it was very clear. As I looked around, one flower in particular caught my attention, a black and pink rose. We walked over to get a closer look.

The colors seemed to be fighting one another for supremacy, as one color would try to fill more of the rose than the other. When I went to touch it, the colors began to dance wildly almost as if they were panicking. Then there was an explosion of pedals and I fell on my back.

I pushed up with my hand and saw a person standing in front of me. They were dressed in a hooded sweatshirt and white pants. They were facing away from me, but holding something clutched in their right hand. Brutus snarled for a moment, but then raised his ears and let down his guard. “Zixin?” I said.

The person flinched. They began to turn around very slowly and took off their hood.

It was my brother.

I noticed he had a scar over one of his eyes and was wearing an eye-patch.

“I don't smell Barzakh Strafe. You don't have to worry,” Brutus explained.

He opened his hand and I saw a necklace that looked like mine. “Thanks for bringing this to me,” he said, “I can't say how grateful I am for it.”

“Zixin,” I sighed in relief.

This was the first time the dream wasn't tainted with Barzakh's presence. He looked and sounded like me. This had been the first time I could recall talking to my brother since childhood. He was beautiful.

“That's right brother. I don't have much time here, but I needed to talk to you. The last battle you had against Barzakh weakened him enough for me to do this. Thank you so much,” Zixin told me.

I ran up to try to hug him but as I did, I fell right through him, like he was a ghost. Turning around, he smiled and rested his arm on my shoulder, “I am only here in spirit, not in the flesh. Unfortunately, he still has control over that. I won't be able to do anything other than visit you here until he is gone.”

“Brother, how can I help you? How can I free you?” I asked him.

Zixin looked out into the waterfalls and smiled, he then looked back at me and said, “Just be yourself, and you will do just fine.”

“What? What does that mean? I need more than that,” I pressed.

“What I can say is that once you give me back what's mine, that's all I'll need. I'll be able to help you fight after that's done,” Zixin told me.

“Give what back!? Your heart?” I asked.

“Whatever you wish Strafe. I will come back to you. Nice to see you too Brutus. I'll see you both soon,” Zixin answered.

We came together and he gave us a hug and turned around. He walked toward the ledge and held both of his arms out. Before he jumped off, he looked back at me and smiled again. Then, gracefully he jumped off the cliff into the swirling whirlpool below.

I ran over to the edge. He didn't seem like he was falling, but rather flying through the air. Twirling around before he hit the water, he looked up at me one last time and gave me a thumbs-up. As he hit the water, all of the waterfalls seemingly exploded and began spraying toward us like tidal waves. Before I knew it, a huge splash cascaded on the rock. I grabbed Brutus and got down on my knees and braced myself for the impact. As the water hit us, I woke up gasping for air.

 

One of the Aeromen had knocked on my door, “Sir, the Senti have betrayed their fellow ally Shinjo! We have been assigned to aid against the invasion!”

“What the hell? Why there?” I asked as I rubbed my eyes.

“We don't know yet sir exactly why but it seems it has to do with something the Federation discovered a while back in Shinjo. Leadership is making it a top priority to stop them there and deal with the rest of them in Sentium if necessary,” the Aeromen informed me before he left.

The sun looked beautiful on the open water as we headed west. From how Zon described it, Shinjo sounded a lot like Japan. I had always wanted to go Tokyo. Everything from their history, architecture and comic books fascinated me. This world, Eternia, really felt like a reflection of Earth the more I was here. We had our differences sure, but we all dealt with the same problems. We all wanted war to go away and live in peace.

After eating, I headed to the officers table and sat down to discuss what exactly was going on. The room seemed tense. “Gentlemen,” I saluted.

“Lieutenant, take a seat,” recently promoted Major Ghennon told me.

“What is the plan now sir?” I asked them.

“ROOM Tench-HUT!!!” somebody yelled. We all jumped up to attention and in came the Sky-Fleet Commander, General Cockrell.

“At ease,” we all sat down, “Obviously, attacking the Senti in their home country would've greatly weakened them, but it seems they have sent most of their fleet to Shinjo in order to unlock some kind of gateway to the heavens. They are showing desperation by deserting their country. We are to stop them there before making any attempt to invade Sentium.”

“One of your comrades is a Shinjin national, am I correct?” Major Ghennon asked me.

“Yes sir, but he is part of the resistance. He's a Whisper Warrior. What I'm worried about is all those people and what the Slates could do to them,” I expressed.

“Unfortunately, the reports do not look good. Entire cities and villages have been wiped out. The plan is to make it to their capital city, Naryo, and repel their forces away from the gate they are seeking. We land there in five hours. Report back then,” General Cockrell instructed.

“Yes sir,” we all replied before heading back to our quarters.

I meditated for the rest of the flight while Brutus slept next to me. We were both trying to relax and heal our bodies for the battles ahead. I could see Roya's aura approaching, maybe she was contacted to help? Rousseau's aura was farther away but I could sense his approaching as well. It really was too bad Zon wouldn't allow us to connect with him, but I knew in my heart that he was still okay.

 

After we landed at our base in the southeast General Cockrell instructed President Lincovelt's plan. We would be led by the Distant Ventium north up towards the capital and strike at their underbelly. The Senti were heavily bunkered down there.

Lieutenant Brutus would be joining me on the battlefield. Major Ghennon put me in charge of the small flight of twenty Aeromen. General Cockrell had told us that the Senti had taken control of Naryo and now looked to create a bastion there. Fighting didn't last long between the Shinjins and Senti it appeared. The Senti were too heavily armed, on top of having Slate power to rely on.

As we rode north over the country, I got to see for myself the milieu. Mountains dominated the landscape and whatever land they had was populated with dense cities, just like Japan. Unfortunately, most of the places we saw had been destroyed or heavily damaged, with many bodies lying on the ground. Women, children and the elderly weren't spared.

We traveled for a couple hundred miles before we were close to the capital. We could see the explosions and firefighting erupting all over the place. We got word from one of the joint-forces Commanders that the Yuwherians would be joining us in this battle, along with another country, the Dennarians. It'd appeared that Rousseau had reclaimed the throne and had allied with us.

We pushed onward with this news. The Yuwherians would attack from the west, the Dennarians from the north and us from the south. We weren't worried about them retreating east because there was only ocean for thousands of miles that way. General Cockrell gave the command for a full assault and all of the Mag-Ships were sent toward Naryo. As we embarked in our small Mag-Ship, cannon and gun fire from the Distant Ventium shot toward targets. Multi-colored phosphorus surrounded the gun fire and lit the night sky in a rainbow of colors.

I flew us as low to the ground as we could in order to avoid the cannon fire. Hundreds of ships flew alongside us as we advanced. Naryo's famous skyscrapers had taken a huge beating and some began to crumble. The closer we got, I noticed something ominous in the shadows of the skyscrapers. “The hell is that?!” one of the Aeromen pointed out.

We saw a huge humanoid silhouette walking between the buildings. After some smoke cleared briefly, we noticed what could only be described as a Titan. “Holy shit! That thing is fucken huge!!!” one Aeromen yelled.

Made of blue and white crystal, this Slate was the biggest I'd ever seen. Fifteen-stories tall, it had razor sharp claws and teeth. The face looked more human-like than most Slates but its eyes were pure black. “Shoot that thing down!” I commanded my gunners.

“Sure thing sir,” the Sergeant replied, “Alpha squad, concentrate fire on the target.”

Around twenty other Mag-Ships followed us toward this massive Slate. Giant swings of its arms were slicing buildings in half and it crushed anything it stepped on. Besides that, enemy Senti Mag-Ships accompanied it in battling with the local Shinjin forces.

We began to open fire on the Titan Slate as its back was turned. When our armament hit the Slate, it was merely startled and began to find cover behind some buildings. “Yeah, we got his ass on the run!” another Aeroman chimed in.

Alpha squad followed the Titan down the street before it made a quick cut and disappeared between buildings. A small group of Senti Mag-Ship engaged us but we outnumbered them by so much we took them out easily. After the last ship was downed, it was too quiet. “Where is that bastard?” I said.

Before we could blink a giant hand took a swing at our squad from behind a skyscraper. I managed to pull out of the way at the last second, but some others were not so lucky. Five ships were smacked down.

“Holy cow!” my Sergeant said, “That thing just took out a fourth of our squad with one swipe!”

“Call the Distant Ventium! We can't take that thing down ourselves!” I told him.

“Right!” he replied.

We circled the city and avoided the swipes from the Titan Slate long enough to let the Distant Ventium zero in on it. General Cockrell commanded us to bring it into clear view and he would shoot a mega-cannon shot through it. When I was asked how powerful that was, I was told it had the power to blow up mountains.

Carefully, we maneuvered through the city and kept firing on the Titan Slate enough to keep him close to us. Half of the squad became engaged with the Senti which left only seven of us to get this thing in the open. One of the ships blasted it in the left eye with a missile and it seemed to really piss that thing off. It began swinging its arm violently and screeching loudly as it held its other arm over its face. All of this motion made it easy for the Distant Ventium to locate it, and we kept luring it out from the safety of the skyscrapers.

The Titan Slate began running toward us as fast as it could and we had a hard time out maneuvering it. We would cut between buildings and fly higher than it could reach but we needed to bring it out in the open. We had to stay low enough that it would think it could get us.

We made it about half a mile away from the skyscrapers when we got the message the Distant Ventium was about to fire the mega-cannon and to get out of the way. Our squad began to steer away but three of them got caught with a swipe from the Titan's claw. We kept moving forward as the Titan stayed on our heels, determined to destroy us all. I steered port-side when a large blue blast exploded from the distance and flew right past us. The bullet from the cannon hit the Titan in the chest and shot right through the creature, leaving a whole the size of a large house through it. The blast was so powerful it sent the creature into the air before it landed on its back and shattered into a million pieces. “Yeaaaaaaahhhh!!!!” we all cheered.

For the rest of the night, the Dennarians and Yuwherians worked with us to push the Senti northeast out of the city. The following morning we would engage them on the battlefield.







Chapter 25

Strafe

Casualties were mounting on both fronts. We lost more troops reclaiming the city than they did. They outnumbered us almost three-to-one, including their Slate army. The only reason we were able to do so is because our Commanders believed that taking Naryo was never the Senti's true objective. They were looking for something.

The Dennarians had taken the greatest casualties, so they decided to stay behind and hold Naryo. They agreed to help take care of the Shinjin's as well as any wounded we might send their way. Our Commanders held talks with Rousseau, whom they called Prince Aeileo, and agreed to follow the Senti with extreme prejudice. Rousseau was the Supreme Commander of Yuwherian forces in this conflict.

We wanted to stop the Senti before they got what they were after. Keeping up with them was difficult; most of our scouts were being found and killed. We were able to see that they were heading north toward the ancient town of Miega, Zon's home village.

With our entire armada, and the Yuwherians backing us up, we pushed forward. Zon had told me that it had been a sacred site for his people for thousands of years. That was where he grew up and where he trained. If he was there, I knew he would die fighting in order to protect it.

We arrived at dusk. There was a huge open plain and mountains in the background. On the top of the mountain we could see a small tip of the Miega Castle sticking out, only because it was lit by smoke and fire. It was said his village had stayed a secret from the general populous for hundreds of years due to its isolation. The Senti could've flown in from above, but there wouldn't be enough space to fit all of their troops. They would've needed to control the entrance near the bottom of the mountain to secure the site. Oddly, there were no enemies in sight.

“Orders are in from the Commanders, we are to mount a ground assault with air support and capture this mountain. Lieutenant Rocknus, take your forces on foot toward the entry point,” Major Ghennon told me over the intercom.

“You heard the man! Let's roll out!” I ordered my troops.

“Right!!!” they replied.

I landed our Mag-Ship and we assembled on the ground. Dozens of battalions joined us, both Sorian and Yuwherian forces. Off in the distance, one of the Aeroman noticed a small group of people approaching from the south on large DarkClouds.

“DarkClouds eh?” Brutus commented.

Holding the God Blade up to eye level, I magnified in on the riders. The one leading them had a pink scarf draped over their head and face and wore desert glasses. Some of our troops went to investigate.

“Where are these nomads from sir?” one Aeroman asked.

“I don't know,” I shook my head.

After a few minutes, our soldiers returned to our line and one came up to our flight. He asked, “Which one of you is Strafe Rocknus?”

“That would be me,” I informed him.

“Sir, these people say they are from the Dream Islands, sent by Lady Roya to help us. They wish to speak with you,” the soldier told me.

“Alright, let's go speak with them,” I decided.

One soldier, a seaman and two Aeromen accompanied me over to the nomads. Brutus let me ride on his back over to the group. They wore long, worn and battered, almond colored robes. The DarkClouds were tremendously well behaved, as they made no noise even as Brutus approached. When we made it to them, I stood in front of the one with the pink scarf over their head and said, “Roya sent you, is she okay?”

They nodded their head and replied, “Yes, Strafe. She is fine. Roya would not miss the chance to help an old friend, one last time.”

That voice sounded so familiar, as I looked closer at the person, “Roya…Is that you?”

Slowly and carefully, the person unraveled the scarf to revel themselves. It was indeed Roya. We gave each other a big hug; I hadn't seen her in months. I was glad to see her okay.

“I see the Yuwherian military; is Rousseau here too?” Roya asked.

“Yes. He's going by Prince Aeileo now, so I'm not sure if he'll be on the ground with the rest of us grunts, hahaha!” I joked.

“You know Strafe, today is my day of birth. My only wish is for us to end this, once and for all,” she told me.

Before I could speak another word, members of the Royal Guard of Yuwheria stood behind us, led by Argenta. Etched onto each of their pieces of beautiful shinning red and blue armor were white violets, signifying the house of Marmahere. In the middle of them on a gallant armored horse sat Rousseau. He wore the Prince's crown of his people and was draped in a red and blue cape with white and brown fur on the shoulders. The Royal Guard parted the way for him and he approached.

“Princes don't get respect by eating donuts while their people fight and die for them on the battlefield thousands of miles away, Lieutenant Rocknus,” Rousseau sarcastically joked, “They do it by eating donuts after the battle is won with their people!”

Making us laugh was a specialty of Rousseau's, and one that was welcomed in times like these. We all hugged again and looked toward the mountain.

“If you're not king, that must mean your mom made it out safe?” I concluded, he nodded, “Cause if you were king you would definitely have a chicken wing in your hand!”

“You'll have to tell me how you got back the crown after we take that mountain,” Roya told him.

With a small grin, he looked back and said, “It didn't come without cost, is all I will say for now. What I will say is I found my faith again; the question is Strafe, have you?”

“Hmm,” I grunted, “If we win this battle, maybe we can have that conversation.”

Now all we needed to know was where Zon could be. Unfortunately, we couldn't tap into his aura and locate him. Knowing how prideful he was about his country, I knew he'd be here. Off in the distance, near the hole in the mountain, we could see something coming out of it. When I zoomed in, I saw Shinjins. Their armor and clothes looked shredded and many of them were bloody.

They began making their way across the battlefield as quickly as possible. Many of them began collapsing halfway across the plains, so scouts began to go out and help them. We managed to bring all the people fleeing the mountain back across to our side. One person stayed behind though, carrying a woman in their arms. She was in bad shape, with blood and dirt all over her body and her head hanging limp. When the person made it over, we found the last piece to the puzzle, it was Zon.

All of his armor had been stripped from his body, leaving only a dark blue shirt and pants for clothing. He still carried his faithful sword and bandana though, so we knew it was him.

“Please help Hanoka, she was badly wounded as we defended Miega Castle,” Zon pleaded.

Some of my troops carried her to the backlines to get airlifted away for medical treatment, along with some of the other survivors in need of care. For the first time in my time with Zon, I saw tears roll down his cheeks as he knelt down on both knees to pray for her. After he got up, we welcomed him back with hugs. When I looked into his eyes, I saw both relief and regret flowing through them, “Who was that you were carrying?”

“As Fukuzanza always said, Being quick with the sword takes less strength than being quick to say I love you,” Zon replied.

“She is special to you Yoichi?” Roya noticed.

“I hope that she lives long enough for her to know,” Zon sighed as he tilted his head down.

Rousseau put his arm over Zon's shoulders and slapped his chest before saying, “I knew you had a heart beneath all that rock!”

We laughed a bit again, but not for long. Tremors began erupting all over the place. On the other side near the mountain, giant Slate Stones began emerging from the ground like they did in the Yuwherian stadium and Crotona. There must have been twenty of them standing and they all began shedding Slates.

Soon, there was an entire army. We then saw the Senti, who flew in from behind the mountain. They had two motherships like we did, along with an armada of smaller Mag-Ships. Troops began descending from them onto the field behind the Slates; there was no doubt they were here to defend Miega Castle.

“My Prince, the Dennarians have sent word they are sending their largest warship, the Soldaflak, to come join the fight. It should be here in 45 minutes,” one of the Royal Guards told Rousseau.

“Hmm, that should freak these guys out a bit,” he replied.

“That's a long time to hold back an almost infinite army. They're trying to activate a gate in our holy Miega Castle. I don't know what will happen afterwards,” Zon informed us.

“How many are up there?” I asked.

“About 100 men when we started fighting, maybe 25 now. Longwei is commanding them and summoned more Slates. The Senti Commander is with them as well. We fought until we could no more,” Zon explained.

“This is fine Yoichi, you did a good job. We will stop them,” Roya assuaged.

“Thank you my friend,” Zon told her as he patted her shoulder.

“It's time to end this,” I said to everyone.

The beginning of the battle unfolded much like it did when I fell into the canyon back home. Brutus was with me the entire time and we fought all the way until I heard that same eerie laugh as before.







Chapter 26

Strafe

After the energy beam hit the ground, everything beneath it was vaporized. Slates, humans, machines, it didn't matter. The only thing left was scorched, glassed earth. I wasn't near the impact zone but did get blasted away like a rag doll a couple of hundred feet. I would've died if I didn't use the Tongwa to cushion my fall. My skin was full of small cuts and I had a bit of shell-shock. Brutus ran over to me, “You alright Strafe?”

“Your loyalty and love gives me strength Brutus,” I mumbled as I rubbed his face.

The sky had darkened from all the dirt that had been flung up and I had a hard time hearing things momentarily. I didn't have long to fret, for some very familiar faces stood in front of me while I was still on the ground. It was Barzakh, Tiras and Gain. Brutus growled when he saw them.

“ldsjelkafj… lejlajfleoeqp!” Barzakh kept chanting.

I rubbed my eyes and used the God Blade to help me get to my feet. I could feel some burns on my arms and legs. It seemed as though I was saved again by some mysterious force, but would it save me again?

“Strafe! You're alive!” Tiras said to me, “Why do I keep having to say those words!?”

“Because people like you don't have what it takes to end me,” I replied as I wiped some blood from my eye.

Gain stood silent, wearing Senti battle armor. I could sense he was carrying Siopi Stones as I felt uneasy like I had before being around them. Barzakh wore what he always did, a black robe, but with an eye patch on his left eye.

“I thought by cutting that rope back in the canyon would have done the trick, but now you give me no choice to sick this dried up dog on you,” Tiras told me.

He held a cylindrical container that glowed red, it was Zixin's heart. That was the key in controlling the demon inside him. There was something in Gain's eyes that told me he had regretted what he had done. I had to save my brother, so I tried to be tricky and pull on his heart-strings.

“Gain, what happened to us? We were like family? Remember, when we were kids and we used to talk about traveling the world together and going on adventures? Or that time we went surfing and got dragged out, and we ended up being saved by dolphins? You were like a brother to me. The brother I never had,” I lamented.

For a few moments, Gain looked back with a look of regret and sadness, but it was short lived. He then closed his eyes and a look of anger shot across his face, “This wasn't about you, Strafe, this was about me. I had a life heading nowhere, and not even my own country would help me. No matter how hard I tried, life kept spitting in my face! I could do no right in their eyes. The Senti and Federation welcomed me with open arms. And if that meant I could get back at those who doubted and hurt me, then I was all for it. I, still, should've never turned my back on you Strafe. You were like a little brother to me. I just was a piece of shit.”

My heart sank when I realized his betrayal stemmed from his insecurities. I had to try to convince him to change, “Gain, so this is what this is all about!? Do you realize how much pain this has caused people? You don't need to do this! You can get everything you want in life if you do what's right and that starts by helping us stop the Senti! Please, I'm begging you, let my brother go and let's end all this madness.”

Tiras began to shake his head, “You don't understand Strafe, he can't go back to his old life. Do you really think the 'Great' United States of America will accept him back with open arms after what he's done here? People called him a failure, a moron, a crook back home, but in Sentium, he will be a savior. There's nothing for him but to move forward and advance the glory of the great Senti nation. We are on a holy and glorious path to salvation that cannot be stopped. I may not be able to kill you myself, but your brother is more than capable. I control his heart.”

“My brother is innocent! Gain, help me!!!” I pleaded as I got into a battle stance.

“Here is your ultimate test Strafe! Kill him or he will kill you!” Tiras yelled.

Before he could command Barzakh to attack me, Gain slashed Tiras' hand off with his sword.

“AAAAAHHHH!!! You damn dog!” Tiras screamed in pain.

Gain ran over and grabbed Zixin's heart, but Barzakh grabbed him and threw him to the ground. Tiras stood over Gain, grabbing the heart box while clutching his hand and said,

“This body Barzakh inhabits is old and broken, but yours is fresh. Barzakh, take this one instead. Nobody will miss him. I give you free reigns.”

Tiras kicked Gain and knocked him out temporarily. He then took the heart box and gave back Zixin his heart. He pulled it out of the box and pushed it back into his chest, which made Zixin scream. Tiras then ran away and left us on the battlefield.

“What the hell?” I wondered.

Barzakh began to chuckle as he grabbed his left shoulder. Barzakh began yelling and screaming terrible screeches, until finally he looked up into my eyes. I was wearing both my pendant and the pendant Zixin had told me to get for our final battle.

I could feel the pendants beginning to move on my chest the longer I was around Zixin. Upon closer inspection, they fit together like a ying-yang insignia, and when I clicked them together, Zixin' eyes opened wide and color came back across his face. Then with one quick movement, he blasted his own left arm off his body. I stood there speechless.

Zixin fell to the ground. As the arm fell, we could see it had been transformed. It was all black and the fingers were long and pointy like that of a demon. The same black ooze formed all around the arm like a pile of blood, and it laid there motionless. Gain laid on the ground, writhing in pain. Brutus and I ran over to see if Zixin was okay, and to see why he had shot his own arm off.

“Zixin!!!” I said to him frantically as I turned him over, “Is that you!?”

With a small grin, he smiled and said, “Ahoy my brother…. I've waited a long time to see you in person.”

I gave him a hug, “Why did you shoot your arm off?”

“Barzakh was going to rip me apart to escape my body. I pushed all of him into that arm to free myself. You must destroy it before it gets to Gain!” he gasped between breaths.

I looked over to Gain, “Gain! Are you alright!?”

“Strafe,” he said with tears in his eyes, “I'm so sorry. I made a huge mistake. I just want to go back home, start over, in a new life.”

Without warning, the severed arm hopped up onto its fingers and made its way over to Gain. He barely had time to react when the hand jumped down Gain's throat.

“GAIN!!! NOOOOO!!!” I screamed.

Gain yelled in pain, as the black ooze began pouring out of every edifice of his body. He began turning and tossing violently as the ooze engulfed him. Underneath the black ooze I could see Gain being transformed before our very eyes into something macabre. The person I once knew began to merge with the flesh of Barzakh. Then, with a splash, the bubble surrounding him burst, and standing around seven feet tall, stood the true form of the demon that was controlling my brother.

This thing was the most terrifying monster I had ever seen in my life. Its body was jet black. Its arms and legs were long and it had razor-sharp claws. There were white spikes that stuck out of its elbows as well. The body itself resembled a human's, but the face was indescribably evil looking. Yellow sharp and pointy teeth protruded from its mouth. Two horns stuck out of its skull and pointed forward. Disgusting black saliva dripped from its mouth. Waving back and forth was a long and pointy tail. The demon's retinas were a yellow with tiny black pupils.

When it stood up, it stretched its arms wide and lifted its head toward the sky and breathed in a deep breath. It then looked back and me and smiled a wicked grin before licking its fingers in a hissing voice,

“The first thing I'm going to eat is your face while you're still alive. Then after I'm done with you, I'm gonna find your friends and do the same thing, hehehehe.”

The demon was intimidating, but there was no way I would let him get to me. I put Zixin on Brutus' back and told him to go get help. I then stood in front of him with my sword drawn. I responded, “Stay the hell away from my family you disgusting piece of shit!”

“Ah!” Barzakh said, “That's the thing there boy, if it wasn't for the greed of your family, I wouldn't have been here. God is supposed to love his children, yet he made them lust for power so greatly they would give up their soul to reach it. Your father brought your brother to my temple and prayed to ME to help protect his child from those who would do harm to him, hehehehe.”

“I don't care what happened in the past, you don't belong here. They were tricked into believing you an angel, but you're just a wretched demon!” I shouted.

“Your brother was weak, almost as weak as your father. I enjoyed watching him bleed to death while your brother looked on in horror. And I will peal the skin off of your mother and cover myself in her blood,” Barzakh snickered.

“DEMON, YOU DON'T HAVE A FUTURE!!!” I exclaimed.

This was personal. Despite my rage, my aura wouldn't turn on. Barzakh must have absorbed the Siopi Stones when he fused with Gain. I began running at him full speed; Barzakh crouched down and hissed at me. I jumped in the air and took a swing at him but he deflected it with a tail swipe.

Barzakh ran at me and I was knocked backward and we began to circle each other. Both of us had fire in our blood, ready to fight to the death. What I didn't know about the demon was his whole body could be manipulated into various shapes and sizes. Before I could blink, from ten feet away his arm extended from his body like a haymaker and slashed me. It left cuts on my arms. When he pulled his arm back, he licked the blood off his claws. Damnit he's strong.

That really pissed me off, but told me about his reach. When I ran at him again, he disappeared into thin air. Shit! He must have absorbed Gain's Power of Despair!

Barzakh grabbed me from behind and bit into my shoulder which made me scream in pain. Then he tossed me backwards and shot some of his ooze on me to pin me down. No matter what I did I couldn't move.

“I'm going to enjoy eating your face now!” Barzakh hissed.

“STRAFE!” a voice yelled.

Before Barzakh could pounce on me, I saw Brutus jump forth and bite him on the neck. Brutus pulled him down and started savagely biting his face as Barzakh squirmed. Brutus found the Siopi Stone in Barzakh and shattered it with his bite. Barzakh laid motionless as Brutus ran over to me.

“Strafe! Are you okay? Help is on the way,” Brutus assuaged as he began to bite off the ooze.

“God bless you Brutus, you saved my life!” I said with a tear in my eye.

What happened next was the hardest moment of my life to witness.

Suddenly Brutus was grabbed by Barzakh's long reach and he pulled him away from me. Brutus yipped in pain as Barzakh stood up and held him in the air. I violently tried to free myself and save Brutus. Barzakh's face had reconstructed itself and he looked at me with furious anger, “STRAFE! I will show you what pain truly feels like! Say goodbye to your mutt!”

With his free arm, Barzakh changed his hand into a bladed weapon, he then pulled his arm back. Brutus looked over to me and said, “I will always be with you Strafe. Take my power. Be brave and I love you with all my heart.” After his last word Barzakh stabbed Brutus through the chest.

“NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!” I screamed.

Brutus' Power of Joy flew into me. I turned on my aura and broke free from the ooze. I was filled with anger and sorrow that could only be diminished by killing Barzakh. I bolted over to engage him. We clashed blades as we ran back and forth. All of my senses were enhanced; I could smell, taste, hear and anticipate everything at a much higher level than I could before. I swung the God Blade at Barzakh and knocked him back a fair ways. He looked pissed. We exchanged a few blows but he sucker-punched me in my stomach and grabbed me. Barzakh tried to chop my head off but I guarded against it with the God Blade. He leaned over and began to push the sword toward my throat with his blade arm.

“DIIIIIEEE!” Barzakh hissed, “You are nothing, just like that little shit of a wolf I just killed! You are a stain on humanity. You will never amount to anything!”

Barzakh pushed the God Blade and drew blood on my neck but with my heightened intelligence I noticed an opening in his guard. I kicked him in the stomach to throw him off-balance.

“AHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!!!” I screamed as I slashed his blade weapon in pieces.

I also managed to slash him across his face. The God Blade was glowing bright now. I began to unleash a flurry of slashes on Barzakh; it cut him like butter. On my final strike I slashed him across the chest and sent him flying backward. I pursued him and pointed my blade downward to stab him but he slapped me away with his giant tail.

I flew across the dirt until I dug the God Blade into the ground. Barzakh crawled up fast on his hands and feet, like a scorpion. He almost slashed my head off with his claws. I deflected it and noticed he was pointing his sharp tail at me. I had to acrobatically dodge his attacks when he tried to whip me. I saw an opportunity to counter, so I grabbed the tail as Barzakh whipped it at me and tried to pull him off his feet.

“Let go you rat!!!” Barzakh yelled.

Using my strength I pulled him down and began to spin him around. Once I got enough momentum in the spin, I twirled him up and slammed him into the ground as hard as I could. Strangely when he landed he bounced up like he was made of jello and pinned me down on the ground. “AAAAAHHHH!” Barzakh screamed.

With one hand he pinned down my sword arm and the other he began choking me. He also was trying to stab me with his tail but I grabbed that with my free arm. We struggled for a moment as we were both trying to gain the advantage. I had to push him back with my legs as he was also trying to bite my face.

Barzakh was blood drunk. I couldn't beat him with brute strength alone, but I could outsmart him. His tail broke free of my grip and he came down again to stab me with it. With a quick movement, I grabbed it and stabbed his tail into his neck which freed his grip on my sword arm. I got up on my feet and began to punch him in the face. After I weakened him enough I pulled back my fist and struck him as hard as I could. This time he didn't have time to counter when I jumped on him.

“AAAAAAAHHHHHHH!!!!” I yelled at the top of my lungs.

I stabbed him repeatedly in the face and torso. On my final strike I stuck the God Blade down his throat and slashed outward, splitting him in two. Barzakh squirmed around, but with both sides of his face smiled at me before his ooze shot out and entangled me. I squirmed and grunted but I couldn't break free from his grip. The ooze dangled me in the air as Barzakh transformed himself into a new monster.

The body had split into two giant flaps and were sprouting dozens of sharp teeth. The ooze held me high as the creature grew larger and larger. If I didn't act quickly, it would eat me whole.

I saw Zixin and knew he was my only hope. He was lying face down and had his eyes closed. I called out to him, “ZIXIN!!! WAKE UPPPPPP!!!! WAAAKKKEEE UUPPPP!!!! WAAAAAKKKKEEE UPPP!!!”

Zixin's eyes blinked but he was so weakened from expelling Barzakh he didn't have the strength to get up. I looked back to see Barzakh ready to engulf me. Just as he was about to swallow me, I saw a flash of light blast Barzakh away. I fell to the ground and began to rip off the ooze that was on me. My brother, Zixin, was standing up and ready to fight. He was breathing heavily. He tossed away the black robe he was wearing. Barzakh had returned to normal and looked to Zixin.

“That's for dad and all those people you made me kill,” Zixin cried.

“Zixin… You're mine!” Barzakh smiled sinisterly.

Zixin shot a blast of energy at Barzakh. The beam cut straight through Barzakh and then sent him skyward. Zixin then began sending a barrage of energy blasts at him that exploded upon contact. He didn't stop until the dust clouded the area. We waited to see the condition of the demon.

Through the dust cloud, Barzakh leaped at Zixin. Zixin pulled his arm back and hit Barzakh right in the stomach. Zixin shot a huge beam of energy that engulfed him. Barzakh struggled to escape the blast. Zixin was giving it everything he had, and I could see his body starting to fail him when he fell to one knee. Black ooze flowed toward Zixin and eventually reached his face. Zixin winced in pain as the ooze pierced in his skin like daggers.

“Ahhhhhh,” Zixin groaned.

“You think you could beat me you piece of trash?! I own your soul!” Barzakh taunted.

Barzakh was about to stab Zixin like he did Brutus but I'd broken free from the ooze. I tossed the God Blade like a boomerang and impaled Barzakh before he could stab Zixin. I ran up and pushed Barzakh away from Zixin.

“Strafe, here!” Zixin said as he patted my shoulder.

Zixin gave his Power of Grief. I felt the power surge immediately.

“YAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHH!!!!” I screamed at the top on my lungs.

Pushing forward, I pierced his abdomen and in that same instant sent my own energy blast at Barzakh. He was sent skyward again, but he didn't back down. The more he tried to reach me, the more intense my blast became. I could tell he was starting to lose as parts of his body evaporated in the energy blast.

“STRAAAAAAAFFFFFFFFEEEEEEE!!!” Barzakh yelled, “I WILL FIND ANOTHERR WAAAAYYYY!!!”

“NOT HERE! NOT, EVER…. AGAINNNNN!!!” I exclaimed.

The beam shot to the sky and parted the clouds. I waited until Barzakh was a mile up before I let go of the blast. My body was stiff as I concentrated on the huge ball of energy. Bringing my arms together over my head in an x shape, I threw my arms down and screamed.

The explosion resembled a nuclear blast. It shot through the entire battlefield. All of the Senti sky fleet was destroyed. Zixin grabbed me and held on for dear life.







Chapter 27

Strafe

After all this time, the nightmare was over. That evil bastard would no longer haunt my family. The explosion scattered us across the battlefield. I remember waking up and seeing dirt-clouds everywhere. After getting to my feet, I looked around for Brutus and Zixin. Zixin wasn't far from me, but he was lying down with his face. I picked him up into my arms. When I looked at him, I had to fight back the lump in my throat. “My brother,” I said.

I cradled his head and faced him toward me as I put my feet underneath his back to prop him up. His eyes stayed closed as I rolled him over and held his hand. I noticed that when he shot off his infected arm before the battle, it cauterized the wound as no blood was coming out from his shoulder. Cuts lined his body, and blood dripped from his hair into his eyes. Zixin had given everything he had to protect me. “Zixin! Zixin! Wake up brother!” I pleaded.

I checked his pulse to see if he was still alive, and there was a faint heartbeat. He began to slowly flicker his eyelids and he wiped the blood off his face. “Hey hey! You made it!!!” I cheered as I hugged him.

“Strafe. You freed me. He's finally…gone,” Zixin struggled to say; he felt so weak in my arms.

“Listen, we need to get you to…” I said before he grabbed my elbow and looked in my eyes, “Strafe, go get him, I'll be fine here.”

I nodded my head as I ran to find Brutus. The clouds of dirt made it hard to see more than twenty feet in front of me. I saw a trail of blood drops at my feet and followed it. I had to fight back my tears.

 

When I found him, my heart sank. He was laying in a pool of blood. He whimpered softly as he breathed in and out. His tongue was hanging out the side of his mouth. “Brutus???” I said as a lump formed in my throat.

There was a huge gash in his stomach where Barzakh had stabbed him. Zixin had managed to make his way over to us, hobbling and holding onto his left shoulder. Brutus kept opening and closing his eyes slowly, like he was getting sleepy. I got down and hugged him around his shoulders and began to cry into his fur. I knew that he was dying. “You're safe,” Brutus said.

“Brutus,” I said through the tears, “I love you so much.”

Though he didn't have the strength to stand up, he pushed his head up and gave me one last kiss before he put his head back down, “Finish…the…mission. I will…always be…by your side.”

He closed his eyes for the last time. Zixin got down on his knees and pet Brutus and said, “Thank you for saving me.”

I cried and laid next to Brutus, my spiritual animal. Zixin put a hand on my shoulder and mourned with me.

 

After the tears had dried up, Zixin looked into my eyes, “Strafe, I've witnessed so many bad things in my life. I could've done more to stop him. Brutus had meant so much to you. It should've been me who didn't make it.”

I shook my head in disagreement, “Brutus…Brutus loved you just like he loved me. He saw the good in you. He saw our family.”

“Dad always talked about you and mom, and how much he missed you,” Zixin struggled to say, “You now have both of our power now. I can still fight, but I not like I used to. Dad always told me that we would all be a family together once again, and we are now, brother.”

“What was he like? What'd he make of life?” I asked.

He smiled as he looked to the sky, “He always said that the most important thing in life was to live it. While searching for the temple, I dreamt about you every day. I always wanted to be with you. I never got to be there to play Brave-Ball, be with Brutus, or chase girls with you. That's why I want you to hang onto that pendant. It will give you more of my strength.”

I looked at Brutus' collar and took it off and put it around my neck, “I was thinking about you, all the time, and still to my surprise, you're stronger and more talented than I could have imagined.”

He put his arm around me. I helped him up as we looked down at Brutus. “I want to cremate him,” I said as a tear fell down my cheek.

“Whatever you wish my brother, I will give my all to help honor him,” Zixin told me.

Before we began the ceremony, I cut off some of his hair, so I would always have a part of him with me. We stood side-by-side and began the ceremony. Zixin had taught me how to light a fire with the Power of Grief I controlled now. We gathered whatever materials we could around us to burn. We watched as Brutus turned to ash. After the fire had cooled, his ashes slowly scattered through the wind.

“Baby, I will never forget you. I can't wait to see you again,” I sobbed.

 

As I wept, I could hear a Mag-Ship land next to our location. Zixin got up and aimed his hand at the ship but then stood down as he saw it was Sorian. It was Major Ghennon and he was with his Blackcloud. His dog had many scars and a patched eye.

“Lieutenant Rocknus!!! We are leaving, that's an order!” Major Ghennon told me.

As I wiped the tears off my face, I said, “Sir, I need you to help my brother to safety.”

“No, I'm coming with you. I can still fight,” Zixin disagreed.

“Oh my gosh, this man, is your brother?” Major Ghennon said in disbelief, to which I nodded.

“I thought I have your power? You can fight?” I questioned.

“Strafe, you see, that's the thing. We have always had these powers! It was only in this great time of need that we truly became awakened to the fact. You've always been able to do what I could. You've always been smart like Brutus too,” Zixin explained, “Although I gave you the majority of my power, I managed to absorb Gain's ability. I have the Power of Despair. You won't even know I'm next to you.” He flicked on his aura and his hair changed to white with pink lowlights.

“Where's your wolf?” Major Ghennon asked.

I shook my head and pointed to his collar; he put one hand on my shoulder, “Be strong, for him. I know you loved him, and he loved you too. You destroyed their entire armada! That will be his legacy; Brutus helped to save so many lives. We need to recoup before we make a final attack on the mountain. I'll give you a moment,” Ghennon comforted.

“No sir, I'm ready now. My friends and I can take care of the remaining forces. I made a promise to end this and that's exactly what I'm going to do,” I said as I looked at Zixin.

Zixin looked back and said, “I'll give what I can Strafe.”

“I was told that you are free to advance without us. Let us know if you need help over telecrom,” Major Ghennon told me. They gave us a Mag-Cycle before they took off.

Out of the sky the God Blade fell and landed in the dirt nearby. I grabbed it and put it and got on the Mag-Cycle. Zixin put on some armor from a dead soldier. We then made our way towards the final fight with the Senti. The sound of Brutus' collar rang in the wind. It gave me strength.







Chapter 28

Strafe

The end of the war was in sight. We rode through the battlefield toward the mountain. Zixin had draped a cape over his left shoulder, to hide his wound. Soldier's bodies littered the ground and were covered with crystal shards from defeated Slates. Zixin told me that scattering Slate shards over a body would help it heal faster, due to the Slates innate instinct to heal and protect. I closed my eyes to see if I could locate my friends and sure enough I could see a green and yellow dot closing in on my location.

When we made it to the mountain base, I saw Roya and Rousseau riding on DarkClouds. We had no idea where Zon could be as he still wouldn't allow us to tap into his aura. We didn't have to wait long for him though. A small slate emerged from the mountain base hole and screeched at us, but within a flash, the Slate had been cut down by Zon's sword. He'd already been inside the mountain fighting. He was bruised and bloodied but had a look of conviction like I'd never seen before.

“My friends, it's good to see you again,” Zon said to us, he looked to Zixin and brought his sword up.

“Zon, it's okay!” I assuaged, “This is my brother, not the demon. We killed him.”

“Where is Brutus? I don't see his aura,” Roya noticed.

We both put our head down and Zixin replied, “He died trying to protect us.”

“Strafe, I'm so sorry,” Roya said as she came over and gave me a hug.

“It's okay Roya, I would've done the same. I fight to end this, for him,” I told her.

Rousseau stepped toward Zixin and examined him before he reached out to shake his hand, “Strafe talked about you all the time mate. Name is Prince Aeileo Marmahere but you can call me Rousseau. I'm glad he could save you.”

“Thanks, Rousseau,” Zixin said timidly, “I'm sorry for what I made you all go through. Please let me help you end this.”

“Ha! It's about time you did something for the good guys!” Rousseau joked as he patted his shoulder.

Roya's owl, Fena, landed on her arm. Roya spoke quietly to the owl and nodded her head. Fena then perched on Roya's shoulder. “Yoichi, we need to make it to the top. Fena said she saw Tiras and the others up there. Can you show us the way?” she asked.

“My country is my home. Before we go, I have decided on one thing,” Zon told us. He put out his left hand and spread his fingers. It'd seemed he finally agreed to synch our auras so we could all find each other. Happy to do so, I put my hand on top of his. Rousseau followed suit, and with a big smile, Roya put her hand on Rousseau's. Zixin joined in as well.

“We are stronger when we are together. Thank you Yoichi,” Roya said as she hugged him around the side.

“You all have shown me that the outside world is not evil, but rather full of loving people who will do anything to help each other. Shinjo must walk hand-in-hand with our fellow brothers and sisters so that we can reach a new zenith. Peace can rein on Eternia, but only if we work together,” Zon wholeheartedly expressed.

Gusts of wind flowed around the five of us as we linked auras. One by one, our auras clicked on and I felt a rush of energy flow through my body. When I opened my eyes, our hair glowed brighter than ever before and all of our wounds disappeared. “YEEEEHAAAWWW!!!” I yelled.

We all powered down and began to move forward. As we walked, I turned around and looked into the sky, this is for you baby.

 

Another familiar face rode up on a Mag-Cycle, it was Yessa. Her uniform was damaged but she seemed okay. She ran up and I gave her a hug. “Strafe, I predicted you'd be here. I'm glad you're okay! Have you seen Gain? Did he make it out? I couldn't read his future,” she smiled.

“Gain…didn't make it. He was trying to repent for his actions. Brutus is gone… too. They gave up their lives trying to save me, and my brother,” I responded as I turned toward Zixin.

“Brutus…is dead? Gain too?” Yessa repeated in shock.

“Gain's death weighs heavy on me. Betrayal is the ultimate pain. I tried my best to save him. Brutus helped me survive long enough to defeat the demon in Zixin. We will see them both again someday,” I comforted.

“Gain wasn't perfect, but nobody truly is. I'm glad he tried to help you in the end,” Yessa reassured, she looked to Zixin, “Wow, he looks so much like you.”

“Nice to meet you,” Zixin said.

Zon stepped forward and patted me on the shoulder, “Strafe, we need to get going.”

“Absolutely. Yessa, can you see what they're planning?” I asked.

She closed her eyes and turned on her aura. After a brief moment, she powered down, “My vision is blurry. I see only outlines of people fighting. I also saw that…one of you will fall up there.”

“I'm not scared of dying, or doing what's right. The only thing I'm scared of is not listening to my heart,” Rousseau commented.

“I'm with you brother,” I said as we shook hands.

“Strafe, I came to give you my power. Unfortunately, I would only get in your way without something to pilot. I'm being called back to base to help with the civilian evacuations. I know what you have to do,” Yessa said as she caressed my face.

“I don't want to lose you again,” I lamented.

“I can't see you that far into the future but my heart knows you'll be okay,” Yessa expressed.

I brought her in for, what seemed like one last kiss. I felt an electric rush of energy over my body. I had absorbed her Power of Concern.

“You're going to explode with power soon,” Yessa teased.

“I'd give it all up to see you again,” I told her.

She turned around and hopped on her Mag-Cycle before taking off.

Roya presented us with DarkClouds and we all began to ride together. Zixin and I stayed on our Mag-Cycle. We entered a small cave that led inside the mountain. After fifteen minutes of travel, we turned around a corner and I saw the largest staircase I'd ever seen in my life.

The stairs led to Miega Village, where Zon was born. Looking at it was like looking at railroad tracks converging in the distance.

“Holy molly! I think these wolves won't need to exercise today after this climb!” Rousseau marveled.

“My people call this 'Tendou Noboru,' which means Heaven's Climb. It is said that if you don't finish the climb, you won't make it to heaven,” Zon joked, “I climbed this every day for fifteen years straight.”

“After this is over Zon, I'll be coming back to take on that challenge. Let's go end this!” I told everyone.

As we rode up the Tendou Noboru, we saw bodies lying motionless on the tiles. Whisper Warriors from Miega had fought to protect their village from the Senti but at a heavy cost. It seemed as though this was a final stand for them. As we made our way up the mountain, I could only help but think how I wished the first time I saw this place was in a healthy state because it was so beautiful.

All the DarkClouds were exhausted by the time we made it to the top. The others hopped off and let them rest near the entrance. I noticed the smell of water in the wind. We saw that the entire village was surrounded by a moat. Stone walls protected the village and the only thing that connected to the Tendou Noboru was a wooden bridge that was partially destroyed. We could see smoke beyond the stone walls, so we went to investigate. There was a gate at the end of the bridge, but it had been blown down by Senti forces. We entered slowly and with weapons drawn.

Rousseau had a red scanner over his eye looking for heat signatures. Zon looked down on the tan gravel that lined the village to see the bodies of his clan. He knelt down near a fallen warrior and recited a battle poem before he shut his eyes with his palm. Then he removed one of their battle garments and put it on. The village was very discreet but comfortable. Straight ahead of us stood the castle, which was partially on fire.

“My clan has guarded Miega Castle for seven hundred years. We have failed our ancestors,” Zon lamented with his head down.

“Yoichi, there is still time to save it. This is not to worry about,” Roya reminded him, Zon nodded.

“They're here Strafe. I'll get your back,” Zixin advised as he went invisible.

“Oh shit, shit shiiiitttt!!!” Rousseau yelled as he pointed toward the castle. Emerging from behind some houses stood four figures I knew we would run into again, General Taleri Ganser, Hendrick Valender, Longwei and Tiras. Alongside them were two giant Slates that stood ten feet high. It seemed like they were the last resistance between us and whatever was inside the castle.

“It's always something isn't it!?” I grunted.

We walked forward to confront them. Zon clenched his sword firmly.

We squared off.

“Stand aside,” Zon commanded the four foes.

Hendrick put his foot on a dying Shinjin soldier in front of us while pulling out a red rifle and replied, “How about, surrender or this man dies?”'

“You Senti have gone too far. Do you even know what you are doing!?!” Zon asked him.

“The real question is do you wish for the cycle of war to repeat Zon? Are you willing to be responsible for continued atrocities committed by man to one another?” Longwei spoke.

“Quit hiding behind a veil and show yourself! You are not Longwei you fox!” Zon replied.

“Very well,” he said as he shifted into an older man with white hair, “Beware that I am the only one who knows his whereabouts.”

“What the hell?! A shape shifter?!” I stuttered.

“Yes. The Power of Fear. The ability to change perception. For good or evil,” Roya explained.

“What have you done? War does not just spring up like the changing seasons. It was calculated by the Senti, and you helped them Master! Look what they have done!” Zon pleaded.

“This is the cost my son I had to pay to keep them from attacking us sooner. We will build it all back when this is over. Commander Ganser will unlock the Heaven's Gate and we will finally have the power to end this. Now, leave or I will not hold back against you,” Master replied.

“War is not the answer,” Roya interjected.

“Enough of this General, let's end them and be done with this!” Hendrick stated, Taleri looked jaded.

“I agree. It's time for some payback boy!” Tiras said as he pointed at me.

“I'll be happy to blast your face off again!” I yelled back.

Taleri hesitated before making a decision, but then held her head high and said, “Leave Strafe alive.”

We engaged the last defense the Senti had. Taleri and Tiras jumped up onto the roofs of the houses to fire down on us with their long ranged weapons while Master and Hendrick charged forward with the Slates.

When the Slate was within my striking range I jumped up at its head to take a swipe but was knocked aside by its huge lumbering arm into a building. Roya ran behind me and was able to stab her blade straight through the creature. She then extended her blade so the Slate was dangling high up in the air and then slammed it down to the ground, shattering it instantly.

Zon and Rousseau fought against Master while Hendrick drew his huge sword and shield. My head was spinning from being slapped away but I shrugged it off. There wasn't much time for me to recover as Hendrick had charged at me like a bull and pinned me with his shield. His charge was so strong he ran me through two of the village's wooden buildings. I laid on the ground in agony before I got to my feet. “Tell me again how it felt when your mutt died!” Hendrick yelled.

We crossed swords in an alley. For someone with such a heavy suit of armor on, he was incredibly fast and powerful. Each swipe felt like a ton of bricks slamming down on me. When Hendricks's sword swooped down, I blocked it by holding my sword across my body horizontally. While I tried to press him away, a bullet nicked my cheek which broke my concentration. I stumbled back and looked up to see Tiras was on the roof taking shots at me while Hendrick kept me busy. “Son of a bitch!” I yelled.

Rousseau shot in Tiras' direction to cover me, which made him run and hide to avoid getting hit. Hendrick tried to shield-bash me but I side-stepped to the left of him. As I did, he came at me with a cross-slash to which I deflected it upward and slashed his shield away to expose his chest. I then powered on my aura and blasted him with spirit energy, which him which sent him flying through multiple buildings. Taking the time to assess the battle I ran back out to the courtyard.

Rousseau and Zon surrounded the remaining Slate. In a show of aggression, it slammed the floor and charged at Zon while bellowing. Zon threw his Kusarigama at the Slate's arm and tried to control it but the Slate was too strong and pulled Zon forward before punching him. The hit knocked him backwards almost to the gate we came through. Master ran after Zon and left Rousseau to himself to fight the creature. “Hey!” I yelled to Rousseau.

Rousseau waved at me but had to move quickly to avoid a giant rock the Slate threw at him. I was to join him in the battle but I felt something wrap around my ankles. When I looked down, I noticed a rope of some kind which sent me to the ground as it pulled me away from the battle. The rope dragged me back into an alley and hung me upside down over a pole that connecting two houses.

Dangling about a story up I tried to cut myself free but was petrified. A dart had hit me in the side and made me lose all feeling in my body. The God Blade fell out of my hands and clanked a few times before resting on the ground. I could see someone in the distance through my blurry vision; it was Taleri.

Jumping down in front of me from her perch, she approached me with her gun draw right between my eyes. She looked around to see if anyone was watching, “There's very little time Strafe. When I wink at you, that will be your time to attack. Do you understand me?”

After she said that, out of nowhere she kissed me on the lips and stroked my face. What the hell?

Taleri's head snapped to her left as a huge black flash crashed into her and tossed her into a nearby home. She grunted as she fell down. When I looked over, Roya had retracted her Balis to earring size. She cut down the rope holding me upside down and removed the dart Taleri had shot me with. Feeling began to return to my body and I was able to slowly get up with Roya's help. “One of these days I'm gonna need to save you for a change!” I joked.

“You will have your chance, this is sure,” Roya said.

Where are you Zixin?

We rushed back to the battlefield to witness quite a comical display. Rousseau had somehow gotten onto the Slate's back and was hitting it in the head with the butt of his gunblade. The Slate couldn't figure out how to get him off. Rousseau dodged every grab from the creature because he was too fast.

“Don't worry mates! I'm just playing around with him. Why don't you stop the others while I keep this one busy?” he told us.

“Okay???” we both replied with a shrug.

Taking the opportunity to avoid the Slate, Roya and I ran off in search of Master and Tiras. We ran down toward the gate we entered and heard clashing steel. Off in the far southeast corner had been a trail that led to a secret garden.

“This battle seems like one he must fight alone,” Roya suggested.

“We're all in this together though Roya, just think what would've happened if you didn't save me back there?” I replied.

She nodded her head and said, “You may be right.”

Something in that moment didn't feel right as we walked forward. Roya stood behind me and as we were to enter the garden, I heard a muffled scream as Tiras had come up from behind Roya and stabbed her in the back with a knife. He covered her mouth and held onto her as she dropped to her knees.

“ROYA!!!” I screamed as I charged forward.

Hendrick grabbed onto my shoulder, turned me around and knocked me out with head-butt. Everything went dark.







Chapter 29

Taleri

At this point, I could've decided the fate of humanity by simply whom I chose to kill. Blood was to be shed. It would be either Strafe and his friends, or these assholes I fought alongside.

The longer this war waged, the more I'd seen great changes in my father. Once a proud, commanding leader, he now stayed to himself and issued orders far away from anybody. I felt someone was controlling him, and it was tearing not just our country but our relationship apart.

Hendrick held Strafe and the girl over his shoulder and brought them to the market place nesting below the stairs to the castle. Strafe was out cold, but the girl was whimpering in a ball and bleeding from her side. They went down like sissies, I was expecting more. The boy lover was still on top of the giant Slate until I grabbed him with my whip and tossed him on the floor. He winced in pain when he landed; Tiras was there to restrain him.

“I say we cut their throats and be done with it. These simpletons have far overstepped their boundaries,” Hendrick illustrated as he crossed his finger over his neck.

“No,” Tiras chimed in, “We mustn't risk losing the Guardian abilities. We must extract them through cohesion.”

“What are you planning snake?” I called him. I never liked Tiras, just like that slime ball Marcio. Something about this douchebag smelled rotten, and I had no idea why my father trusted him.

“General, you see, I have reports that my people have captured someone very special to this one on Earth,” Tiras put his foot over Strafe's head, “Getting him to break will be easy.”

“And the others? That Shinjin fool is still fighting Master. He probably would kill himself than work with the people who destroyed his village,” I countered.

“Shinjo has no 'real' friends right now since they allied with us. The Emperor has been taken out as Symbol of the State and we own the Prime Minister. The Sorians and their gang simply view this place as a battlefield, they couldn't give a damn less what happens to these people. If Zon loves his country, he'll understand that the only true friends he has are the Senti,” Tiras detailed to me.

I was impressed by the way he knew how to play the game. “Well Tiras, I have places to be so go help get the Shinjin and let's get on with whatever my father wants us to do,” I ordered him, he bowed and walked away.

Hendrick came over and put an arm on my shoulder, to which I shook it off. “Hey, what's the matter my love? No victory kiss?” Hendrick tried to kiss me but I pulled away, “Is something wrong? We haven't been intimate lately.”

“Hendrick,” I sighed, “We are about to win this war and fulfill the prophecy my father has been chasing and all you can think about is this? That's something that Marcio creep would've done.”

With a jerk, Hendrick grabbed my right arm and spun me around, “Don't you EVER compare me to that cockroach again!”

If Tiras hadn't shown up to break the moment, I would've shot him in the face for talking to me like that. Tiras seemed slightly on edge with what he saw, “Everything gravy General?”

“Yes,” I said as I yanked my arm from Hendrick's grasp, “Hendrick's just angry I'm not fucking him lately, is all.”

Both of their eyes opened wide in shock. Radio traffic began going off with details from leadership. My father had made it to the village as we saw his Mag-Ship land. With him were his guardsmen carrying all the Guardian Keys we had gathered. They rushed past us and up to the castle. My father joined us. “Taleri, sweetie, come here,” my father said with open arms, I gave him a hug.

“Hi daddy! Look what we have for you!” I sang.

He looked down at Strafe and his friends, “These are the people that we sent to gather the Guardian abilities?”

“Correct sir,” Tiras popped in, “Like you had envisioned, those with Guardian power attract others with it and eventually eat each other alive until there is only one left standing.”

They both looked at me, “What?” I asked.

“Taleri, my dear, don't you see now? The whole point of lighting the world on fire was to flush out these heathens and use them to gather up the Guardian abilities. Now that we have them all, we can gain entrance to Nian. These “Guardian Keys” we sought were means only to power the lift into space,” my father explained.

“You looked shocked General, you see, the ancient scripts we gathered from around Eternia regarding the Venerates who created Guardian and Nian explained to us how to access the portal, which is right inside that castle, and gain access to heaven. They specifically stated that war, chaos and famine were required to awaken the abilities. The prophecy is unfolding,” Tiras followed.

My breath had left my chest. We'd done all of these terrible things to the world on the pretext of an ancient script we didn't know was true? My blood was boiling. “Daddy, I need to…” I tried to say before getting interrupted.

“Sorry my dear, I need to go get prepared. Tiras, you are in charge here. See to it these rats transfer their power to Taleri won't you?” my father instructed as he walked away.

“Well, that's a switch! You ain't in charge anymore; does that make you feel, angry?” Hendrick said sarcastically, I wanted to slice his jaw off.

“The only thing we can do is wait for Master to finish fighting that Zon guy. It shouldn't be long, he told me to go away. Master was kicking his ass. Let's get out the Siopi Stones and be ready for him to return,” Tiras ordered.

Wow, Daddy doesn't care about anything anymore. Not even me.







Chapter 30

Zon

Everything I'd been taught was a lie. The person who mentored and educated me on how to be a Whisper Warrior betrayed us. It tore at my heart.

The first rule is:

 

The clan is everything,

We care for each other like we shared a womb,

And we die for each other like we are one soul.

 

I followed Master into our Shinjin Garden. The fog was thick here, so much so I could barely see ten feet in front of me. The garden was as old as our village. To my dismay, much of it had been destroyed. Pots holding ancient plants laid broken and stepped on, flowers stained with the color of sanguine blood and bodies strewn about on bridges between stones. I held my sword in front of me, between my eyes, guarding for his surprise attack.

Master was nowhere to be seen, and I'd assumed he was pretending to be among the dead on the ground. Nothing was sacred to him, not even my fallen brothers and sisters. To my dismay, I began stabbing the bodies of the dead in the heart as I walked by, to ensure they wouldn't surprise me. I hadn't done enough to protect them.

The second rule is:

 

As a clan, our mission comes first,

The mission will, and always be, to serve diligently and loyally,

To protect the freedom our ancestors created, and honor them every day,

And to destroy those who wish to hurt our brothers, sisters and country.

 

Before I would get revenge, my heart screamed to know, why? Why did someone who was loved and respected so much by his people succumb to the Senti? I was afraid that it was gold that he was loyal to, not his creed. We were trained assassins, but I never thought of myself as one who killed in cold blood. I felt it was my due diligence to give back to my people, and in life, warriors are necessary to keep the peace. With power though, comes great responsibility.

The third rule is:

 

A lifetime of learning is a life well spent,

The heart and mind will always crave more,

To always be self-improving is a way of life,

No-one is above practice, even a master.

 

Maybe this was why I needed to know, to know why Master led us down this path. The truth will always set one free, and to save our descendants from repeating atrocities. Although I'd been growing, and my ways of understanding reaching new heights over the past year and a half, I wondered if he'd done the same.

The final rule is:

 

Betrayal to the clan is the ultimate sin,

It matters not the reason,

Traitors must be dealt a dish of revenge served cold.

 

One of us would die here, as Whisper Warriors we would choose death over dishonor. To be defeated by him would make my life useless, in my clan's eyes. I knew though that this way of thinking would need to be changed. Failure doesn't necessitate such heavy disdain, for in order to succeed, we must fail.

As I walked down the bloody and silent pathways of the garden, I heard moaning. Slowly, I approached a group of bodies that seemed to have a person alive underneath. Before I plunged into the corpses with my sword it was snatched out of my hands by another Kusarigama and tossed across into the pond. With a quick-draw, I fired an arrow from my bow into the tree where the attack came from. The arrow flew but hit nothing. Dark, purple fog started to creep throughout the garden and my vision was cut in half. He was using his Power of Fear.

Looking back I saw someone. It was the person I thought responsible for this travesty, my old best friend, Longwei. He was bloodied, and it seemed he'd been a slave under Master since our village was attacked. His ankles and wrists were in shackles. My instinct was to rush over and help him, as ordered in our first rule in the creed, but I knew it is a trap. “Longwei, I am sorry to have taken so long to get here brother,” I told him, “We will be free again soon.”

Too weak to reply, he simply nodded to acknowledge my words. In that instant, Master transformed from one of the dead bodies and got behind Longwei with a dagger to his throat. Other dead bodies rose up and circled us, with weapons drawn, waiting for Master to order them to attack.

“You will never be free, until you give yourself over to the ones unlocking the prophecy,” Master said sinisterly, “I will always be hunting you.”

My bow was raised and aimed at his head. Master, who taught me how to fight, was actually blind. Wearing a purple bandana over his eyes, he smiled as if he could see clearly. His other senses were so acute it's as if he weren't blind at all. He could smell my sweat, hear the stretching of my bow and feel my fear in his mind. The dagger across Longwei's neck was taken away and pointed at me, “If you so dare as move, you will be responsible for his death. My brothers, back from the dead, will then strike you down before you can move.”

“Before we find out who lives, tell me why you have done all this? Why have you sided with these foreign devils and destroyed what you taught us to believe in? If there is any honor among men here, you will answer me,” I demanded.

Relaxing, but bringing the blade back on Longwei's throat, he cleared his throat, “This creed we live by was not created by the Gods above us, but by weak and mortal men. This creed is binding, and limits us to what our true potential could be. I was born into this clan, but despised everything about it. Do you THINK I WANTED TO BE A MURDERER all my life? There is a time in a man's life when he needs peace, needs happiness, needs to be free. The clan doesn't allow this. The Senti offered me a way to find peace, and find the God above us and ask for eternal life, which in that very castle holds the access to. I was never offered a normal life. I did what I had to, in order to escape.”

With guile and disdain, I looked back at him before I release my bow and said, “Birth is a death-sentence. The day we are born and the day we die are trivial, but the dash between them is what really counts. All of the people we served, the people we loved, our country, they are all affected by the dash. You had a whole lifetime to live a good life, yet you chose not to. You have no-one to blame but yourself. You have no honor.”

With a flick of my finger, I released the arrow. On cue, the undead warriors sprang at me. In the months of me fighting here, I had learned that I could teleport not only my body but objects as well. If I needed to clear a bomb from exploding near my clan, I could toss it in the air. If I needed a key to the cell I lay in, I could put it in my hand. If I needed to send bullets in another direction to save my life, I could send them back at the person aiming at me.

Using this new skill, I sent the arrow through the head of each of the resurrected warriors one by one before Master had leaped at me himself. Through his Power of Fear, he turned himself into a giant green dragon with large pointed teeth. I waited until the dragon opened its mouth to bite me before I sent the arrow down the dragon's throat. I teleported away before it would've swallowed me whole. The dragon let out a cry of pain and disappeared. I saw Master with the arrow sticking through his chest. While standing, he looked back into my eyes and bowed to me before collapsing onto the ground. The purple fog dissipated and blew away in the wind.

I picked up my sword and kept it close as I moved to grab Longwei. Something felt strange, as I noticed my aura changing. New tattoos appeared over my body, purple in color with mystical dragons and other beasts donning my skin. In the water's reflection, I saw my hair was two-toned in blue and purple. It seemed as though he had passed on his Power of Fear to me in his last breath. Maybe, in his final moments, he had a change of heart. It's important to forgive a people for their leader's actions, but when an individual tries to do you harm, forgiveness is also possible. Forgetting what they did though, is impossible.

 

I laid Longwei down to rest near a pagoda. It seemed like his injuries weren't lethal. He opened his eyes, “My brother,” I said as I held his hand to my chest.

“Zon, you, came back, to save us,” Longwei muttered between breaths.

“How long have you been like this? I thought it was you who betrayed us so long ago,” I asked.

“I'm sorry brother, but I came under Master's spell, and he took advantage of me. I had been his prisoner ever since the day we were attacked.”

“Not to worry,” I assuaged, “He's dead now, and our clan avenged. I will need your help to rebuild this, but you must do me one favor.”

“What, is, that you ask?” he asked after opening one eye.

“Pretend to be me, and help me sneak attack the Senti. I will change into Master, and they will think he had won. I fear my newfound brothers and sister are in trouble. Without them, I cannot stop the Senti from destroying our world,” I explained.

He nodded, and with a snap of my fingers, we both transformed. The semblance was remarkable. Longwei looked exactly like me. Looking into the water, and I saw myself as Master.

“I will need one thing to make it look official,” I said. Off of his dead body, I took Master's famous purple bandana and wrapped it around my eyes. Holding Longwei in my arms as gently as I could, I proceed out the garden towards the enemy in hopes of helping my dear friends.







Chapter 31

Strafe

Gusts of wind brushed through my hair as I woke up, face-flat on the stone courtyard. As I opened my eyes, my vision was blurred. There was an open bloody wound on the back of my head that was pounding. Whoever hit me, hit me good back there. I kept fluttering my eyelids to try to get my vision back.

I pushed up off my side and shook my head. I saw Taleri standing in front of me, along with Hendrick and Tiras. Tiras looked content eating an apple, like he was admiring a trophy he just won. Looking to my left I saw Roya, who was lying down on the floor. There was a small pool of blood around her, and her eyes were closed. To her left I saw the Slate Rousseau was battling with; it was pinning him down with its giant foot. Rousseau struggled but couldn't move. Zon was nowhere in sight and neither was Master.

“The legends have failed you,” Hendrick taunted.

I rubbed my head to help ease the pain as I sat in disbelief. “Roya, Roya, are you okay?” I muttered to her.

“She won't suffer for long Strafe. As soon as Master is done with Zon, we will have all we need to proceed,” Tiras told me before he looked at Hendrick and said, “He'd better hurry though before she bleeds out.”

“Damn you, Tiras,” I gritted. Taleri again had her weapon drawn at me, and kept constant eye contact. We didn't have to wait long before I heard footsteps approaching our location. I turned around to see Master dragging a seemingly life-less Zon. With a thud, he dropped him next to me and walked over to the others. He stood silently and sheathed his scythe behind his back. I closed my eyes to see if it really was Zon through his aura, and saw that Master must've absorbed Zon's Power of Pride. We'd been defeated.

“Strafe,” Tiras said to me, I ignored his voice. “Strafe,” he said again, I kept looking at the floor. Tired of being ignored, Tiras came over and backhanded my face which slammed me down to the floor. He then grabbed my hair and got right in my face, “When I tell you to listen, I expect you to be courteous! Now, where was I. Oh yes, I'm betting you're wondering why you're still alive?”

“I like cats. I must have nine lives,” I replied sarcastically. Tiras smiled and big smirk,

“Nope,” he slammed me back down to the ground.

“Well then, enlighten me,” I said while looking at the sky on my back.

Tiras walked back to the line of his allies and then turned to me, “At first Commander Ganser wished for the Senti to rule the world to make world peace. But he knew that it would come at great cost to his own people, and civilization itself. He needed there to be some reason, some way to realize this great salvation. And that my dear friend, was made possible when we learned how to unlock the Gateway to Heaven, where Guardian and Nian reside. With Their power, we will finally end all this suffering. Thanks to you all, we finally have the tools to get there. Peace will prevail across Eternia and Earth,” Tiras explained.

“What did we ever do to you mate?” Rousseau said beneath the foot of the Slate.

“Still alive there my prince? Good!” Tiras shouted to him, “I wanted to kill you personally rather than let that beast get the honor! Now Strafe, you must understand that our Commander will become a God soon. A God with unimaginable power. Power to change humankind forever! Which is why it was so fortunate that you came here. You see, the Guardian Keys that we acquired, they're only a means of calling forth the true keys to Heaven, the Guardian powers. We simply wreaked havoc across the world to draw the Guardians out of their hiding spots! Strafe my boy, we couldn't have done it without you.”

“This is madness Tiras!” I antagonized.

“You see Strafe, we are not alone in this universe,” Tiras informed me, “This planet was once ruled by a superior species that created all of the life here on Eternia eons ago. Some inscriptions have labeled them 'The Venerate.'”

“Well isn't that some rubbish,” Rousseau dismissed.

“I'm looking forward to cutting out your tongue for a prize,” Hendrick told Rousseau.

“Whatever this God is Tiras, if it even exists, I can sure as hell guarantee that it's not going to just bow down to you all and do whatever your heart desires. That thing will be unpredictable,” I warned.

“See, that is where you are wrong again American. The species that gave us life also gave us Guardian and Nian to watch over us. For thousands of years, Eternians paid homage and respected the God until 5000 years ago they imprisoned it for reasons unknown. Ever since then, war has been waged constantly and humanity has struggled to move forward.” Hendrick explained.

“When they imprisoned the God, it gave away its power and attached it to the fourteen human emotions we all carry. Love, fear, joy, anger, passion, despair, ecstasy, concern, pride, jealousy, desire, grief, compassion, and elation. People are chosen to own these powers who already hold a high level of the emotion. Only those that carry an emotional power may absorb other's power. If it is not passed down, it will be found in the body of a newborn. You all were chosen by the previous owner or possessing a high level of passion, love, pride, and elation, to guard your own guardian key. You all have also defeated others whom carried the remaining emotions, which gave us the location to the keys,” Tiras story-told.

Taleri stepped up and held her gun up to my chin, “Strafe, you hold passion, joy, grief and concern. Zon held pride. Roya holds love. And Mr. Pansy Prince holds elation, jealousy, and ecstasy.”

Clapping his hands, Tiras continues, “That's why you aren't dead right now, because you all are what we have been fighting around the world for. Our battle summoned you and now we have you right where we want!”

“Sonnuva bitch,” Rousseau said as he shook his head.

“Unfortunately, if Roya dies, her guardian power will freeze unless one with an ability takes it from her. Which is why you will convince her to pass it on, now!” Tiras commanded me.

“Why would I help you?” I asked.

“Because if you don't my people back on Earth will rape and kill your mother. We found her Strafe, oh yes we did,” Tiras snickered, “Now, make a choice, absorb this islander trash's power or watch her and your hippie mother on Earth die!”

I looked into Taleri's eyes. When I did, a glimpse of sadness ran across her face. She aimed her rifle down and turned away, almost as if to avoid what was coming next. Roya's eyes were now open, only slightly; she was still conscious and heard all of what Tiras said. She looked up at me and without saying anything, shook her head as if to let her die rather than give in. I shook my head, “I'm not gonna let you die Roya. But I'm not gonna let you win either Tiras.”

“Well, that's fine! If she doesn't pass on here power, I know someone who can make her,” Tiras replied as he looked at Taleri.

“You?!” I said, when I closed my eyes I could see a salmon pink aura glowing around him.

“Taleri, take their power from them,” Hendrick suggested.

Taleri gripped her rifle tightly. She walked between Roya and me and aimed her gun between my eyes once again. Before she fired the trigger, I held up my hand and said, “If you're gonna kill me, at least let me die a clean death. A soldier's death.”

Tiras shrugged as Taleri nodded her head. I used what strength I had to stumble to my feet and looked her squarely in the eyes. I felt like we were one in the same. She had goodness in her heart. I took a deep breath as I looked up to the sunset and said, “I'm ready.”

Standing there felt like forever as Taleri aimed at me. She flicked off the safety and held her gun tight. I waited for her to wink at me as she put her finger on the trigger. I took a gasp of air as she began to pull down.

Before either of us could react, a flash of energy blasted Tiras. She then winked as she turned around quickly and shot Hendrick right in the chest. Tiras' eyes widened as he witnessed this betrayal and yelled for the Slate to attack. Before he could mutter another word, Master sliced at Tiras' Achilles heel and he fell to the floor. Rousseau was able to get up and saw a Guardian Key had slipped out from beneath Hendricks's armor. He quickly ran over and grabbed it and yelled, “STOOOOPPPP!!!” To my surprise, the Slate stopped dead in its tracks.

“How in the hell!?” I muttered.

As I looked over to Master, his face began to change into someone else; it was Zon! To my right, I saw Longwei, unconscious. Zixin faded back into view, but looked exhausted, like that blast took everything he had. I ran over to my brother to helped him lie down. As I held him in my arms, I looked at Taleri and said, “Why did you do this? Did you plan this all along?”

With the barrel of her gun still smoking, she threw away her weapon as far as she could throw. She walked over to Hendrick and absorbed his Power of Anger, “What we have done to this world I feel will haunt us a country forever. I cannot follow this ideology any longer. I've felt like I've lost my soul.”

“Taleri. There's still time. Still time to make this right; come with us,” I said to her.

“Yes,” Zon looked at her firmly, “If any of us has to die for this, it should be you.”

“Zon,” Rousseau sighed.

“No,” she replied, shaking her head, “I must pay for what I have allowed to happen. I am unworthy of this Guardian power I possess.”

“Is this why didn't you kill me back when I first met you in Mylintus?” I asked.

“I could've killed you a thousand times over, but I knew you'd do something special. Something I should've help to stop. Something that could bring peace to this world. Something only someone not from Eternia could do, bring us together. We Senti have blood on our hands that will never wash off. My only solace, was that I knew someone would come along and stop us from finishing this. I can face whatever punishment comes my way. Please forgive my people Strafe, they only did what they were told,” Taleri told me.

“When this is over Taleri, I'll let them know what you did here for us.” I told her.

“Well then my love, tell us what we need to do in order to stop this crazy pedagogue?!” Rousseau pleaded.

“My father will stop at nothing to awaken Guardian and Nian to exploit their power. He must be stopped. The Gateway has already been opened. You must stop him at the Chamber of Guardian. I know you may have to kill him, and if you do, I…I will try to remember when he was a good man,” she explained. She walked over and took Tiras' power from him as well. Zon was pinning him down.

He held his sword to Tiras' throat and said, “You shall die for what you have done here.”

Before he was about to end him, I spoke out against it, “Zon, there have been enough deaths today. He should pay with his life, behind bars. A slow death.”

Zon hesitated, pushing the blade on Tiras' neck to make him bleed but didn't kill him. Instead, he knocked him out with a pressure point at the back of his neck and dropped him to the floor. A Mag-Ship piloted by Yessa flew over us before hovering down. Some troops exited out with her. They quickly apprehended Tiras and Taleri. As she was handcuffed, Taleri looked down at the floor, “Out of all the people in our organization, he was the most evil of us all. He corrupted my father.”

“Strafe,” Yessa said as she gave me a hug.

“Yessa, can you take them back? They are, war-criminals,” I languished; I knew Taleri wouldn't be shown mercy.

“Yeah, we were told to come support you guys, so that's what I'll do,” she told me.

“Strafe,” Taleri said to us, “Let me give mine and Hendrick's Guardian Power to her and Tiras' to Zon, it'll give them enough strength to finish the job.” Looking down at Roya, who still laid motionless, I nodded in agreement.

Taleri stood in front of Zon, who was on guard. She held up her arm and gave him Tiras' Power of Desire. She then bent down and put her hands around Roya's face and gave her a kiss on the lips. When she did, the Power of Compassion and Anger flowed into and revived Roya. Roya began to cough and Rousseau rushed over and held her in his arms. She then looked up to us, “You stopped them.”

Zixin and I walked over to her. I held her hand as she said, “Take me with you all. I feel it will be my final duty to this world. We must stop this together.”

“If that's what you wish,” Zon said to her.

“Strafe, I don't think I can fight much anymore,” Zixin assessed, “I feel tired. I want to give you Gain's power too.”

“Whatever you wish my brother,” I said as I hugged him.

He gave me Power of Despair and fell to the floor in exhaustion. Zon and I helped get him to the Mag-Ship along with Tiras and Taleri. I waved to Yessa as she and her troops took off with them. I had to be strong.

I walked back to Roya and held her in my arms as gently as I could. She asked me to cauterize the wound with my spirit energy, so I did.

Final duty?







Chapter 32

Strafe

We were at the precipice. All of what culminated over the past year had led up to this moment. An opportunity to end this madness. Taleri's actions surprised me but also helped me realize that not all of the Senti shared the same beliefs as their leaders. Despite the fact she'd helped us, she'd be held responsible for war-crimes, and wouldn't likely live a free-life anymore. Life behind bars is a more civil and appropriate way to punish those who were uncivil. I didn't want anyone else to die though, I made a promise to Brutus. We would live to see another day.

As we walked into the burning castle, we were greeted by Shinjin decorations that were reminiscent to Japanese art. Smoke had started to fill the building and we needed to move fast. Zon guided us to a stairway that got us up to the top level. The roof was crumbling and fire was spreading everywhere, except one area. He brought us in front of an ancient oval plate that sat on the floor. It looked similar to the Heaven's Gates in Zindaqe but these cultures were never connected up until about 100 years ago; this was the work of someone or something else's.

Zon told us that the entire purpose of Miega village was to teach people warring arts and to protect this plate, which they called the Zorakagami or the Sky Mirror. Normally, there was a hole in the roof to collect sunlight for the plate and at night it would illuminate and help guide their meditations. It was surrounded by inlets that had fourteen Guardian Keys inserted inside them.

“Some things are not always what they seem,” Zon assessed.

“Do you think that bloke Ganser did this?” Rousseau asked. Out of curiosity, he threw a rock in the light beam and it shot skyward for as far as our eyes could see. After opening her eyes, Roya smiled.

“I have heard stories about such a mirror; it's beautiful,” she said as I put her on her feet. Roya stumbled but regained her balance, “My friends, we cannot make it to the top without help.”

“Whatcha mean? This thing looks like it could take us all the way,” I argued.

Shaking her head, she replied, “This will only take us to space. Anything beyond that we are on our own.”

“Well shit! That bastard is up there for the party and didn't leave us a pass to get in!” Rousseau joked.

“My people may be able to help. Although we were invaded it doesn't mean we are helpless,” Zon said, “Strafe, tell the Sorians to call General Tatsunomi. His team has special space equipment we can use for this.”

“Space equipment? Ah sure, let me call my Major,” I told him.

After getting on my intercom and talking to Major Ghennon, our leadership was able to reach General Tatsunomi. Zon spoke to him briefly and gave me back my intercom. “They will be here shortly,” he said.

Rousseau pulled out an ice-grenade and tossed it into the fire. It froze the areas with the highest concentration of blaze and mitigated the spread.

I looked back and saw Roya holding her side. She wasn't in good shape. I'd suggested treatment for her wound, but she refused to leave. She told me that this was her destiny, and she wanted to do this for all of Eternia.

Twenty minutes later a Mag-Ship hovered above the Castle. Attached beneath the fuselage were four special Mag-Cycles. They looked like the Light-Cycles from the Tron movies, with black with neon lights flowing through them. They looked incredibly sleek and fast. The Mag-Cycles detached and floated down to us. They tossed down a box with space uniforms before departing.

“Whoa, cool get-up mate!” Rousseau jumped up and down with excitement.

“Fresh!” I concurred.

“These are special space suits we were designing for a new space station. They can propel us through space if necessary. The Mag-Cycles are prototype single man Space-Cycles. We can use these to find Ganser,” Zon explained.

We all put our suits and helmets on before we got on the Space-Cycles. Roya was moving slowly but had the strength and determination to continue. I was worried about her.

We hopped on the Space-Cycles and moved toward the Zorakagami. Our plan was to enter it together and stay close; we had no idea what would be waiting on the other side. As we did, the Space-Cycles tilted upward and we began our ascent through the beam of light. Our acceleration picked up quickly and I noticed I wasn't even pushing down on the throttle; it was rather a natural effect of being in the beam. Before I could even tell the speedometer said we were traveling at over 1000 miles an hour.

The Space-Cycles had covered our bodies in a shield to protect us from the wind and heat which we would experience. I could hardly believe how fast we were going! 2000 miles, then 2500, then 4000, then 7000! At the maximum speed we were going 10,000 miles an hour.

We broke through the troposphere, stratosphere, the mesosphere, the burning hot thermosphere and made it all the way past the exosphere, all within minutes. The beam of light from the Zorakagami dissipated shortly afterward and we began to float in space. Our helmets had radios inside so we could speak to each other.

”This is so cool!” I said.

“Cool doesn't seem enough to describe this feeling right now,” Rousseau commented.

“There, look!” Roya pointed out as we drifted.

We were located in front of one of the three moons, which Eternians called Acionna. On the surface looked something akin to a portal. It shined in a bright blue light and didn't seem natural. As we went to investigate, we noticed we were slowly being pulled in.

“Does this seem right to you? Guys!?” I noticed as the force of the pull got stronger.

“Ganser is inside. We must follow him,” Zon said.

“I guess being in space wasn't enough! Now we have to go inside a moon!” Rousseau joked.

We were pulled into the portal on Acionna and it closed behind us. It went completely dark.

 

The neon lights on the sides of our cycles were the only light we could see. After a few moments, a gold line cut for as far to the left and right as our eyes could see, like a horizon. It converged and shined bright. We made our way towards the convergence. What seemed so far away only took seconds to reach and standing before us was a golden temple.

The temple had huge, broad pillars and golden steps so beautiful that it seemed like a crime to walk on them. Forming in front of our Space-Cycles was a golden platform for us to land our bikes on. It felt like an invitation. “We move forward,” Zon decided.

“There is only Ganser to stop and we can end all of this war,” Roya winced through pain.

We set down on the platform and began to walk up the golden stairs. I drew my sword in anticipation of the upcoming confrontation with the Senti leader. Nobody knew what might happen once we got inside, but there was no turning back.

Two giant doors stood in front of us, both shiny and golden beyond belief. The doors looked as though they would be heavy, but when I pushed on one, it glided open like it was on ice.

Inside was a large room that housed another portal in the middle of the floor. Someone was crouching next to it, with someone else lying on the floor. As we approached the person standing next to the portal got to their feet and stood around ten feet high. They had long and lanky arms and a golden robe on. When they turned around, we were surprised to see, it wasn't human. Their eyes glowed blue around the retina and blue face-paint from their chin all the way up through their hair. Their skin was bright white. With a small smile, we were greeted, “Hello Eternians…and Earthling. I have been waiting for you to come.”

“Who are you? What is this place?” I asked.

“My name is Bethlaham. I belong to The Ancient Ones, and I am the last of my kind. I have lived here for thousands of years,” Bethlaham told us.

Roya collapsed to one knee. We all rushed to her side to help her, but she shook her head and motioned she was fine.

“Humans can be frail,” Bethlaham said as he poked his finger into the portal.

“What is it you want alien?” Zon said firmly.

“The real question has been how to escape this prison, but the Senti have secured all of the Guardian Powers and Keys for me, as well as the control rod. Now the pathway to Eternia is open,” Bethlaham replied.

“What does all that mean?” Rousseau questioned.

“I am here to claim what has rightfully belonged to my people ever since we stepped foot onto your planet. I have waited for this moment for so long. I must thank you and the Senti for caving into human desire for power. It is extremely reliable; it even surpasses my own kind,” Bethlaham said.

“Hang on,” I piped in, “Eternia and its people belong to no one but themselves. Just like Earth. I don't know what you've been smokin' up here dude, but that's not how things are.”

“The laws of the universe would state otherwise,” Bethlaham replied as he looked down at Ganser, “You see, his life was his own until I took it from him. Now it is no longer his. Just like those.”

With a snap of his finger, our swords shot out from their sheaths. Floating in mid-air around him, Bethlaham smirked. He then turned toward the portal and grabbed the God Blade. The other weapons he tossed away. He waved the God Blade over the portal and it began to shine bright.

“What have you done!?” Zon yelled.

“The control rod, or God Blade, was not yours to begin with, so why are you angry?” Bethlaham replied.

“Control rod?” Roya whispered out.

“The God Blade, is a key, not a weapon. It is the control rod that we used to awaken and order Nian. It must first absorb all of the Guardian power. I must thank you for gathering them and collecting the emotional constructs that safeguarded this chamber,” he told us.

“So, you're telling us that you orchestrated this whole war from the beginning? Wow, this can't be real…” Rousseau said in disbelief.

“This is correct. While I could not leave this tomb physically, I was able to communicate through dreams to place my inception into others. I came to Ganser because he carried ambitions of world domination and he held a high position. I told him what to do and he followed my command like a good subject should. Guardian Power was bestowed to the human subjects we ruled by one reckless cohort of mine. He figured that the inhabitants should decide their own fate; can you believe that? Letting an inferior species decide such dastardly things?” Bethlaham preached to us.

Before he could say another word, Zon had pulled out his arrow and fired a shot at the alien. Right on the money, it was to hit him right between the eyes but was stopped dead in its tracks in front of Bethlaham. Rousseau tried his luck with his Shatterang and tossed it across the room except it was also halted. Remembering I now too held my brother's power, I fired a blast from my hands at Bethlaham, but he reflected into a nearby statue and destroyed it. Roya tossed her Balis, but he reflected them into the ceiling. Bethlehem calmly turned to us with wide-eyes and a look of grimace. He snapped his fingers again, and we were quickly covered in Slate skin, immobilizing us.

“Who do you think designed these powers you carry? You all will be the first ones to bow down to me and remember who your master is,” Bethlaham stated.

He turned towards the portal and stepped in with the God Blade, vanishing from sight. Claustrophobia began to sink in quickly. I couldn't breathe. I felt weak. These cocoons must've been draining our powers away. We were completely trapped. Strangely, everything in the room began to be pulled into the portal. First the sand on the floor, then rubble, then us!







Chapter 33

Strafe

Everything went black. When I woke up, I was back in New Santa Barbara. I was home. The sun was shining bright and there was even the smell of fresh cut grass and the ocean flowing through the air. My hair was sandy from lying on beach I used to play volleyball at when I was younger. I was near the pier on State Street.

Out of the corner of my eye I saw someone. It was a man and a dog. They were walking toward the end of the pier. I followed them all the way until the pier ended. The man and the dog sat down on a log with their back to me looking out at the open ocean. When I got closer I felt my heart skip a beat. Before I could ask whom they were, the man said, “Strafe! Come here and sit down with me son!”

Absolutely stunned, I just stood there, trying to say anything but nothing would come out. He looked like he was still young, around 40. His hair was black and he had glasses on. He was wearing khakis and a polo shirt. On his right hand he wore the same watch I was wearing. I hadn't seen him since I was five.

Looking at my wrist, he joked, “Hey, nice watch! Did someone give you that?”

As I sat next to him I studied him intensely. I'd wondered about him all of my life, like I did for Zixin, and now he was finally here. I was shocked.

“My mom gave it to me. She said… it was yours,” is all I could say.

“Ah, so that's where it went. I was wondering after all these years,” the man said, “Hey Brutus! Come say hi to Strafe!”

Dropping the stick, the puppy came running up and jumped in my lap and kissed me. A tear rolled down my cheek because it'd been so long since I held him when he was so small. It also let me know that Brutus was here in heaven, like all dogs should be. I was happy that he was being looked after. I didn't think I would see him so quickly.

“He's missed you a lot. He keeps running around, looking for you and gets sad when he can't find you,” the man said, “He is so smart Strafe.”

As I hugged Brutus and started to tear-up, I looked over at the man and said, “Is that, really you, Dad?”

He patted me on the shoulder and laughed, “The one and only bucko! We've been waiting for you.”

“Dad, I, I, there are so many things I wanted to say and ask you, but, am I dead?” I asked after I dried my tears.

“No son, you're just asleep. That's the only way we could talk to you, isn't that right Bruty?” my dad replied as he rubbed Brutus' head. Brutus barked in agreement.

“So, why haven't you tried to talk to me before, like Zixin did? I never really knew why you left Mom and me for so many years. She thought you kidnapped Zixin and ran away,” I questioned.

My dad looked down at the ground while pushing up his glasses. He exhaled a deep breath, and then looked out into the ocean,

“Because it was the only way to keep you safe my son. Long before you knew, the Federation had been interested in our “Gifted Boys.” This war has been going on a long time in the underground, a war we wished to prevent. Unfortunately, some things, like the truth, can't be contained.”

“So why did you take Zixin…and not me?” I asked as I rubbed Brutus' belly.

He motioned for me to sit closer as he put his arm around my shoulders, “You see son, Zixin had become aware of his gifts at an early age. By the time he was three, he had almost full control of his Guardian ability and was doing things nobody had ever seen before. Your mother was worried sick that they'd take you both away from us, so I decided to take Zixin and myself to a shrine where he could absolve himself of this gift, or so I was told. Unfortunately, my informant was from the Federation, trying to take control of Zixin under my ignorance. He led us right into a trap.”

“Why didn't you tell mom about it? She could never tell me why you left,” I told him.

He looked to me, “It's because she wouldn't agree to separate you two, let alone the family. I was faced with the decision myself; do I risk my entire family or do I try to save my children by trusting a man that could help me free them from their burdens? Like Zixin might have told you, during the ceremony at the Temple, a demon slipped inside his soul that was set up by this Federation bastard. The demon went berserk and killed everyone performing the ritual, even, me.”

“Uhhh,” is what I could muster out as a lump formed in my throat.

“What kept me away from you in your dreams was the demon in Zixin' body. It put up a barrier to do so. I prayed many times but the demon's magic was too strong. You and Zixin were so closely linked that he could come to you, but only here on Eternia. Only when the demon was distracted,” my dad told me.

“So, you were watching over me,” I said with a smile.

He brushed my hair and said, “Always and forever my boy, we are bonded through our Native Blood, the Blood of the Sky Water Tribe. You are so close to the end of this my son, but you can't do this alone.”

“You're talking about my friends right?” I asked.

“Yes. You all must work together to stop Bethlehem's resurrecting Nian. If he does, Guardian is the only thing that can stop him from destroying both realities,” dad said.

“How do I do this dad? What do we need to do, I don't even have my sword anymore,” I pleaded.

“Your weapon will always be with you, but you will need to dig deep to find the Passion that I know you have. Once each of your strongest emotions shine through, only then will Guardian appear,” my dad directed.

Swirling white clouds began forming over the pier. The wind began to pick up, which scared Brutus as he scooted in between us. The three of us looked up and saw a bright glowing light shining in the middle of the vortex. “Well, it looks like our time is up Strafe,” my dad said, “I wish you could've stayed longer.”

“Dad!” I yelled as I began to float up off the bench, “I don't want to leave yet!”

“Enjoy your life Strafe! That is all I ask, because you deserve it. If you ever want to speak again, all you have to do is look for me in your dreams! Remember I await for you in the Promised Land. Be strong my son and trust your instincts,” my dad waved as he held Brutus.

“Bark Bark!” Brutus barked as I floated away.

“I'll see you again baby! I love you!” I cried to Brutus as I waved back to them, wiping my tears.

Floating above the pier, I got closer and closer to the shining light in the sky. Right before I was sent through, I looked down one more time to my dad. Just like Zixin, I had always felt the weight of his absence. It felt like a part of me was always missing, and when I grew up I'd wished for someday to find out why he left my mom and I.

There had been stories that he abandoned us for some other woman, or he was a drunk or a criminal. After this brief meeting I was happy to find out that he'd tried to do the best he could for our family.







Chapter 34

Strafe

We woke up, still trapped in the cocoon. I looked through the red crystal that covered me and saw my friends encased the same around a glyph on the floor. We were in a huge, almost limitless dimension with gridlines of light everywhere. I could feel myself getting weaker and weaker.

No matter how much I struggled, the Slate-skin wouldn't break. I was beginning to lose hope, but when I closed my eyes I saw something amazing. I saw the various auras of Roya, Rousseau and Zon light up. We had to do this together.

Our auras glowed brighter and then dimmed, but we weren't synchronized. I tried to make a rhythm to get us in-synch. Hopefully they would catch on. Vibrations began to rumble throughout the Slate-skin, and even bits of it began to crack. Our aura's power grew stronger and stronger, and each time the vibration got more intense. Finally, like a brigade working together to knock down a door, we flicked on our brightest aura and shattered the cocoons that imprisoned us!

After falling to the floor and gasping for air, I got to my feet. “Guardian,” we all said in-synch. Roya's, Rousseau's and Zon's weapons were strangely next to where they were encased. They picked them up and we marched on.

We had gathered the fourteen separate human emotions, and now had the power to summon Guardian to stop Bethlaham. The glyph shattered beneath our feet and to my left glowed a bright light off in the distance. We rushed over to investigate.

At the light's origin we found Bethlaham standing in-front of a ghostly titanic figure. It must have been one-hundred feet high. It had no real shape, it was just a giant mass. We could see a huge, dragon-like face near where Bethlaham was standing. He was muttering a mantra and slowly, the gargantuan creature became less and less translucent and more and more opaque. It was like he was bringing this thing back from the grave. The God Blade was sticking out of the creature's forehead and seemed to be powering it back to life.

“Bethlaham!!!” we said together.

He spun around and looked at us with malice. He smirked, “Impressive, for humans. Even with your weapons stripped, you press on. I admire your will, though it matters not. The time for the Awakening is close, but Nian still needs a bit more time to recover. Maybe some spilt blood will help open His senses.”

I remembered what had happened before when I didn't have my sword back in Crotona. I knew it would be there for me when I really needed it. We all looked at each other and raised our right arms up in the air. The God Blade began to shake. After a few moments it broke free and came spinning back into my hand as it flew past Bethlaham. He smiled, “Let me show you what it is to face a god.”

We all rushed at him, but Bethlaham jumped in the air and came down on top of us. The blast-wave shot us all back, so we kicked on our auras to help even the fight. Rousseau rushed at Bethlaham, shooting laser shots out of his gun before taking a swing at the alien. Bethlaham deflected the lasers with a Slate shield he manifested from the ground, which covered him like a barricade. Rousseau jumped up to come at him, but Bethlaham smacked him away with his long, powerful arm. Roya extended her blade and took a massive horizontal swing toward the towering alien, but Bethlaham vanished through the floor.

He reappeared as he shot up from the floor right in front of Roya and grabbed her by the neck and began choking her. Shortening up her blade quickly, Roya attempted to take a slash at his face, but he grabbed her other arm and strengthened his choke. I ran up and jumped on his back, thrusting my sword into his shoulder. Bethlaham didn't even flinch as he turned to look at me. With his long reach he grabbed my arm and slammed me on the ground before tossing me deftly high into the air. Zon wrapped Bethlehem's leg with his Kusarigama and brought him to his knee before teleporting over to cut his head off. Bethlaham ducked and avoided Zon's swipe and punched him in the chest, sending him flying away.

Roya was still in Bethlehem's grasp as he looked up to see me gliding back down with the help of the Tongwa. He pulled his arm back and tossed the near unconscious Roya at me like a Brave-Ball. I didn't try to avoid the hit as I knew she'd be in serious trouble if I didn't catch her, so she collided with me.

We flew even higher in the air and before I knew it we were hit by what seemed like a ton of bricks. Bethlaham had summoned a block of Slate to crash on top of us. It was a giant blue cube, and slammed us back down to the invisible floor before shattering on top of us. After taking a moment to recover, I noticed a sharp pain in my left arm. When I looked over I notice it had been snapped in two, as it took the brunt of the fall I tried to absorb for Roya and myself. “Awwww shit!” I shouted in pain.

Bethlaham began walking toward us calmly and created a giant hammer to finish us off with. Roya was still waking up and I only had one arm. We heard something rolling across the smooth flooring. It stopped and Bethlaham looked down between his feet to see a grenade Rousseau had rolled over. Not having any time to react, the grenade exploded and blinded me temporarily. I had rolled over on top of Roya to guard her against the shrapnel, but we didn't get hit by any. When my sight returned, only tatters of Bethlehem's clothing fluttered through the air. Rousseau rushed over to us to help us up and noticed my arm, “Oh bugger mate, you're gonna have to go on injured-reserve!”

“Ha, not until we win the game!” I joked back, “There's no way a final boss goes down that easily.”

As I said so, we were hit by the swing of Bethlehem's giant hammer and were tossed in front of Nian. As we laid in pain, Bethlaham raised his hammer high in the air but he looked paralyzed. A flurry of Zon's shuriken's had hit him in the back. Zon jumped down from above and began slashing him all over his body. He kept teleporting all around the alien and slashing him viciously. Zon then stepped away from and stood with his hand on his sheath. We could see light pouring through where Zon had cut him.

Slowly, Zon pushed his sword back into his sheath. He tapped his sword and wherever the sword had struck began to explode. Bethlehem's body moved back and forth and his eyes went white as Zon's attack took its toll. After the final explosion, Bethlaham fell to the floor, motionless.

“Hey you wanker!” Rousseau said to Zon, “Why didn't you start with that move there mate!?”

Zon turned around slowly and said, “Appear weak when you are strong, appear strong when you are weak. That is how you win battles.”

Zon walked over to us to help us. As I reached out to grab his hand, a spike impaled Zon through his forehead. Zon stood there, shaking as we looked on in horror. The spike retracted and a glowing dot shined on Zon's forehead. The dot exploded and Zon fell to the floor. He looked lifeless.

“Zon!!!” Roya cried as she covered her mouth.

Without skipping a beat, Bethlaham grabbed us with his telekinetic power and dropped us in front of Nian. Floating spikes formed out of the air and began twirling around us, like sharks circling their prey. Bethlaham limped a tad as he stepped forward but shrugged it off, “THIS IS WHAT HAPPENS TO THOSE WHO DEFY A GOD!”

Hundreds of blades formed and were about to cascade down on us. I stood up, holding my arm and looked up toward the myriad of shining crystal. Roya held Zon in her hands and Rousseau knelt down next to them ready to shoot down the blades.

“Just know Bethlaham, that you will never break the human spirit!” I said as I looked up at him.

“I will drown them in the scarlet blood of their children if they refuse to bow down to me. With Nian, I will take control and bring back glory to The Ancient Ones. The Venerate Order has been denied,” Bethlaham said coldly.

With a swipe of his arm, the blades shot forward. I held my hand out as they rained down. A warming sensation permeated around my body and a flash of light drowned out my vision. When I opened my eyes, we were encased in a bubble-shield of rainbow colors. Knelling down in front of us stood a figure around 15 feet high. They had long wavy hair that went all the way down to their feet that was changed colors. White Angel wings sprouted out of their back and they wore beautiful blue metallic armor that was unlike any kind I'd ever seen before. They carried a shield that floated in front of their left arm. Their skin was pure white and they looked incredibly chivalrous. The helmet they wore had a tuff of horse hair sticking out that also changed color.

The figure got to their feet and turned around. It looked like a man. When I looked into his eyes, I noticed that his retina's also changed color, like his hair. I couldn't help but think of the many times when we should have died on the battlefield, like the time in Dhenfen'Ce, or more recently in Shinjo when a bright warming light brought us to safety.

“It was you… You were the one who saved us so many times before…” I concluded.

“Yes Strafe, I have been watching you all. You all have good hearts, and I knew by putting my faith in you that you would make it here to help me calm my brother, Nian,” the being told us.

“Guardian?” Roya asked, to which he nodded.

“Yes, I am tasked with protecting Eternia for all of time. I was imprisoned here by the Ancient Ones. Despite what they think, they did not create the universe, The Father did. I did what I could so you could bring back my weapon,” Guardian explained as he pointed to the God Blade.

We stood there in complete admiration. Bethlaham floated in front of our bubble, “Hmm, it is an honor my grace. These humans tried hard, but could not stop me. You belong by my side, ruling your subjects and keeping order on this maddening planet.”

Roya stood up as she laid Zon's head down on the floor and leaned on my shoulder as she stepped forward. She looked straight into Bethlehem's eyes and said, “The one thing you do not possess Bethlaham, is the ability to see into other's hearts. You see, you will never know what it means to love. That is the ultimate power.”

Bethlaham shook his head, “You have sealed your fate. Judgment against heretics will be made an example for all to recognize and I will no longer be imprisoned like a dog in this place!”

Bethlaham pointed at Nian and shot a beam of energy into its many sets of eyes. Nian let out a gargantuan roar as it slowly became opaque. Bethlaham was absorbed inside the hulking beast as it came back to life. Guardian looked over his shoulder,

“I will deal with my brother. Stay inside this bastion I have created, it will protect you. Do you give me permission to use the God Blade?”

I nodded. The God Blade floated over to Guardian. The sword shined bright and transformed into a crystal cannon.

“Wicked,” Rousseau marveled.

“I will need your help in this fight. I am only as strong as your belief in me. Stay confident in the choices you have made to get here. That is all,” Guardian explained to us.

There were huge chains around Nian that were shattering as the creature began to move. It began to open the portal we came through to get into the real world, but Guardian closed it tight. Nian turned toward Guardian and let out a violent screech we had to cover our ears to protect against.

The screech turned into a glyph in front of Nian's colossal mouth, which fired a huge beam of energy toward Guardian. Guardian teleported far out of the way and charged up his weapon. When the charge was full, he shot Nian in one of its eyes. The eye blew up and Nian flew straight toward Guardian at full speed.

Guardian jumped high up and got on top of the beast's head. Guardian began firing huge blasts into the creature but was flung away by a tentacle that sprouted from its back. Nian summoned hundreds of Slates to battle against Guardian as it went back to try to open the portal. As a horde, they charged toward Guardian but it was to no avail. He jumped high again into the air and pointed the cannon downward. He fired at the Slates and blasted them into shards.

“What I wouldn't have given to have this guy in Dhenfen'Ce!” I joked.

Guardian fell to the floor and looked back up at Nian. After firing a few shots into the creature, Nian retaliated by shooting laser beams down that Guardian had to absorb with his shield. Nian flipped its large tail at Guardian and sent a shockwave down at him. Guardian tried to teleport out of the way but couldn't avoid the blast. He was sent flying so far we couldn't even see him anymore.

Nian's new portal was getting bigger and bigger and it was almost enough to stick its head through. Nian began to push its way out but we saw a slash cut straight through the middle of the beast. Nian stopped and let out a cry in pain and fell down to the floor. The creature began to roll around and was coming toward us.

“Will this bubble hold us?” Rousseau said hesitantly.

“Remember Rousseau, we just have to belief,” Roya assuaged though heavy breathing.

We held each other's hands and sat in a circle. Zon was alive but unconscious; we still took a hold of his hand for strength. As the lumbering beast rolled toward us, the bubble-shield began to flicker and spark from the pressure the creature brought down on it. Nian's body rolled on top of us and the shield started to flutter and shake. It looked as though it was going to dissipate but Guardian shot Nian off of us. “YEEEAAAHHH!!!” we all cheered.

Guardian floated above the creature. Nian snapped up and bit onto Guardian with its large mouth. It chewed on Guardian for a while before swallowing him whole. Nian then floated back up and began re-opening the portal to the outside world.

“Damn! Did you see that bloke eat Guardian!? That's just not right,” Rousseau said.

“Don't you remember, 'Appear weak when you are strong,' ” Zon muttered out as he woke back up.

“You tough bastard!” I cheered.

“Guardian is only as strong as our belief in him. Let us make sure we make him invincible,” Zon told us.

We held our hands high and closed our eyes. In my mind, I thought of everyone whom I was fighting for. I felt stronger than ever and the pain in my arm even went away. At that moment, we saw a bulge in Nian's stomach area. It kept stretching and stretching until finally it popped and Guardian flew out. He looked down at us and waved his shield. He then turned his attention back toward Nian and began another assault. Guardian began flying straight through the creature over and over again, causing massive damage.

Guardian flew through the creature one last time and Nian let out a scream as it fell to the floor.

“Did he do it?” I wondered.

Guardian floated down to us and knelt inside the bubble-shield. “You made that look easy mate!” Rousseau cheered.

“This world may consist of good and evil but righteousness shall forever prevail. That is why the world has survived since the day it was born. I was created by The Father. He never puts you in situations you can't handle,” Guardian told us.

“The Father huh? What about the Ancient Ones?” Zon said as he pushed himself up.

“Not all Venerates had the same hearts as this one. The Venerates that arrived here first looked after this planet like it was their own. Unfortunately, greed is not only experienced here on Eternia. The Venerates were victim of coup d'état by the Ancient Ones group. They knew they could not win Eternia while I was alive, so they banded together to create this beast, Nian. It was a holy battle, with 100 of Ancient Ones against the Venerates and myself. Unfortunately, the Venerates were all wiped out. I would not let them prevail. I prevented the Ancient Ones from destroying Eternia by banishing them to a place beyond space and time, but in order to lure them inside, I needed to seal myself in as well. We all battled until it was only Bethlaham and myself left, but The Father told me to grant him mercy, in order for him to repent for his clan's sins. My only regret is not being able to protect you,” Guardian illustrated.

“Guardian…You have done a great service. We will always be thanking you,” Roya assuaged.

She grabbed her back and fell to the floor. We rushed to pick her up and turn her over. Just then, we heard the portal being opened again; Nian wasn't dead. Guardian rushed out to fight the beast but was slapped down by its tail again. Guardian smashed through the invisible floor and was trapped beneath it. He dropped his weapon. As we watched in horror as the portal grew, we could see Eternia. Nian opened its mouth and formed another giant glyph to fire down on the planet.

“Damnit! We have to do something!!!” I panicked.

“There's not much we can do mate! That thing will kill you in a heartbeat!” Rousseau said, “We need to help Guardian!”

“There is no time, we have to move, now!” Zon commanded.

“Shit!” I yelled.

We retreated from the safety of the bubble-shield and ran toward the portal. I carried Roya in my arms.

“Hey, down here you sonnuva bitch!” I taunted.

I put Roya down and held my palm up towards one of its eyes. I fired a blast of energy and hit Nian's eye, which made it cringe. Zon fired a volley of arrows at the creature but they simply bounced off. Rousseau threw the Shatterang at its head but shattered itself upon impact. There wasn't much else we could do but we did manage to get Nian's attention. With a shake of its body, it zapped us with an electricity field that hurt like hell. My Space-suit absorbed some of the shock but a few parts on it were smoking as we laid in pain. “Serenity! There has to be a way!!!” Rousseau pleaded.

To our pleasure we heard a crack, like some glass had been shattered; it was Guardian. He had managed to punch his arm through the barrier. Like a breach in a fuselage, a huge vacuum was created in the dimension and it tried to suck everything down through the hole, including us. I went to grab Roya, but she was nowhere to be found. When I turned around I saw her limping toward us with Guardian's weapon, which she had shrank to a usable size. I couldn't believe the heart this woman possessed.

Gusting like a hurricane, the vacuum was pulling on us hard. We could tell it was tough on Guardian to pull the beast down, as Nian began shaking violently and screeching as loud as it could. Roya motioned for us to move toward the portal, so we did. A voice echoed in my head, it was Guardian,

“My friends, this is the end of the road for me. It seems as though Humanity will always be full of turmoil and pain but it will be able to look after itself after all, as I have personally seen the bravery of kind and beautiful-hearted warriors such as yourselves. You walk as the Father intended. I cannot hold Nian back for very long; you will need to escape while you can. Roya will take care of the rest, as she requested. Please always continue to grow and bring change, for one day you can truly create a paradise where war is erased from the dictionary.”

We were stunned by his words. Such a good being was sacrificing himself to save those who hadn't even known he had existed. Roya stood looking toward Nian and held the Cannon with both hands.

“Let's move!” Zon said to us.

“Right, let's get outta here!” Rousseau agreed.

We all took steps toward the portal, but Roya stood her ground. I turned around, “Roya, what are you doing!? We need to leave!”

“Dear Strafe, I'm afraid this is the end of my journey,” she said through the roaring wind, “Nian cannot be allowed to reach Eternia.”

“Roya, you'll be trapped here if you stay!” I pleaded.

“Ever since that day my Falco died, I haven't really felt alive. He helped to save my soul and it is my only dream now, to pass on to Ren, to see him again. My family died when the islands crashed as well. Even through all of this, my people can still have a future. Please, this is my choice,” Roya explained.

“Roya! I will tell the world about you baby! I promise my crown on it,” Rousseau sobbed.

We stepped back and Roya began to charge the Cannon. There was a strange feeling that ran through my body and I could feel all the powers I had received transfer to her. Once she had absorbed all fourteen Emotions of Guardian, a force field formed around her, which pushed us back further towards the portal. Her hair became rainbow-colored like Guardian. She aimed the Cannon toward Nian and said,

“One day, we will meet again in heaven Strafe. I love you, take care.”

And with that said, she fired the blast at Nian which exploded like a nuclear bomb. It shot us through the portal and closed immediately after. The entire dimension we were in had been obliterated. Nian had been destroyed, and Roya vanished into the flames.

“ROOOOOOYYYYYYAAAAAAA!!!!!” I yelled.







Chapter 35

Strafe

After the portal closed, we entered orbit around Eternia, The Space-Cycles we used to get here had been trapped back in Guardian's dimension. I'd no idea how we'd get back to the planet.

“You guys alright?” I asked them.

“I don't know if I'll ever be alright,” Rousseau responded.

“I can't believe she's gone,” I stated.

“We can honor her sacrifice by making it back home and tell the world of her bravery,” Zon said.

“How? We don't have our Space-Cycles?” I reminded him.

“You think these things don't have radio communication?” Zon responded. He pushed a button on his helmet and talked with the Space Agency of Shinjo. After a short discussion, he said, “They have us pin-pointed. It's going to take them a few hours to get up here, but they're sending a shuttle up to get us.”

“Damn. Well, at least we'll have a pretty view while we wait,” I smiled.

“Best seats in the house,” Rousseau added.

Floating in zero gravity around Eternia was frightening, but also so majestic. This is what it must've been like to be on the International Space Station. Zon and Rousseau pointed out the countries as we passed by. Shortly afterwards we noticed a Space Shuttle approaching. It reminded me of the Explorer. It was piloted by Shinjins.

A giant claw extended out toward us to grab onto. Once we all had a hold, the claw retracted into the storage bay of the shuttle. The air pressure was restored and we made our way to the cockpit. We were greeted as heroes.

The shuttle began its de-orbit and we safely made it back through the atmosphere. We decided to land in Yuwheria. As we cruised above the ocean toward the air-strip, Rousseau opened the hatch in the cargo bay.

“C'MON MATES!” he yelled as he jumped out.

“That crazy bastard,” Zon smiled as he followed, “Strafe, you coming?”

I ran after Zon and Rousseau and jumped out over the ocean. We'd taken off our spacesuits so we could fly with our Tongwa. The Shuttle landed moments after we jumped, but we were still a couple hundred feet in the air. People had gathered in huge groups to come see us.

“YEEEEEHHHAAAAWWWW!!! WE DID IT!!! WE DID ITTTTT!!!!” I bellowed with joy as I glided above the airstrip.

Crowds of Yuwherians cheered as we landed. The sky had never looked so beautiful in all of my life. I'd never been so happy to be on solid ground. The only thing we felt somber on was the fact that Roya didn't make it back with us.

“Goodbye my brave friend,” Zon said as he looked to the sky, “No higher level of Zen can be reached when one dies in battle.”

“You know, it was her birthday today. That was one of the last things she told me before we began our assault on Miega,” I told them.

“My country, and many others I am sure, will honor her,” Rousseau assuaged me.

“I'm grateful to have had her as a friend. Her soul can rest in the peace she'd been questing for,” I looked up to the sky and blew her a kiss, “Roya, I'll never forget you. You will be with me, always.”

Yessa and the crew had joined around us and we all took a moment of silence for not only Roya, but all those who had died fighting in this war.

Rousseau's military came to take care of us. He commanded that we return to capital, Arrouegadin and invite all of the other nations, including Sentium, to negotiate a peace-treaty. I got my arm surgically repaired beforehand. The leaders from all the countries involved, President Lincovelt, the Prime Minster of Shinjo, the New Lady of Zindaqe, and many others came to finally end what we had worked so hard for.

We were surprised to see the Senti representative was Taleri. It seemed that the government had decided her actions deemed her worthy as leader until after the peace-treaty was written. The Senti had fallen shortly after we entered the Zorakagami, and surrendered in full. Without Ganser to drive them further, there was no point in continuing the war.

When we made it Arrouegadin, the citizens where cheering and celebrating. The smiles on their faces rejuvenated me as we pulled close and they waved to us. I waved back and smiled from ear-to-ear, and took a deep breath of relief knowing that the war was over. We paraded through the street on a Royal Float decorated with tons of Violet Roses.

We were surprised that Rousseau had told us he was going to go back to his original name, to honor his family. Yuwheria was now officially welcoming their Prince's return, as commanded by the Queen, so spirits were jolly. Argenta was by the Queen's side, and once again tasked with protecting the crown. I hadn't seen her since Crotona.

Yessa and Zixin rode with me on the Royal Float all the way to Castle Bell, where the bells were chiming and the leaders had waited to meet with us. I was worried that Zixin would be labeled a war-criminal, but he was exonerated of all crimes from Rousseau, aka Prince Aeileo Marmahere. Zixin wore a bright white suit with a pink handkerchief in the left breast pocket. He looked sharp. He said he never wanted to wear black again.

Entering the castle was more refreshing than last time. We shook many hands and took pictures with the leaders before they proceeded into the Royal Garden where flowers of all colors and aromas awaited us. The view was breath-taking as we looked down on the city which was in mid-celebration. Balloons and confetti floated everywhere. Zon, Yessa, Zixin and I stood as witnesses, along with other nationals from around the world, of the conscription and signing of the peace treaty, which Taleri signed on behalf of the Senti, effectively ending the war.

It made me smile and as I looked up to the sky I remembered all of the people that'd lost their lives in this struggle. Itust from Zindaqe, Captain Cali from Rodin, Gain, my father and Brutus from New Santa Barbara. After it was signed, President Lincovelt noticed it didn't have a title. Prince Aeileo suggested to his mother to call it, “The Treaty of Roya.”

“That's a beautiful way to honor her,” I said to Zon.

“Her name means 'to dream' in her language. The Treaty of Dreams, this is the gift she wanted to give the world her whole life, I am sure,” Zixin commented as he patted my shoulder.

Besides a Senti surrender, the world reached a new agreement that acting in war would now be unlawful worldwide. Every country had the right to defend itself, but never to act in aggression. In light of discovering that an alien species was ultimately responsible for instigating the war, the leaders agreed to show more transparency and would all work together to help solve worldwide crisis and ensure the safety and care for all citizens.

They understood that new threats could emerge again, and that new research and discovery would only be possible if we worked together. I couldn't believe that such a doctrine had been written, but was empowered by the fact that these worldwide leaders could find something beautiful to sprout out of this war. It was an even better treaty than back home on Earth.

Commander Ganser, Taleri's father, was convicted of war crimes and his party in the government was to be dissolved and replaced with a new constitution. Hendrick Valender was to do life in prison, along with many other Senti leaders.

Due to the extremity of his war crimes, including the human-to-Slate program, Tiras was to hang in Crotona but I told them I wanted to speak with him. If it was true, and the Federation had my mother, I'd fight just as hard as I did here to save her. I'd have Zixin and Yessa by my side to help.

Taleri was to serve for the rest of her life in world-community service and never be allowed into the military again. She was surprised by the verdict but graciously accepted her punishment as a way to make amends. Sentium was to enter a new age of peace, and that started by her leading a peaceful revolution of service to the greater good and selflessness.

The Slates had unfortunately disappeared. Nobody around the globe had reported seeing them. It'd seemed that the Slates were also a creation of the Venerates, and without Guardian or Nian, they seized to be. It was a shame, because the abuse of one person caused an entire species to fade away.

The Queen had requested that Prince Aeileo, Zon, and I speak to the world on what we experienced, and we were delighted to. We all moved down to the Royal Brave-Ball Stadium where we played in the championship to a sold-out crowd. Prince Aeileo spoke on tolerance, acceptance and to understand we all share a commitment to peace on Eternia, forever. Fellow leaders applauded and so did the people.

Zon was up next and spoke about how grateful he was that the outside world had come to his country's aid and saved them from the Senti incursion. He said he was ready to start a new life and hoped that his people would follow him in the same path of openness and to never stop learning. After he sat down, they called me up. Zixin smiled and Yessa gave me a hug.

I got up to the podium, which was flourished with a rainbow of flowers, took a deep breath and began my speech,

“My name is Strafe Rocknus, and I'm just a kid from New Santa Barbara, California. I never thought that I would be on a different planet, in a position to help so many people like this, let alone get to know a future King,” the audience laughed, “I have lived and died for the day we could all come together and end this madness. Our history on my planet is the same as yours. Since the time of the first man, we've had our fair share of violence and malice, but thanks to the efforts of your leaders, I can rejoice in the knowing that war is a thing of the past for you!” The crowd went wild.

I continued, “Along this journey I am sure many of you have had loved ones and friends pass away in this struggle, and my heart goes out to you. Prince Marmahere, Zon and I have all experienced loss with you. Our dear friend, Roya from Zindaqe, gave her life to ensure the safety of this world. While we can never replace these beautiful people from our lives, just know that their memory can never be vanquished and that they will always be with you. You now have the greatest gift mankind has ever bestowed to onto itself. I will tell your story to my planet! Thank you so much and take care of each other!”







Chapter 36

Rousseau

The only constant, is change.

Easing back into the limelight of royalty was easier than I thought it'd be. Now that my bastard uncle was no more, my mum and I could finally begin again to give back to our people. Our bloodline had offered us a life that many around the world envied, who would even kill for, but even for us there are struggles. After announcing my return, my mum gave a public service announcement detailing what had truly happened between us and Othen. She also praised my friends and I for helping to save the world. She then grabbed me around the shoulder and looked out into the crowd, “Yuwheria, we must not hold the curtains of denial over our eyes any longer. We must become a tolerant and understanding nation. One that is open to all people, regardless of sex, ethnicity, creed, religion or sexual preference. It matters not to me what you believe, but how you act in your beliefs. We aren't going to get along all the time, and that's an important thing, but one thing we can all agree on I hope, is to treat each other with humility, dignity and respect.” The crowd erupted and then she looked into my eyes, “Aeileo, do you have anything you would like to say?”

For a moment I paused, but there was something on my mind. So, I took a deep breath, wiped the sweat from my brow, and marched up to the podium, “Ha-ha, a-hem, dear friends, I come to you today with grand humility. To see all of your faces again is more welcomed than you can imagine. When my father was murdered and I was framed for it, you had no idea the pain in my heart. I had to run away from here to save myself, and part of me wanted to stay out of the limelight. As this war began to brew though, something deep inside me told me that I would one day return.” I could see the tears falling down some people's faces as they smiled, “All I wanted to say is that I couldn't have done this without my best friends in the world, Zon, Strafe as well as the Rodin Pirates.”

There was a lump in my throat before I ended, “And, lastly, I wish to thank Lady Roya for being so compassionate and helping me to love who I am. Before, I was ashamed that I was gay, but she told me that we can't help anyone before we learn to love ourselves. I hope that I can serve you as Prince as well as you deserve. We've all been through much in this war, and I promise that I will never leave you ever again!”

My mother hugged me as we looked out into the crowd. While embracing, she whispered, “Your father would be so proud of you. I love you, always have, and always will.”







Chapter 37

Zon

Living a life in service to others is a life worth living.

Once all the pomp and circumstance had ended, I made my way back home. Just like Rousseau and Roya, my country had suffered immensely from this global war. Our capital, Naryo, was still in flames, and my village was in shambles.

After a long ride back on the Mag-Cycle I was gifted by Rousseau, I found Atsushi placing pieces of wood into a pile. I landed near the Tendou Noboru. There was a twinkle in his eyes and he ran over to greet me. Usually, in my culture, we don't hug or show affection, but we broke that custom and hugged each other for a long time.

“You are alive! You saved us all!” he smiled.

“Yes brother, I am alive. It was not easy to survive all of this terror, but it was because of our teachings that I stayed strong,” I told him as I kept my hand on his shoulder.

Looking around, a few of my fellow Whisper Warrior brother and sisters had made it. It was a delightful feeling, as I thought they'd been assassinated. To think that this'd all been a lie bothered me. Our Master, the one who trained everyone here since young children, had betrayed all of us. It went to show to never follow authority blindly. This journey had taught me to trust my instincts and fight for my own beliefs, and to always love myself. Ultimately, you are the only one who truly has your back. Never be afraid to say what is on your mind.

“Yoichi,” Atsushi interrupted my train of thought, “Hanoka is doing fine, she is at the Emperor's palace receiving treatment. Longwei is there as well. It has been a while since I've talked to him. All of the wounded from Shinjo are being taken care of there.”

“Oh,” my heart skipped a beat, “Let's go see our family.”

We told the other Whisper Warriors that we would return soon. They seem to be looking at me as their Master now, but I felt that some changes in our clan would be necessary to protect it from falling victim to another person like our previous Master.

In my life, I never had my mother or father around. They were killed when I was young while on a mission for the clan. All the family I had was in the Whisper Warriors. To prevent further tragedy, I thought it would be best if we disown our assassin heritage and become protectors of the people instead. Karma catches up to one that kills others for profit.

 

We touched down in the Empirical Gardens. We were met by the Emperor's Elite Guardsmen, but when I told them who we were, they sheathed their swords and showed us the way to the hospital. The room was all white, a symbolic color of Shinjo, signifying purity. Sleeping in their straw mattresses on the ground, next to each other laid Longwei and Hanoka. I sat on my knees and put my hands on my thighs. She'd been wounded while defending Miega Village; I could see her leg bandaged up with some blood spots but she was okay. I was relieved.

There was a tap on my back, and I saw Longwei was awake. He looked tired. Marks from the shackles he was held in still branded his skin, but he was finally free.

“Good to see you again my friend. I was afraid that you were to blame for Master's wronging. We have much to catch up on,” I said as I held his hand.

“Brother, you saved us all. You are a hero,” Longwei told me.

“I did nothing that anybody else wouldn't have done for his family. We have much to learn from this though brother,” I replied.

Atsushi snapped to a bow, like everyone else did, as our Emperor Danja came into the room. I jumped to my feet and gave him a 90 degree bow, but his hand pulled me up. He had a big smile across his face as he looked into my eyes, “I have heard much about what you have done for our country and the world,” Emperor Danja said as he pulled out a box out of his pocket, “I came here to award you with the Symbol of Honor, representing my family and the kingdom of Shinjo. You are to wear it whenever you wish to show my appreciation on behalf of our people.”

He opened the box and inside was a palm-sized medal in the shape of a flower rimmed in a gold trim. My body shook at the thought of this as only the greatest people in our entire history were awarded this, including my favorite philanthropist, Fukuzanza. I was at a loss for words.

“The country has much healing to do, as do you after such battle. If you wish to help rebuild our nation, come talk to me when you are rested,” Emperor Danja told me as he bowed down to me.

Getting bowed to by the Emperor was the ultimate honor. I felt unworthy. Slowly, he walked around to the other patients to check on them before he left. His presence was intoxicating.

“This is incredible ! Wait until they hear about it back home!” Atsushi smiled.

“After we rebuild our village, we are to disband our assassin heritage,” I said to the other's surprise. They didn't know how to respond.

“But, Yoichi, it is our history. Without the Whisper Warriors, we are nothing,” Longwei responded.

“We will always serve Shinjo, but on peaceful purposes. We are to only use our skills in the defense of our nation, never for profit. You don't need to hold a sword to be a respected man Longwei. The ones who solve their differences through peace are the true warriors. We will keep our sword art alive, but teach it to be not a means to an end, but what keeps us from turning into savages. We must learn to love each other,” I proposed to him; he nodded in agreement.

“Sounds like a plan to me,” Hanoka whispered with her eyes closed.

“Hanoka,” I said.

“Yoichi, don't wait on me to start your new journey,” she told me.

“No Hanoka, you see, we must have each other's back. We will begin this new journey together,” I comforted. She opened her eyes and looked into mine. I had my family back.

My other family, the group of people I traveled with, would also always be with me. I knew there would be a day, once again, when I would see the powerful Strafe from New Santa Barbara, the quick-witted Prince Aeileo from Yuwheria and the angel that can finally rest in peace, Roya from Zindaqe. They helped give me my life back, and the rest of my days would be dedicated to doing the same to others. There was no other way.







Chapter 38

Strafe

I would dedicate my life to the betterment of all.

President Lincovelt hugged me as I sat down next to her. After celebrating for the rest of the day, taking pictures and signing autographs, I got on a ship back to Soria with the President. I said my goodbyes to Zon and Rousseau who both had a lot to attend to in their own lives. We knew we'd always be close, because fighting side by side makes you family. It was hard saying goodbye to people you may never see again.

Before I left, I went to see Tiras. He was held in the dungeon under Castle Bell. Yessa and Zixin stayed behind. As I approached his cell, it was heavily guarded and he was separated from all the other prisoners. It was a bright white cell and he wore a white button down shirt, white pants and shoes. He was sitting on his bed, head to the floor. I stared at him for a while before he spoke, “You see how close we were Strafe? How close I was?”

“I didn't come here to talk about that Tiras,” I stated, “You'll have plenty of time to think about that here.”

He laughed as he looked up at me. He stood up and walked toward the bars, “Ah, you want to know where your mother is don't you? Hmm, well, I wanted to free Nian. We don't always get what we want do we?”

I shook my head and then looked into his eyes, “Tiras, you were not always a monster. I know, somewhere deep inside you, there was a good man. Please, if you have any soul left, tell me. Where is my mother?”

Tiras pushed off the bars and turned his back on me. He sighed and said, “I don't have any soul left Strafe. I lost that a long time ago.”

He didn't say anything more.

“Are you done here?” a guard asked me and Tiras answered, “Yes he is. And so am I.”

I shook my head and turned toward the exit. It seemed that he had fallen too far to have any room in his heart for repentance. The timbre of my footsteps echoed the hallway but then I heard him yell to me, “Strafe! She's in Europe! If you want to save her, that's where you'll find her. The Federation will push you to your limits!”

“Can't be worse than a living God can they?” I replied as I exited.

 

There had been reports of a strange looking portal that had opened near Mylintus, the place I first came to on Eternia. It could've been the way back home. President Lincovelt offered Zixin, Yessa and I a ride there. We traveled back with her to Soria on her plane. During the flight, I heard the sound of a puppy barking. Major Ghennon was on the flight and walked up to me, holding three wolf pups.

“What's that?” Zixin commented.

“My Darkcloud had a litter of wolf pups. She was always very picky and I could never find a mate for her, until we took care of Brutus while you were gone,” Major Ghennon gleamed, “I want you to each have one of them.”

“This…is…” I surmised.

“Yes, this is Brutus' litter. She had six pups, so I thought it was right to share. I hope you will take good care of them,” Major Ghennon requested.

“We'll love them with every ounce of our being sir,” Yessa replied.

I couldn't have been more grateful and began to squeeze Major Ghennon as hard as I could. He gave Yessa, Zixin and I a new wolf puppy. When I looked into the little wolf's eyes, I could see Brutus looking back at me. He had rare black spots over his body, and he was big! I named him Goliath.

We arrived in Mylintus and were dismissed from Active Duty Service in the Sorian Aero Force. President Lincovelt said we deserved to return home if this portal could take us there. We saluted her as she took off with Major Ghennon back to Dhenfen'Ce. There were a few people around the portal admiring it but it was guarded by the Sorian military.

They parted the way and led us to the portal. Interestingly, the God Blade was floating in front of it and started pulsing blue light. I handed Goliath to Yessa as I went to grab the God Blade. When I held it, the portal flashed and when I opened my eyes I could see New Santa Barbara on the other side. We were about to go through, but I noticed Zixin had held his ground. I turned towards him,

“What's wrong Zixin?”

“Strafe, I've gone through so much and I don't know if I'll ever be right in the head. My home is here. I don't want to destroy any more lives than I have,” Zixin lamented.

“Zixin, you didn't kill those people! It was that monster, not you! I need you my brother, I've felt like a part of me has been missing my whole life until I got you back. You can start over with us. I need you…and mom will need you too,” I told him.

“I feel so bad about dad; how can she look at me knowing I killed him?” Zixin asked me.

“That part of you is gone, we destroyed him, for good. If you want to make up for it, I know a way. I found my faith here Zixin, maybe you can find yours back home. The only place I want to be is by your side. We have a lot to catch up on.”

Yessa, Zixin and I hugged as he nodded his head. We held our wolf pups as we walked toward the portal to return home. I knew there would be a deep struggle on the other side. The Federation still had my mother, but I wouldn't have to fight that fight alone. We would tell this story about Eternia and all the lessons we learned. Maybe then, we too could finally have some peace. We walked through, and the portal shut close behind us. Our duty to Eternia had been completed.

 

In my life I had learned that throughout struggle we can emerge better than ever. I'd accepted the fact that while we could be bitter toward our enemies for what they had done, it was better to try and reach our hand out to bring them back up.

The longing for Brutus and my father would always be something I thought about, but I knew that they would never be very far away. A part of me still mourned for my father but I remembered what he had told me as he waved goodbye, “Enjoy your life Strafe! That is all I ask, because you deserve it. If you ever want to speak again, all you have to do is close your eyes! I will always be in your heart! Be strong my son and trust your instincts!”







Chapter 39

Roya

I awake into a field of flowers. I am in Falco's arms. We are together again, in heaven.

Zon, Rousseau… Strafe, thank you so much. I am at peace right now, we saved the world. If you ever need me, I will be there for you. Because of you, I am finally free.
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Dear reader,
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