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   Chapter 1/ 
 
   The Accident
 
   Strafe
 
    
 
                Every once in a while you wake up and you get the feeling like you’re going to do something amazing.
 
                 My name is Strafe Rocknus. On this particular morning I was sleeping in my hammock in our city park under some trees.  When I woke up, I felt like something was going to happen that day that would be unlike anything I’d ever experienced. I let out a loud yawn and “Ahhh!” My giant wolf that I named Brutus Maximus sprang up out his sleep, alert and ready to defend me. He’s my spirit animal, my guardian and my best friend.               
 
                 I’m half Native American, a quarter Irish and a quarter German. From my father’s Native side, we get paired up with an animal when we are eighteen years old to signify our coming to adulthood and to pledge our lives to protect nature. The animal that a person chooses reminds us that nature is always at our side. Brutus was five years old.
 
                 I think I scared him, which is funny because most people find him scary. He trusts me completely and is actually my main transportation because he allows me to ride on his back. Ever since he was two he’s been able to carry me. We’ve developed a mutual trust that allows me to do so.
 
                 The day was bright, no clouds in the sky, and smelled of fresh cut grass.  I thought I’d just relax for a while but I must’ve fallen asleep. I’d been working on designing my project to cross a gorge close to my town. Hopping out of the hammock, I picked up my flight jacket, a blue one, with round white shoulders and my flight patch on the left side. As I grabbed a banana out of my backpack, I saw someone riding up a Mag-Cycle. He parked ten feet from me and gave me a peace-sign. It was my friend Gain. He wasn’t going to miss an opportunity to rib me.
 
                 “Dream was that bad huh? You must have been about to try out the ramp!” he called out as he walked over to pet Brutus. 
 
                 Brutus was really a big sweetheart in a wolf’s body. I’d vacated the hammock and Gain hopped into it. His hair was blonde, always cool-cut, slicked-back with a touch of black. As usual, when he rode he wore his midnight black Mag-Cycle gear. The whole outfit consisted of black leather pants, high-top black shoes, black gloves with a yellow shirt and a rooster on the front. Gain was a 25 year-old cycle guy proud of his many tattoos on his arms and a few piercings on his eyebrows and ears. He had bright blue eyes and always wore a bandana with our country’s colors on it. He was good with tools and was a machine head through and through. He might’ve looked weird to some, but he was my best friend.
 
                 “Careful now, you forgot I put a failsafe on that!” I said. 
 
                 I pushed a button on the hammock and it folded up, dropping Gain to the ground. He winced in pain but we both started laughing.
 
   “Speaking of the ramp, I need to get back to that. Is Yessa down there?” I asked.
 
   “Yup, still tinkering around. She actually asked me to come get you. She said it might be done,” Gain replied while rubbing his back and stretching.
 
   “You hear that Brutus! All that hard work might help me buy my own plane! Don’t worry, it’ll be big enough for you to ride in!” I cheered.
 
   Brutus tilted his head, he did that often while listening to me. We folded up the hammock and headed off, Gain on his ride, and I saddled up on Brutus.
 
   My town was called Santa Barbara, but now, in the year 2088, it’s called New Santa Barbara ever since it became 100% clean energy dependent in 2016. I grew up here. We enjoyed the life outside the big city, but were close enough to it to go bar diving or to a game. New Santa Barbara had shopping centers, arcades, beaches, movie theaters, good police and everything else needed for our idea of a comfortable life. Many of the houses were nestled in the mountains surrounding our city. At night, occupants of those houses looked down on the city like glittering diamonds. 
 
   Our vehicles were powered by magnet-lift technology to float in the air, allowing us to travel on any terrain, which is why we called them Mag-Cycles or Mag-Cars. It was a bright town and the colors on our town flag were blue and purple.  I lived in my own apartment. My mother lived on the other side of town, so I wasn’t too far away and could keep an eye on her if she needed anything. 
 
   The park I had been relaxing in, Shoreline Park, was the only thing that separated us from the high cliffs that met the ocean. It was a grand forest that had many trees, flowers, and bright blue stoned walking paths. My city was surrounded by mountains and enjoyed green grass and nice breezes. To the east lay large canyons that sepa-rated us from southern California due to a large seismic crack that happened twenty years ago. The crack split inland, and was about as deep as a five story building. New Santa Barbara often tried to build bridges across the canyons that separated us to help with trade but it didn’t usually work out.               The closest canyon had a high waterfall flowing, which was our fresh water source, and there were laws against environmental pollution and destruction, so we couldn’t channel it elsewhere. The water unfortunately made the sides of the canyon wet and often unpredictable, with many bridges collapsing in the past. 
 
   I recently graduated from Pilot’s College in New Santa Barbara with a Pilot’s License and a sub-focus in engineering and art. I’d always wanted to fly Mag-Planes as a kid, and now that dream was about to come true. I liked to tinker with stuff as well, which is why I studied engineering. Art, well, that came through a suggestion of a professor of mine. He said it would tap into the creative side of my brain, so I could perform logically and intuitively. I was happy to explore it. Now I was 23, and ready for the world. 
 
                 As we rode down the coastline towards the canyon, we had a conversation.
 
                 “So Strafe,” Gain said, “Is it true the city is funding our project now?”
 
   “Yep! Hard to believe, but I guess we caught their attention somehow,” I said with a shrug.              
 
   “Yeah, I’m sure having a cute girlfriend didn’t hurt either,” Gain teased.
 
   “Hey, I’m pretty good-looking too! Don’t fill me with despair!” I laughed. 
 
   The city had promoted a contest to see who create something useful to help bridge the gap, literally, between the other local cities surrounding us, such as Goleta and Ventura. Yessa and I decided we should enter in the competition.
 
   “Hmm, funny I didn’t have any say in that,” Gain remarked.
 
   “We tried to get your opinion, but you never got back to us in time. Some days it feels like you fall off the face of the planet bro,” I told him with a concerned look.
 
   “Shit happens dude, you know how my family is. Anyway, just don’t forget I was the one who came up with the idea to use kinetic energy. If we win, I’m going to be taking share of the money to buy lots of beer and sleep with a lot of women!” he crowed.
 
                 My friends and I came up with the idea to design a catapult that could shoot objects far over a distance while having them land safely at any designated spot. The trick was the city wanted it to use as little energy as possible, so we decided to look into using kinetic energy, like Gain suggested. It could be operated using gravity itself. 
 
                 Being able to express myself, using the tools to do so, has always motivated me to try doing good things every day for my community. I did this so future generations could have the same great opportunities in life as I did. That was how my mom raised me.
 
   “So Strafe, how are we going to explain this to the city?” Gain asked.
 
   “We speak simple: we tell them our launcher uses gravity and a new jet-propelled magnet to shoot objects across long distances. To make it easier for them to see and imagine putting it to their own use, I decided to build the prototype near the canyon separating us from Carpinteria,” I told him.
 
   “So, what does that achieve?” Gain inquired.
 
   “The goal is to create landing pads and shooting areas on both sides of the canyon. Flying a Mag-Ship across to each side is feasible, but the catapult could do the same thing, at little to no cost. Drones are still not strong enough to handle large loads.” I surmised. 
 
                 “The canyon has a deep hill before the gap, and would be a perfect place to try it out. You surprise me sometimes Strafe!” Gain teased.
 
                 “That’s what happens when you graduate college!” I said before I realize I might’ve offended him. Gain hadn’t graduated yet, and was struggling to keep his grades up. I saw him look down.
 
                  My girlfriend from college, Yessa, was also helping me work on the project. Yessa and I met at a pilot rally, which Gain had suggested to go to with some friends. She was also a pilot, as well as an equality activist, and awesome singer. She and Gain got along well because they both loved Mag-Cycles. She had golden skin, jet black hair and a smile that cast shadows on the sun. Every day I counted my blessings. She was the same age as I was. 
 
   Ten minutes later, we made it to the project site.
 
   “There you are! Keeping busy?” I asked Yessa. 
 
   She had a cut tank-top with our college’s mascot, a cartoon gopher holding a surfboard, and some short-shorts. She’d been whistling one of her favorite songs when she saw us and smiled. She was looking good with her hair in a ponytail. She was wearing special glasses to help her calibrate the catapult. Brutus loved her. He ran over to get his belly-rub.
 
   “Someone has to get this thing done by the deadline! I might as well take all of the credit,” she joked. She sat down and snuggled up to Brutus.
 
   “Easy there babe, it’s two against one here,” I replied with a smile. I sat down with her and poked her in the stomach; she was extremely ticklish. I took advantage of that often.
 
   “Anyway, what’ve you gotten done today?” Gain asked, trying to change the subject, “I see you’ve increased the efficiency by twenty percent.”
 
   “Thirty, actually. See right. . .” I said before he interrupted me.
 
   “Yeah! I see that. Thank you Mr. Smarty-pants,” Gain replied in irritation.
 
   “Sorry bro, didn’t mean to step on your toes,” I backed off. He could be a little hotheaded when put on the spot.  
 
   “Ah,” she said while wiping away some sweat, “I just finished tightening some bolts and I think it might be finished.”
 
   “Should we give it a try?” Gain asked.
 
   “Yeah, let’s send that bag of potatoes over,” I suggested.
 
   I grabbed it and put it on the platform. The ramp was shiny silver with a few glowing blue and green lights along the sides. They provided solar power. The ramp was narrow, maybe two feet wide and looked like a track on a roller coaster. It ran down about 200 meters. The gap in the canyon we calculated to be exactly 400 meters. We hadn’t shot anything off it before, so we brought a lot of variables like a bag of potatoes and some dummies from a department store. We also brought some solid objects like boxes to test. After we got all set, we sat back and Yessa went to the control panel.
 
   “You sure you don’t want to shoot it yourself Strafe?” Yessa asked me. “This is your baby after all.” 
 
   “Ladies first,” I smiled with a low bow.
 
   We counted down from ten and at one, the platform went off. Everything was looking great. The speed on the way down kept accelerating while the bag of potatoes stayed secure. It approached the launching point and at the last second the momentum shot it over the gap. In the air the bag wobbled slightly, but gained height. The potatoes didn’t quite make it the whole way. Instead, it crashed into the side of the canyon, splattering them all over the canyon.
 
                 “I’m glad that wasn’t a person! I don’t think any of those potatoes survived,” Yessa joked.
 
   “For a first try that wasn’t too bad!” I cheered.
 
   “I thought you would’ve got it first try, Mr. Engineer,” Gain taunted me to a tune.
 
   “Professor Sighter would be so proud! We need to keep testing until it makes it the entire span – and continue testing to make sure it wasn’t a fluke!” said Yessa; I nodded back with a smile. I went over and gave her a hug.
 
   After calibrating and tinkering around with the catapult after each try, we began to make some of the boxes and dummies go consistently across. I was starting to get restless.
 
   “Well, I say this has been a great first day, let’s go get something to eat and prepare our speeches when we win this thing!” Gain said.
 
   “Copy that! Anyway, we gotta figure out how to clean up the mess we made,” Yessa agreed while looking around at the equipment.
 
   “Why don’t we really show them what this thing can do?” that feeling I got when I woke up was flowing through my body like electricity. It made me feel untouchable. I got on the platform and clicked my shoes into it, “Shoot me across!”
 
   “Strafe, really?” Yessa said as she shook her head.
 
   “This thing won’t turn heads unless we can shoot people across. I don’t want to show the city anything until then!” I looked down the ramp and tried to concentrate.
 
   “I’m shutting this down. We’re not prepared enough for this!” she said. Yessa began to run over to the control panel when Gain grabbed her by the shoulder.               
 
   “Let him go Yessa. He’s got too thick of a head to listen. . .or die.” Yessa looked into his eyes and gave him a hard look. She looked back at me to see my approval, but still looked very uncomfortable. She shook her head with a no, but Gain kept glaring at her until she gave up.
 
   “This is beyond stupid curiosity Strafe. You aren’t gonna make it across. We haven’t calibrated that for your weight!” she pleaded.
 
   “The only thing to fear is fear itself baby,” I told her calmly with a smile on my face as I adjusted the straps on my feet. 
 
   Shaking her head, knowing how hard-headed I was, she said calmly, “I’m not pushing the button unless you wear the rope.” She went and grabbed the safety cable we had installed, “Luck doesn’t last forever.”
 
   “Nothing ever does, that’s why we gotta keep testing it.” I smiled with a wink.
 
   Gain helped me with the safety rope, although he definitely made sure it was on tight by almost squishing me. While using this rope, a pole extended after a person is launched across. It extends out one-hundred feet, so if the person falls down, the downward swing won’t slam the person into the canyon wall.
 
   I used to be scared of heights, but becoming a pilot changed that. Adrenaline was my drug, and I never said no to anything. This project needed to wow the city, and I knew we could do that. We had all the safety precautions calculated, and I felt I’d be just fine. There was a very rapid rushing river down in the gorge, and it was very intimidating. There was no time to think about anything but reaching the other side though. The ramp was recharged and ready. The only thing that needed to be done was to push “Go”. 
 
   “I get to keep your wolf if you don’t make it across!” Gain shouted; Brutus looked up at him with a very confused look.
 
   “And you get to buy me a beer if I do!” I yell back as I gave them a thumb up. 
 
   “Here goes Strafe, brace yourself!” Yessa yelled.
 
   She wasn’t kidding, as I was already half-way down the hill! I kept my eyes on the prize, and when the ramp reached full speed and got to the launch point, I was off. I shot up in the air, and it was an incredible feeling. I was flying, over a gorge with a raging river no less! I shouted with joy; just to think of the possibilities that this could bring.               About half way though, I felt a jerk from the safety rope that completely stopped my trajectory. It was like I got into a car-crash. My body was completely whiplashed. The safety rope got jammed and then snapped; I immediately started to fall straight down towards the rapids. 
 
   I could hear my friends scream but before I knew it, I’d hit the water. I fell five-stories before splashing down. I landed on my side and it was like crashing on concrete. The water was deep and full of sharp rocks. I didn’t catch my breath and began to have a panic attack. The current was too strong for me. I was trying my hardest to get some air but I kept getting pulled down. As I came around a bend I tried to reach the surface but just as I was about to, my head slammed into a rock jagging out from beneath the water and it knocked me out cold. What happened next changed my life forever.
 
   Chapter 2 ζ 
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   Strafe
 
    
 
   There was dirt in my mouth; I was lying in a puddle of dirty water.
 
    My vision was blurry, my head pounding and I . . . wasn’t sure where I was. As I stood up and spit out the dirt, I found myself standing with thousands of soldiers in strange armor. The place was littered with the dead. When I touched the side of my head I found blood; must’ve been where I got hit in the rapids. What the hell is this?  I had to take deep breaths to remain calm. My body was trembling. Where am I?
 
   As I looked around, I saw the horizon begin to move. Across the flatlands we stood on, I saw an army moving toward us, as far as the eye can see. They didn’t look like the soldiers I was standing with, they were in grey and purple armor. There were also strange looking, translucent creatures with them. Each creature reminded me of a polygon, their bodies are made of acute angles. They had sharp looking claws and teeth. Some looked humanoid, some like animals.
 
   “Lieutenant Rocknus! We await your command,” a soldier in blue and gold armor told me.
 
   “Lieutenant? . . . I’m, not. . . What the hell is this? There hasn’t been a military for 30 years,” I scratched my head in confusion.
 
   “Sir, they are approaching,” he pointed out to me.
 
   The opposing army began to march forward. I kept looking back and forth; I was clueless still to what was going on. A man that looked like a ninja, wearing a pure white bandana across his forehead with a symbol on the front walked up to me.
 
   “Strafe, get ready. We are about to charge.”
 
   He looked different than the soldiers around me,
 
   “Wait, who are you? Is this New Santa Barbara?”
 
   He squinted his eyes, tilted his head and walked away. Another man wearing shining silver armor imbedded with blue and red diamonds grabbed my shoulder, “Don’t mind Zon. He gets edgy before battle, but you already know that! You ready for this brother?”
 
   “Battle? This is a battle? Wait, what the hell is going on!?” I was freaking out.
 
   “Ha-ha! Have you lost your guile mate!? It’s me, Rousseau! Your best buddy! Don’t let the fancy armor confuse you, I’m the same one in a million snowflake,” he told me, “I got your back.”
 
   He tapped my chest and returned to his ranks. I looked out and was speechless. A woman in a pink hood approached from my right; she was beautiful. I looked into her eyes and couldn’t speak.
 
   “Strafe, it is time to end this. . . for the both of us,” she said.
 
   “Who. . . what’s your name?” my jaw dropped.
 
   “Silly. Did you bump your head? You said you’d never forget my it.” 
 
   “Right, my head,” I said as I reached up and rubbed my forehead.
 
   “Roya,” she told me as she pushed my chin up, “That is my name. We will be okay. You’ve become so strong.” 
 
   As she walked away, I couldn’t help but look at how she moved her hips. It was mesmerizing. I shook my head and turned back out at the enemy forces. They were legion, and there were huge lurking sky-ships in the far distance. I wondered if this was an illusion, but it felt too real to be so. I could smell the air, there was blood and dirt in it; you can’t do that in dreams.   
 
   These other people, Zon, Rousseau and Roya all looked over to me and waited for my signal. Thousands of troops stood with us on the muddy battlefield, with a stern look. They were ready to give up their lives. I’m not a warrior, I don’t even have a weapon. 
 
   My fingers skimmed my thigh and I felt a metal device floating next to me. I grabbed it and held it in front of me, there was a black orb at the top of the hilt. Before I knew it, the metal encasing the handle sprang forward and assembled into a sword. It was razor sharp and was many different shades of silver. The handle was swirled in colors of blue with cords of the same colors. Two pieces of metal sat horizontally on the orb, providing a hand guard.WHOA, This is awesome!  
 
   The air was cold enough to see my breath. Roya, Zon, Rousseau and I each led a group of soldiers, who carried their own respective flag, but seemed unified to fight this enemy. Whatever this was about, that same compulsion that had compelled me to jump on that ramp was pushing me forward to meet this foe. The others looked to me to order the charge. Evidently, I was their leader and for some reason I knew I was going to do my best to bring them victory.
 
   “How long do you think we can hold out until the Sky-Ship, Soldaflak, arrives?” Rousseau asked.
 
   “I’m not worried about that. I’m only thinking about what lies in front of me. That’s all we can do.” Zon replied. He tightened his bandana and knelt to the ground on one knee to silently recite a battle prayer.
 
   “In all of my years, I have never seen such a monstrosity,” Roya lamented. She looked down on the tattoo on the left side of her chest and with her right hand she caressed it.
 
   “Well, we all know that my aim is on par with how fast I run my mouth,” Rousseau joked, “If they don’t want to suffer from either, they need only give up.” Zon let out a sigh, seeming to be irritated Rousseau’s statement.
 
   “You have a good sense of humor about this stuff at least!” I paused and look down at my talisman, made by my mother and father. The medal of it is a combination of a dream-catcher and a Celtic rune. It was an emerald shade and reflected the sunlight as I took hold of it.
 
   “You can still save him, he is not lost,” Roya said to me.
 
   “Save who?” I asked.
 
   “Your brother,” she told me.
 
   My eyes widened. My brother had been missing almost my entire life. My father had run away with him when I was five. That was why I became a pilot, so I could search the world for him. But, he was here? In this place?
 
   She gave me a thumbs-up, which Rousseau and Zon did as well. I held up my sword. They pull out their weapons and let out a battle cry to which the troops respond surging forward. Damnit, here goes nothing!
 
   While fairly flat, the terrain of this battlefield was rough and rugged and shined of black and brown dirt. This place had known many battles, and I think the grass tended to grow in more peaceful lands. The ground began to shake from all the hundreds of footsteps striking it. Sweat poured out my body and adrenaline poured through it while we raced toward our foe. 
 
   Their infantry of shining silver and purple armored soldiers stood still, along with the colorful looking beasts with them. As we drew closer, each of my footsteps caused me to experience a different flashback on my life. The images were as quick and vivid as lightning; I’d never experienced this before. It was almost like my soul was giving me one last glance at timeless memories, more beautiful than paintings. I wished I could’ve had that feeling for just a few seconds longer, as it made me realize how important each moment is. I remembered that my life was far from over though when the ringing of my sword’s steel crashed against the first siege of my enemy like a wave against a rocky shore.
 
   When we were within striking distance; the colorful creatures were unleashed. They had crystal bodies which light could shine through, and looked to be one with nature and their surroundings. Some formed the shapes of animals, some in a humanoid form and others were of a completely different kind.  
 
   My men and I worked our way down the battlefield, easily cutting and blasting through the wolf and lizard-like creatures with much ease. Whenever I would cut through one, its body would explode, like a mirror shattering into a million pieces. I felt as though I was in a field of diamonds with so many shining sparkles around us. We pushed on but soon a different group of creatures appeared. There were some with the ability to fire energy projectiles; and giant, two storied imposing beasts. They were much tougher than average ones. This sword alone wasn’t going to cut it. Suddenly, I felt my body getting very warm, and my skin began to burn. It felt like my veins were on fire. Constricted by pain, I couldn’t move.
 
   I looked down at my arms and noticed red tattoos emerging from under my skin all over my body. It seemed to be some sort of ancient text. My hair turned bright red, and a crimson aura surrounded me. Clutching my hands into fists, I threw my hands down to my side.
 
   “AAAHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!!!!!” I screamed.
 
   A strong gale blew in all directions around me. After the aura dissipated I could move again, and I felt incredibly strong.
 
   A few of our men succumbed to these creatures but when my blade struck them, it looked like an explosion of light. We fought for what seemed liked hours. All was looking good until I heard an eerie laugh and saw a man with a black-hooded coat on, with a devilish smile standing twenty feet from me. His eyes were glowing hot pink. He smiled at me and said, “You are not ready for this.”
 
   I ran at him but as I did, a bright light shined down from the heavens. The whole battle field turned scorching white. As I was about to reach the hooded figure, I stepped into a puddle of water and fell down into it. There was a roar in my ears as I plunged, falling straight down into total darkness.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 3/ 
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   Strafe
 
    
 
   When I woke up, I was coughing up water.
 
   It was as if falling through that puddle was some kind of portal. The cool sword I had was gone, along with the tattoos and red hair. Looking around I was fixed in curiosity of this underground cave I’d washed up in. It smelled like fresh water and mint and the walls glimmered in various hues of blue. Am I in New Santa Barbara? I was at the mouth of the cave, with my feet in the turquoise water and my upper body lying on rocks. I coughed up what felt like a whole river of water, and grabbed my chest in pain. 
 
   I couldn’t see much in front of me, but reflected light from the waterhole illuminated much of the cave. I stood up and noticed my left leg pretty bruised up, and it hurt to stand on. The side of my head that hit the jagged rock was still sore too, oddly, like it was on the battlefield. Other than that, I was completely okay. I thought about swimming back down the hole, but didn’t want to risk it with my bad leg. The mouth of the cave was small, with the ceiling reaching only about 15 feet. There was a thin tunnel that diverged from the water hole. I remembered thinking, what the heck? Even with my wounds, I decided to walk. I knew I couldn’t stay there. I would die. 
 
   I could faintly hear the sound of wind blowing, so there had to be a way to the surface. I pulled out a solar cell from my belt that I was going to use to signal to Yessa and Gain that I had made it across the canyon safely. Miraculously, it was intact and had power. Before I attempted to contact them, I was distracted by strange markings I noticed on the cave walls. There were lots of lines and swirling curves, like the ones that had been on my arms on the battlefield. I began to make my way in the direction I sensed was the way out. As I passed by, the lines would start to glow and shimmer. There were drawings of figures that looked like the creatures we were fighting on the battlefield. My light only illuminated about ten feet in front of me, so I took my time. Who knew what could be down here.
 
   Soon, the cave opened out into what appeared to be a large cavern. There was a small, yet brilliant beam of light pouring down from the ceiling in the center, helping to illuminate the place. I put away the solar cell and looked around. This looked like it could’ve been a tomb. The floor was decorated in gold, with accents of blue. There were incredible decorations of warriors everywhere. Upon further inspection, they looked exactly like the soldiers I was leading in that battle! 
 
   “The hell?!” I said aloud, which echoed.
 
   The area was as wide as it was tall, maybe about three-stories. There were obvious signs of human presence, broken furniture and other debris. I saw there were intact torches on the walls with wrappings still on them. I got out my flint. I didn’t even have to hit it twice and the torch lit up like the sun. When I did this, all of the other torches on the walls lit up as well, like nothing I’d ever seen before. It took my breath away. The room was now completely lit and on the other side was a wall decorated with many beautiful statues. 
 
   The cavern’s walls were a golden color that had begun to flake. Lying straight ahead of me though was a grand insignia behind the statues, ancient text like the symbols that adorned my skin when I was on the battlefield. Of all the statues, there was one statue that seemed to stand out and I made my way towards it.
 
   They looked like ancient knights in armor, all holding unique weapons I had never seen before. The stone the statues were carved in looked like marble and the detail surpassed anything I had ever seen when I studied art in college. The statue that stood out to me didn’t carry a weapon or have extravagant armor on. This statue was kneeling down with its hands out, almost as if offering what it was holding. As I got closer I could see what appeared to be a handle that was surrounded by the same marble of the statues. This looks like the weapon I was using on the battlefield. . .
 
   Beneath the statue was some ancient writing, resembling what was on my skin earlier. I examined the artifact more closely. It had lines all across as if it could be disassembled. It had lightly detailed, beautiful angelic artwork crafted all over itself. There was a round orb on it just like the one on the sword I held while leading the warriors. On the sides I could see faint traces of pulsing light. The handle was wrapped exquisitely in faded blue, just like it when I was using it. Who made this place?
 
   I dusted off the orb with my hand to admire it. As I reached out to touch it, a glimmer of light shined, surrounding the black orb then quickly vanished. Whatever this place was, I had a feeling this would be a priceless find. I had to tell Professor Sighter back at my university about this. He had traveled all over the world studying ancient artifacts. If he didn’t know the origins of these, he would know someone who did.
 
   I never cared to own a weapon. All major military powers across the world had been disbanded or drastically reduced in 2058. Since then, we never needed to worry about war. The purpose of a weapon is to hurt people, but, an inconvenient truth was that all societies need warriors and weapons to maintain order. We still had police and weapons to defend ourselves, but humanity had come to the understanding that in order to survive as a species, we had to throw away our need to protect our differences. I was always proud of the United States military, all the great stories and accomplishments that came from them, but growing up without war was something my mother told me was a gift to the world. 
 
   Leaving the artifact where I’d found it, I continued to look around for a way out. Finding an exit didn’t look like it would be easy. I could still hear a faint blowing of wind. I looked to the right and left of the statues and saw staircases curving above the middle insignia. I walked up the staircase and found beautiful blue and gold decorations of soldiers like those who had been fighting on the battlefield with me painted on the wall. In the center of them all was a figure in white, pulsing ever so often. Why was I fighting on that battlefield with those men?
 
   There was a faint breeze I felt near my ankles. Bending down I saw daylight pouring under a small crack underneath the painting. This was the way out!
 
   “Gotcha!” I snapped my fingers to. 
 
   I began to look around the area for a key. I searched for thirty minutes around the debris and everywhere else but I couldn’t find anything. Frustration was rising but then it hit me; the artifact! I smacked myself in the head for being such a bonehead. I ran down the stairs and examined it. When I grabbed it and held it up, it felt incredibly light despite its size, just like on the battlefield. I tried to open it like it did before we charged against the enemy army, but it wouldn’t. 
 
   Something began to shine in the orb. When I looked down, a bright red light from the orb shined brightly into my eyes. I let go of the sword and cupped my eyes in pain. It felt like the light had shot right up to my brain and stung like an ice-cream headache. I fell to my knees. This was worse than being pepper sprayed; my eyes continued to sting. I held my head for a minute or two until the pain went away. After rubbing my eyes, I saw words etched into the floor at my feet. I could read the writing, perfectly, as if the words were written in my mother tongue. 
 
    
 
   “Only those who do not desire my power may find me useful.”
 
    
 
   After reading the text my head began to hurt again, like I had been studying for a test for too long. The black orb had turned cloudy and was pulsing warm light. The marble had suddenly transformed into metal, and the colors on the handle were the same vivid shades of blue when I raised it to signal the soldiers to charge. I didn’t know what to make of this strange phenomenon. I brought it up the stairs with me and tried shaking it to make the blade appear, but it didn’t work.
 
   “Damn it,” I spouted.
 
   No matter how many times I tried, it did nothing. The orb’s light on the hilt glowed faintly, so I swiped my thumb across it. Suddenly, the artifact’s blade sprung forth and assembled itself into the sword it was before; the orb glowed red and white. 
 
   “Swords that move by themselves?! That’s a new one; now will you work?” I asked the sword.
 
   Holding the sword up to the glowing man on the wall caused the entire wall to shimmer. The light was blinding but I could see the door beginning to dissolve in front of me. The wall and its pictures had disappeared, leaving me with a view of New Santa Barbara from the mountains. I couldn’t believe this.
 
   I took a step forward but noticed new text at my feet, 
 
    
 
   “A Champion is made, not born.”
 
    
 
   Once I had stepped out of the cave, the same blinding light flashed again and the exit was covered by mountain rock. It blended so well I couldn’t even tell there had been a door there previously. As I exited the cave, I realized I was east of the city, looking toward the ocean.
 
   I breathed a sigh of relief as I rubbed my head. Without any warning, the sword disassembled itself and surrounded the handle again, but remained made of metal instead of reverting to marble as it was before. Even if I stroked the orb, the sword didn’t change.
 
   I began to make my way down the mountain, through the neighborhoods, and back to my apartment in order to get in touch of my friends. 
 
   Now I was convinced it was real, that battle. But there was still no explanation.
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   As I made my way, I could see people were concerned. 
 
   Even though we were a big town, word traveled fast. I was making a name for myself with my projects. People were volunteering to look for me and a concerned crowd had gathered. I made my way to State Street, as it was the quickest way to get to my neighborhood. As I got closer to home, I saw my neighbors surrounding someone. The crowd of people seemed angry, and the person they surrounded had raised his arms up. When I got close enough I could see it was Gain. He lived in Ventura now but would stop into town every once and a while.               Gain was originally from New Santa Barbara too. He unfortunately had a reputation for being a hothead and reckless. He had already caused two traffic accidents pulling off stunts with his Mag-Cycle and tended not to tolerate criticism. When he was 21 he moved to Ventura, but we always kept in touch. He behaved himself with me, and he really knew engines and how to work with metal. We’d hit it off when we met back in grade school ten years ago. Like the rest of us though, he had his imperfections.
 
   “What the hell were you thinking, letting Strafe shoot off like that? No matter how many tests you did, a human is not the same as a bag of potatoes!” a policeman asked him.
 
   “Listen, I told you, once this guy gets something in his mind, that’s it. He is not afraid of anything and nothing we could have said or done would have stopped him!” Gain replied, “If you have put the blame on someone, go ahead and put it on me like you people usually do! But I’m not going to jail or to court until we find him!”
 
   It was kind of funny to see their faces when I simply walked up and waved to them. They didn’t know whether to be shocked or angry, “Strafe!?!” 
 
   The crowd rushed towards me. Gain looked unsteady – rocking back on his feet . People asked me if I was okay, how I managed to escape the rapids, and what was this “metal thing” I was holding on to. I thanked them for their concern but told them I needed to discuss this privately. They respected my wishes. I pulled Gain to the side and told him the story. 
 
   “No kidding, I can’t believe that you ended up there. On a. . . battlefield?” I was back – but he was having a hard time believing my story. A policeman stepped up to us.
 
   “Listen, we are glad you are okay, but we need to take you down to the hospital to get you checked out and ask you a few questions. It looks like you have a pretty mean cut on your head. The Mayor himself has requested so.” 
 
   I agreed and we were on our way.
 
    
 
   +++
 
    
 
   When we made it to the hospital, the nurse requested the sword, as was customary to retrieve all items while entering. I placed the sword on the counter for them to hold onto and walked into a patient’s room and sat on my bed. To my surprise, the Mayor and Police Chief walked in within five minutes of me sitting down. 
 
   “Strafe, we are glad you’re okay. We couldn’t believe that you showed up on the street like nothing happened,” the Mayor told me, he came up and patted me on the shoulder and then sat down next to me in a chair. He had on a black suit with a purple and silver insignia in the shape of a knight’s helmet pinned to his collar. I couldn't help but think it resembled the helmets of the enemy army I had found myself fighting against on that battlefield.
 
   “Mayor Chiller, Police Chief Sense, I am very sorry for causing all this trouble. I think I found something very important that I think you need to know. There’s an amazing cave up in the hills! Plus, I got. . .”I said before getting interrupted.
 
   “Son, do realize how arrogant you sound right now? We have been looking for you all day and you act like God himself sent you on this escapade! Listen, whatever happened, we are just glad that your family will be able to see you again tonight. But first, tell us what happened,” Chief Sense reported. 
 
   Chief Sense was old school police, and had his hand on his baton. After I told them my story, they had a small discussion outside my room before re-entering.
 
   “What you did has seriously put into question the device you have made. Tonight please just go home after your check-up and make sure to not leave your house until we pick you up tomorrow. We need to ask you more questions.” Mayor Chiller instructed. 
 
   They handled the situation better than I thought they would. I did find it a little strange that the Mayor was there. He seemed very interested in the battle I was in, along with the enemy soldiers we fought against. I thought about lying about some of the details but he was a major reason my project got cleared for city funding in the first place. He was a good man, at least he seemed to be. I hoped that the cave I ended up in wouldn’t be sold to the highest bidder. 
 
   The police dropped me off at my mom’s house. She was sitting on the front porch and she’d been crying. When she saw me she stood up and when I saw how worried she’d been, I ran up and hugged her. Brutus had seen me coming.  It was tough for me to stand upright as he pushed himself between me and my mom, trying to lick my face.  Inside I explained to her what had happened. She lived alone there in the house where I’d grown up. I had a father too, but he left us a long time ago, taking my twin brother Zixin with him.
 
   I never truly got to know either of them. Sometimes, growing up, I would get frustrated when I would ask my mom questions about my brother or my father and she couldn’t answer my questions. I would turn that frustration into anger, but not at her. I felt anger towards my father. I would sometimes be ashamed to share his blood, because he hurt me and my mom. Regardless though, I still honored my Native side as well as my mom’s side. Both were equally passionate and had a history of overcoming struggle.
 
   She always said she didn’t know why, only that they both vanished the day after our fifth birthday. She had said that my brother would sometimes behave oddly and was able to do things that were hard to explain. One time she found her cat had been burned badly, so bad it had to be put down. She found Zixin standing over the cat, holding out his hand. There was nothing in his palm. No treat. Was he just teasing the cat? There didn’t seem to be a reason. 
 
   He also punched a huge hole in the wall and he didn’t offer an explanation. My mom said that she and my father began looking into helping Zixin but no doctor could tell us a solution. She guessed that my father took him away to find a solution himself, but they had never discussed it before he left. She thought he might have taken Zixin to see some of our Native relatives up in Minnesota, but never found out for certain, despite exhausting a huge amount of time and money into finding them. We finally decided to face the fact that we may never see them again. As I was growing up, she was very protective of me because of this.
 
    
 
   +++
 
    
 
   My mom asked, “So, you’re telling me that the sword you found somehow flashed and then you were suddenly able to read the ancient writing?”
 
   “Yeah Mom, I really can’t explain it any other way. I need to tell Professor Sighter about this. It could change everything we know!” 
 
   As she made dinner, my mother continued questioning me.
 
   “That is really strange that the sword’s message was ‘only those who do not desire my power may use me.’ What could that mean?” 
 
   “I’m not sure.  But everything that happened seemed to have a reason.  I just can’t explain what it might’ve been.  It was incredible!”
 
   “I don’t want you fighting in battles like that,” my mom said.  It was just the sort of thing mothers say, but it seemed funny.  She still treated me like a kid.
 
   “It wasn’t like I ran off to volunteer.   I can only tell you what happened.  I can’t tell you why.  . . But Mom, you should have seen that cave!  Plus, I brought back a sword!”   I knew I sounded like a kid who’d gotten a new toy.   
 
   “A sword?  Where is it?”  she asked.
 
   “The police are holding it.”  
 
   My mom looked at me just as if I was making up stories.  
 
   “I’m sorry, Mom, but I’m tired.  Is it okay if I stay here tonight?”  She said she was happy to have me stay.
 
   I was so glad to be home – I’d decided not to go back to my own place that night.  I made my way upstairs and went to bed, but I couldn’t sleep. I called Yessa on our telecrom. It was one of the new types – imbedded under my skin.  
 
   Yessa said she was with some friends, but she went into another room, to speak with me privately, “Strafe! You crazy shit! I was scared to death! I thought you died!”
 
   “I’m not gonna lie and say I wasn’t scared too, babe, but something incredible happened!” I replied.
 
   “I don’t care about that! You know how concerned you got me?! I need a massage!” she responded.
 
   “That’s easy; I’ll be over in five minutes,” I laughed.
 
   “Whoa, I heard the police took you in for questioning. You need to take this seriously and not mess around,” Yessa cautioned.
 
   “I ain’t messing around, only with you. See you soon!” I chuckled.
 
   I opened my window and jumped out, making my way over to Yessa’s apartment. By the time I got to Yessa’s place her friends had left. Later, in her room, as I laid beside her in bed while she slept, my mind wandered.  I couldn’t help but think of Mayor Chiller wearing that insignia pinned to his collar.
 
   Something in my heart told me to be cautious. 
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                When I woke up, my body felt unusually warm. 
 
   It was strange since it was cloudy and rainy outside and the heater wasn’t on near me. I remembered I had felt this same type of warmth when I found myself on the battlefield. My head was pounding as well; it was the same pain as when I got blasted by that light in the cave. I rolled over to see Yessa soundly asleep, I nudged her but she grunted back and put a pillow over her head. You need to get a better bed Yessa, I’m a wreck!
 
   My body felt completely different, like I had been working out. I was sore all over but felt ripped. I even flexed and couldn’t believe how buff I looked. Before I could ponder it further my telecrom began ringing, so I touched the side of my head and saw it was my mom, “Hi honey!”
 
   “Hi mom,” I yawned.
 
   “I was going to invite you to eat breakfast with me, are you at Yessa’s? You weren’t supposed to leave the house last night,” she lectured.
 
   “I’m a 23 year old man mom. . .” I grumbled.
 
   “Yeah, more like a 23 year old, lucky to be alive and breathing son of mine! If you don’t get back here, you’re gonna have two lumps on your head boy!” she jokingly retorted.
 
   My mom and I would kiddingly jab at each other once and a while, it was my job as a son to raise her blood pressure.
 
   “Alright, you win. I’ll be back soon,” I told her.
 
   “You have a guest here waiting for you, so don’t be late!”
 
   “Guest? Who?” I asked.
 
   “Someone very interested to talk to you. Get your ass back here! Love ya!” she told me before she hung up.
 
   I got out of bed and ran as quick as I could to my mom’s house. I noticed an older looking vehicle in the driveway, one that still used wheels. Most elderly people drove cars like that. I walked through the front door and was surprised to see who was eating pancakes with my mom, “Professor Sighter!?”
 
   “Hey Strafe! How’s it going there?” he asked,    “The Mayor got a hold of me when he heard your story. He asked me to stop by and pick you up before we head to the hospital. But I must say your mother has made an excellent breakfast. Join us.”
 
   After breakfast we decided to get going. When we got in his car he said, “I always knew you were a rebel! When the rumor was going around that you’d even cheated death - something about your experiments - a catapult. I was intrigued to hear your story. Please tell me in your own words.” 
 
   Professor Sighter was a kind, gentle old man. When I took an ancient art class as an elective, he really made an impact on me. 
 
   I remember my first impression was, “Here’s a dottering old fellow.” He was bald on top, but the hair of his white beard grew down to the middle of his chest. Whenever I saw him, he always had worn his white coat, thick-rimmed glasses, and his talisman he told me he found while on an expedition in Italy when he was young. I often volunteered to help students in his class with their studies. He would bring in finds that were beautiful works of art. Although we didn’t keep in contact as much as we did back when I was in college, he was still a close friend.
 
   I told him everything that happened the day before, about the cave, the sword, everything. He was very intrigued, as he said the cave I described didn’t match any ancient societies that inhabited California on record. This find, Sighter thought, could possibly predate anything on record in America and might even be of alien origin. After ten minutes or so, we arrived back at the hospital.
 
   When we walked in, I noticed that the sword was in the same spot where I put it the day before. 
 
   “Professor, why didn’t anyone put this away? What if someone were to take it?” I said to him. 
 
   He smiled at me, looked at the sword and said, “I tried to move it. Nobody could steal it if they wanted to. You see, it won’t budge an inch. It might as well weigh a ton! Also, it glows white and blue around not violent people, like the nurses but when a gang member was brought in for a knife wound, I was told it glowed bright red as they passed by. That is why I am truly intrigued to see this cave you have found.”
 
   The sword wouldn’t budge? It reacted to people’s nature as well?
 
   “Please take it with you Strafe. The Mayor has requested our presence at his office,” the Professor informed me. When I went over to grab it, I picked it up with ease. I could see curiosity in the professor’s eyes when I did this.
 
   We exited and drove across town to the Mayor’s office. When we were escorted in, I noticed there were many men talking with the Mayor, wearing unusual uniforms that I didn’t recognize. They all had on the same pendant as Mayor Chiller.
 
   “Gentlemen, please come in and sit down” the Mayor gestured toward vacant chairs. The room felt hostile, as though it were full of wolves.
 
   “Pardon my curiosity, but who are these people? Are they FBI?” Professor Sighter asked. One man with slicked back, blonde hair stepped up and offered to shake his hand. The professor noticed the man’s eyes had red-colored irises. He declined.
 
   “Please allow me to introduce myself and the others. My name is Tiras Strand. I am the United States representative of the Federation of Worldwide Ancient Societies or FOWAS, based in Oslo, Norway. It is an honor to meet you sir. I believe you are familiar with us Professor?” 
 
   “Yes I am,” Sighter responded, “Your people have had quite a history, I might even say a reputation. My colleagues have heard of priceless artifacts going missing, suspecting they have been sold on the European Black Market.”
 
   Tiras smiled, looked at the Mayor and then looked back at us, “You are absolutely right Professor. Unfortunately, over the past few years our reputation has been damaged immensely by the actions of a few, but we are on a new course with new leadership. With our resources and your expertise, we can ensure that future generations across the world will be able to enjoy the public viewing of ancient artifacts that would otherwise be held in private collections. Our recent discoveries in Egypt helped locate the tomb of Queen Nefertiti and we gave total control of the site to the Egyptian Government. The Mayor has been a supporter after the leadership change, and told us about the sword last night over telecrom in hopes we might be able to assist in its identification. I knew this demanded our attention, and we were in New York, so it didn’t take us too long to get here.” 
 
   “I’ve always had a fascination with the ancient world Professor,” Mayor Chiller continued,
 
   “If you remember, in Japan last year, the Federation helped uncover the old Kingdom of Jogan buried under fifty feet of earth and rock. They made certain that the Japanese government took possession of every artifact that was uncovered and transferred supervision over to them after we cataloged every object found.” 
 
   “Yes, I know. I am also confident the University of California, New Santa Barbara would fully fund an expedition to excavate the cave and collect its contents,” Professor Sighter responded.
 
   “If this is the way you would like to go, we will completely support you in your choice Professor. I would like to say before you make that decision, we are willing to give you ultimate supervisory control and access to equipment and personnel immediately that which would take weeks for the University to procure. Also, the site will belong to the City of New Santa Barbara and our work will be reported to and approved by Sacramento and Federal agencies in Washington,” Mr. Tiras said with a benevolent smile.
 
   I spoke for the first time since entering the Mayor’s office, “And the catch?” 
 
   Everyone in the room was caught off guard, but they all smiled.
 
   “Strafe, it’s great to finally meet you,” Mr. Strand said while holding out his hand to shake mine, “Many people in my industry would kill to meet you. You recently graduated college right? Becoming a pilot is no easy feat! Did I mention that the Federation is willing to help you pay back your student loans as a sign of our appreciation for your discovery of the cave and its contents which will benefit all of humanity?” 
 
   There was something I didn’t like about this guy. 
 
   “We’re listening Mr. Strand,” the Professor said.
 
   “Right, the catch. We are only asking to catalogue for our database. We make our money off our website and publications. The US would maintain exclusive rights to showcasing and documenting as long as we publish our findings first. Of course, Strafe would be credited for finding the cave and will have a key role in the expedition,” Mr. Tiras explained. 
 
   Professor Sighter knew he was right about the timing. It was summer now and the new semester would start soon, keeping him busy at the school. Still, he looked concerned.
 
   “Is that so? If, as a representative of your Federation, you are being true to your word, you are without question the best option at the moment, but the decision does not lie with me.”
 
   I immediately felt uncomfortable as all the eyes in the room turned toward me.
 
   “Listen, if the Professor is okay with this, so am I. Still, it would be nice if there were some local oversight involved.” 
 
   Those in the room exchanged glances, then the Mayor responded to my comment,
 
   “Strafe, the police have been contemplating putting you in jail for reckless endangerment while operating a project under government funding. This is an opportunity of a lifetime. People across the globe search their whole lives for a find like this. Your charges will be lightened considerably for aiding our city. The choice is up to you.” 
 
    I thought about this to myself for a few moments, until I realized I didn’t have much of a choice. I wasn’t going to sit in jail for being a daredevil. 
 
   “Well, this is like choosing to kiss a girl or an ox.  As long as the Professor is in charge, I will guide an expedition to the cave site,” I told the Mayor. 
 
   I noticed out of the corner of my eye that the orb of the sword had began to glow red. I was holding it inside my jacket. Glowing red? They said it glowed that color when there was dangerous people around.
 
   They agreed and we decided to return to the cave the following day. There was some discussion regarding what to do about the sword. It would have incalculable value – but apparently, I was the only one who could pick it up. It was decided it should be photographed and returned to the cave. No one worried about it being stolen.
 
    
 
   +++
 
    
 
   The next morning I woke up to find a few Federation Mag-Trucks parked outside my house. On the side of the Mag-Truck was their logo; a picture of a person with a pick-ax in one hand and the world in the other. Professor Sighter arrived in his archeological overalls, which made him stand out among the Federation’s people wearing black and blue suits. I saw someone leaning against one of the trucks, and did a double-take. I was surprised to see Gain, “Hey! Gain? Making history with the rest of us? I’m gonna have to start calling you Big-Timer.”
 
   “You’re gonna be history if you keep that up!” he ribbed back, “They have me doing community service for my part in the fiasco a few days ago. Yessa is coming too.”
 
   “Really? Well, you two are gonna be in for a show!” I said.
 
   Soon afterwards we headed towards the site. The Mag-Trucks were faster than I expected them to be. They were hulking conveyances, but could hold lots of equipment and people in a quick fashion. After an hour we finally made it to the site. The view from the mountains looking down at New Santa Barbara always took my breath away. Approaching the same area I escaped from I instructed the others, “Stand back everyone.” 
 
   I pulled out the sword and waited for it to transform, but it didn’t. I shook it, waved it around, and tapped it on the mountainside, but nothing happened.
 
   “Is there a problem, Strafe?” Professor Sighter asked.
 
   “It was right here, I know it was.”
 
   I kept trying, but it was no use. Professor Sighter approached me and noticed some scribbled writing at my feet. It looked fresh, as if recently written into the mountain side. 
 
   “Hey Strafe, did you notice this before? I’ve studied many ancient languages and I have never seen anything like this.”
 
   “That looks like the text from inside, I might be able to read it for you,” I said while looking at the inscription. I began to get a headache again but I managed to see,
 
    
 
   This sacred site remains for the eyes who do not seek it.
 
    
 
   “Well, ain’t that a crapshoot,” Gain blurted out.
 
   “This could be. . .” the Professor pondered.
 
   “Could be what Professor?” I asked.
 
   “In the ancient empires of Rome, Egypt and Mongolia there are writings in all of their texts of secret doors scattered around the world. These doors are the real reason those empires expanded the way they did. They are portals, where to, nobody knows. If this is what I think it is, you may have discovered what Julius Caesar never could!” Professor Sighter told us, his manner incredibly enthusiastic.
 
   “I want everything documented,” Tiras called out. A couple of members of his team shot photographs of the ground where we stood looking down at the writing.
 
   “Damn. . . this is amazing!” I said as my jaw dropped.
 
   Clapping his hands, Tiras approached and patted me on the shoulder and then looked at the Professor, “I am happy about this discovery Professor, but we were very much hoping to find a way inside.”
 
   “What do you intend to do? Blast a hole in this mountain? That is completely out of the question! This is going to be a World Heritage Site!” the Professor snapped back at him.
 
   “While we did give you complete control of the site and what goes on in it, we never said anything about getting inside. We will be careful, but the door needs to come down.” Tiras replied. 
 
   “You have no jurisdiction here Mr. Strand! What you are planning to do is unlawful!” the Professor told Tiras.
 
   “Mayor Chiller has given me lawful access to the site. We are going in,” Tiras replied.
 
   I found Yessa hanging out by the trucks, she didn’t look happy,
 
   “Hey, what’s up? Something bothering you?” I asked.
 
   “I’ve been overhearing what some of these suits have been saying; I don’t like it. This whole thing stinks,” she told me. I grabbed her shoulder.
 
   “Like what? As the inscription said, they won’t be able to get in if they haven’t been honest with their intentions!” 
 
   By the time I finished speaking, they already had someone suited up in their Laser-Mech, opening the door. This Mech was huge and it could change its four arms into different tools. These machines were designed originally for military use but had come to be used in other fields such as search and rescue. People could climb into the suits and pilot them or operate them via remote control. Still, I felt concerned at the thought of such a bulky machine being used in such a delicate area. The pilot cut a hole into the mountain, and pulled the door off, handling it with extreme respect. 
 
   Tiras seemed happy and signaled his team to get their equipment ready. He and the Professor had a discussion but we were out of earshot. It was apparent that Tiras, the Professor and members of Tiras’ group were trying to negotiate something. I noticed that all the while, various security guards were keeping an eye on me. The success of the expedition, if it were to be success, depended on me being able to activate the sword.
 
   I couldn’t quite tell what the other Federation members were saying. They were talking in French. Yessa said from what she could make out, they had a strict schedule of digs they were going to. 
 
   “I don’t think these people who they say they are Strafe,” Yessa said.
 
   “Shit, grrrr, are you sure about what you heard?” I asked her.
 
   “I only took three years of French in college, I’m not fluent Strafe,” she told me.
 
   “Damn it!” I shrugged my shoulders, “What choice do I have after the canyon debacle but to cooperate with them?”
 
   “There is always a choice. Please come with me to talk to the Professor,” there was a small quiver in her lip like she was holding something back.
 
   I agreed. Federation members were already entering the ruins with all of their equipment on floating blue and black Mag-lift tables. It looked like they were hunkering down for the winter. We found the Professor with Tiras and his people near where I found the sword. The orb on the sword started to pulse white and red again; the others noticed. After the professor and Tiras parted from their conversation, I approached him.
 
   “Hmm, the sword, it must be reacting to the ruins.,” Tiras said.
 
   “Mr. Strand, I don’t mean to ruffle any feathers, but I was curious why there aren’t any other Americans here with us in this exploration?” 
 
   He came over and touched my shoulder, “Please, call me Tiras. I understand how you feel. Professor Sighter felt the same way. Like we agreed, you and the Professor have ultimate authority on this dig. If you would like, I can call Mayor Chiller and have him send down some police.”
 
   I nodded yes and he called the Mayor on his telecrom. Tiras had the type that was surgically implanted near in his head near his temple, like me. Mayor Chiller agreed to send a few officers down and we waited for them to arrive. Once they got to the site, the atmosphere changed.  
 
   The cave was dark and quiet, just like it was when I found it. The Laser-Mech stayed near the door and powered down. I went down and flicked on the torches; everyone gasped. The Federation team and Professor Sighter began to catalogue all the artifacts and the photographers took shots from every angle. I noticed Tiras just standing near the statues where I found the sword, looking at the insignia. Fixated on them, he touched the statues lightly with the tips of his black gloves, grinning from ear-to-ear. 
 
   I began to help the Professor, who I’d never seen so happy; he was cataloguing the ancient pottery, all the while mumbling things like “extraordinary” and “beyond antiquity.” Gain’s body language as he leaned against the wall told me he was very bored. Yessa was with us because she was in trouble, like Gain, for being involved with my stunt over the canyon. She was helping with the cataloging. 
 
   Professor looked up and seemed to come out of a trance, becoming extremely animated.
 
   “Strafe, this is absolutely incredible! You have discovered one of the most important finds in all of history! This place will completely alter our understanding of everything ancient!” Professor Sighter almost shouted with joy.
 
   “Are you able to date these Professor?” Yessa asked.
 
   “These ruins are so much older than anything else discovered. The unique waved and smooth style is found in only a few places, but seems to pre-date anything I know. These are so well preserved. They seem to be masterworks, meaning they were here long before any of the other styles before it.”               
 
   Professor Sighter took a pen-sized carbon dating laser out of his belt and waved it over a pot and looked at the read-out.
 
   “Right now, I would have to say that these are off the scale as far as dating them. Off the charts! They are at least 100,000 years old, possibly older. But we have nothing found in the fossil layers to indicate civilized man existed with a sophisticated society that far back.” 
 
   As we were talking I noticed that Tiras had begun to reach behind the statues nearest the insignia. He ran both of his hands along its circular rim, the orb began to pulse again much more rapidly. I couldn’t tell if it was an invitation or warning. I got the impression that Tiras knew more about this place than he was letting on.
 
   The other officers continued their own cataloguing, taking pictures and scanning the artifacts into their personal databases. I could see them talking amongst themselves in various European languages. They began moving their equipment farther away from where the Professor, Tiras and I were standing.
 
   Tiras called over. He had discovered ancient text carved into a wall. He asked me to read it. I still didn’t know why I could understand it. Maybe it had to do with the power of the sword. As I started to read, again my head began to throb in pain but I pushed through.
 
    
 
   Here lies a key to the promised land. It is one of many. Only a Guardian may unlock the way.
 
    
 
   As soon as I finished reading it, the insignia began to unlock, turning in a swirling motion and sprung open.  A rush of sharp wind blew powerfully into the room from the opening and I held my arms up to defend myself against it. The blue and white markings on the insignia lit up, then faded to the color of stone. The insignia disintegrated, crumbling into dust, revealing what was inside. Inside, a breathtaking ornament made of multicolored facets within the crystal was held. It reminded me of the beasts on the battlefield.
 
   It stood about three feet high and had two ornamental wings extending upwards from its base. Between the wings there was an angel-like figure, also winged, with its arms reaching toward a twirling crystal ball that hovered, unsupported, in the air above it. It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.
 
   Several members of the Federation team were drawn, almost magnetically to the glow created by the multi-colored crystal until one by one, they all came forward, entranced. The figure itself pulsed with a full spectrum of colors coming from the crystal’s facets like diamonds. There was no way to know what its value was. Beyond its gem-like quality, there was something mystical that commanded everyone’s gaze.
 
    Yessa leaned over, gave me a hug and a kiss on the cheek. I knew she felt what I was feeling. Something like a sense of joy. Professor Sighter had to hold back his tears but came over and grabbed me around the shoulder, but our celebration was short-lived. We heard the sound of clapping and weapons being cocked.
 
   “This is exactly what we were hoping for ladies and gentlemen; one of the ancient Keys to Heaven, a Guardian Key. We give you our warmest regards but we will be using it to make our way to the Promised Land,” a sinister voice sounded.
 
   “I should’ve known, but I was too impatient. The Federation has always been made up of a bunch of thieves. Did Chiller put you up to this? He was always good at finding people to do his dirty work for him,” Professor Sighter called-out. 
 
   Without a second thought Tiras drew out a sharp metal weapon. It didn’t look of this world. Fitted on the end was something that looked like two emerald daggers pointing out, then he shot a crystal projectile at the Professor, piercing through the Professor’s chest. He was shot a few feet and laid motion-less. I ran to him.
 
   “Professor!!!” I screamed. He was still alive but the projectile had barely missed his heart. Ignoring the damage he’d inflicted on the Professor, Tiras sneered. 
 
   “I have to give you all the credit Strafe. We have been looking for this cave for years and a dumb kid like you just stumbled onto it! We’d already been keeping an eye on you for some time. When our spies got wind of your project, we convinced Chiller to fund it.” 
 
   “Wait! The Federation was funding my project?!” I blurted out.
 
   “Hah! Do you really think anyone else gave a damn about that little catapult you were making? We did it in order to disguise our true intention, to find the cave. You will also be the one who will be blamed for murdering all these people,” Tiras smirked.
 
   He sheathed his weapon and was brought the Guardian Key by one of the Federation officers. The other members had their weapons raised and pointed them toward us.
 
   “Tiras, are you crazy?! You need to stop this!” I screamed.
 
   “I’m afraid I can’t do that Strafe. This world has gotten soft and it is ours for the taking. The key to that is on the other side. This is the beginning of a revolution, and when I return they will look at me as a God.”
 
   Mayor Chiller had entered the cave overhearing everything Tiras had been saying to me, “Tiras! You said that you were going to take me with you! That was our deal!”
 
   “Oh really?” Tiras said before he punched him in the gut, “The deal’s changed.”
 
   Just as he had with the Professor, Tiras shot him with a crystal dagger. Unlike with the Professor, this time, it killed Chiller instantly. It seemed like their partnership was over. 
 
   “You can’t outrun me you bastard!” I said.
 
   One of the Federation members hit me with a tazer-shot and I fell to the floor. 
 
   Tiras had let the Key to Heaven slip from his hand and it dropped to the floor. The moment the Key fell to the floor, white lines of ancient text began to appear everywhere, glowing brightly and the statues moved to the sides of the staircase as if they were real people. A white portal began to glow and form where the insignia had been. Before walking through the portal with his Federation members, Tiras looked back at me, “This world will be ours after we return. You have served your purpose.” 
 
   I noticed that the police officers that we requested as a neutral presence joined Tiras and walked at his side. It’d become clear that Tiras and the police had a special interest in this artifact. Chief Sense had entered the room and stood with them. Only Yessa was at my side. Gain was nowhere to be seen. There were fifteen Federation lackeys against just the two of us. We were very much outnumbered. 
 
   “We need the girl. Grab her!” Tiras commanded.
 
   A Federation member shocked her with a taster. I watched, helpless, as she collapsed. He threw her over his shoulder and joined the group with Tiras.
 
   “YESSA!!! NOOO!” I shouted out through my pain, still paralyzed by the tazer-shot I received earlier.
 
   “Try not to be too messy. If people come to investigate, we can’t have them think there was a massacre down here,” Tiras instructed the policemen. 
 
   Tiras and his Federation members turned and walked through the portal with Yessa, disappearing from sight. 
 
   Police Chief Sense signaled for the police to draw their weapons. They all stood ready, clicking off their safety switch on their guns. Before I could react, I felt myself getting warm again. Then I suddenly felt sharp jolts of pain all over my body. Looking down at my arms, the red tattoos began to appear! My whole body felt a surge of strength and the pain from being tazered vanished. The orb was pulsing a red and white light. Slowly, I rose.  
 
   I heard Chief Sense instruct them. “FIRE!!!” but when they did shoot, I touched the orb and a burst of light shot out, and threw the policemen across the room. I held the sword in front of me and in my reflection I noticed my hair had changed color to the same bright glowing red like on the battlefield!
 
   I felt so strong but I couldn’t quite control this new power. The tattoos felt as though they were constricting me, causing me to fall to my knees. I looked up to see Chief Sense snap his fingers before he went unconscious. 
 
   One of the statues near the insignia began to glow. It started to crack all over until all of the marble stone on it had fallen off. It grew to almost twice the size it had been and walked in front of me. The beast was dark blue and menacing. It looked at me with red glowing eyes. It stood up to about nine feet and had grown huge claws. 
 
   Before I could react, it pounced and tried to slash me. I blocked it with my sword and pushed it away. It had a huge, sharp-looking tongue that it twirled around in the air. Seemingly, the sword was only available in times of danger. Either way, I was ready to fight.
 
   The beast whipped its tongue at me. I threw myself to the ground and rolled out of the way. As I recovered its tongue grabbed hold of my leg and tossed me across the room, smashing through pottery and landing up against the cavern wall. The beast hissed at me as I got up.
 
   “Tough son-of-a-bitch aren’t ya?” I taunted.
 
   I seemed to remember these beasts being much weaker. Last time I fought them, one slash from my sword shattered the beasts completely. I stood up and charged toward the monster. It ran at me too and was reaching out with one of its claws to slash me. I took a swing at the claw and sliced off with one swipe.  
 
   The beast screamed in pain and backhand slapped me with its other hand across the room. As I laid on the ground, it jumped up in the air and, coming down, tried to crush me. I dodged its move by rolling away. Standing up, I prepared to slash at it again with the sword but its tongue wrapped around my neck. The grip was super-sharp and I could feel it cutting into my skin. It was impossible to pull it off, so with a quick upward slash I cut its tongue in two. When I pulled the tongue from around my neck I threw it on the ground and it shattered into a million crystalline pieces.
 
   Visibly agitated, the beast grabbed one of the statues that was near the portal and chucked it my way. It flew so fast the only thing I could do was use the sword to cut it in half to avoid getting hit. It was time to end this.
 
   I got in striking range to temp the beast. 
 
   “Alright, I’ve had enough of you!” I said. It took another swing at me but I ducked it, sliced off one of its legs and jumped on its back. Stabbing it in the back multiple times seemed to weaken it but it grabbed me around my neck again and threw me down hard on the ground. Still within its grasp, the beast had full control and kept me down. 
 
   In desperation, I looked around the room for something to help me fight this creature. In the corner of my eye there was a person at the top of the stairs. Almost naked to the eye, they walked back and forth, looking like a ghost. Donning a sleeveless Federation uniform , they hid their face behind a helmet. All over their arms were tattoos similar to the ones on me, except theirs glowed white. 
 
   The Mech that opened the cave door outside stood behind him. As I tried to escaped, the person looked toward me, “I guess the Federation wasn’t full of shit when they said this place held a key. I don’t really care about all their agenda, finding ancient ruins and crap, or being able to control these monsters with those Guardian Keys, no, just for the look on your face.” 
 
   The voice was distorted, I couldn’t tell who it was. Across the left breast of their jacket read, Guardian. 
 
   “Who the hell are you?!” I asked while being crushed.
 
   I was trying to get out of the beast’s grip but it was too strong and kept getting tighter. He had walked down the stairs and turned toward the portal but looked over his shoulder at me,
 
   “She is special Strafe, she has the Guardian Power of Concern. She will help us to unlock the way. All you did was open the door for us. Once that thing kills you I’ll possess your Power of Passion. I hope you like your new grave.”
 
   “Damnit, you crazy bastard! What are you after?!” 
 
   Before he went invisible, he pushed a button on his helmet. The Mech jumped down to us then began to flash red; it was going into self-destruct mode. I was trying my hardest to get out of the beast’s grip but it was no use. I’m not gonna die like this! Not today! Plus, I needed to get the Professor out of here.
 
   “AHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!!!” I screamed as I laid slash after slash on the monster. 
 
   No matter what had happened, it wouldn’t budge. Then, I saw a flash of white out of the corner of my eye. The creature flinched slightly after and I managed to get to my feet. With all my strength, I slashed in across its chest, shattering it into a million tiny crystalline pieces. I looked over to see it had been Brutus.
 
   “Brutus! You saved me!” I smiled. 
 
   I ran over and grabbed the Professor and looked up at the entrance; it was barricaded. The Laser-Mech began glowing bright red, moments away from blowing up the entire cave. There was no way out except going through the portal. With no other options, I ran towards it with the Professor in my arms.
 
   “YESSA!!! I’M COMING!!! BRUTUS, LET’S GO!” I yelled as we ran into the portal. 
 
   As we crossed through I heard a huge explosion. We were flying down a tunnel of blue light. The flame chased us down all the way until we reached the end of the portal and fell ten feet onto a blue grassy field. Brutus was nowhere to be seen. The portal closed behind us just before we would’ve been engulfed in flame. 
 
   Catching my breath, I pushed myself up from one knee. The sword retracted and I breathed a sigh of relief. I needed to find Brutus. What I saw in front of us though looked nothing like New Santa Barbara or any other place on Earth I had ever heard of. That portal, had led us to a new world.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 6/ 
 
   Destiny Calling
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   Strafe
 
    
 
   I learned a cruel truth about life that day; everything you know and love can change in an instant.
 
   Nothing would ever be the same for me from that day forward. Little would I know that I would have to become a savior of two worlds. I was just a kid from New Santa Barbara. I later would find out that the portal that got me to this new world was created by Tiras’ Power of Desire. He activated the Guardian Key which acted as a conduit between both realities, opening up a way to get here. 
 
   All of the tattoos had begun to fade away, and my hair that had turned red returned to its normal almond-brown. The fast travel through the portal made me dizzy, but after a few head-shakes, I saw the professor and I were in a rainbow colored grass field. There were flowers of all colors, and we were surrounded by mountains. It smelled like fresh cut grass. Off in the distance looked to be a small town. There was a large clock tower in the middle made entirely of glass from the look of it. The town looked unlike any town I had ever seen. I didn’t get to admire it for long though.
 
   I heard the professor cough and saw blood coming out of his mouth. He was laying in the grass, bleeding from a severe chest wound. I knelt down and held him and was surprised to see that the light of the setting sunlight made the blood around his wound sparkle. He had a pulse but wasn’t breathing, so I began to resuscitate him. His chest wound worried me because the bleeding wouldn’t stop. C’mon damn it, c’mon! I gave it everything I could, but the Professor wouldn’t take a gasp. 
 
   The day was winding down and taking him to the town was the only shot he had at living. As I began to pick him up, he started coughing. 
 
   “Professor! Can you hear me!?” I yelled.
 
   Between coughs he managed to speak, “Ahhh, the shores of Elysium are hopefully awaiting this old-timer.” It sounded like each breath was a struggle.
 
   As a scholar of Greek and Roman mythology, Professor Sighter was a believer of Elysium as his heaven. He believed that when you died and lived a virtuous and heroic life, you would be granted entrance. Located in what the Greeks referred to as the most Western part of the world, it was there the believers would travel, to live out their afterlife in peaceful eternity.
 
   “Professor, we need to get you out of here and get you medical help,” I  
 
   Trying to pick him up seemed to worsen his condition. The Professor groaned in pain. The shot from Tiras must have collapsed one of his lungs. Looking as though he knew his fate, he grabbed my hand and looked in my eyes with conviction and concern.
 
   “Strafe, I am afraid I have reached the end,” he was interrupted as he coughed up blood then continued, “I don’t mind though. I’ve lived a good life and I’m going to die doing what I love. I’m a lucky man to have lived long enough to see this day. You have proved that we are not alone in the universe; the answer to the question that has been asked by every generation in human history.”
 
   “Save your strength professor,” I pleaded with him, “I can carry you!” 
 
   “No Strafe. I can feel my life slipping away from me. My body is growing cold, but I am not afraid. I have lived a beautiful life and have done what I thought was right,” again he coughed up some blood before continuing, “Strafe, listen to me. After hearing what they said about your Power of Passion, I know you are part of the Guardian’s Prophecy, a story I heard of long ago. That sword you are carrying is called The God Blade! Inside lies the spirit of all whom have protected Good and it chooses to protect only those with a pure heart. I don’t know the entire tale but the last wielder of the blade was over 1000 years ago. Maybe they came here just like you. There are others. You must seek out the other Guardians in this world. I feel there is more to all this than just Tiras and the Federation.”
 
   The professor was having trouble breathing and speaking only sent him into coughing fits, “You need to find out who is behind the conspiracy we just witnessed. I have a last request and that is for you to help me get to Elysium.”
 
   “There are others like me? I don’t know what you mean! I have no idea what a Guardian is! Professor, don’t die! I need you!” I cried out in distress. 
 
   It was obvious to me there was no way he would be able to travel in his condition. But he continued to struggle to confide in me.
 
   “Strafe, I have never been more proud and excited to have someone like you in my life. I have been searching for a ruin of this importance my entire career. The God Blade symbolizes a savior, one who has the power to bring peace and justice in times of need. The previous wielder must have saved this world and ours, much like you will have to do now. Don’t be afraid, as long as you carry it, you will succeed. I know that Earth has its protector back, and you have a good heart. Never forget Strafe, our fate is what we make,” Professor Sighter struggled to speak before he went limp. He gasped a few breaths, looked deep into my eyes and then slipped away.
 
   Nothing can ever prepare you to watch someone you love and admire die in your arms. Professor Sighter was like a father to me. He would tell me stories of the world, engage in critical thinking with his students and most importantly he believed in me. With all of those memories and emotions running through me, tears began to run down my face. Guilt over his death was starting to get to me. I should’ve done more to protect him from Tiras. 
 
    
 
   +++
 
   In accordance with his wishes, I prepared his body for his cremation. The professor thought new religion was silly. Like I mentioned earlier, he believed in Elysium. By placing two coins over his eyelids and burning the body, he could pay his fare and his spirit could ride in a boat to reach Elysium, or heaven. Elysium is supposed to be a beautiful place where one can enjoy all of their favorite things in life. A place where everyone is equal. 
 
   I wasn’t much of a religious man myself, but my mother was a Christian. Even on my Native American side, I was more interested in the culture than what they thought of the afterlife. I just wasn’t ready to commit to something that profound yet. My mother never pushed it on me, and told me there would be a time and place in my life for the Word. All I knew was I needed to be strong, not just for me, but for everyone I cared about. After all that’d happened in these past few days though, it did make me wonder if we were all destined for a higher purpose.
 
   Professor Sighter didn’t like the politics of religion but he was fascinated by the amazing stories. I remember him talking one day in class about how he preferred to take different parts of various religions and put the “good parts” into one group, which jokingly he called “rationality.” He also told us that religions existed to guide people, not to criticize others.
 
   I gathered all of the dry wood, grass and anything else flammable that I could find nearby in order to help the ritual go smoothly. Once I found everything necessary, I folded his right arm across his chest over his heart and placed two coins I found in his pocket over his eyes. Afterwards, I turned his body so his feet were facing toward the setting sun. I used a piece of flint and lit the small brush of dry grass by his feet.
 
   I’d only seen this done a few times in movies. Every time I saw it, it took my breath away. Surprisingly, in this alternate universe, the fire reacted differently than back home. As the fire burned, it created little balls of floating light. These balls of light looked like tiny sparkling spirits. I waited a couple hours until the fire burned out and there was nothing left. I knelt and bowed my head to the ground and took time to remember him. After I got up, I looked down at where he laid, “Professor. You can rest easy in the afterlife. You did so much good for the Earth that your legacy will live on long after this passing. I never had a father growing up, but when I met you I knew you were someone to look up to. I grew with you. I believed in you just like you believed in me. And I could never repay you for all of the life lessons you taught me. Integrity, history, service, cherishing our past, these were all the values you have instilled in me. Even though we grew a little bit a part after I graduated, I thought of you all the time. I will give everything I have to live up to what you said I was chosen to do. I love you and maybe one day I’ll come to Elysium to visit.”
 
   I put stones around where he had lied. It was time for me to go.
 
   When I looked up toward the town in the distance, I could see something strange. The sword was rattling. It started to pulsate. Out of curiosity, I drew the orb closer to my eye. I held it out in front of me and I couldn’t believe my eyes. It was acting as a telescope, magnifying the town so I could view it easily! I could see there was a hulking Sky-Ship floating above the clock tower. It looked like one of the same ships from that battle I was in. Could they be manned by the same people we fought against? 
 
   Soon after the ship had stopped above the clock tower, legions of soldiers descended from the ship and began discharging their weapons into the crowd of panicking citizens. All of the police surrounding the clock tower were being gunned down. It was carnage. The townsfolk were panicking, unsuccessfully trying to hide from the soldiers who grabbed men, women and children, throwing them into a tractor beam force field which sucked them up and into the ship. Shit! What are they up to!?
 
   Everywhere else around me were flatlands. There was nowhere else to go but into the town. I held my sword close to me. I had to try to get some answers. Maybe I can find some answers there. I hope Brutus is okay. 
 
   Trying to stay out of sight, I made my way into the town.
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   Strafe
 
    
 
   The sun had set, leaving me under a dark sky. 
 
   Two moons orbited this planet, each one a different color. The closer I got to town, the clearer I heard the screams of the people being pulled up in the beam of the hulking Sky-Ship. 
 
   It was magnificent. Completely quiet and sleek, all of its surface was shown, reflecting the moonlight. I wanted a closer look, so I held the orb attached on the hilt of my sword to my eyes. The orb puzzled me; slightly fish-eyed but crystal clear, it did more than just magnify. There was moving text all around the circumference, like the ancient text from the cave walls. I was trying to read it, so I pulled the sword closer. I gripped it tighter and heard a “clicking” sound. Afterwards the vision changed. 
 
   The view was now filtered with a turquoise tint. Still I could clearly see the outlines of all the people. I noticed that the civilians were identified by a circle above their head and the soldiers with a triangle. What the hell are they doing with these people?
 
   From what I could tell, they were attempting to herd the entire population of the town into the ship. I made it to one of the houses and climbed up on the garage. From that position I could see a scuffle between the civilians and soldiers. Using the orb, I saw one of the soldiers execute one of the civilians in front of their family. It was hard to watch.
 
   One after another they kept rounding them up. I decided I needed to go help them but. . .how? I was startled when the sword maneuvered to attach itself to my leg. If I wanted to use it, I could but if I brought it down to my leg it would stay there, floating within my reach. The orb had dimmed to black, as if it knew we had to stay hidden. I began making my way around the city, avoiding being seen and sticking to the shadows.
 
   The evening fog made it easier to stay out of sight. I was getting close to the center of the town. I knew I would have to watch my step. The soldiers were patrolling for any remaining townsfolk. 
 
   By then, the town was eerily deserted and quiet. I crept through backyards and darted across streets. There were a few times when I thought I might’ve been seen by a patrol. Before long, I made it to a neighborhood close to the tractor beam of the Sky-Ship and heard some rustling coming from one of the houses. Debris had littered the yard and it looked like a war was waged down the street. This house seemed abandoned. Out of the corner of my eye I saw a group of soldiers and I darted my way in through the front door.
 
   The house looked similar to homes back home, except there were red lights lining the walls and they were pulsing. I looked to a floating LED panel near a staircase that read,
 
   “Warning! Seek shelter immediately! Enemy attack in progress. Evacuation lights activated.”
 
   Warning lights? The grip on my sword tightened.
 
                  Pictures on the walls now lied on the floor and all of our furniture had been broken. With each step I tried to remain as quiet as possible. Part of me wanted to run away as fast as I could. In the corner of the room I saw some movement and I drew my sword as quick as lightning. Throwing down a blanket, I found a homeless woman.
 
   “Zixin?” she whispered.
 
   “Zixin? My name is Strafe. Who are you?” I whispered back as I lowered the sword. 
 
   “Strafe? It can’t be. . . You look so much like him,” the woman replied. She stayed sitting.
 
   “Where are we? Why are you calling me my brother’s name?” I asked as I knelt down.
 
   “Apologies. My name is Rose. I have lived in this house for years after it was abandoned. The resemblance is outstanding, between you and Zixin,” Rose explained.
 
   I was trying to grasp the fact that maybe my brother had came into this world as I had. Maybe this woman wasn’t crazy.
 
   “Are you saying that Zixin, my brother, used to live here?” I asked her.
 
   “Yes! Without a shadow of a doubt young man! He spoke of you all the time! You look different, but so much like him. He was here with his father. We are in Mylintus, a city in the country of Soria. If you are wondering about the red lights flashing, it is because Mylintus was selected to test new invasion technology. Funny how quickly it was put to use. You’re not from here, are you?” Rose said. 
 
   I shook my head no, “What is all this. . .madness that is happening?” 
 
   “These people, that are doing this, are called the Senti and they have attacked us for an unknown reason,” Rose informed me as she fixed her hair, “You have to help Zixin. He was such a nice boy. David and he only lived here temporarily until some men in black found them. They were looking for a cure for Zixin and a way to get back to their world. He looks so much like you.”
 
   “Why are you here, in this abandoned house?” I asked in curiosity.
 
   “Everyone thought Zixin was a demon. Zixin could do some. . . unexplainable things. He accidentally killed a cop one day just by touching him. I was close to David, a lover you might say. I was also assigned to watch over Zixin by the city. They lived here for only a few months. After Zixin killed the policeman the men came and took them away. The people still fear this house and anyone associated with them to this day,” Rose added.
 
   “Why did you stay here? There was nowhere else for you to go?” I asked while keeping an eye out the window.
 
   “Everyone thought I was crazy for standing up for Zixin, especially since they were from. . . New Santa Barbara was it? They thought me to be a traitor to stand up for ‘aliens.’ But I knew that one day, someone like you would come to justify this terrible treatment I received. I loved David and Zixin. Maybe you can be the one to save them Strafe,” Rose replied, she winced in pain as she spoke.
 
   This woman knew about my family, and a lot of what seemed to be going on here. She could have had the answers I was seeking. I decided to take her with me.
 
   “I need to get you out of here!” I urged.
 
   She had been shot multiple times from the looks of it. I could now see the dark wounds on her stomach and blood on the floor.
 
   “The soldiers already made their rounds here Strafe. I’m afraid I’m done for. Zixin is in trouble, and needs your help. David tried to help him, but something inside him has taken him over,” she moaned through her pain.
 
   “Where are they!?” I asked, eagerly seeking the truth.
 
   “I’m sorry Strafe, but I don’t know. I haven’t heard from either of them in ten years. Maybe, if you head to the capitol city of Dhenfen’Ce. Say it like “Da-fence-say.” You can find some answers,” Rose said as she rolled on her side.
 
   Patrol ships that looked like Mag-Ships from back home were flying up and down the streets looking for survivors,
 
   “Strafe, Zixin is in pain. You are in danger if you stay here,” Rose advised me.
 
   “I don’t understand any of this! We need to get you some medical help and get out of here!” I whispered to her.
 
   Shaking her head, she smiled, “I’m too far gone Strafe. Zixin had always wanted to see you again, you’re all he talked about. Maybe Guardian brought you here to save us. The odds of me seeing you for no reason are too great. There is a picture of them on the table. Take it and help your brother. He has been waiting for you for a long time. Be brave Strafe.”
 
   After one last smile, Rose was gone.
 
    
 
   +++
 
    
 
   Even though I just met her, it felt sadness in her passing. She had seemed to live her life with the purpose to deliver this message to me. I wouldn’t let her down. My family was here and I would save them.  Maybe this world reflected Earth in some way? First the professor died in my arms, now this woman Rose died near my feet. All of this death was hard to process.
 
    I had a new mission, and that was to find my friends and family. Looking at the street from the window, I saw a group of Senti soldiers approaching the house I was in, so I ran to the other side of the it to escape. There was a forest of unusual looking trees accessible from the backyard. There was cover to hide in but I also needed to find answers. I needed to survive, so I dashed into the dark forest.
 
   I continued at steady pace until I reached a clearing and park with a sign that read “The Lover’s Statue.” I could hear a man and woman laughing and talking in the distance. They were admiring a marble statue of a man and woman dancing. I crouched in a bush to avoid detection.
 
   “Look at this beautiful statue; I reckon that would look well in my bathroom!” the man’s voice crackled. 
 
   “You aren’t getting all romantic on me now, are you Hendrick? Your wife wouldn’t like that,” a woman replied.
 
   “I love my wife, but she doesn’t understand me like you do. Doesn’t she know I’m going to be away when this war starts?” he expressed.
 
   “We should get back to the ship,” the woman reminded him.
 
   “Why? We got what we came for, let’s have a little celebration. Soon your father will have all he needs to awaken Guardian Zero. We will all be free,” the man gloated. 
 
   “Yes we will my love, but there is nothing here but fairy dust and lambs to slaughter. We will be off to Dhenfen’Ce soon. The battle will be no joke. We have to get ready.”
 
   “Ah, you’re right my dear. You always know the right words to say,” he grunts, “Well, I’ve got to take a piss.”
 
   I could hear him coming towards me. These people must’ve been soldiers. I was just a pilot! I could’ve climbed a tree or ran away, but it was too late. He was coming straight towards me. I crouched down and put a hand on my sword and the other on ground to brace myself. Each footstep brought him closer. When he stopped I could tell he was right next to me. There was a zip of his pants, and I heard him relieving himself.
 
   He was still just a shadowy figure in the dark. When he finished I could’ve just let them pass but I thought he might’ve seen me. His head turned and he began reaching for his weapon. I had to defend myself. Springing up from the bushes, I grabbed him by the back of the neck and slammed him to the ground. As I pulled on my sword, it transformed into a knife and I and held the blade to his throat.
 
   “Make a sound and I’ll kill you!” I commanded him as I looked into his eyes. He eyes looked different than mine.  
 
   “Stay to whispers. Who are you people?” I questioned him. 
 
   He looked surprised, but then he smiled and looked me in the eye “How am I supposed to tell you if I can’t make a sound?” 
 
   This man had slicked-backed hair that went down to his shoulders except for a few bangs that shot out straight from his brow. He had tan skin and his eyes were the brightest and greenest I had ever seen in my life. He had a slight accent, one that reminded me of the old English as spoken in Shakespeare’s plays. His nose was straight and pointy, but what really caught my eye was a scar that stretched from his left temple down to his mouth. It looked like a claw mark from an animal. His armor sparkled in the night, a beautiful design with ancient dragons etched into it. On his chest lied a pulsing sigil. 
 
   It was time to get some answers, “You’re not the average run of the mill soldier are you? Huh, I’d bet you’re pretty high in the ranks. Maybe even Royalty?” 
 
   “You are right about the soldier part. Royalty, that’s a nice complement but no. I just work for the High Guard,” the man smiled back.
 
   “Your armor, its Senti isn’t it? What’re you doing attacking this town? Why are you taking these people?”
 
   “Hmm, you’re not from Soria, or maybe even this world, are you? This isn’t the best place to talk boy, besides, I didn’t really get to finish my leak. If you would be so kind as to. . .” he said before I pushed the blade up near his chin.
 
   “I’ll cut your balls off if you keep playing around with me!”
 
   “Right, we both don’t want that I assume. My apologies. Well, to begin, yes, we are from Sentium, a country you’ve probably never heard of if you don’t even know where you are. We came here to meet someone who acquired a Key to Heaven that some kid found in a cave. We need the people for leverage and labor. You should know that a war is on the horizon boy, and it’s going to be a big one. Who knows, maybe we’ll make a few future soldiers with some of these women!” the soldier snickered. 
 
   I smacked him in the head, “Now I know this isn’t Earth. We are past waging war like children. Your leaders must be crazy to do act like this! What is your name and who is the woman you are with?”
 
   “My name is Sir Hendrick Valender, Captain-Knight of the High Guard. The woman, oh, you better be careful with what you do to me. She is more trouble than she looks,” the Knight smirked.
 
   “Who is she?” I said as I shook him. 
 
   As I said this, I looked to my immediate left and felt the woman with a glowing dagger poking me in the side. She was stunning. Long brown hair, purple eyes, sweet lips and a slender frame. She had the same armor on as Hendrick. She looked worried, seeing my blade against Hendrick’s neck. 
 
   He looked at her and looked back at me, “May I introduce General Taleri Ganser, the daughter of General Zhanist Ganser, Commander of Sentium Forces. She can be quite ferocious. Just letting you know.”
 
   “Let him go, Sorian, or I’ll slice your heart out,” Taleri instructed.
 
   “I'm not Sorian. I don’t wanna kill anybody, but this shit is real! You’re going to tell me where my friends are and where to find Tiras. Then, I’ll let him go!” I commanded her.
 
   “And this “Tiras?” Is that a friend of yours?” Taleri asked.
 
   “Hardly, he’s the bastard who stole the Key to Heaven I found in a cave. He has much to answer for when I see him next,” I vowed; they looked at each other.
 
   “Ah!” Hendrick snapped his fingers, “He’s talking about the Federation worker Tiras Strand, if I got this right, the one from Earth. He’s probably long gone now, off to bring back the key to your father. Looks like you weren’t quick enough, buddy.”
 
   “Keep talking and I’ll forget I’m a gentleman and rip you apart! I’ve had a pretty shitty day today buddy,” I snapped back, “Why are you after these Keys?”
 
   “I don’t have time for you. Let him go or you won’t have a future,” Taleri instructed in a calm and serious tone. She crouched down, ready to lunge forward. 
 
   Before I could react, there was a snarl and I saw it was Brutus! He knocked Taleri to the ground and stood over her growling. After staring her down, he looked over at me and what he did took my breath away.
 
   “Strafe, I’m glad to see you’re okay. We must go to Dhenfen’Ce and find help, quickly!” Brutus spoke.
 
   “Brutus!?! You can. . . talk?” I mumbled in disbelief.
 
   “Knock him out so we can get out of here,” Brutus told me.
 
   “What is this monstrosity? You gotta keep that thing on a leash boy, before someone puts it down,” Hendrick snickered again. 
 
   “Shut up!” I said after knocking him out cold with a punch.
 
   “Strafe, we need to leave, now,” Brutus told me.
 
    I grabbed my wrist and shook it; Hendrick had a hard head! I stood over Taleri, “Have you always been able to talk like this?”
 
   “I have the Power of Joy, which endows me with super intelligence. These abilities you, I and many others have are bestowed onto beings who exhibit the highest level of one of the fourteen emotions found in all life. Who created these abilities I don’t know but I do know this allows me to speak your language, which was a tricky one to learn. You didn’t notice I was talking to you all the time back home. Maybe you should learn to speak wolf!” Brutus chuckled.
 
   “Wow, people don’t get told off by their talking wolf every day. We really are in a different world,” I laughed, “Okay, so, do you know where to go, Brutus?” 
 
   “I heard some soldiers say they are going to attack this nation’s capitol next. I can smell lots of humans and machinery not far from here. I’m not confusing it with this town either. Hop on and use the woman’s belt to secure the her. She will be a valuable bargaining chip,” Brutus replied.
 
   I threw Taleri’s dagger into the bushes and tied her up with her belt. Maybe she can tell me more about what’s going on and how to find my friends.
 
   Going back into town was too risky, despite how badly I wanted to help. If these Sorians had a military, warning them of the attack was priority. I had no idea if they were good or bad guys but after seeing what the Senti had done, I hoped for the best. I jumped onto Brutus’ back with Taleri and he ran towards the mountains.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 8/ 
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   Taleri
 
    
 
   Hmm, this is interesting. 
 
   My name is Taleri Ganser, General of the Sentium Army, Combat Division.  This guy really didn’t know what I’m capable of or who my father was. He made Hendrick look like a fool, not many can say that. It sent electricity up and down my body. Nobody back home would have the gall to do that. 
 
   I would let him play for a while, unless he tried something, stupid. He wasn’t a soldier, too green, but still strong. I could sense his passion. His skin, it was olive colored. I’d never seen that before. I found myself staring at him. Ah, concentrate! You are on a mission! I shook my head.  I was going to use him to get into the city. 
 
   After leaving Mylintus, we entered some plains called the “Grasslands.” It was a plain but slightly hilly landscape. This guy has no idea where he’s going other than away from our Brigadier Destroyer Sky-Ship. The wolf was guiding him. I never thought an animal would be chosen for Guardian Power. There is nothing more joyous than a happy dog I suppose.
 
   Dhenfen’Ce lied to the east of this country, Soria, near the coast. It was the capitol and where the Senti were to attack next. It would almost work in my benefit to steer him there.
 
   Five years ago, I was stationed at the Dhenfen’Ce Joint Military Intelligence base, so I knew the city like the back of my hand. As much as my father casts his disdain for their politics, I have to admit that city was a true envy of the world for its sheer beauty and influence. It was the heart Soria, and they paid much respect to the many military members that had died for their “country.” Unfortunately, he wasn’t taking me on a date there, he was going to hand me over as prisoner. If I had my telecrom, I would’ve tried to contact my squadron, but couldn’t because his giant of a wolf broke it when he jumped on me. Without much evidence of what we did and nobody in Mylintus to report what happened, I was his only proof.
 
   As we rode through the night, the more it felt like we were riding through the universe’s spine. Galloping across the grass and the smell of mist was very enchanting. The sky was paraded by a show of beautiful stars, glittered from horizon to horizon. Even the Aurora was out, red and green as it was. We don’t have these kinds of skies back home, do we? 
 
   The air was calm and quiet, even with the occasional grasshopper or cricket chirping. He sat behind me; he looked calm and at ease, despite being so green. It got late and he stopped his mutt and made a fire; foolish if he was trying to hide. Regardless, it looked like we were staying the night. I decided to find out more about this boy.
 
   “You’re a rider aren’t you? Most people usually get uneasy their first time,” Strafe said.
 
   “Trust me, a ship is much more difficult to get used to,” I replied while looking up to the sky.
 
   “My name is Strafe. This is my wolf, Brutus,” he pointed out.
 
   “You just made two mistakes, Strafe. Telling me your name and how to exploit you,” I tested and intimidated. 
 
   I gazed deeply into his eyes but lose my guile. He was, so beautiful.
 
   “You may wear their armor, but I don’t see a cruel person beneath it. I see someone who looks like she wants to help, not hurt.” Strafe told me as he peeled something in his hand. It was red and smelled sweet, “Are you hungry?”
 
   “What is. . . that?” I approached with caution.
 
   “What? You people don’t have apples on this planet? Jeez,” Strafe commented as he put some apple slice in my mouth. 
 
   “Wow,” I approved, “It tastes amazing.”
 
   “Even with what you all did that to those people, I won’t see a woman go hungry,” he assured me.
 
   “Huh, is that so? If another country did that to one of our cities, most of us wouldn’t flatter or feed the enemy,” I insisted. He wasn’t the like most others.
 
   “I’m not Sorian! I’m from New Santa Barbara, California!” Strafe stated adamantly, “Tell me, why are your people doing this? What does this have to do with the Federation? What are you all up to?!” 
 
   “You’re asking me to tell you a lot of things that could be considered treason. I’ve never heard of where you’re from, maybe you’re a spy,” I smirked. I was teasing him.
 
   “This isn’t a joke,” Strafe asserted as he jumps to his feet, gets in my face and grabs my shoulders, “Those Federation bastards kidnapped my girlfriend, killed my old professor and stole from my city! I have no idea if they’re going to hurt my mom either!”
 
   “Where are we going, Strafe from New Santa Barbara? Tell me what you are planning to do with me and I might tell you what you want to know,” I bargained. I was waiting for him to do something stupid.
 
   “Let’s get her to Dhenfen’Ce Strafe. They’ll be more than happy to help us,” Brutus assuaged.
 
   “I suppose you’re right. We’ll go there to prove to the local government that there has been an invasion. The General daughter of a General is sure to know more than she is letting on,” Strafe agreed, he turned around and sat back down. The weapon he held was very unique.
 
   “Believe it or not, I used to live in Dhenfen’Ce. I trained with Sorian forces,” I commented, “Well, Strafe from New Santa Barbara, what would you like to know?”
 
                 He looked back at me. I noticed one eye color was different than the other. Gorgeous.
 
   “What are your people planning on doing with these Keys to Heaven? I found one back on my planet, and it is why I am involved in this mess. And why did you take those innocent people?” there was anger in his voice.
 
   “Huh, you had one of the Keys to Heaven practically sleeping next to you, and no idea what they are? You had the only one not located on Eternia. It was brought to your planet, millennia ago. All I know is my father has gained a great fascination with them, saying they were crucial to gain the ultimate position in war. These keys will help us to unlock that power.” I looked down to ground and with honest sympathy, I asked, “It was not our orders to kill them, only to take them aboard our ship. Did you know anyone down there?”
 
   “There was a woman who knew my brother. I’d thought I’d never seeing him again, but, she gave me hope. Her name was Rose. She was killed. She told me my brother needs my help. I will find him, Yessa and Gain if it kills me. Then, I will return to Earth to make sure my mom’s okay,” he said while rubbing his face. 
 
   He looked emotionally sore from recent events. My heart, usually cold, was aching for him.
 
   It was getting late. Strafe told his wolf to curl up next to him. Brutus made sure his sharp teeth pointed at me. We spent the rest of the night under the starlit sky of the Grasslands. Lucky for me, Strafe had a utility pack that had a myriad of uses. He said he wore it all the time in case of emergencies. He personally created it back in college. It had all the necessary things to survive in the wild, a bed, knife, flint, and even some food. 
 
   I learned about how to craft similar objects in small capsules back at the Military Academy in Sentium. The capsules break down an object’s matter and shrink it to the size of a pill. Extremely useful but they can be delicate; they’re still being prototyped in Sentium. In Strafe’s world they must be fairly developed. He popped open the bed and motioned for me to take a seat.
 
   “That’s an interesting invention. I’ll be fine on the ground though,” I stated coldly.
 
   “The bugs look like they get pretty bad out here. Doesn’t matter to me though,” he pointed out. 
 
   Damn reverse psychology. After looking around, I decided to sleep on the bed. That giant wolf, what we call Whiteclouds, are natural bug-shields. Bugs hate their smell. 
 
   I smiled because I knew I could kill them both if I wanted, but, he was worth my time. He was different. There was something I felt, that I don’t normally, guilty curiosity. Most men back home don’t have the courage to even speak to me. I felt as though he was brought here for a reason. Maybe to end this war.
 
   “Do you have any family?” Strafe asked me; I didn’t respond, “My friends and family are why I fight. Why I live. They’re all I really give a damn about. Could you help me find them? My girlfriend Yessa. . .I can’t even imagine what she must be going through.”
 
   When he talked about his girlfriend, I felt uneasy. It was jealousy. I’d never felt that way. The way he looked at me, it was into my soul. I looked down and played with my fingers, and then look back at him, “To tell you the truth, I don’t know. If we do have them, maybe it has to do with the key, or you.”
 
   “Me? I’m not a warrior or from this world! What do they want with me?” Strafe wailed.
 
   “There is talk in my ranks of someone carrying a weapon, capable of destruction on a level nobody has ever seen. It is said this person is not from this world. That’s got someone’s attention,” I explained while nodding to his weapon.
 
   “Sounds like they are making a ransom,” Strafe put his hands on his head while touching his knees to elbow, “I can’t believe this.”
 
   “Do you believe your father alive?” I asked, looking for any weakness to extract. 
 
   Having a girlfriend made me more interested in him but I had to focus. The need to fulfill the mission took over my heart and I got back to espionage. He had to think whether to answer me or not; he knew I was on the enemy’s side and everything he told me gave me ammunition. He was a sincere guy and not like the Sorians who I had been trained to fight. I’d made some foreign friends years ago, but never. . . an alien from a different world. He was special.
 
   “Yes, of course. I haven’t seen him in over seventeen years. He took my brother and ran away, to this world I know now. I don’t understand why he left me and my mother though,” Strafe explained.
 
   “Did you ever resent your father for leaving?” I asked.
 
   “Yes, many times. It was hard sometimes to grow up without him. I would get mad that he was never there to be a dad to me. There were times when I really wanted him around, to ask him questions about girls or how to ride my bike, but life isn’t always a rose bed. My mom was strong. We didn’t have a lot growing up, but she did everything she could to make me happy. It was because of her that I am what I am. That’s why I am so hurt by what your people did to the townsfolk of Mylintus. I wonder how many sons and daughters lost their parents in that attack. It was atrocious,” Strafe expressed. 
 
   I felt for him, because I too lost my mother, “It sounds like you grew up with a mother who loved you, and wanted the best for you. I love my family too, but, it can be hard being a General’s daughter. Always moving around, never able to keep friends, and having the military be your everything. Whenever I wanted to play an instrument or learn a new dance, my family always told me it was a waste of time and that only the weak focused on such things. I didn’t get to be a child really. I’ll never forget my first kill, I was young.” 
 
   “Any brothers or sisters?” he asked. 
 
   I shook my head no,
 
   “My father was hoping for a few children; I was the only one he had.”
 
   
  
 

“Your mother died?” he asked respectfully.
 
   “Yes, she was my first. Childbirth.” Being around him made me soft; I felt a tear fall down my face.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Strafe comforted.
 
   “I am alone, but I have a family with my brothers and sisters in-arms,” I responded.  
 
   “Why are you fighting in a war you don’t believe in?” Strafe insisted.
 
   “I will always believe in my country, no matter what path it goes down.  Don’t you New Santa Barbara people think the same?” I retorted. His words resounded inside me, but I couldn’t show it.
 
   “I’m from a place called the United States of America. We don’t need to kill people to prove that we love our country anymore, war has been banned throughout the world I live in. The quickest way to extinction is to keep war alive. Can’t you see what is wrong with what your people have done? That’s why I didn’t kill that jackanape you were with,” Strafe advised as he spit out a seed from the apple he was eating.
 
   “That’s noble of you to say, but remember your enemy may not feel the same. Hendrick is as slippery as they come,” I chuckled. 
 
   “I don’t know why you were hanging out with a guy like that. Anyway, I’m going to sleep. If you run away, you probably won’t get far. We’re in the middle of nowhere. In the morning we will get to Dhenfen’Ce and I’ll bring you in as proof of what your people did to Mylintus,” he explained while snuggling up to his wolf before closing his eyes. 
 
   The warrior in me was debating on ending him in his sleep and making my way there alone, but he treated me with mercy, I thought I should do the same. They both had Guardian power. If I killed them I could become extremely powerful due to the fact the power gets absorbed by either transferring the power or by killing another person who has Guardian power. Killing unfortunately doesn’t always work though, sometimes the power will enter someone else. 
 
   It wouldn’t have been right to kill someone as honorable as Strafe in his sleep. Charming and a gentleman. He wasn’t a warrior. I felt like he was my friend, something I couldn’t say I had a lot of. I turned and fell asleep.
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   Taleri
 
    
 
   Morning sunshine danced across my eyelids to awaken me. 
 
   As I leaned up off the bed, I saw Strafe was still asleep. He looked like a model as he laid there; I wouldn’t mind seeing him every day. I was curious to hear more about the United States of America and his world. The fire had died but left a great smelling aroma of burnt wood. Meditation was how I began my day. With so much death throughout my life it was necessary to keep my sanity. I looked toward the sun and crossed my legs. I breathed in and out. It was so refreshing. 
 
   After a while Strafe finally got off his lazy butt. He did some morning stretches and took a great big yawn. He retracted my bed, which woke Brutus up. The wolf made sure to keep his eye on me at all times. By the time Strafe got done cleaning up, I was still looking toward the sun. He had a puzzled gaze when I turned around and winked at him. He had his guard up.
 
   Strafe told me we had to get going. Brutus was getting restless, so we jumped on his back and were on our way. We traveled about another twenty miles before we could see Dhenfen’Ce in the distance. It resided in a valley and stretched for miles. The Grasslands were slightly elevated and looked down to the city. The amazing part of Dhenfen’Ce was what irritated my father the most, the Crystal Dome that surrounded the entire metropolis. Translucent shielding protected it from shelling and most other ordinance.  The city was a feast for the eyes for those who have never seen it before. Strafe stood there in amazement. 
 
   There were monuments and beautiful Sorian architecture in every direction. When entering the city from the main-gate, visitors walked through the Victory Promenade. There were statues of their past heroes, war memorials and most importantly the statue of Soria's first president riding a horse with the golden flag raised high above into the sky. His name was Saeson Dhenfen’Ce. Regardless of how I viewed them, even now as my enemy, I was always breath-taken with this place.  Strafe helped me get off his wolf and grabbed me gently around my elbow. I felt like showing him what I could do, my armor would hide it from him. 
 
   Slowly, I turned on my aura and I could feel the tattoos etch themselves all over my skin. I was chosen to wield the Power of Compassion. The gift let me control the actions of anyone I touch. My eyes and hair changed color to pink and I looked into his eyes. Strafe stopped in place like a soldier going to attention. 
 
   “What’s wrong Strafe?” Brutus asked him.
 
   Strafe was frozen, like a statue. If I hadn’t forgotten how smart that damn wolf was I would have escaped.
 
   “Let him go Taleri, or I will show you how sharp my teeth are,” Brutus spoke.
 
   It was too late to react. I saw military personnel approaching us. Word must have gotten out about the attack. People were whispering and pointing fingers. I decided it was time to hop on the Air-tram.
 
   “Listen wolf, let’s not do anything hasty. We don’t want Strafe to say, swallow his tongue? We’re going to the Senti Embassy. I’m not going to rot in a jail cell. Let’s get on this train up ahead.” I commanded him.
 
   “I could smell you were hiding something from us. I made a mistake of not killing you,” Brutus replied with his teeth showing.
 
   “You wouldn’t have been the first. Let’s go,” I slammed my foot into the ground and led them away.
 
   We made our way through the crowd and hopped on an Air-tram. Air-trams weren’t like a normal train with tracks on the ground but instead flew through the air in wind tunnels. They acted as hyper loops, transporting people in a vacuum. There weren’t any physical tracks and trains could switch directions simply by connecting to other wind tunnels. It helped to free up space around the city. The best part, no noise and it felt like riding on a surf board. All I needed to do was get to the Senti Embassy. I didn’t want to hurt Strafe, but if the wolf or military tempted me I would do what I had to do to escape.
 
   We rode the train to the Government center and to my surprise were greeted by the Sorian Elite Guard. They literally dropped right in front of our eyes out of the sky. These soldiers could navigate through the city by using propulsion boots in their armor. They wore jet-black helmets that made them look like robots. Their armor was skin-tight and they all carried Gun-Cannons. The Cannons could put a hole the size of a bowling ball in a person.
 
   I sized them up. If I didn’t have Brutus breathing down my neck I would’ve made them tear each other apart with my gift. The wolf was too smart to get too close to me, as I would’ve commanded him to shred these military guys to pieces. One man stepped toward us; he wasn’t part of the Elite Guard. He had green and white armor on and was carrying his helmet in his hand. Brutus growled, but he didn’t flinch. This man was middle-aged, I could tell by his wrinkles. In the other hand he held a gold scroll. He had eyes of a real man. Eyes that had seen glory. Eyes that have accomplished a lot in life. True Warrior traits.
 
   “My name is Captain Richard Ghennon, SkyGuard Commander of the Aero Force here in Dhenfen’Ce. Please come with us,” the man said, motioning us to enter a building behind him. 
 
   I powered down my aura and let Strafe go. There was no getting away now. As Strafe pulled his arm away he quickly rubbed his face to clear his mind.
 
   “What the hell?” he moaned while looking back at me.
 
   “Our visual scanners picked up this murderer you’re with, but we have no database for you young man. We have some very important business to discuss,” Captain Ghennon replied. We followed them into the building.
 
   The building opened up into a great hall, lined with balconies. From the looks of it, we were in a court room. Flags lined the wall as well as insignias from various states across Soria. At first, they suggested Brutus to wait outside but after he showed them his teeth, they let him inside graciously. Before I could react, the Guards placed heavy metal cuffs on me and escorted me to the middle of the room.
 
   “Thank you for your finding this killer, but we will take her off your hands. How you captured her Mr. Rocknus, I don’t know, but you can be assured you did us a great favor. I will escort you to the International Intelligence Agency to get your full report on the incident in Mylintus,” Captain Ghennon said to Strafe.
 
   “Hang on Mr., ah, Captain Ghennon. My memory is a little fuzzy. I don’t remember getting into Dhenfen’Ce,” Strafe replied as he rubbed the back of his head.
 
   “Probably fatigue. You look like you’ve been through a lot,” Ghennon patted him on the shoulder.
 
   Strafe nodded and then looked at me, “What are you going to do with her?” 
 
   “She is being charged with committing war crimes against Soria. I understand you brought her to us because she is a person of interest. More than likely she will end up in prison, unless a deal can be brokered,” Ghennon replied coldly.
 
   “What?” Strafe responded. 
 
   “Son, this is way over yours or even my head. The colonel, our boss, gave us these orders specifically. You are lucky she didn’t cut you into pieces in your sleep. She’s killed more people than the winter volcanoes. The Violet Rose, General Taleri Ganser has a reputation for being Senti’s top assassin,” Ghennon explained as he turned toward the escort. 
 
    Strafe looked speechless. He took one more glance at me, as I now had two people restraining me with a neck collar. I stood calmly as the doors started to close. I turned around one more time and locked eyes with Strafe. I gave him a wink and blew a kiss to him just as the doors slammed shut. He looked terrified.
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   No matter how hard I tried to stop it, my hand wouldn’t stop shaking. 
 
   After about fifteen minutes I regained control. Taleri did something to me that I couldn’t explain. She took full control of my body and it felt like I was her puppet. After hearing that she was Sentium’s greatest assassin, I was surprised to still be alive. Why didn’t she kill me in my sleep? Brutus must have helped keep her in-check. 
 
   “Please follow me this way. We had to call over a bigger Mag for your wolf over there,” Ghennon showed me. 
 
   “I appreciate that Captain,” Brutus responded.
 
   Captain Ghennon didn’t see where the voice came from and turned to me, “Did you say something?”
 
   “No! Must have been the wind,” I reassured.
 
   Brutus needed to be mindful of his ability; a lot of people would probably have interest in a talking wolf, let alone one with Guardian power. I would talk to him later about it.
 
   Some things looked the same in this world as they did on Earth, such as the transportation. I entered the Mag-van Captain Ghennon provided and we rode on the Air-tram to the International Intelligence Agency or IIA. I sat next to Brutus and stroked his head to keep him calm. No matter how smart he had become, he always appreciated it when I petted him. It helped me de-stress too. 
 
   Captain Ghennon and a few men accompanied us. We were heading toward the middle of the city, passing the market and business districts as well as the Freedom Garden. It was beautiful; they said there were trees and flowers planted from all over their world. Sculptures of peace lined the garden and in the center was Hope’s Fountain, a beautiful bronze fountain that was erected by one of their past presidents. It reminded me of Washington D.C. and Millennium Park in Chicago.
 
   We stopped at a station next to the garden. After stepping off the Air-tram, the Mag-van rode away on the air current. To my surprise, Brutus jumped off the platform and ran towards the fountain; he must’ve been thirsty. I couldn’t believe my eyes; the drop was at least thirty feet. The Aeroman looked back and asked, “Is this the first time you’ve seen a Whitecloud before? You look mesmerized.”
 
   “Whitecloud? He’s a wolf from my planet! That’s not normal for him,” I objected. 
 
   “Well, in this world wolves like that have always been able to glide on the wind. They got their names because they can ride through the air like clouds,” the Aeroman answered.
 
   “Just as long as it doesn’t take a shit in the fountain, I don’t care what the wolf does,” Captain Ghennon interjected. 
 
   We had a laugh. After getting a drink, Brutus jumped up some buildings to get back to us. We then walked into what felt like a hotel building. This place is crazy!
 
    We walked over and took an elevator up to one of the top floors. When we exited, we took a right down a hall to the most breathtaking room I’d ever been in. The there were no walls, only windows showcasing the entire city. The bright blue sky mixed with the vibrant metropolitan was a feast for the eyes. It felt like we were on top of the world. 
 
   “You will be talking with Dr. Swan. She is a psychologist and war professor. She will record what you saw and assist you with your stay here in Dhenfen’Ce until our investigation is over,” Captain Ghennon instructed; he put on sunglasses, turned around and left. 
 
   As I turned around, I heard a woman say, “I felt the same way the first time I saw this view. You should see the sunset.”
 
   “Hmm, you must be the best at what you do to land an office like this,” I observed.
 
   “My name is Dr. Claire Swan. It’s nice to meet you Strafe,” she said as she shook my hand, “I try to work hard every day, but unfortunately this isn’t my office. The SkyGuard Commander requested we take you here, for protection.” 
 
   Dr. Swan sat down on a couch, motioning me to do so as well.
 
   “Well, are you here to hear my story? Learn about where I’m from? Let me vent?” I estimated as I ran my fingers through my hair.
 
   She was wearing a bright white office shirt and skirt with a blue lining running down the left side of her outfit. She was young, in her mid-twenties and wore glasses with tied back green hair. Everyone has crazy colored eyes or hair here. 
 
   With a smile on her face, she blinked once, and then looked in my eyes and said, “I guess our outfits don’t disguise us do they.”
 
   “If you would’ve worn something more macabre, that would’ve had me guessing.” I snapped my fingers.
 
   “Captain Ghennon wanted to make sure that to make sure you were in a secure location in order for us to gather the intelligence into what happened in this recent attack. Your name has also popped up on enemy communications as a person of interest, so we’re taking all the precautions we can,” Dr. Swan assured me as she touched my shoulder.
 
   “Well, why isn’t your military being deployed there? You all think that they had an electrical outage?” I remarked. 
 
   She shook her head, “Strafe, we have no accounts of what happened, only a distress signal the town went dark. We need your help to identify who was behind this.”
 
   I told her my side of the story while it was digitally recorded. After I finished we decided to take a break. She left the room to discuss the findings and told me to stay put. I was exhausted, so I laid down on the couch with Brutus next to me. I fell fast asleep to the safety of my dreams.
 
   The funny thing about dreams is how they are manifestations of our mind. In a dream our mind is working and resting at the same time by creating experiences we vividly experience and then forget almost immediately. To me it always felt like the mind was clearing out the junk like a computer defragmenting itself. 
 
   There was never a clear-cut distinction from what is real and what is not in a dream. Most importantly, nothing was forbidden and sometimes dreams aren’t just figments of our imagination. They can be a vessel for others to enter. 
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   I ‘awoke’ in my dream on an island, with rainbow colored water and green mountains.
 
   I was lying on a hill, facing the ocean. At first I thought it might’ve been home. The sun was setting, and it was beautiful. I could even smell roses in the wind. I blinked and I was transported onto the blue-sanded beach, almost a mile away from where I was before.
 
    I looked in the sky and back down and saw a boy standing in the water knee-deep. He was facing the sun and had something pink and shiny in his hand. He had a black shirt and shorts on. He reminded me of that person I saw on that battlefield before I slipped back to my reality. He seemed to notice me and turned around. His face was darkened by a hood and I couldn’t see him clearly. 
 
   This place also looked a lot like the island my mom used to take me to when I was younger. The boy held up the shiny ball and looked into it, “Strafe, what do you think this is?”
 
   As I looked into the ball I noticed I was suddenly standing right next to him. 
 
   “I don’t know, but it looks cool! Let’s show them!” I shouted, strangely in my kid voice.
 
   “I don’t want to, it’s mine! You’re just jealous!” the boy shrieked as he ran deeper into the ocean.
 
   “Wait for me! You’re not supposed to go that far!” I tried to stop him.
 
   Right before his head went under the water, he looked deep into my eyes, “The Senti are coming! Run Strafe!”
 
   He went under and I could see a large, blinding light underneath the water.  It started to cover my entire view and then there was an explosion of pink light. A giant wave shot into the air and I started to fall backwards as I braced myself. I looked through my hands to see the inevitable blue crush and I saw the boy’s face. He looked like me when I was a kid. Time started to slow, and right before I was submerged, he whispered in my ear, “I’m scared Strafe. I don’t like this!” 
 
   I woke out of my dream right as the water hit me, but I was soaked in sweat. Maybe that wave did hit me.
 
    
 
   +++
 
    
 
   I looked around, as I ran my hands down my face trying to take in my dream. Most of the time I don’t remember such vivid details, but this really stood out to me. That person in the hood, they were trying to tell me something. Brutus licked my cheek to comfort me.
 
   “Bad dream? Your doggie was pretty worried,” Dr. Swan asked.
 
   “I’m a wolf, not a doggie. That’s like calling a lion a kitty-cat,” Brutus mentioned.
 
   “Whoa! He talks?!” Dr. Swan stuttered as she almost fell out of her chair.
 
   “You’ve never seen a talking wolf before?” I joked as I petted Brutus, “Uhhh, so what’s new?” 
 
   “We were able to confirm your story as a true account. What the Senti have done has been branded an act of war by the president as well as our allies. General Taleri Ganser has been sentenced to jail on account of her war crimes and should give us huge leverage for negotiations,” Dr. Swan explained.
 
   “Were you able to find out anything about this sword or where my friends are?”  I asked.
 
   “I looked into it and found out some things. According to ancient lore, the sword you hold is called The God Blade, like your professor told you. It is over 10,000 years old! It has the potential to be the most powerful weapon in Eternia, but it can only be wielded by a person who doesn’t desire its power. This makes you a pretty big target. As for your friends, we have no idea. I’m sorry Strafe,” Dr. Swan told me.
 
    As she was talking to me, I couldn’t help but notice dark clouds approaching the city. I turned toward the window and walked toward it. I tapped the glass with my finger and said, “Do y’all have a pollution problem?”
 
   “That isn’t what you think it is,” Dr. Swan said, she got up and walked up next to me, “We need to get everyone out of here!” 
 
   He told me to run, they’re coming. On cue, the clouds had started to dissipate. It was hard to make out what it was. I could see flashes of lightning around the clouds, and a hulking sky-ship pushing through the mist. 
 
   As the sky-ship got closer, I could see the crystal dome tighten around the city. It was made as a missile deterrent and was as strong as diamonds. I could see the hexagon platelets emerge and stack on top of each other until the entire city was covered. The platelets were see-through on our side but were solid blue on the outside.
 
   “You know something I don’t here Doc?” I asked as she was gathering her materials.
 
   “No, what I don’t understand is how that got through our radar,” Dr. Swan replied.
 
   “They must have somebody on the inside!” I urged.
 
   “Or they developed new technology,” Dr. Swan pointed out.
 
   There were many smaller aircraft flying accompanying it. Dr. Swan ran to the sofa and grabbed a case. She unpacked it and opened her hand to me.
 
    “A gift from Captain Ghennon, a new telecrom,” she said; it was military grade.
 
   “Why are you giving this to me? I’m not a soldier, I’m just a pilot,” I asked her. 
 
   She looked out the windows and folded her arms,
 
   “If the legends are true, you are much more than just a pilot. The God Blade you carry is what they are drawn to. They desire to bring out its full potential. It has the ability to find more Guardian Keys, which is what they are after,” Dr. Swan motioned me to follow her.
 
   We looked back at the warship and saw it was opening its undercarriage door beneath the fuselage. There was a huge laser emerging. It charged up and shot out a bright white laser that hit the dome around the city. A huge crack formed and there was also a violent aftershock that shot across the Metropolis that shook the buildings. The glass windows surrounding the room started to crack until they shattered. We braced ourselves but couldn’t hang on, as the high-winds surrounding the building dragged us out into free-fall. Dr. Swan was screaming and reaching her hand out to me. We were falling so fast.
 
   I was trying desperately to grab Dr. Swan’s hand. Brutus chased after us. She was screaming as we flew story after story closer to the ground. Brutus had caught up to me and I climbed on his back. I leaned Brutus forward to make him more aerodynamic. When we got in reach, Brutus grabbed onto her coat with his teeth. Just as he did though, we looked to our left and saw a Sorian fighter-ship flying straight at us. I tried to pull us out of the way, but it hit Brutus in the shoulder and sent us flying in a downward tumble.
 
   Dr.Swan and I fell down together onto the street from about two stories up. I held her near my sides and curled up before landing on a Mag-car. I fell through and landed in the backseat and shattered the windows. Surprisingly, it didn’t hurt that much. After grumbling and getting to my feet, I looked around for Brutus and Dr.Swan. When I turned my head left, I saw her lying on the ground and she was holding onto her left shoulder.
 
   “Doc! How bad is it?” I yelled as I ran to her side.
 
   “I don’t know, but I think my shoulder is shattered,” she muttered in pain, “I can’t move it at all.”
 
   “Doc, it’s too dangerous to lay here in the street! I’ve gotta move you somewhere safe!” I told her.
 
   “No Strafe, you need to help Dhenfen’Ce. I’ll be fine. . .” Dr. Swan said as she passed out. 
 
   I placed her behind a Mag-truck and looked around. Brutus was fine; he found me.
 
   “Didn’t think we would’ve survived that,” Brutus noted.
 
   “It’s gonna take a lot more than that to kill us!” I stated.
 
   There were fighter planes all around the sky and people running in all directions. I could see I was beneath an air-track that had a cracked hole in it.
 
   “Brutus, can you get us up there?” I asked him.
 
   “Giving me all the easy tasks huh Strafe?” Brutus ribbed me.
 
   “Alright then, let’s see what you got!” I joked back.
 
   The air-track was about thirty feet above us. Somehow fighters had already reached the city and were clashing with Sorian forces. I could see that most of the fighting was happening in the city center near the peace garden, and the air-track was the fastest way there. I hopped on Brutus before he made a running start towards the hole. He ran as fast as he could and jumped from the ground to a rooftop, then to another rooftop before jumping on a light post below the hole. Brutus jumped as high as he could and the air-flow from the track pulled us in.
 
   In this world, as a Whitecloud, Brutus could easily glide in the air-flow. We were basically flying through the city. I could see all the military beginning to engage the Senti. There were scraps of metal debris shooting through the track we had to dodge. I learned that the hard way when a metal chunk smacked me in the side of my head. 
 
   The airflow made it difficult to keep my eyes open, as my hair and Brutus’ were flying all around in my face. I kept my eyes on the prize though, and stayed focused on reaching the peace garden. I could hear something crashing into the glass behind us, something big. I spun around to take a look, and to my horror, I saw an Air-tram heading straight towards us like a rogue rocket. 
 
   Flying through the track was difficult enough, let alone having to worry about shrapnel and a berserk train. It was gaining speed, and it wasn’t a question of if but when we would have to dodge it. The train was about half the circumference of the tube and was pure white with shiny blue windows. It looked like a bullet train from Japan. I saw it was infested with beasts like the one I fought back in the cave, climbing all over it, trying to break in.
 
   “Time to catch the train Brutus!” I said to him.
 
   I figured it to be like riding a bull. Brutus turned around and reached toward the top of the train. He extended his arms and dug his claws into the roof near the cockpit. As I was hanging on, the orb started glowing a golden color. I reached down to touch the smooth glass, and when I did it glowed white with blue particles floating around inside of it. The blue particles from the orb fell onto my hand and sparkled bright. What the hell? You broken or something?
 
   I wiped the dust off on my pants, but as I did I slipped off Brutus and fell onto the train’s hull. The dust on my pant leg acted like super-glue, it kept me attached to the train.
 
   “Alright, I gotcha!” I smiled.
 
    I took more of the dust and rubbed it on the bottom of my shoes and hands, and on Brutus’ as feet. One foot at a time, I attached myself to the train. Soon as we got comfortable, I saw some beasts starting to approach us. Their menacing claws punching in and out of the hull as they crawled toward me.
 
   “Damnit!” I yelled as I pull out my sword. 
 
   I could hear their hissing and screams even through the wind and clashing of the train. They were a mix of all colors and a lot smaller than the one I meet back in the cave. They had spikes and jagged edges all over them and a mouthful of daggered teeth. I had the sword out in front of me as it assembled itself. One of them hissed, braced itself and jumped at me. I raised the sword up over my head and down as hard as I could. I merely deflected the beast’s attack, but it still managed to slash my chest a bit, which made me stumble back and grasp my wound. Are the Senti controlling these things? 
 
   Now there were three of them, and they were getting ready to attack as a pack. Brutus walked next to me and began to growl and bark at them. I held the sword out and pointed it downward in a defensive position, but in reality I had no idea what I was doing. I flew airplanes, I wasn’t a master swordsman. 
 
   They hissed, jumped, and I took a swing at them. “AHHHHHHH!!!!!” I screamed. Seconds before I would have been torn to pieces, I saw a silver glimmer cross from left to right. The only thing I felt were the crystal remains fly past me. I looked back and felt a feeling of extreme familiarity and intrigue. The feeling you get when you see someone you were meant to talk to. 
 
   Standing there was a woman with the biggest weapon I had ever seen. It must’ve been 25 feet long but when I looked her in the eyes, it shrank down to less than a meter. I knew this wasn’t just a coincidence. All over her body she had similar tattoos, only they were bright yellow. It was the same woman from the battlefield.
 
    Her hair was bleach blonde, with her left side shaved down which was brown. I could see the aura around her, and when I looked into her bright yellow eyes, I knew this was destiny. She had caramel skin, and beautiful crystal earrings in her left ear. Her clothes were different than a Sorian’s. She had islander sandals on with shorts that were different lengths. She wore a parka that was mixed colors. It draped down like a ‘v’ but had sleeves that were decorated with an assortment of islander colors. She had a black glove on one hand and a white one on the other. 
 
   I stood there in awe. She crouched down and then stood back up. She looked past my shoulder and pointed. I turned around and saw huge hole in the airflow and looked back at her. She motioned for me to jump. She wanted us to escape the airflow.
 
   I got on Brutus and helped her on too. A gust of wind blasted us in the face as we exited. We were about 100 feet in the air, to my luck, right above the peace garden. Brutus spread his arms and legs and glided through the air with ease. 
 
   We found a clearing in the garden, where a bunch of soldiers were fighting. As we got closer to the ground, Brutus slowed down his decent and landed gracefully. I looked around to see a grand battle of vehicular, aerial and ground combat unfolding right in front of us. 
 
   ”You alright?” the woman asked me. She had an interesting accent, it sounded Egyptian.
 
   “Roya???” I said as I touched her shoulder.
 
   “How do you know my name?” she asked. 
 
   “I told you I would never forget it, remember?” I responded.
 
   “What?” she looked confused, “We need to find the others! Let’s go!” Roya told me.
 
   “Others!?” I asked her.  
 
   “Yes. We need them.” she paused and crouched down, “There is something over there I feel. Let’s go!” 
 
   Brutus galloped us across the battlefield of the garden. We would’ve clashed with the Senti soldiers, but Brutus just ran them over. Roya stood up on Brutus’ back and would take swings at the Senti. As I watched her fight, I noticed that she wasn’t using the sharp side of her sword. Roya was hitting them with the dull side. It didn’t matter to me, the enemy soldiers went down, and that’s all that mattered. 
 
   She still had the yellow aura around her, but I couldn’t figure out how to unleash mine. We made it about half way through the park when a Mag-Sled crash landed in front of us. Mag-Sleds were like the Mag-Cycles, only they could fly and had engines in the back for the throttle. This one looked serviceable.
 
   An enemy Mag-Sled followed suite, and noticed us on the ground. I could see it starting to turn and we were soon being barraged with laser fire. Roya pointed her weapon outward and it expanded, like an umbrella, to provide us with a shield. 
 
   “I can’t stop the fire all day! Throw me up there!” she told me.
 
   “Throw you? What if I miss and you fall down?!” I pointed out.
 
   “You can do it. I will be fine!” Roya cheered.
 
   We got knocked off Brutus. I could see her struggling to keep her sword up. I stood behind her and tried to turn on the power, but it wasn’t working. The Dhenfen’Ce military members around us were being hit by the fire and falling to the ground. One Aeroman that was hit from the laser fire reached their hand out toward me but they were too far away. I tried to pull them under our cover, but they were shot before we could get close enough. In the heat of the moment, time felt like it slowed down, and I could feel a warm jolt flash through my body. My arms and legs tensed up and I could feel something spreading across my skin. I looked down and I saw the same tattoos as I had back in the cave. I could hardly move and my body hurt all over.
 
   “Ahhhhhh,” I moaned.
 
   I was trying to gain back control of my movement. I crossed my arms and flung them down, releasing the red aura and my hair changed color to red. 
 
   “AHHHHHH!!!” I yelled. I grabbed Roya and threw her towards the Mag-Sled. She rocketed in the air towards it and shape-shifted her sword into a long, hammer like object. As she reached the peak of her flight, she spun around quickly and with all her strength, smacked the Sled into the side of a building. As she fell down, she changed the weapon back into a sword and stuck it into the ground. She then used it to slow down her fall until she landed safely. I ran over and asked, “What is this power we have? How did we get it?”
 
   She looked back after getting to her feet and brushing off some scrap from her shoulder, “It has been long in my journey to meet you. There are others that share the markings; they are close, we need to find them. When we do, I will explain.”
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   Despite the chaos, I felt at ease.
 
   She twirled her giant weapon in front of me and sheathed it on her lower back after shrinking it to an knifes length. I’d never felt vibes off anyone like this in my life. I felt at peace, even with my adrenaline pumping.
 
   “I’m Strafe and this is my wolf Brutus,” I went to shake her hand but she got startled and stepped back. 
 
   “Oh, I forgot about this custom. It has been a while since I’ve done this. Sorry, we do not usually have this same ceremony when we meet people in my country,” Roya smiled as she shook my hand.
 
   “Where are you from? And how did your weapon change shape?” I asked with curiosity.
 
   “I will show you if we make it out of here alive, Strafe-Sah,” Roya replied.
 
   “Strafe-Sah?” I noted.
 
   “It is our way of saying ‘brother or sister.’ We say it to people we love and care about,” Roya explained.
 
   “Ah, I see,” I said.
 
                 “Nice to meet you Roya,” Brutus said as he approached.
 
                 “Well, aren’t you something different Brutus-Sah,” Roya noted as she rubbed his head.
 
                 “I can sense those people you were talking about, follow me,” Brutus told us.
 
   We continued our way through the garden. Most of the fighting had shifted near the Senti warship. I noticed that a Sorian Sky-ship was approaching in the distance, and knew we didn’t have much time left. Roya told me when two warships engage each other, much destruction is left in their wake. 
 
   I felt an extreme sadness while we ran through the city. Bodies littered everywhere, and they were accompanied by screams and gunfire. This was hard for Brutus too. Even though his breed was used for war in the past, he was actually a very nice wolf. His heightened intelligence made him more aware of what was going on too.
 
   We both were happy to be around each other, it helped with our morale. I decided for us to walk on foot alongside Brutus so he could save his strength. We made our way to the city center, which was a vast, open space that acted as the heart of the city. Where there used to be clothing shops, restaurants and big business all around, now laid in destruction. They copied Times Square I joked to myself. 
 
   When I looked across the center, I felt a rush across my chest. It was the same feeling as when I‘d met Roya. Green and blue lights were flickering in the distance. I had no idea why but my heart was telling me to move toward them.
 
   “Do you feel the connection, Strafe-Sah? This is destiny,” Roya touched my shoulder and pointed toward the lights.
 
   “What are you sayin’? This was supposed to happen?” I assumed.
 
   “You have been invited to a greater calling, all of us are to become Guardians. Protectors of the world,” she replied as she blinked and looked towards the dots of light.
 
   “I don’t understand? Are you saying we were chosen for, for these powers?” more answers led me to ask more questions.
 
   “We’ll talk more later but right now we need to help this city. You with me Strafe-Sah!?” Roya responded with an open hand to me. 
 
   I nodded my head as she pulled me over some debris in the road. We fought our way through the streets lined with soldiers and those strange creatures. Three Senti soldiers came at me with their guns. They all aimed and were about to fire. Brutus was fighting some creatures, and Roya as helping him. I really need your help right now, to save this city,  I prayed to the God Blade. 
 
   With no other choice, I ran towards them and drew out the weapon. The orb shined bright red, and when they fired their bullets at me they were stopped by a red translucent shield that the God Blade created. The soldiers and I were taken by surprise. After they stopped firing I ran forward and swung upward and cut through all of weapons. Using my momentum, I smacked them out of the way with a roundhouse kick. They flew in a different direction and crashed to the ground, knocking them out.
 
   “You really have a mind of your own don’t you?” I observed.
 
   I looked into the orb and it was glowing with various colors. How do you know when to help me like this? I could see auras in the distance getting closer to us but we were still blocked by destroyed Mag-cars and other vehicles. The heap was fairly high, and it looked like the Senti soldiers had created the obstacle on purpose. After leaping down from the heap, Roya and I were surrounded by soldiers, with their rifles aimed and ready to fire at us. We looked around for Brutus but couldn’t find him. We then heard a menacing sound approaching us and I saw a Mech that looked a lot like the one from the cave, only it was military grade. It had spinning saw blades on its arms and mounted guns on the shoulders.               
 
   We stood back to back as we became surrounded. Something white caught my eye as I looked to my left. The quick flash was one I was all too familiar with. The Mech began to spin it’s turrets, ready to fire, but I heard a large growl. Brutus pounced on it and smacked it down, crushing the cannons. Brutus had turned on his aura and had splashes of orange all through his fur.
 
   “Brutus!!!” I yelled. 
 
   “Strafe look-out!” Brutus barked. 
 
   “Get down!” Roya commanded. 
 
   I ducked and before they could fire at us she twirled her lengthened blade like a helicopter. She scooped them up and shot them up in the air.
 
   “I got this!” I shouted.
 
   With her sword out, I jumped on the edge and into the air where the soldiers were. The orb of the God Blade was bright red and pulsing, overflowing with energy. As I reached them, I pulled my arms and legs in to form a ball. Then, with a burst of energy, I turned on my aura again and knocked them away and scattered them across the street. I fell back to the ground and landed with a tuck and roll.
 
   “For a rookie, this is not bad!” Roya smiled.
 
   “I may just be a pilot, but there’s a lot more where that came from!” I smiled back.
 
   After we defeated the soldiers, we climbed over the smoking heap. Brutus joined us and stayed by my side. Orange streaks ran down his whole body and his eyes were orange as well. When I touched his fur, it glowed like my aura. 
 
   In front of us a flash of blinding light hit my eyes. I put my arm up instinctually and waited until the light faded. When the dust settled, we could see them. 
 
   They were crouched down, back to back. All of our auras receded and the two people looked up to us. I knew, from the battle I had in the beginning of this crazy journey, that I would be fighting alongside them until we finished this fight.
 
   “The Power of Elation and Power of Pride,” Roya indicated while she admired the two men, “It seems like your wolf has been chosen as well. He has the Power of Joy.’” 
 
   Roya ran her hand through Brutus’ fur, and he rubbed his head on her chest. I looked back down to the two others. They noticed us and we approached each other. It is Zon and Rousseau.
 
   “So, the prophecy was true,” Zon said as he scanned us.
 
   “Zon?” I acknowledged, he looked at me puzzled.
 
   I had never felt a moment like this in my entire life. Why did I meet you all on that battlefield? 
 
   “We are as one now,” Roya said calmly. Her eyes didn’t leave the two.
 
   “Sorry to burst everyone’s bubblegum, but we either get the hell out of here or we are gonna go to heaven early!” Rousseau nervously stated.
 
   “Rousseau? What are you guys doing here?” I asked.
 
   “As you can see from the Senti on the ground, we are not their friend,” Zon replied coldly. He sheathed his katana-style sword with a quick flash, “My family name is Zon Yoichi, and I am on a mission to avenge my clan. It seems fate has destined for us to meet.”
 
   “Zon-Sah, to meet you is honoring. My name is Roya, I carry the Power of Love. This is Strafe, he carries the Power of Passion, and his wolf Brutus has the Power of Joy. We need your help to save the city,” Roya explained. 
 
   All of this was coming at me very fast. How does she know this? 
 
   “That makes two of us mate. Name’s Rousseau, and all I came here for was a little sight-seeing honestly! That’s a nice wolfie right?” Rousseau said pointing to Brutus. 
 
   “Just don’t call me a ‘doggy’ and we’ll be just fine,” Brutus responded.
 
   “And he talks? Wow, didn’t think this day could get any stranger!” Rousseau laughed.
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   We stood in the shadows ofsky-ships. 
 
   One was Sorian, the other Senti. Both were ready to engage the other in an aerial showdown. Impressively, each ship measured around a quarter of a mile long. Rousseau said they packed enough firepower to destroy multiple cities. They were the greatest weapons on this planet. 
 
   As I looked up at the Senti sky-ship, I felt that same feeling I got when I met Roya. Something inside me was telling me there was someone with Guardian Power on that ship. Someone I knew. We noticed each ship deployed Mag-Sleds and Mag-Destroyers, which were smaller warships. Soldiers from both sides flew to the ground like rain, using hover devices to glide around.
 
   Rousseau drew his weird looking sword from his thigh and clicked a button on it. The blade on his sword formed out of thin air. The sword was a gunblade, able to fire bullets. He pulled out a gun-stock from a sachet he held and attached it to the gunblade. Rousseau pushed the stock into his shoulder as he aimed down the sights. Instead of shooting bullets, the gun shot laser rounds. He shot at the falling Senti soldiers. He was deadly accurate with it, hitting over twenty that flew up in the skyscrapers.
 
   “How is this possible Rousseau-Sah?” Roya asked.
 
   “Oh, this? It belonged to my father, and I modified it. I call her The Light Volcano,” Rousseau said with pride as he admired his craft. He put it over his shoulder.
 
   “Just don’t point it at me, or I will slice it to pieces,” Zon grunted.
 
   “Guys! I think we should move, or else we’ll be shot down by those Mag-Sleds,” I called out.
 
   We made our way to the upcoming river and clearing to get a better idea of what was going on. There were two usable Mag-Sleds, seemingly abandoned by the Senti, so Rousseau and Zon hopped on them and flew in the air to gauge the battlefield. Roya and I jumped on Brutus’ back and kept moving.
 
   Ships of all shapes and sizes were twirling around, dog-fighting above the city. The two sky-ships kept maneuvering around each other, trying to avoid the incoming fire. We also saw cruisers on the river shooting toward the ships in the sky. It was complete chaos. Civilians were running and screaming in all directions. This beautiful city was getting torn to pieces. 
 
   “How could they do this?” I lamented.
 
   Roya patted me on the back and said, “Do not mistake the decisions of a few to look into the hearts of them all. I feel in my soul that this is the truth Strafe-Sah. We must find out who has condoned such evil.”
 
   As we looked out at the destruction, I saw a face I would never forget flying around on a Mag-cycle, Tiras. No mistake about it, they were even flying their Federation colors. They were returning back to the Senti sky-ship. My blood boiled hotter than the sun.
 
   Rousseau flew down to us, “Listen, I’m hearing on the enemy chatter that they’re planning to use their rail cannon on the city. This weapon has the power to crack open mountains. We need to get out of here!” 
 
   “I need to get that bastard Tiras! He knows where my friends are!” I insisted. 
 
   “Strafe, we will all be blown to rubbish if we stay! I found an empty cruiser you all can use to escape with us!” Rousseau replied.
 
   “Rousseau-Sah, will you keep running away from your demons of the heart or will you learn to face them? Now is your chance!” Roya revealed, looking deep into his eyes.
 
   Rousseau facial expression read as if she looked into his soul, “What? What are you talking about? What do you know about me?” 
 
    Roya responded with, “We are all fighting for what is right, as well as fighting battles beneath our own skin. We need you Rousseau-Sah to fight both for us. We need your speed.”
 
   “You. . .you are right Roya. I can do this, it is time to stop being afraid. I do charge an extra ten percent hazard pay though chap, so please have your government on speed dial, right Zon. . .” Rousseau looked around but couldn’t find him, “Oh, that’s right! Zon has already gone into the ship. He got very serious and gave me the ‘don’t mess with me face’ when I asked what he was doing. Anyway, you can bring your doggy, err, wolf with! I’d actually feel safer with him around. Follow me!” 
 
   “Where do you find these guys?” Brutus shook his head.
 
   “That whole ‘doggy’ thing is a touchy subject for you isn’t it? You and dogs are related you know,” I added.
 
   “You and monkeys are related, so should I call you a chimp? How about a gorilla?” Brutus retorted.
 
   “I think you’ve gotten too smart Brutus,” I joked.
 
   We followed Rousseau down the river to a parked ship that was floating near the opening to the sea. We got off Brutus and tried to open the door but it was shut. 
 
   “It’s no good! It’s locked!” I noted as I looked up to Rousseau.
 
   “Don’t worry mate. . . There you go!” he said. He hacked directly into the cruiser’s central computer.
 
   “You gotta teach me how to do that!” I requested. 
 
   “Ha, good one! You’re a pilot right mate? That thing will probably be a piece of cake for you to fly then!  I’ll see you up there mates!” he said as he rode away.
 
   We opened the side door and entered. It was a nice sized ship; about the size of a large Mag-truck. Roya and I sat in the two pilots seats while Brutus sat behind us with his tongue out. We buckled in and I began to start up the ship.
 
   “Listen, I can handle flying this thing. Can you hop into the weapon system back there Roya?” I asked her.
 
   “Yeah, no problem. You’ve flown one of these before?” she assumed.
 
   “I’ve flown planes like this many times where I’m from. I’ve never fired a weapons system before. You kick ass though, so you got this right?!” I said as I winked at her.
 
   “This is like, easy as cake, you say?” Roya said.
 
   “Easy as pie Roya! Let’s do this!” I cheered.
 
   “I believe in you Strafe,” Brutus told me as he rubbed his head against mine.
 
   “That’s more like the old Brutus! Not so cynical!” I laughed. 
 
   We put a few seatbelts around Brutus and Roya headed to the weapon system behind the cockpit. She stepped into what was called the Defense Circle or DC.  Instead of a typical gunner seat, weapons systems were controlled through Virtual Reality or VR. The DC operator put on the VR glasses and got into a big ball that was at the heart of the ship. She strapped in and was able to rotate the battle camera in any direction around the ship. This way missiles, turrets and defenses could all be managed at once. There was an artificial intelligence that could have operated it, but I trusted Roya to get the job done. 
 
   With a rev of the engines, we were off. Rousseau flew next to us as we headed toward the Senti sky-ship. It was engaged with the Sorian one, fighting over the cracked dome shield. Now was the time to sneak on. We hit full throttle and were on our way. The Senti sky-ship was hovering about a half mile into the sky and it looked like an angry hornet’s nest with all the smaller ships fighting around it. 
 
   Out of the corner of my heads-up display I saw an incoming battleship. It was headed straight toward us and had already fired some heat-seeking missiles. I pulled up hard as Roya popped up the flares. The missiles didn’t fall for it as they simply flew through them. The distance was closing between us even as I pulled us straight skyward.
 
   “Shoot them!” I screamed.
 
   The DC spun around and Roya was looking straight at the missiles. She hit the trigger on the turret control stick and began to barrage the missiles with gunfire. Roya hit one of the three right on but the other two were out-maneuvering her gunfire. The more I tried to avoid them, the more frantic they got. My pilot screen was flashing of imminent impact, I had to act fast.
 
   I decided to maneuver the ship to bring them closer together in the hopes that if Roya shot one the explosion would take out both missiles. Roya shot around them to put them directly under the ship. As they raced toward the engine, Roya deployed another set of flares to act as a screen and shot a missile of her own directly in the middle. She then pushed the detonation trigger, blowing them both to pieces.
 
   “YEEEEHAAAWWW!!! WE DID IT! Nice shooting!” I boasted.
 
   “WOW! I can’t believe it!” Roya said to me over the telecom.
 
   Our small escape didn’t last long though, as now we were flying directly above the Senti sky-ship. Before we even had a chance to enjoy our victory, we were shot by one of the turrets.
 
   “Damnit! Strafe, we must leave!” Roya told me.
 
   “Shit!” I jumped out pilot’s seat and went over to Brutus, “You ready to jump Mr. Wolf!?”
 
   “That’s what Whiteclouds do Strafe!” Brutus answered.
 
   The engine had been completely shot to garbage. I opened up the hatch and we were met by a gust of wind and loud explosions. Roya reached over to me and I pulled her over to Brutus before we jumped out.  The ship we were in got shredded to pieces by a bunch of other turret fire and blew up right behind us. There was no were else for us to go other than on the massive ship.
 
   Brutus flew straight forward, with no fear. It was challenging flying and dodging through the air as a barrage of turret-fire rained upon us. I felt a wiz-of-bullets fly past us and if it wasn’t for the God Blade, we would’ve been toast. It protected us with the same red shield like before against the Senti soldiers.
 
   Brutus landed us on the hull and began to look for ways into the ship. One of the giant turrets near us had picked us up and began to slowly aim toward us. The chain-gun began to cycle and it fired at us. The God Blade shielded us but looked like it wouldn’t hold forever. The red shield around us began to crack and get smaller and smaller. We were about to be shred to bits if we didn’t think of something fast.
 
   “Get low!” Roya cried.
 
   She pulled out her sword and held it like a baseball bat. She powered on her aura and touched her sword. Magically it began to extend until it was over three-hundred feet long. Then, with one big swing she sliced the turret across its middle, toppling it.
 
   “You are something else Roya,” I shook my head in disbelief.
 
   “That makes three of us,” Roya smiled back.
 
   “Strafe! Roya! Hurry!” Brutus yelled to us.
 
   He ran ahead and found an emergency hatch. We crawled toward it while fighting the wind. I grabbed the handle and ripped it off the hinges. I let Roya in first before Brutus and I headed into the ship.  
 
   After we made it down the winding staircase, we ended up in the rafters of a gigantic hanger. There must’ve been close to thirty battleships down there along with a couple hundred soldiers. The ships were constantly deploying out to the fight. 
 
   The rafter we were on was completely unguarded and we saw a door on the far left side, straight across from us. We stayed crouched down to avoid being seen, which was a little hard for Brutus because he was so big. 
 
   “Do you think Rousseau and Zon made it in?” I asked.
 
   “Yes, they are close. You must learn to feel their presence Strafe-Sah,” Roya said back.
 
   “I felt that feeling earlier, but it was different. I think there is someone else here with Guardian power,” I noted.
 
   “Hmm, you must be very close to whomever it is Strafe-Sah. Unless we as Guardians synchronize our spirits, which is linking auras so we can see each other when we close our eyes, being able to detect Guardian Power takes a great emotional tie between each Guardian,” Roya explained.
 
   “How do we synchronize our spirits then?” I asked.
 
    She put her hand on my chest and on Brutus’ back. I saw her aura light up and flash over to me; it felt like an adrenaline rush all over my body.
 
   “Here, now our emotions are connected. You will know if I am close, at all times. These are the gifts we were given,” Roya said.
 
   “What gifts?! What is the power we have!?” I questioned.
 
   “We are Guardians Strafe-Sah and Brutus-Sah, protectors of the Eternia. You may not be from here, but your family has protected this planet before. It takes a pure heart to be chosen, although some emotions don’t look for a pure heart. These powers only appear in times of warring. My culture has devoted many resources to studying these powers, as we hold those with Guardian Powers as Gods. All will make sense in due time, but we must keep going. Dhenfen’Ce will fall if we stop!” Roya explained.
 
   “A God is nothing without his devotees,” Brutus pointed out.
 
   “Hmm, Brutus, not only my best friend but now philosophical God-Wolf,” I observed.   
 
   She looked deep into my eyes and I knew she was telling the truth. I had a feeling there was more to this woman than she was letting on, but I still trusted her.
 
   “Okay, I’m with you. Let’s go!” I patted her on the shoulder and smiled.
 
   We made our way to the door and out into a hallway. It was very illustrious and beautifully decorated in Senti colors. There were lines of purple light on the ground and staircase in front of us. We climbed the stairs and turned the corner to find a T- shaped corridor lined with rooms on each side. Surprisingly, no soldiers. We took a right.
 
   We made it to the heart of the ship and saw a grand, circle shaped door at the end of the hall. We began to make our way down when Brutus stopped and turned around growling. At first, there was nothing there but a familiar invisible outline of a person who stood in front of us. As they became visible, I recognized it was the same guy from the cave back in New Santa Barbara. They still had their helmet on. I point my finger at them, “Asshole.”
 
   Soldiers came from behind him and aimed their rifles at us.
 
   “This person, they have power Strafe-Sah. I can feel it,” Roya whispered in my ear.
 
   “You know, it suits you to be invisible. Only a coward is afraid to show his face,” I taunted the mysterious figure. 
 
   They shook their head and pulled off their helmet. When I saw who was standing in front of me I almost dropped my sword out of shock. It was Gain.
 
   “Gain!?! What are you doing?!” I uttered. 
 
   Gain had his head down at the floor, looked up and chuckled sarcastically, “What does it look like Strafe? I’m here to bring glory to the mighty empire of the Senti nation.”
 
   “Are you crazy!? You’re from New Santa Barbara, just like me! What the hell?” my skin turned white.
 
   “Nobody ever gave a shit about me. I always felt invisible growing up in that damn town,” Gain said as he strolled back and forth with his arms folded.
 
   I looked at Roya and back at him, “What happened to you Gain? Why are you doing this? Where is Yessa?!” 
 
   “For too long I could never get what I wanted. Tiras promised me great things and so I did what I did. He saw the potential in me when I discovered I had the Power of Despair. Maybe if society hadn’t thrown me to the gutter I wouldn’t have drank the blood from their skulls. Yessa is where she needs to be. She helped plan this attack you know,” Gain said coldly.
 
   “I can’t believe what you saying! Thousands of people are dead, our home is in danger, and now you have Yessa as a prisoner?! You were the brother I never had. How could you turn your back on your real family?” I snapped back. I had no idea I was screaming at him.
 
   “Shhhh,” he put a finger up to his lips, “She is being taken care of. You should’ve died in that cave Strafe,” Gain said. 
 
   He saluted with two fingers and turned invisible as he walked away. 
 
   “Gain,” I reached a hand out to him.
 
   The soldiers had their weapons up and were ready to fire; we were like fish in a barrel. I looked down to the God Blade and the orb was dull black. It wasn’t recharged enough from deflecting all that turret fire from before. 
 
   “Quickly! Behind me!” Roya said to us.
 
   Roya expanded her sword to form a shield of her own, and Brutus and I hid behind it. Bullets began ricocheting off her blade like rain drops on an umbrella.
 
   “Let me help you!” I said.
 
   I began to push us toward the soldiers as she protected us. They wouldn’t be able to mess with us in close quarters. As we were making our way down the hall, I heard someone scream and the firing stopped. Then there was a sharp clinking sound and I saw something roll behind us. They looked like soda cans but it said “EXPLOSIVE” on the side.
 
   “Shit! Grenades!” I screamed.
 
   “Get them gone Strafe-Sah!” Roya exclaimed.
 
   I grabbed two of them and threw them toward the round door as quick as I could but there was one in front of us I didn’t see. The grenades exploded and rang my ears pretty good. For such a small can, it sure did pack a punch! It shot us all back about ten feet and we landed all on our butts. My head was spinning and I couldn’t hear anything. I laid on the ground holding my head and squeezed my eyes shut.
 
   The soldiers began their advancement toward us; I could see their outlines through my blurry vision. Through my dizziness, I reached toward my sword and tried to get to my feet. Brutus was stumbling too and Roya was still on the ground. I held out my sword with whatever cognitive ability I had. One soldier smacked the sword out of my hand while two others pinned me down and kicked me to the ground. I couldn’t make out what was going on, all I could feel was the sharp pain in my ribs from the kicks.
 
   “Aim! Fire!” the officer said.
 
   I could smell the gun powder from the gun’s barrel in front of me. I closed my eyes and took a big breath, trying to put myself at peace. 
 
   “Momma,” I sighed.
 
   For some reason, fate had always been on my side during times I was so close to death recently. The soldier aiming at me grunted and then screamed. I looked over to see he had been dragged across the hall and was now impaled on Zon’s sword. The other soldiers turned and began to rain fire toward him. My vision had started to return as I watched the battle, and I’d never seen anybody move like Zon. 
 
   His hair and eyes were midnight blue. There must’ve been seven soldiers all firing at him and none could hit him. Any bullet that got close he would deflect with his blade, but that wasn’t the thing that blew me away. He could teleport himself.
 
    Zon was like a ghost, moving around the floor. One second he was facing the soldiers on the floor, the next he was on the ceiling drawing their fire somewhere else. Zon then teleported to side of the wall and jumped toward the opposite side. He began spinning in mid-air and as he did he threw sharp-looking daggers at the soldiers. They hit them in the knees and arms, and one across the eyes.  
 
   Taking advantage of this, I saw Rousseau run into the hallway but had to back-peddle to slow himself down. He fell on his butt but got up quickly. He then began unloading laser shots on them from his gunblade. The energy blasts downed all the soldiers, effectively ending the battle and saving our asses.
 
   As the smoke cleared, I saw them walk toward us, Zon with a blank expression and Rousseau with tongue out and high energy. Opposites attract I guess? Roya had walked over and helped me up. Brutus got up and shook his body, shaking the dust off. I rubbed his face to make sure he was okay.
 
   “Ha, you guys were almost toast! No need to thank us,” Rousseau joked sarcastically.
 
   “Next time back me up when I go in instead of hiding. In battle, there are no second chances,” Zon said coldly to Rousseau. Rousseau frowned. Zon chucked the blood off his sword, spun it around, and sheathed it. He walked straight ahead towards the door, not acknowledging him. Rousseau looked embarrassed.
 
   “Maybe I’m not meant for this after all,” Rousseau replied quietly. 
 
   As I looked into his eyes, I could see pain, but not of the physical kind. Something had happened to him in the past, and he was still fighting his demons. Roya walked over and put her hands on his shoulders and then face to comfort him.
 
   “You are a brave one Rousseau-Sah. You saved Strafe-Sah, me and the mighty Brutus-Sah. For that, my thanks are forever,” she said to him. She leaned in and gave him a hug. I walked over and patted him on the shoulder too.
 
   “Dude, that was awesome!” I said. 
 
   Rousseau looked back at us with a frowned smile and held his head high.
 
   “Tell me Strafe, have you ever held a sword before?” Zon asked me.
 
   “Not really. I’m a pilot; I’ve never had to worry about this stuff before. War is a thing of the past where I’m from,” I picked up a rifle from one of the Senti soldiers, “Besides, wouldn’t one of these rifles make a better weapon since they are all using them too?”
 
   “100 guns can never match a true warrior. You are not ready; you are a novice. I won’t be able to babysit you forever. I hope you all will develop an edge to match your God weapon,” Zon said as he walked away. What the hell is his deal? 
 
   Zon had knelt down by the door and picked up some of the debris. He sifted it through his fingers, smelt it and let it fall to the floor. Then he looked up to us and shook his head, “This is a trap. I can feel it.” 
 
   “Can’t you go inside the ship Rousseau-Sah?” Roya asked.
 
   “You mean hack the ship? I could give it a try,” Rousseau replied. 
 
   There was a computer terminal next to the door. After trying to hack it he shook his head,
 
   “That’s going to be no use mate, the door is encrypted by DNA scan.” 
 
   Zon grabbed the head of a fallen soldier and looked at him.
 
   “They unfortunately need to be alive and breathing there chum,” Rousseau explained.
 
   I walked over and out of curiosity touched the hand scan. It glowed green and said, “Welcome Barzakh.” The large door opened.
 
   “You aren’t Senti are you?” Rousseau asked me.
 
   We made our way into the open room cautiously and found ourselves in the bridge of the ship. There was a huge glass window and a bunch of computers and chairs, but strangely no Senti soldiers. It had two floors and was pentagon in shape. Suddenly it felt as if the temperature of the room dropped drastically. Down my spine ran a cold shiver; the same feeling I felt when I was on the battlefield and in my dream. He was close.
 
   “Why are the Senti absent?” Roya observed as she used a computer.
 
   “I heard a story in my country of how certain snakes like to hunt. Instead of wasting up all of their energy hunting, they lie and wait, releasing pheromones to attract their prey. The snake lies completely still and acts as if it is dead. By the time the prey realizes the snake is not dead. . .,” Zon told us eerily before being interrupted by a shadow. 
 
   As if on cue, I saw a black flash out of the corner my eye. I turned around to find a person standing above us, dressed in completely dark garb. They had a hood on, and a black mask that covered their face. The mask had pink dots decorated like drips of blood drawn on it, falling from the lonely red ruby eye. They had on silver gauntlets and a red bandana dangling by his waist. There was a pulsing dark pink light emanated from their fists. The mysterious man stepped forward and put their hands on the guard rail and let out an eerie hiss.
 
   “What a fitting story,” the masked man announced. 
 
   Their voice had a macabre distortion which sounded like a mix between a snake and cyber robot voice. 
 
   “Are you the snake or are you a ghost?” Zon replied with a hand on his sword.
 
   “I am the only thing you will find waiting for you between a nightmare and a dream.”
 
    He looked down upon us as he slid his hand across the rail. Wherever he touched it melted, like lava. There was something very sinister about him. I could see he was trying to size us up as he stood completely still. His head passed back and forth until he looked at me. 
 
   He looked at my pendant, a memento from my parents and flinched when he saw it. He looked confused but shook his head.
 
   “It’s time to end you,” the masked person said to us.
 
   “Who are you!?” I asked. 
 
   He turned and held his palm straight up us and hissed, “ Barzakh.” 
 
   You, you were the person from the battlefield. All I saw before being blasted out the window was a flash of pink light. It felt like someone punched me in the chest with a burning fist. My skin felt like it was on fire and the blow back knocked the wind out of me. When we hit the glass window, my head smacked against it, cutting me badly across the back of my scalp. Barzakh shot out the glass and we were sucked out of the ship into freefall.               
 
   We flew past the ship’s nose and underneath the belly. My sight hadn’t all returned due to the flash, but as I kept blinking, my vision returned. I noticed an energy storm forming beneath the ship’s underside. 
 
   “Oh shit,” was the first thing out my mouth.
 
   The mega cannon was charging and looked ready to fire. If the rumors were true, this could glass a hole through a mountain one mile long. The energy forming in the cannon looked like a lightning storm; there was electricity and dark gas forming all around it. I was tumbling through the air and I could feel it pulling us toward it. 
 
   Moments before we would be engulfed, I felt a warm, glowing light all over my body. I’d never felt so good in my life. The others were glowing akin to me, even Brutus. Just before we got pulled in, we came together and formed one big ball of light. The cannon had began to spin and then there was a flash. We had lined up in the way of the shot and all I could remember is that I heard a deep voice in my mind tell me, “SWING YOUR SOUL!!!”
 
   I swung my sword toward the cannon and a huge white beam of energy shot through the ship so far that I could see the sky peaking through. It was too late though and the cannon fired and hit us directly. Everything went white and noiseless.
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   I woke up in a dream, lying in a familiar place. 
 
   An aroma hit my nose; it’s of ginger and lilacs. I found myself face down on a patch of multi-colored grass. There was a city down the hill and the ocean in the distance; I was back home in New Santa Barbara. There were flowers of all colors everywhere around me. I pushed off my palms and again off my knee to stand up. I felt at peace. My fingers brushed against the God Blade, which made me cautious.
 
   It was nighttime and the moon reflected beautifully on the ocean surface. The sky was cascaded with an aurora, which is usually impossible in California because we’re too far away from the north and south pole. Regardless, I basked in the beauty as it glimmered across the sky like sand on a beach. I could smell the ocean in the air. There is a wishing-well near me, so I went over to investigate.
 
   “Damn, I’m thirsty!” was the first thing out of my mouth. 
 
   As I looked down into it I could see it went deep underground. As I saw my reflection, the water started to ripple. I thought it was going to overflow, but, someone jumped out of the well instead. The water blinded me for a second, but when I dried my eyes and looked back, I saw the same little boy in black from my earlier dream. 
 
   “It’s you,” I mumbled.
 
   He turned to me, but his face was darkened by his hood,HeHe He “I’ve been waiting for you for a long time. Much too long.“
 
   “Waiting for me? I don’t even know who you are,” I responded.
 
   “You’re funny!” the boy chuckled, “But I need you to listen to me Strafe. This is very important; I cannot stay here for very long.” 
 
   “Is this a dream or are we in New Santa Barbara?” I looked around for anything to confirm for myself.
 
   “We are in a dream Strafe, but I am real. I can only see you here for a short time; the bad-man will come soon. Ever since you came into Eternia, I’ve been with you. That sword you carry holds the key to ending this war; it is also a vassal which allows me to communicate with you,” the boy explained.
 
   “Why are you helping me? Did I die in that battle?” I asked.
 
   “No, you are not dead. Someone else saved you. I need your help Strafe, the bad-man is too scary for me. The God-Blade has many secrets, and what was unlocked your super strength. It can also help get rid of the bad-man,” the boy said as he pointed to my sword.
 
   “Who is this bad-man? What’s your name?” I tried to get closer but he backed away.
 
   “I can’t tell you that, yet. If I tell you too much, he will really hurt me. Stay with your new friends and make your way to the World’s Nation in a country called Crotona. You will be able to get the help you will need to fight the Senti. I will see you soon,” the boy instructed as he waved goodbye. 
 
   Before I could ask another question, the ground started to shake. I looked over my shoulder and saw that the water was rising in the ocean like a tsunami. The tsunami crashed down on the town and came roaring towards me. As soon as the tsunami was about to engulf me, I woke up.
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   Roya
 
                                             Roya
 
   where did everyone go? 
 
   I was in a dark and damp cave, at the edge of a waterfall, overlooking a bright hilly valley. My hair was drenched, so I shook it like Strafe’s wolf and rubbed my eyes. “Hello!?! Strafe-Sah!? Brutus-Sah? Zon-Sah? Rousseau-Sah? Are any of you there?” my voice echoed through the cave, but no response was returned.
 
   We were just about to be destroyed by that cannon, but I am sure He saved us, Guardian. “Thank you my old friend, you are still looking after me,” I whispered while looking to the heavens.
 
   Why am I here? I closed my eyes to find Strafe and the others; I could see them far off in the valley. A note dropped out of my pocket I would never be without. Whenever I needed strength I would read it. After picking it up carefully, I looked at the note to fill my heart with joy. It was from the love of my life.
 
    
 
    
 
   People search the world looking for a love like yours.
 
   -Forever my heart belongs to you,
 
   Falco
 
   Tears start flowing down my face like this waterfall. It felt like a million years since he passed away. The pain of missing him was still too great. It was one year ago that I watched him die in my arms. “Falco, my love,” I muttered with a tear in my eye.
 
   “Rooooyaaaa!” the memory of his voice played in my mind, “Get out of here!”
 
    
 
   +++
 
    
 
   Falco, a warrior in our tribe back in my native country Zindaqe, was unlike anyone else. Kind, brave and loyal to his friends, he made me feel whole. I met him when I was seventeen and he was eighteen. For five years we were inseparable. We went diving in the oceans, played sports with our friends and grew up together. We fell in love along the way. Unfortunately, because of what I was destined to be, he died to save me a year ago.
 
   “How dare you hide this from us! You are forbidden to love any man! You are to become a Lady!” my father scolded me.
 
   “Without Falco, my heart beats not! Daddy, stop them from doing this!” I begged on my hands and knees.
 
   I was from the Dream Islands, it’s a place near the coast off northern Zindaqe. Very tropic and beautiful, it was a paradise to live in. In my culture we were ruled by a chosen Lady of the Isle. The title often goes to the most beautiful girl after the previous Lady of the Isle dies. Out of the one hundred women who entered, I was voted to be the next leader of my tribe. I didn’t want this, but my father insisted because the family of the Lady of the Isle becomes rich. Unfortunately the new Lady of the Isle must make grand sacrifices set up by our ancestors from thousands of years ago. One of these sacrifices is she must never be with a man. She must take a vow of celibacy.
 
   “Falco! Wait for me! I need you!” I pleaded as I grabbed his arm.
 
   “Roya my love, you must forget about me. They will kill us. For both our sakes, I must leave,” Falco gently brushed my arm off.
 
   “Without you, I AM dead Falco. You can’t stop me, I’m coming with you. I love you,” I told him as I caressed his face.
 
   Falco hesitated but then held his arms open, and I ran into him.
 
   “You’re not changing your mind I see. Maybe in Crotona we can find a new life,” Falco said as he kissed me.
 
   These memories were as beautiful as they were painful. Like a rose garden, one had to be careful when navigating them. By now I was sobbing against the wall. All of this fighting is not what I wanted, only to be with him and live in peace.
 
   “There they are! Get them before they get on that boat!” one of our Dream Island Warriors told his men.
 
   “Roya! Run!” Falco yelled we ran toward our getaway boat. 
 
   We were to board a boat heading toward Crotona, a country on the other side of the Metagean Ocean. It was supposed to be a place where people could escape their past. A place that championed equality and justice. It was supposed to be where I had my baby.
 
   “Don’t you touch her! I’ll kill you!” Falco screamed.
 
   He was fighting with the Warriors of our tribe. They used to look up to him as their leader but now they were his enemy. I was fighting too but I got wrestled down to the ground. They eventually subdued Falco too.
 
   “Can’t you see we only want to be free? My brothers, please, let us leave. Roya is with child!” Falco held his dignity while kneeling.
 
   “Brother Falco, we have been sent by the Chief. He told us to bring her back, at all cost. If you are no longer alive, she will have no reason to leave,” the lead Warrior replied to him.
 
   “NOOOO!!!” I screamed.
 
   “Itust,” Falco tried to get one of the warriors attention, but he kept his eyes to the floor, “Itust! LOOK AT ME!!! Promise me you will take care of my child and wife. She will live a life in shame if she returns to the Islands. If you have to kill me to satisfy the Tribe, to say that she got away, then do it. I will not have her go back to that place,” Falco bargained.
 
   ”Falco! If you die, I die too!” I cried.
 
   “Is that so Roya-Sah? You chose yourself over your tribe. And what of your family? Your mother? Your father? Your sister? What do I tell them? That you don’t care enough about them to do the right thing?” Itust asked me.
 
   “Itust, we are born alone but we choose who we die with. You grew up with us, why can’t you see this is what we want!?” I expressed.
 
   “Enough of this. You must die Falco, for defiling our Tribe’s honor,” the lead Warrior interrupted. 
 
   Just as he was about to slice across Falco’s throat, Itust broke ranks and tackled him. Falco managed to break free in the surprise and fend off the two Warriors who had him pinned down. I was punched me in my stomach and got the wind knocked out of me. I laid on the ground as they rushed forward with their swords drawn.
 
   As I struggled to catch my breath, Falco and Itust fought for our freedom. Slowly, I got to my feet and went to help in the fight. Running forward I dropkicked one of the Warriors in the back and sent him to the ground. Out of the corner of my eye I saw the Leader coming at me with his sword. It was too late.
 
   There was a flash out of the corner of my eye and a sharp pain in my stomach. I got impaled, but only an inch. Falco had stepped in front of me.
 
   “NOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!!!!” I screamed.
 
   I felt a burning sensation all over my body. Yellow tattoos etched into my skin and a burst of energy shot out from around me. The Leader got knocked away and hit his head on a rock, leaving him unconscious. Itust had taken down the rest of the Warriors              
 
   “Roya,” Falco clutched his wound as I held him, “You must get medical help. You and the child must live.”
 
   “Falco! We’re going to Crotona! Itust, help me get him on that boat!” I told Itust.
 
   It was a large boat that was used to ferry people back and forth across the ocean. Itust helped me bring Falco aboard and to look for supplies. Falco was losing lots of blood. His face was so pale. After a few minutes he called out to me.
 
   “Roya. I want you to be the last thing I see before I die,” Falco told me.
 
   “Falco, we found some supplies! We can help you!” I assuaged him through my tears.
 
   “I’ve lost too much blood my love, and I can’t move my legs. There aren’t many bandages, and you need to save the baby,” Falco indicated.
 
   “I will get her to Crotona my brother,” Itust comforted.
 
   Falco shook his hand and nodded. He then looked into my eyes and said, “You have the Power of Love. Promise me you will find the others. You have been chosen for something greater than yourself. Don’t worry, I will be waiting for you Roya. You’re everything I’ve ever wanted.”
 
   ”I promise you my love, I will live my life,” I sobbed as I caressed his face.
 
   Falco smiled. Then, with one last breath, he passed away.
 
    
 
   +++
 
    
 
   Itust and I managed to make it across the ocean to Crotona. We buried him there after we landed.  I had to be taken to a hospital to treat my wound which had become infected. After surgery, the doctors gave me the bad news that my womb had been breached. Our child didn’t make it. I also, could never have children again. If it wasn’t for the promise I made to Falco, I would’ve jumped off the balcony of my hospital room.
 
   Itust stood by my side like the loyal friend he’d always been. Itust grew up with us and was Falco’s best mate. He also investigated more into the Guardian Power I had recently received. He read of a prophecy of the Guardians meeting in Soria. That was where we would go after I healed. Unfortun-ately, some of the authorities had heard we were wanted back in Zindaqe and were coming to get us. Itust had to sneak me out of the hospital. He had enough money on him to buy me a boat ride to Dhenfen’Ce. Just as he got me on the boat, the police arrived and were looking for us. 
 
   “Good luck Lady Roya. I wish I could come with you,” Itust said to me.
 
   “Itust, you are a true brother,” I replied as I gave him a big hug.
 
   “I will distract them. Hurry! Find the Guardians!” Itust yelled as he ran toward the police to distract them. 
 
   As the boat drifted away from shore, I watched the police apprehend Itust. They walked him to their car and that was the last time I saw him. 
 
   Ever since then I’d been looking for Strafe-Sah and the others. It was Falco’s dying wish. That is the reason I push forward.
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   Strafe
 
    
 
   I was torn on whether I loved or hated this new world. 
 
   Back on Earth, humanity realized that endless war would destroy everything we love. Outlawing war worldwide was a gift to all of the fallen servicemen and women who died trying to achieve that dream. I never had to face death or see so much of it growing up. 
 
   Even in my small experience in combat, it was starting to wear on me. I knew then why people used to say, “Thank you for your service.” It was because what a soldier does never washes away. We take for granted the psychological and physical strain the armed forces go through. It’s something only someone who’s been through can truly understand.
 
   I grew up in a Christian household, but hadn’t quite found my faith growing up. My Native-American side held mixed feelings of pride and sadness. I was proud to be part of such a proud people, but because my father had left my mother sometimes I’d be angry with that part of me. I didn’t like to think of his blood flowing through mine. I was nothing like him.
 
   So many people had died, and I didn’t really even know why yet. All I knew was the Senti seemed to be the aggressor and they were after the Guardian Keys. There had to be more to all of this. Maybe the Guardian Keys were a way back to Earth? I had to find Yessa, my family and figure out what was going on with Gain. How could he betray us like that? 
 
   The people said that the outlaw of war was God’s gift to the Earth. I carried the God Blade, a weapon capable of mass destruction. If humans were capable of creating their own peace on Earth, why did I find this sword there? Did He not trust enough to decide our fate? Or was it always meant to be found in times of need?
 
    
 
   +++
 
    
 
   Sunlight pouring over mountains woke me. It was bright and it took a few minutes for my eyes to adjust. These dreams I had, they weren’t just figments of my imagination, that boy was real. Who are you Barzakh? 
 
   I took a deep breath. We survived Dhenfen’Ce. Brutus came over and rubbed his check on mine and kissed me.
 
   “Ahhh! Seems part of you won’t change. You always were affectionate,” I noted as I rubbed his face.
 
   “We all need to be there for each other Strafe. I am your spirit animal after all,” Brutus cuddled next to me. 
 
   This place we awoke in didn’t look like Soria. There were huge grassy hills and a giant waterfall to east. Rousseau was fast asleep further down in the valley. I looked around and saw Zon standing on top of a hill looking for us when we met eyes. I waved to him, but he didn’t reply. He kept his hand on his sword sheath and made his way over. Roya was nowhere to be seen.
 
   “So this is what resurrection feels like,” I yawned. 
 
   “You are merely in shell-shock,” Zon insisted.
 
   “That guy, Barzakh, there was something strange about him. I felt like, I knew him,” I said. 
 
   “If that is how people from your world greet each other, I will never travel there. Whoever that Barzakh was, they are a murderer. No doubt we will see him again. If you are soft with him, he will kill you before you can blink,” Zon replied coldly.
 
   “There was more to him than you might have seen with your eyes Zon. I could smell something very wrong inside him. Like, there were two beings in the same body,” Brutus added.
 
   “Two beings? So now we are talking about a demon? That sounds as ridiculous as the thought of us being chosen by a God to hold power,” Zon objected.
 
   As things were getting awkward, we heard someone chirp in we were all too familiar with, “Don’t mind him Strafe, he’s just a little jet lagged and crabby.” Rousseau rushed over to us.
 
   “I was hoping you’d stay asleep a little longer,” Zon ribbed playful as he crossed his arms.
 
   “It ain’t the same without me baby! Aw, damn!” Rousseau sang as he tripped over a rock while petting Brutus.
 
   “Easy there deadeye. Something teleported us away from that cannon,” I concluded.
 
   “So, not to get off topic, but can I ride your wolf too?” Rousseau asked on his hands and knees. 
 
   “I don’t know, ask him,” I responded.
 
   “Can I. . .” Rousseau began but was interrupted. 
 
   “Don’t even think about it,” Brutus told him in a joking manner.
 
   Trying to get back on a serious note I pointed out, “We must’ve survived the blast and were thrown here. Maybe there is another force at play here we don’t know about.” 
 
   “The Senti must be playing mind tricks on us. Manipulation is the height of demoralization. They probably dumped us off here after the battle,” Zon replied.
 
   “Think what you want, but your Pride, your Power of Pride is unlike anything I have ever seen. You were untouchable on that Senti ship. Our power had to come from somewhere, especially for me since I’m not even from Eternia. I think it’s why we survived Dhenfen’Ce,” I said to Zon. 
 
   He opened his eyes wide and looked down to see blue tattoos on his arms which he rubbed away. Zon was strong, but stubborn to admit the truth.
 
   “Where is Roya?” Zon said, trying to change the subject.
 
   “I can feel her; but she’s far away. When I first met her, she let me know I could always find her,” I explained as I closed my eyes. 
 
   I stood up and looked around until I could see a yellow dot in my mind’s eye. She was east of us.
 
   “There she is!” I pointed.
 
   “How is that possible?” Rousseau said.
 
   “Here, I can share it with you too as well! That way we will never get separated,” I suggested.
 
   Rousseau and Brutus formed a circle with me as we waited for Zon, who remained where he was.
 
   “C’mon you bugger!” Rousseau waved to him him.
 
   “I will meet you at the bottom of the ridge,” he said as he made his way down. It seemed like he didn’t want anything to do with location sharing.
 
   Rousseau and I put an arm on each other’s shoulder and one hand each on Brutus. A red aura formed around me and I pushed it towards the group. It flowed around their bodies before disappearing. Rousseau did the same thing to us, with a green aura that I absorbed. Brutus’ orange aura shot between both of us. We now could find each other anywhere in the world. 
 
   “Don’t get any funny ideas with this now chap! I don’t need anybody walking in when I’m on the ducer!” Rousseau joked.
 
   “And I don’t need you busting in when I find my girlfriend!” I joked back.
 
   “We’ll find her for ya mate. You’ll owe me big time when we do though!” Rousseau heckled.
 
   “Knowing you, you probably have a couple girls waiting for you back home don’t you?” I smiled back.
 
   Rousseau smirked and looked slightly uncomfortable. He was about to say something when Zon called to us, “We need to get going!” 
 
   “I know where we are,” Rousseau said as he turned back to me, “We are in Yuwheria. My lovely home-sweet-home.” 
 
   His tone was slightly sarcastic with a touch of sadness. He doesn’t seem excited to be here.
 
   Rousseau jumped in the air and sprinted down the hill. He ran so fast that a gust of wind blew down Zon on his butt as he passed him. Rousseau then spun around and blew Zon a kiss. I got a good laugh out of that.
 
   Brutus and I made our way down the hill and we started walking east along a small creek. The water smelled nice and the breeze helped to cool us during the hot day. We were all alone up in the mountains besides the occasional wild rams that had blue horns. Brutus chased after them but they were too fast, even for him. I kept closing my eyes to see Roya’s location; we chatted along the way.
 
   “So, you’re from here Rousseau?” I asked him. He snapped his fingers and pointed at me and said,
 
   “Bingo! Ha-ha, are you impressed? What about you? Tell me about where you’re from.”
 
   “Well, it’s a nice place near the beach. It’s called New Santa Barbara. My world doesn’t have war, it’s actually illegal. I do get restless sometimes though; I became a pilot to travel the world and hopefully find my brother. There’s only so many things you can do in one town, even in a place some would call a paradise,” I told him.
 
   “It seems like you have a good planet. What do you think of Eternia?” Rousseau asked me.
 
   I paused before I answered, “Seeing people die like it’s routine has been hard to get used to, but I’ll never give up until get my friends and family back. Since I found out that my family might be here, maybe it was always my destiny. I miss my mother, and worry that she is looking for me. I need to get back to Earth somehow.” 
 
   
  
 

“I can personally promise you that if you help us save our world, your mom will be more proud of you than mad at you,” Rousseau teased, we laughed.
 
   Zon cringed when he heard us talking loud and dug his foot in the ground, “What are you doing! You’re creating attention to us. For all we know, we could be wanted fugitives here.” 
 
   “It’s called getting to know each other Zon. You should try it, maybe you won’t be so crabby all the time,” I mentioned.
 
   “Listen here, alien, these problems we have go back long before you came and long after you go home. You are also not a warrior, yet carry strength that can bail you out of trouble. If you didn’t have that, you would have died long ago. If you are responsible for putting us in a situation of life and death, I will not help you survive again,” Zon stated.
 
   “What’ve I done to make you doubt me?” I asked.
 
   “I have my apprehension about you, but you are not the enemy. You talk a good game, I need to see you back it up,” Zon said in a calmer voice. 
 
   I think I threw him off. In life I learned that sometimes you have to stand up for yourself and say what was on your mind. Also to let people know that they can’t get away talking to you in a demeaning way. If you do, they’ll come to respect you for it.
 
   “You should be thankful for receiving such a gift Zon. You would be wise to remember that,” Brutus noted.
 
   “These powers we have are not gifts! They are curses! Have you ever stopped to think that these powers could be used to manipulate us!? Nothing is free in this world; there is always a reason,” Zon said coldly.
 
   “You sure as hell like to do that disappearing act a bunch there chap. I suppose you popped out of the womb bouncing off the walls like a ninja?” Rousseau retorted.
 
   “This is not what I wanted,” Zon responded as he looked to his sword.
 
   I could feel the tension between us all so I intervened, “Listen, we’ve had to fight our way through hell and back to get this far. I don’t know about you all, but these bastards have my girlfriend, and my family. Gain, the man we met in that ship, was my best friend but they took him from me too. Tearing each other apart isn’t going to help anyone we care about.  I’ll do whatever it takes to save them and find out who is responsible for this. I’m sure you guys have people you love you’re fighting for. We need to find Roya and then we can figure out all that has happened.”
 
   “Strafe’s right. I’m sorry my brother,” Rousseau said.
 
    He held his hand out to Zon. Zon had to examine his hand for a second before he realized Rousseau was offering an apology. He shook the hand with caution and looked back at Rousseau and asked, “Why do you give me your weapon hand?” 
 
   “Because I know I’m quicker than you mate,” Rousseau joked, we all laughed and began to walk again. 
 
   Rousseau ran up with Brutus and Zon stayed behind with me.
 
   “I apologize for my misconduct with you. It is hard, even for me, to completely understand what is going on. Having an alien around has thrown me off,” Zon admitted.
 
   “I’ll forgive you, as long as you stop calling me an ‘alien,’” I told him.
 
   “No problem, it won’t happen again,” Zon said after he bowed his head.
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   We walked for hours.  
 
   I climbed up a hill and saw a huge waterfall cascading down a small mountain. I could see Roya’s aura in the cave. 
 
   “This is going to be a nandai,” Zon said.
 
   “A what? A band-aid?” I asked.
 
   “No, nandai. I forgot the word in your language, ah, it’s like a very hard thing to do,” Zon explained.
 
   “Nandai, if I remember correctly that means challenge,” Rousseau answered.
 
   “Ah, do you speak Shinji?” Zon asked.
 
   “I studied it for a little bit; I have a thing for all the comics from your country,” Rousseau replied.
 
   “You would love Japan if you like comics,” I joked.
 
   “Is that a country in your world?” Rousseau replied.
 
   “Yes. Zon, you’d fit right in there with your warrior-code,” Brutus explained.
 
   Zon looked to change the subject, “Are you telling me she is up there?” 
 
   “Yes sir! I see her beautiful yellow aura!” Rousseau sang.
 
   We made our way to the base of the waterfall and looked up. All the rocks surrounding the waterfall were slippery, cold and hard as steel. 
 
   “There’s no way we can climb it. These rocks are too slippery,” I pointed out as I slid my hand across the rocks.
 
   “That was articulate my man!” Rousseau teased. I ran over and put him in a headlock and gave him a knuckle-rub across his head.
 
   Before I could react, I felt a pinch in my shoulders. I turned around to see that Brutus had bit onto my jacket and had me in his grasp. “Here, I got a solution.”
 
   His aura was glowing bright orange and with a quick snap of his head he tossed me all the way up to the waterfall cave.
 
   “AHHHHHHHHH!!!!” I screamed as I flew through the air.
 
   Brutus had tossed me perfectly up to the mouth of the cave. I got to my feet and looked down at the others. I waved my hand and let them know I was okay. Brutus jumped over to Rousseau, and did the same thing only Rousseau kept screaming even after he made it to the top.
 
   Zon backed away from Brutus when he was about to toss him up. We saw Zon activate his aura as he pulled out a weird looking chained weapon. It looked like a rope with a hook on it. He threw it about 15 feet up the wall and it stuck into the rocks. He then jerked hard and pulled himself up where his weapon was hooked in the wall. After he got up to the hook-point, he spun around and used his teleport ability to pass through the waterfall and hooked himself higher on the wall. Zon kept zigzagging his way up the waterfall until he teleported right in front of us. It was a sight to see, for sure.
 
   We looked down and saw Brutus pacing back and forth. 
 
   “Woof!” Brutus barked.
 
   “Give us a warning next time you do that okay!” I yelled to him.
 
   Brutus then looked up to the hill we walked down. It stood higher than the waterfall, and being as intelligent he was, he ran to the top of it.
 
   “What’s that bugger up to?” Rousseau said.
 
   Brutus ran toward us as fast as he could before he jumped in the air. He glided using his Whitecloud ability all the way to the cave mouth. He landed perfectly. 
 
   “Damn! I can’t believe how intelligent you’ve become Brutus! Must run in the family,” I said as I rubbed his head.
 
   “Somebody’s gotta watch out for you,” Brutus joked.
 
   “Impressive,” Zon remarked.
 
   “Hey guys, I found Roya! I think she’s asleep,” Rousseau announced. We made our way into the cavern to help her. She was sleeping. “Roya? You okay love?” he asked as she woke up.
 
   Brutus was quick to rush over to her to see how she was doing, to which she smiled and caressed his check. Brutus had become close with her.
 
   “Ahhh, where are we? Any ideas Brutus-Sah?” she yawned.
 
   “According to Rousseau, we’re in a country called Yuwheria. It’s where he’s from,” Brutus told her.
 
   “Really? You happy to be back Rousseau-Sah?” Roya asked.
 
   “Thrilled,” Rousseau uttered.
 
   “How did you end up so far from us Roya?” Zon knelt down next to her and touched her shoulder.
 
   “I needed sometime to myself, so I think that’s why I ended up here,” Roya replied.
 
   “You doing alright?” I asked.
 
   Roya initially hesitated but then told us her story and why she was on this journey. I felt for her because I’d lost friends along the way as well. Brutus sat next to her as she pet him. When people around him were suffering, Brutus was always there to comfort. He helped me through some tough times myself growing up. He was my best friend after all. 
 
   After we rested, I asked, “Do any of you know truly know where this power we have comes from?”
 
   I was met with silence but then Roya began, “According to scriptures from my tribe, these powers have existed for Millennia. My people were dedicated on honoring the past and sought after knowledge of Eternia’s history for as long as we have existed. We found out there was once two beings that protected this world from all evil, Guardian and Nian. Immortal beings, they were worshiped as gods yet they were commanded by mortals.”
 
   “Commanded by mortals?” I noted. 
 
   “Yes Strafe-Sah. Unfortunately, they were sealed beyond space and time by an extremely advanced people called The Venerates, the race that created them. Initially the Ancient Ones created only Guardian to protect all the people of Eternia. What made Guardian so powerful wasn’t magic or immortality, no, but the fact that he held ultimate mastery of the 14 essential emotions present in all life. Love, anger, passion, despair, joy, concern, grief, desire, compassion, elation, jealousy, ecstasy, pride and fear,” Roya explained.
 
   “Venerates? Guardian? My clan has never heard of such a thing,” Zon retorted.
 
   “There are many ways of knowing Zon-Sah and I would be happy to hear what you believe,” Roya replied, he turned and looked out toward the valley.
 
   “What happened to the Guardian Ms. Roya?” Rousseau asked. 
 
   “The Venerates transferred the emotional power into 14 beings on Eternia to balance the power so one group of humans couldn’t command dominance. The Venerates couldn’t take away Guardian’s immortality, so this was the next best thing.”
 
   “Checks and balances,” Zon concluded.
 
   “The Guardian, Venerates and humans had once lived in perfect harmony, and were protectors of Eternia. This is how it was until one group of Venerates, The Ancient Ones had decided to betray the others and use Guardian as a tool to rule the Galaxy. They split Guardian’s power in two and created his clone called Nian. Nian was a hunter and sought to destroy Guardian. Nian inherited the darker emotions while Guardian kept the positive ones,” Roya explained.
 
   “Too much power in one place is never a good thing,” Brutus reckoned.
 
   “So I have God-power?” I marveled.
 
   “You see Strafe, no being is completely good or bad. When Guardian defeats Nian, or the other way around, they will control unstoppable power. Both of them lie in a realm that now acts as the Venerates’ resting place. Unfortunately, the damage done by The Ancient One’s was widespread and epidemic. They waged war against the humans and Venerates, in what became The Galaxy War,” Roya offered.
 
   ”How do you know this? I’ve never heard this before?” Rousseau interjected.
 
   “Please, let me finish. All will make sense,” she assuaged, “The Ancient One’s had introduced technology and weapons they had never seen before. The Venerates couldn’t stand seeing it going on any further. They made a promise to protect the planet and sealed that which The Ancient One’s waged their war for, Guardian and Nian. They had devised a plan to lure in the remaining Ancient One’s by offering the Guardians to them. Only to the Ancient One’s surprise, it was a well devised trap that was intended to seal them up forever in the Celestial Gate. They had placed the Guardian inside and negotiated a fake surrender to be taken place in the gate. The Ancient One’s and Nian fell for it and they had effectively been sealed away along with Guardian, never to return again.”
 
   “The first humans of Eternia fought against gods? Sounds like ancient Greek mythology” I said.
 
   “Before they sealed up gate, Guardian and Nian’s powers were distributed to 14 beings. The power had to be vested into those who harnessed the particular emotion strongly. After the power was passed down to the beings on Eternia, the Ancient One’s fate was forever sealed. The power was too great and meant too much to the planet to simply throw away, the Venerates thought. They envisioned the ones who carried Guardian and Nian’s power would deter war and stop it if it rose up,” she addressed.
 
   “My god, everything we know, my religion of Serenity, is it real?” Rousseau mumbled.
 
   “Once the last of the Venerates had scattered the power around the globe, their purpose was fulfilled and they slowly passed away. They entrusted to the people on Eternia the Powers of Guardian, a gift from a dying race. These powers can never be extinguished except if Guardian and Nian would be destroyed. Once we fully master our powers, we will be able to bestow parts of our powers to others. That is how I was able to pass on the tracking ability to you Strafe. As for surviving the cannon blast, I have no idea,” Roya ended with.
 
   I had to take a minute or two to digest all of what I’d heard; it’s not often that everything you know and believe is totally put into question. Could this reality relate to mine? 
 
   “So. . .You’re telling me an ancient race created gods to protect the planet. Once those gods couldn’t be trusted anymore they gave their power to humans? How can this be?” I speculated.
 
   “I am not telling you what you believe is wrong, only you can decide how you view life. What I am telling you though, is that you have been selected to hold the Power of Passion. Your path will challenge every belief you have emotionally, spiritually, physically, mentally and most of all your heart. I know how you are feeling. This universe is a ying-yang Strafe; if there is evil there will always be good to put it in check,” she whispered as she caressed my face.
 
   “So we’ve become part of the prophecy. The prophecy to bring order back to this world,” I surmised. 
 
   “The Venerate Order,” Brutus noted.
 
   He motioned for Roya and I to hop on his back. He helped us, two by two, down the waterfall and we were on our way. Rousseau told us he would lead us to the closest city.
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   Rousseau
 
    
 
   My name is Rousseau, and I am a nomad. 
 
   The “blessed” country we found ourselves in was called Yuwheria, where I grew up. How I got into this mess or why I deserved this, I have no idea. The Senti’s aggression on Eternia has made me question our humanity more than usual. The one thing that kept me going was the opportunity to make-up for my failures of my past. Heck, with this crazy group of chaps, I felt we could do anything, even stop a war.              
 
   I was always so damn curious as to why we had these powers, and thanks to Roya I knew why! We were born to kick ass! I jest but the reality was that my strongest emotion, Elation, had made me super-human fast. It wasn’t about me or my good looks, no, it was about getting a chance to make things right in the world. I was far from a hero unfortunately.
 
    How many people do you know with strength like a bull, guys who can teleport like crazy ninjas, and a lady who can manipulate any object she touches? And then there was me, a man who is super fast on his feet but wants to take things slow. Why must I be a hero and savior? I have enough problems as it is!
 
   I needed to find my friend Tom. Burn everything on Eternia and as long as he stood untouched I would be fine. He meant the world to me. I knew he was in Yuwheria. The games were about to start. I looked to the setting sun and remembered that I didn’t give a damn about the crown until now.  
 
   “I need you with me father, I need your wisdom,” I whispered.
 
   Having mates helping me along the journey made it easier to cope. We’re all in the shit together. Zon was the first I met, and as ridged as he can be, underneath all that tough guy stuff was a teddy bear looking for a hug. Just don’t make him mad! Roya had a beautiful spirit and great purpose. Strafe, he’s a cute one and isn’t afraid of anything. Gotta love his wolf Brutus too! I never thought I could be outsmarted by an animal on a regular basis!
 
   The longer I walked down this road with these four, the more I realized that this may not have been what we all wanted, but we were chosen to do something special. After hearing how these powers we had came to be, it made me wonder what our true potential. Would I be able to face my fears if I got stronger? 
 
   Growing up in the Royalty of Yuwheria, so much was expected out of me, so much pressure to “please the crowd.” It could drive me bonkers sometimes. Having to hide who I was from the public tested my soul every day. That’s why I didn’t mind leaving this damn judgmental place but the chally bastard Marcio will not go unpunished. Even uttering his name brings me back to the memories of scrubbing the blood of my father off my face.
 
   I told them that we were close to the capitol of Yuwheria. With my friend Tom’s help we could go to the World’s Nation to testify against the Senti. The World’s Nation was an organization where each nation could come together to solve our deepest problems. Each war treaty in the history of Eternia was signed there and it became a beacon for peace. 
 
    Leading them like the gentleman that I was, we made it to the edge of the capitol of Yuwheria. The first thing that hit us was the smell of fresh-hot cinnamon and the sound of a hustling and bustling city. There was something so rewarding for the soul coming home after being away so long. Throughout the good and bad of this place, I couldn’t deny the fact that it shaped me to be everything I was. I would always be from here. 
 
   It was dangerous to be back though, and anxiety was kicking in. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath to relax myself. We took a break from walking so long. Zon was meditating and Roya was exhausted from what happened, so only good-old Strafe came searching for me. He made his way up the hill, but expectantly began to slow down as he laid eyes on what lied before him. I patted him on the shoulder; he was at a loss for words. 
 
   “Wow. . .,” Strafe marveled, with mouth and eyes wide open.
 
   “Hmmm,” I fretted, I rubbed my eyes and shook my head.
 
   “Do you know where we are?” Strafe asked me.
 
   “Yes, yes I do,” I chorused with some slight irritation. I tried to put on my best welcome face and turned to him with a smile, “Welcome to Arrouegadin, Arroue for short, home of Castle Bell. It is the capitol city of Yuwheria. . .my home.”
 
   “You don’t seem too thrilled to be back,” he observed.
 
   “Let’s just say that the last time I was back here it wasn’t pleasant,” I turned toward the city. I crouched down and pulled out some binoculars from my waist, “Shit.”
 
   “What is it? Senti?” Strafe inquired.
 
   “Huh, something worse. The New King, the savior of Yuwheria. Take a look at the top of the tower,” I said as I handed him the binoculars. Zon walked up to join us.
 
   “I heard about that back in Shinjo before this war started. Prince Aeileo killed the King but was chased away by the Honor Guard of the Castle. My clan said the Queen had vanished. They suspect she might have been assassinated as well,” Zon speculated.
 
   “Is that how they’re reporting it abroad mate?” I chuckled, “The story might be getting a little twisted.”
 
   “Why do you say that?” Strafe commented.
 
   “I’m hungry, you hungry?” I said to change the subject. 
 
   There was no way I was going let them know I knew who killed the King and framed Prince Aeileo. I had to be very careful who I opened that can of worms around.
 
   “Nah, I’m good. I ate a little already, thanks dude!” Strafe assured.
 
   I made my way back to the camp in a flash. Strafe seemed like the kind of person who really wished to help people. It made me want to visit his planet someday. Even so, I could tell that he was struggling with how his friend Gain had betrayed him. He would often cuddle with Brutus to help relieve his stress. I knew a thing or two about getting stabbed in the back. It hurts so bad because it’s often done out of jealousy and the victim had no idea it was coming.
 
   What went on in that castle though, I needed to take care of myself. One had to be careful to deluge secrets because like a virus, they spread all too easily. Maybe, in time, I would tell them the truth.
 
   This castle was over 1000 years old and had become the symbol of Yuwheria. It was a beautiful sight. It was surrounded by a 20 foot high red brick wall and lined with a gold trim. The castle itself was painted all over in white with blue paint on the castle towers. It also was encrusted with red and blue diamonds all over to make it sparkle. There were huge spires that twirled around straight into the sky and beautifully etched windows that accented it perfectly. At the top of course, was a bell tower that was dinging out wonderful melodies to the people. While up on the hill I could see the main gate open to greet the patrons that made their way up the winding road to the castle. This was the typical ceremony for the crowning of a new king.
 
   The castle lied on a hill and in the heart of the city, with a forest of pink and orange leaves surrounding it. The cool thing was building a structure higher than the castle was made illegal by King Pishno the III, who ruled 300 years ago. It was a symbolic gesture to keep the castle above all the rest.
 
   The streets were sprawling with people and Mag-Ships flying through the sky. There looked to be a grand parade going on, with royal dancers and floats lining the streets. The Coronation of the New King must’ve been today. Everyone looked so happy and alive, didn’t they know about what was happening in the world? What that slimy wanker had done?
 
   Strafe made his way back down to find us laughing and having a good time together. Even Zon was cracking a smile or two. I told them about the castle and Yuwheria, and Roya got very excited. To me though, I think I could’ve sat and stared at the ground playing around with a twig and had more fun. The politics of Arrouegadin drove me crazy. Brutus came back to the group with a few rabbits in his mouth. We went to take them but in one gulp he ate them all.
 
   “Yaoza!” I commented.
 
   “It has been so long since I’ve been here, and to see a new King, this is a first for me,” Roya said.
 
   “You’ve been here before?” Zon asked.
 
   “Yes, many times over my years. Like many other places around the world,” she replied.
 
   “That’s incredible,” Strafe said.
 
   “The thing I have learned over my years is no matter how beautiful something is, it is always the most beautiful the first time you see it. I have not felt like that in a longest of time; you should take it in with every ounce so that you will always remember it,” Roya advised to Strafe.
 
   “We can’t go down there,” I interjected.
 
   “Why is that?” Zon addressed.
 
   “Because I know the truth, what really happened, to the true King. I’m pretty sure I’m Yuwheria’s most wanted man right now,” I conceded to them.
 
   “You knew the Royal family?” Strafe said.
 
   “Yes, yes I did. Very closely. At least I thought I did. I am a fugitive, and entering the city would surely result in all of our deaths,” I motioned a blade cutting my throat.
 
   “What did you do? Did you see what the Prince did?” Roya asked.
 
   “The Prince did nothing wrong,” I stammered, “The true traitors are the person pretending to be the New King and his son, the High Commander of the Royal Guard, Marcio. They set up the Prince and made it look like he killed his father, King Urais Kenward Marmahere the II. I will never forget what I saw.”
 
   “Where is the Prince?” Zon looked at me with suspicion. 
 
   “I have no idea,” I said trying to dodge the question.
 
   “We can’t stay in the hills forever Rousseau, we will need to get supplies in the city eventually,” Zon reminded me.
 
   “Yes, yes, yes! Yes, this I know of course. I am telling you that no matter how strong we all are though, we cannot take down a city. . . But, there is another way in, I need to get in-touch with people who can set this thing straight,” I informed them, “You guys like Hot Air Balloons?”
 
   “Hot Air Balloons?” Strafe repeated. 
 
   “That is exactly how we are going to get in my friend! Before we discuss that, have any of you ever played Brave-Ball?” I asked the group.
 
   “I love Brave-Ball!” Roya said with excitement.
 
   “This is not the time for games,” Zon interjected.
 
   “Brave-Ball?” Strafe questioned.
 
   “You want to get inside don’t you?” I asked Zon, to which he nodded, “Then we have to do things my way. This is my country mate, this is where I am from. I know how this nutty place works like the gun-blade I use. The city is heavily guarded, but there is a way inside, and Brave-Ball is our ticket in!” 
 
   “Ah! I know, the King’s Tournament!” Roya sang.
 
   “Yes, that is how we get inside,” I winked at her.
 
   “How are we going to buy tickets if you are a fugi. . . or whatever you said?” Roya asked.
 
   “We aren’t going to buy tickets Roya, we’re going to slip in as players when they ride in on their Hot Air Balloons!” I cheered.
 
   “Some of us don’t exactly look Yuwherian Rousseau,” Zon said while pointing at his face.
 
   “Don’t worry, there is a team we can play on, the Rodin Pirates. They are made up of nomads like me, a bunch of weirdoes actually. You’ll fit in just fine Zon! I know the captain of the team, and he owes me a BIG favor,” I smiled.
 
   “Is this a sport? If it is that’s awesome!” Strafe beamed with excitement.
 
   “I’ve heard of those guys. They paint their faces with those crazy patterns!” Roya pretended to put on face-paint.
 
   “That’s right, and with some luck, they can hide our faces long enough for me to contact my ally,” I told them.
 
   “What exactly can this ally of yours provide for us?” Zon asked.
 
   “How does an airship to the World’s Nation, troops and all the cheese you can eat sound?” I retorted.
 
   “What we really need to do is get to the Senti, not play games. The World’s Nations can help,” Zon replied.
 
   “Listen, we aren’t going anywhere without a ship. The only way there is by kicking ass in Brave-Ball. Strafe, you ready mate?” I said.
 
   “Hell yeah! If it’s anything like football, I’m down!” Strafe hollered.
 
   “Is it still for men only?” Roya asked.
 
   I spun around and put my arm over her shoulder, “It is intramural my love, so don’t think you’re getting out of playing!” 
 
   “It’s decided then! Let’s get our Brave-on! Brutus, you can be our mascot!” Strafe said while rubbing Brutus’ face.
 
   “You’re so cute sometimes Strafe,” Brutus responded.
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   Pulling out my trusty and rusty telecom, I dialed my Brave-Ball buddy up.               
 
   Roya and the rest all hung out while I tinkered around with it. Strafe pulled out a hacky bag and introduced it to Roya and Zon. I watched out of the corner of my eye. Strafe told them “hacky sack” is very popular in his country and is considered a national sport. All it is a small, leather bag that is light and easy to bounce by kicking it with the side of your foot, head or knees. It can be played by oneself or with a group. 
 
   With all this stress, I found it ridiculous looking but the mates were having a jolly time with it. Roya was brilliant, maybe even better than Strafe, but Zon looked like a fish out of water. Brutus was the best at the damn game and he could only use his head! The ring on the telecom went through, and after a pause, a voice sang to me,
 
   “I’m one step closer to the end and….” 
 
   I sang back with, “I’m about to break.”
 
   There were mumbles on the other side before it I heard somebody all too familiar, “How’s me favorite guy?”
 
   “Tom! Tom is that you? I’m glad you’re safe!” I jumped up, “I was worried you didn’t survive the crash!”
 
   “There’s no killin’ me till I see ye again. I was worried about ye too! Where ye be?” Tom asked.
 
   “Well, you ain’t gonna believe this, but I’m back home. I need a favor,” I told him.
 
    
 
   +++
 
    
 
   I let him know our situation and what rubbish we’d gotten into. Tom was the one who helped get me out of Arrouegadin, when everything fell apart. We did everything together, and we wanted to travel the world. We ended up in Shinjo, where we found Zon left for dead. He asked us to drop him off in Soria to reunite with his clan, and it so happened that the Senti attacked the same day we arrived. My friend Tom had to leave and I was worried because my telecom got slightly damaged during the attack in Soria, and I didn’t know if I could get a hold of him.
 
   After a while of talking, Tom agreed to help us get into the city, but it came with a price. When you are dealing with a pirate, there’s always an asterisk. We needed to get out the country and head towards Crotona, but Tom was a Brave-Ball aficionado and had always wanted to win big. He wanted us to bring him the King’s Cup, the trophy for winning the tournament. If we didn’t win, he said that he wouldn’t lend us his airship. That bugger.
 
   “What’s the plan Rousseau-Sah?” Roya hollered to me.
 
   “Remember those hot air balloons?” I said with a big smile.              
 
   “They big enough to fit me?” Brutus stretched as he asked.
 
   “Take a butcher for yourself mates,” I responded.
 
   I pointed behind my shoulder and you should’ve seen the look on their faces. Behind one of the hills we climbed to get here, hot air balloons of different shapes and sizes came blowing by on the wind. They had a circus-like look and were patched and stitched. There were about six of them by my count.
 
   “That’s our ticket in. Right past all those damn guards. Impressive don’t you say?” I boasted.
 
   “That’s awesome!” Strafe cheered.
 
   “Very interesting,” Zon agreed.
 
   “Alright mates, we gotta grab these ropes and climb up into the basket of the hot air balloons. It’s gonna be too hard for them to land here,” I instructed, “You got your wolf Strafe?”
 
   “You don’t have to worry about me Rousseau,” Brutus responded.
 
   As the balloons got closer, we each zoned in on one to climb up into. Roya was the first one to grab a rope and she went up and away. Strafe and Brutus made sure to grab onto the same rope. Zon simply grabbed one and teleported up to the basket. 
 
    “Alright, here goes somethin’!” I said as I started running.
 
   The rope was passing by and I missed it. I managed at the last second to jump up again and catch it; helps when you have super speed. After making it up to the safety of the basket I stood up and marveled at my sweet Arrouegadin. We would make a fine entrance. There was a radio where I could hear the other hot air balloon operators on. There was a familiar voice over the radio, “What did you mean by ‘butcher’?” Strafe chimed in.
 
   “Yes Rousseau-Sah, explain this,” Roya concurred.   
 
   “You’ve never heard that expression before?” I concluded.
 
   “That would be why they’re asking,” Zon nagged. 
 
   “Butcher!? Take a look see!” I said with a roll my eyes. 
 
   “Ah,” they all said.
 
   You know you’re back home when you speak like a normal person and your out-of-town/world friends can’t understand you.
 
    
 
   +++
 
    
 
   Floating on the wind was an absolute treat. The people down below waved and cheered to us as we made our way in. I threw up my hood to disguise myself, I couldn’t even imagine what would happen if they found me. They probably would’ve killed everyone. My heart skipped a beat as I saw a person in armor on a float for the King. They caught my eye at the last second and I ducked quickly into the basket.
 
   On the float was a group of knights with a metal mesh over their entire head. It was meant to intimidate but I thought they were pretty awesome. They were part of our Honor Guard, those who protected the King. There was one in particular who had on a gallant suit of armor, with a set of metal wings. No matter how many times I saw her in that it never got old. 
 
   “Who were those iron people?” Zon asked over the radio.
 
   “Ah, that was the third most powerful person in my country, Commander of the Royal Guard, Argenta Vero. The only people above her are the Prince and King,” I fretted.
 
   “How come you are so afraid of them?” Strafe inquired.
 
   “Let’s just say this chap. If they saw me, we would’ve already been dead,” I asserted; I knew she saw me. I knew she did. 
 
   We continued to ride the balloons across the city and I was really beginning to reconsider this plan. No sooner than you could click your heels together though, we were landing near the camps of the Brave Ball-grounds. After we hopped out the pilots began to deflate the balloons. There were colorful tents everywhere and people dressed up in Brave-Ball gear. 
 
   I took a deep breath to relax, I was so relieved to make it. We gallantly walked over to the most colorful tent and entered. I knew this was the one. There were a few people sitting outside the entrance that had their faces painted with four squares on them, each a different color. Their eyelids were black and highlighted in white and each one had custom patterns drawn on top of the color.
 
   The clothes they wore were equally interesting. On their polos from their chest down diagonally to the left was a white stripe, with a pirate ship emblem resting near their heart. Outside the stripe lied four colored boxes of blue, red, green, and yellow, each taking up 25% of the space. Each had a v-neck, and one sleeve and pant leg longer than the other. They had their last names written on the back. The pants were plain white and the shoes they wore were solid yellow. 
 
   “Damn, those are awesome designs! I get to keep one right?” Strafe said.
 
   “Only if ye win,” a crackled voice replied.
 
   We all turned our heads toward the tent and a pirate emerged. They had blonde hair and were truly dressed like a pirate should be. Leather clad with rags everywhere, mangy hair, and of course the boots. A young man, with no beard, but many earrings and silver chain around his neck.
 
   I stood in front of the pirate and turned around to face my mates, and with one hand facing out toward him, poetically I introduced, “Everyone, meet the man who is saving our arses, Captain Calico Tom Flint, master of the high seas and skies.”
 
   “Pleasure to me yer acquaintance, ground-walkers. Please come inside and meet the Rodin Pirates.” Captain Flint greeted as he bowed and flicked his hat. 
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   A castle-town, and now real life pirates!? 
 
   How could the day get any more magical? It was like an entirely different world inside the tent. Gypsies telling fortunes and performing magic-tricks, players putting on their face-paint and even a blacksmith making weapons! Some of the pirates smelled like a locker-room but others smelled like the ocean. There was a large fire keeping the room at a comfortable temperature. Brutus joined the dogs running around to play with them, even though he was much larger. The tent was much bigger than it looked; as a matter of fact it was two stories tall inside. Somehow, they made a small Mag-Car sized tent deceptively bigger whenever somebody would enter it. It amazed me.
 
   Captain Flint escorted us back to his private quarters and told us to take a seat on the many furred chairs, couches and bean-bag seats available. Out of the corner of my eye, I thought I saw Rousseau and Captain Flint holding hands, but I couldn’t tell for sure. Rousseau sat closest to Captain Flint’s large beat-up wooden pirate desk, on the couch to the left. The Captain’s room was quite luxurious, with a large chandelier hanging from the ceiling, beautiful pictures of a sky-ship hanging on the walls and antiques from what looked like all over Eternia scattered across his room. It was dimly lit with candles and made me feel at ease. 
 
   Before we started talking, the Captain started up a machine next to his desk. It looked like some sort of hookah. He pulled up a long hose with a nozzle on the end and began to puff on it. Zon didn’t seem pleased with the tobacco smell.
 
   “So, Rousseau, introduce me to ye friends here. I be very grateful they kept ye safe,” Flint said between coughs from the hookah.
 
   “This is Zon, he is from Shinjo, Roya, from…,” Rousseau began.
 
   “Zindaqe,” Roya helped.
 
   “And Strafe, from New Santa Barbara. They saved my life while I was away on that mission in Dhenfen’Ce,” Rousseau finished.
 
   “New Santa Barbara? Ye ain’t from Arrouegadin or any place I ever heard. Ye some kinda alien?” Flint said to me.
 
   “I’m not from this world Captain. It was hard to believe people could be so savage. Where I’m from we don’t have war,” I replied.
 
   Captain Flint looked me up and down and nodded his head, “Hat’s off to ye boy. I would usually call bullshit on meeting somebody from another planet, but look at where we are! This place might as well be from outer space too! And ye, Shinjin? Quite a far ways away from home. Beautiful place I must say.”
 
   “There are many things I must clear-up over here. Things I had to leave my country to find,” Zon said with his arms crossed on the opposite couch.
 
   “What ye got? Cabin fever?” Flint joked. He turned his eyes to Roya and looked her up and down, “Zindaqe, I’ve only been there once but I’ll never forget the floating islands, or the lovely people me darlin’.” 
 
   “You know of the Dream Islands? I’m happy to hear this Captain Flint-Sah,” she gleamed.
 
   “That’s right, lovely. Now, tis’ me pleasure to introduce me ‘self. Like Rousseau said, me name is Calico Tom Flint, but me crew calls me Cap’n Cali. We here are the Rodin Pirates, which as ye guess are based in Rodin, Yuwheria. A town south of Arrouegadin about 40 kilometers, tis’ a port town of the trades. We ship contracted work all ‘cross the world, legitimately nowadays ahaha!” Captain Flint laughed.
 
   “I hope your actions are good to your words Captain,” Zon said.
 
   “A Whisper-Warrior like ye should’ave nothing to fear here me friend, as long as he keeps his hands to himself! Besides, we owe ye friend Rousseau a great bit’o gratitude for saving our less-than-honorable arses,” Captain Flint replied.
 
   “Whisper-Warrior?” I repeated.
 
   “The name of my clan, translated into this language,” Zon said to me.
 
   “Don’t worry Zon, Tom is here to help us. He made a plan to for us to sneak into the tournament!” Rousseau said with excitement.
 
   “Arr, that’s right me friend. I wouldn’t have trusted people I’aven’t met before, but, ye’re lucky, I made an exception ‘cause of Rousseau. We registered for the tournament after winning the qualifier back in Rodin. Only problem is a few of me crew got in trouble for hornswaggling some soldiers here in the city out of some of their ‘hard earned’ money, so now we be missing a few players. The police didn’t quite understand what “parley” meant either. The beauty of this is we used fake names and with the face-paint, they won’t know ye from a donkey!”
 
   “You calling us donkeys mate?” Rousseau joked, Captain Cali pinched his cheek playfully. 
 
   “So much for a legitimate life,” Zon questioned.
 
   “What me crew does in their free time, I tend to forgive as long as it don’t hurt me wallet or ship there me boy. Plus, I’m under the impression you ain’t got much else going for ye, so ye’ll just have to take a chance with me,” Captain Flint replied in a slightly serious tone.
 
   “I think it’s a brilliant way to get closer to the King’s Court and figure out what is going on! Maybe they will have some news on the Senti and what’s happening with the war!” I said.
 
   “We have to play this safe Strafe-Sah, we know not where Yuwheria’s allegiance lies,” Roya said.
 
   “Which is why I’m not going to be playing,” Rousseau interjected.
 
   “You’re not gonna play!? I thought you were great at this game?” I addressed.
 
   “Aye, his is me boy, but Rousseau knows too much about what happened with the Prince and the old King, what really happened that is. They wouldn’t hesitate to cut his head off quicker than a fish caught out on the sea if they found him. Ye three have one day to practice, and then it’s game time me friends! There’s one catch for me taking all this risk though,” Captain Flint said.
 
   Zon stepped toward Rousseau and looked him square in the face, “I will not put my life in this much danger if you cannot tell us what really happened to the Prince. In my clan, we say, Only someone with something to hide runs away.” 
 
   Rousseau looked taken by surprise. Captain Cali leaned over on his desk and asked, “The rest o’ the world don’t necessarily play by those rules boy. Do ye really think the murders of the old King want the truth to surface? Coups work on deception.”
 
   “You never told us what happened to Prince Aeileo. Where was he in all this? And how were you so close to the King to witness this?” Zon questioned.
 
   Rousseau looked very uncomfortable, but stood up and said, “Mate, you’re going to have to trust me. What I told you, happened. For real. As for the Prince, he, escaped with us. Captain Cali helped him escape once he heard about what happened. I was simply in the wrong place at the wrong time.”
 
   Zon’s face got beat red, “So you are harboring a Royal member? If we did that in Shinjo, we would all be executed, regardless of the truth.” He turned around and walked out the room. 
 
   Roya tried to stop him, but he gently brushed her hand down.
 
   “It’s okay Roya, give him some time to think,” Rousseau assuaged. 
 
   There was an awkward silence, but Captain Cali cleared his throat before he said, “The catch for workin’ with me is ye all need to bring back that trophy in a handsomely fashion. We be dead last in the ranks me friends, but first in take-away's from winnings if you get me draft, ahaha. You do that, and I’ll fly ye wherever ye needs to go!”
 
   “This is a fair exchange I would think,” Roya agreed.
 
   “Hell yeah! I don’t lose, so you better have those jets ready!” I proclaimed.
 
   “I’ve played many times, so I can’t wait to get back on the field Captain Cali-Sah!” Roya said with excitement.
 
   Rousseau rubbed his hand over his face and gave us a big smile, “I’ll be keeping an eye out for anything fishy going on, but there for you if you need me.”
 
   “Well, me feet are aching and me eyes are finding themselves hard to keep open. Ye all can sleep in any bed we have ‘ere. In the mornin’, we get to practicing!” Captain Flint said to us.
 
   Roya and I got up and walked toward the door and noticed Rousseau stayed behind. He walked us out and told us he had some things to talk with Captain Flint about. I heard a lock as the door closed.               
 
   I ended up finding a bed next to a very big and smelly man. He was nice and offered me some food and drink; I was starving. Brutus was sleeping with the dogs, so I didn’t bug him. Soon enough I was on my way to sleep.
 
   Faster than I could count to ten, I awoke in a dream. There was a vast dessert spread out in front of me, as far as the eye could see. The sky was black as midnight but somehow the sand was shinning like gold dust, reflecting moon-kissed light. The wind was brushing across my face, and combing through my hair. There was a small sandstorm blowing, but I could see a weird looking field in the distance, so I walked over to it. 
 
   On a rusted out sign read, Brave-Ball stadium 9. As I got closer I got to see how special the field was. This really reminded me of football. As a kid I never played sports, but every once and a while I dreamt of stepping into the limelight. I loved the idea of the teamwork, the toughness and pushing yourself to the limit that sports brought out of people.
 
   Walking barefooted through the sand, I could see at the middle field there was someone sitting with their back to me. As I walked closer, I could hear a sniffling. Who is that?
 
   From what I could tell, it was a teenage boy. He was wearing a yellow tank-top and blue pants and sandals. He was wearing an eerie yet familiar tattered black hood on the back of the shirt; it felt out of place to me. 
 
   I began to walk around to the side to see his face, but he had his hands covering it while he wept. I wanted to find out why.
 
   “Excuse me,” my voice echoed, “Did something happen to you?”
 
   The boy kept crying with his hands over his face. “I’m not going to hurt you, my name is Strafe. I like your shirt! What’s your name?”
 
   The boy began to hold back his tears, and stuttered when he spoke, “I can’t talk to strangers. Can you help me?”
 
   “Yes, I want to help. What happened to you?” I observed while I knelt down.
 
   “I’m all alone here, and it’s dark. I don’t want to be here anymore. I’m scared,” the boy said through the tears.
 
   “Listen, I know the way out. We can go get some ice-cream and be safe.” I cheered. 
 
   “I want to go, but the bad man won’t let me. If he comes back and sees I’m not here, I’m gonna be in big trouble. I’m scared of him,” the boy explained.
 
   “I’m not going to let anyone scare you or hurt you. I promise,” I told him.
 
   “There are going to be a lot of people that die here, on this field. Strafe, you have to warn them!” the boy told me.
 
   “What are you talking about? Are you talking about the King’s Tournament?” 
 
   I went in to touch his shoulder to comfort him. I noticed blood rushing down through his fingers. His crying got louder and as I went to pull down his hand, both of them flung down and he screamed. What I saw scared the crap out of me and knocked me to my butt. Half of his skin was gone and the rest looked like it was melting off, but the one thing that looked familiar were his eyes, they looked like mine.
 
   “HELP ME STRAFE!!!” he screamed.
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   Strafe
 
    
 
   Dripping in sweat and gasping for air, I woke suddenly in the middle of the night. 
 
   I couldn’t fall back asleep, with the image of his face scarred into my mind’s eye. This was getting scary.
 
   Everyone was wondering what I’d been doing up so early. I lied and told them I was too excited to sleep. When Captain Cali woke, and Rousseau came out of his room, I went in there and told him about my dream and the message the boy warned me about.
 
   “Blimey me boy, ye’ve been in the rum I see!” Captain Cali said with a mouth-full of cornbread.
 
   “I’ve seen this boy before, and he warned me about Dhenfen’Ce before it happened. Whoever this boy is, he’s trying to save people from dying,” I retorted.
 
   “Listen ‘ere Strafe. I respect ye, for what ye’ve done for me friend, Rousseau, and for volunteering to make me a lot of money, but, the Tourney ain’t to be stopped by the likes of yours truly. The King’s Court ‘ould be laughing in their soft, well-pampered skins to the death before it be changed. I’m sorry me boy, but there’s too much loot for the city involved. Tis best ye just take it for what it be, a reminder to stay far ‘way from the liquor before bedtime,” Captain Cali explained.
 
   “I’m begging you, please. Keep an eye out for anything suspicious,” I asked of him. He nodded, patted me on the back, and sent me out to a pancake breakfast.
 
   Even in the daytime, this tent’s wonders still didn’t seize to amaze. People were flying and jumping through the air performing their chores, while making breakfast. I had to constantly dodge people running through the place with stacks of dishes and ingredients past their eye-balls. Most of them still had on their make-up too, which added to the charm.
 
   I made my way to the line of circus people waiting for breakfast. I chatted with them and even with some of the other players on the Brave-Ball team. I was having such a good time I almost forgot to grab the huge buttermilk pancakes that we were in line for! I saw Rousseau eating with a few other pirates, and Roya was sitting with a few other girls she had made friends with. Zon was nowhere to be found though, so I just sat down next to Brutus and ate with him.
 
   After we had some time to digest our incredible meal, Captain Cali himself corralled the team and brought us out to the field. He told us to put on the team’s uniforms and some face-paint. When Roya asked him about the face-paint, he told her it was to help us get used to the colorful sweat that would be pouring down our faces when we play. It was a new experience for me, so I didn’t mind.
 
   When we were all finally ready, Captain Cali blew a whistle and ordered us to stand on the mid-field line while he gave us instruction.
 
   “Arr ye scurvy dogs! Top o’ the mornin’! Hmmm, where be ye friend with the slick black hair?” he noticed while looking at his player list.
 
   “I don’t know, I haven’t seen him all bloody morning,” Rousseau told him.
 
   “This I do not know either Captain Cali-Sah. He was meditating before bed last I saw,” Roya reported. 
 
   What are you up to Zon?
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   Zon
 
    
 
   My name is Yoichi Zon, of the Whisper Warrior Clan.
 
    I lived my entire life in a tiny village in my country of Shinjo called Miega, and was there until I proved myself as a true Whisper Warrior. In order to become a Whisper Warrior, you have to kill someone without making a sound. We condone killing for prize or pride. In my opinion, the only just reason to kill was to serve the clan, not for financial gain. My first kill came when I was 21; my victim a traitor to us. A killer himself, but no Whisper Warrior, this person meant a lot to me growing up. He had gone mad because he couldn’t prove himself to our clan, no matter how hard he tried, and went on a killing spree. Before he was to strike down our master, I blew a poison dart into his neck and he died within a few minutes.
 
    After we confirmed he was dead I became a Whisper Warrior. We were devastated, but not as much as my best friend Longwei. The killer was Longwei’s older brother, Yaozu. It was also on that night that I found I had power unlike anyone else in Miega, the Power of Pride. It was the only reason I could reach my master in time to save him. Ever since then, I’ve had trust issues.
 
   Even now that I was 23, I still kept my guard up with everyone I met. As I traveled with Roya, Strafe and Rousseau, I knew there was mistrust in the group. Before this war started, my village was attacked by the Yuwherians, Rousseau’s country. We were completely taken by surprise, and most of my village was slaughtered. They came in search of a Guardian Key. 
 
   When I met Rousseau, it was in the ashes of my village. I laid there, in a pile of burnt wooden remains of my grandfather’s house, wishing to die for failing to save my clan. He came over and helped me into his ship and told me he would help me find out who was responsible. Why was he there?  Ever since then, my vengeance has guided me along my path. I recognized the same Yuwherian armor since we made it to Arrouegadin. 
 
   Rousseau and Captain Flint brought me to Soria to find my clansmen. Little did we know that a full-blown war would erupt. I thought them to be nomads but when Rousseau told me he was from Yuwheria, I watched him closely. The Senti weren’t the only one’s with an agenda.
 
   I remembered that my clan had a safe-house somewhere near Castle Bell. I had to find them, and see if they found out the truth of our village and who started this war.
 
   In Shinjo, we live with an utter devotion to our clan and country. I was raised to be a Protector, one who throws away selfish desires and wishes to protect the people and our way of life. From the age of 5, we are trained in the ways of Shinjo-tsu, an ancient martial art passed down through the ages. We are taught that it is better to die in battle than to live in defeat. If it weren’t for Rousseau, I would be dead. It was ultimately the pride of my people that pushed me forward. 
 
   Unfortunately, we were betrayed by Longwei; he killed my master and walked with the Yuwherians. He was the only one in our clan who was my superior. He embodied all of our ways, only to toss them to the ground like bitter berries. I am afraid he let his emotions get the best of him with the death of his brother heavy on his heart. I’d been tracking his movements. He might be here in Arrouegadin. I had to find my clansmen before it was too late.
 
    
 
   +++
 
    
 
   At day-break before the others woke for Brave Ball practice, I departed for the city. Strafe was too weak, emotionally and physically. He wasn’t a warrior yet he was gifted with a Guardian power, why? Rousseau spoke false truths, he couldn’t be trusted. As for Roya, she was unlike anyone I have ever met. She possesses a heart that could change the world, but my fight is not her fight. I had to do this alone. I borrowed a Rodin Pirate’s hood and stuck to the crowd. If my clan was here, they were probably in the safe-house. I wondered if Longwei had got here before me, with hopes to taint me the traitor, but it mattered not. I would slaughter all of those who got in my way of avenging my clan.
 
   The walk to King’s Square, the largest shopping market in town, was met with few patrols of guards. I kept my face hidden until I was three blocks away. I turned on my aura and went into an alley between buildings and jumped back and forth off the walls until I was on the rooftop. Having the higher ground led to a 90% chance of surviving an enemy encounter. 
 
   Running on top of the buildings silently, I made it to a wide opened area. King’s Square was full of shops, entertainment and their train system. Morning sunlight was awakening the city and the residents made it easier for me to stay hidden. I looked for an Izakaiya, a bar we used as a cover for our operations. Our clan performed assassinations for various groups such as politicians, world leaders and companies. I was vehemently against these dreaded acts as they were a stain on our legacy in my opinion. Longwei on the other had loved performing assassinations. How could we say we acted for the good of the clan by slaying people that we never knew?  
 
   In these Izakaiya locations, my brothers and sisters would sit and wait for orders and strike when the target least expected. Izakaiyas were our safe-houses. Entering could be extremely dangerous, they had to be on high alert. Still, there was no other way.
 
   I pulled out my Kusarigama, tied it around a chimney and used it to repel back down to the street. I turned off my aura to blend in. My eyes were looking for anyone reaching for a weapon. I spotted a sign that read “King’s Izakaiya” and proceeded towards it. There were signs in my native Shinjin language on the outside and a slit cloth shielding the inside from the sun. With a hand on my grandfather’s sword, I entered quickly. Inside there were wooden tables and chairs for the few locals eating breakfast. They weren’t threats. I looked to my left and saw a man with his back turned to me and as he said, “Irashaimase!” which meant “welcome” in our language.
 
   I proceeded to the counter in front of him and sat down. He had a blue bandana on and wore our clan’s symbol on his back. This was for sure the place. He turned around and I saw he was an older man, with grey hair and mustache. He smiled and brought me some wine and a menu, I thanked him and drank it. The wine tasted the same as it did back home. He looked at me, with one eye raised and asked in Shinjin, “Not from here, are you?”
 
   “No,” I replied as my grip tightened on my sword.
 
   “I can tell. Well my friend, what brings you to Yuwheria? Adventure? School? The games?” he enquired as he cleaned a bowl. 
 
   I put the wine glass down and looked in his eye, “Through the Whispers, I find friends and slay my enemies.”
 
   This was a coded phrase. It was asking if the area is safe. His face went from a smile to serious instantly, and he looked in my eyes diligently for a few moments before answering, “You will find no enemy here, only Whispers in the night.” 
 
   The area was safe. He motioned for me to follow him into the kitchen. We passed by people cooking food I had missed for so long; fresh rice, noodle soup and omelet topped on fried meat. We got to the back of the kitchen and he opened a refrigerator. Behind the steel frame there was a door that he opened. There was a lit staircase leading down into a basement, to which he nodded me towards. I nodded back to him to show respect and entered. He slammed the door behind me. There was tension.
 
   Slowly, step by step, I proceeded down the staircase until I was in a dark room full of training equipment. It seemed as though our clan had been through here. There were wooden fighting sticks, training dummies stuck with various ninja stars and a hard metal floor and ceiling. I walked to the center of the room, because they were testing me. They wanted to know if I truly was a Whisper Warrior. My heartbeat as loud as a drum as I waited for them. There was an 85% chance I would be attacked.
 
   Something metal flew toward me. I deflected a ninja star with my sword while tossing off my hood. Dozens of ninja stars proceeded afterward and came as fast as bullets. To my left shoulder the blade of a Kusarigama looked to pierce my neck but I grabbed it around the blade handle with my left hand. I yanked the person towards my feet and placed my sword near their throat. They yelled, “YAMETE!”
 
   I could only see their eyes through a slit of clothing but it was one from my clan. The lights slowly turned back on and I could see the rest of them emerge from the shadows. I sheathed my sword and let the person at my feet get up and we bowed to each other.
 
   “It has been a while senpai, welcome to Arrouegadin,” a voice I recognize too well greeted, it was Hanoka.
 
   “Hanoka? You’re alive?!” I scanned her up and down.
 
   “We were not expecting you. This is good fortune,” another voice noted, it was Atushi.
 
   “Atushi,” I observed as we bowed to each other.
 
   “You must be tired from travel,” Atushi said as he sheathed his sword. He looked at another clan member and said, ”Make our brother some food.”
 
   We sat down and discussed recent events. I informed them of our village’s massacre and the war brewing in the world. I could tell by their body language the news was hard to take, but they kept their emotions in check. They were speechless for a few moments before I asked, “Has Longwei been here?”
 
   “No, he hasn’t. I cannot believe he betrayed us,” Atushi lamented.              
 
   “We need to be careful. There are enemies, everywhere. I am sure this place is being watched,” I turned to Hanoka, “I must ask you a question.”
 
   “What is it you wonder?” she replied.
 
   “Were we involved in the old King’s assassination?” 
 
   They looked at each other before turning to me, “It is not that simple to answer brother,” Atushi replied.
 
   I slammed my hand down on the desk in front of me and looked into his eyes, “Damnit! Whoever hired you will come through and wipe this place out to cover their tracks! I don’t care if you are bound by a blood oath of silence!”
 
   Hanoka hesitated at first, but then went to retrieve a scroll. All three of us grew up to be Protectors. Hanoka and Atushi were brother and sister. They wore the same clothes as I did, only Hanoka wore a pink headband and Atushi wore a white one. They could be as vicious as a tornado or as gentle as rain. Tornados couldn’t stop a dragon like me though.
 
   She laid down the scroll and as I read it I cringed in disgust. What were we becoming?
 
   “It is not what you think Zon. We weren’t involved ourselves, but a new initiate was,” Hanoka explained.
 
   It is signed by the new King, Othen the VII.
 
   “What the hell?” I muttered.
 
   “You see, this is why it is strange you say the Yuwherians attacked us, when they called upon us. Did they do this to kill all witnesses?” Atushi addressed.
 
   “No. They did this to justify attacking us. It was Othen who pulled the strings to his rise to power. This scroll has the power to take away everything from him. How did it survive the attack?” I asked.
 
   “We always keep a copy of orders from Shinjo here Zon,” Hanoka reminded me as she returned it to the vault.
 
   “Were there any witnesses? And who actually killed the old King?” I inquired. 
 
   “There was one witness, and he escaped before we could stop him. As for the killer, he goes by Zenith but his real name is Marcio Othen. He is the new King’s son. He serves in the Royal Guard. He led the assassination,” Hanoka divulged.
 
   “Why the hell did you work with a foreigner on a mission? They are not to be trusted with matters such as this!” I said sternly.
 
   I rose to my feet and walked over to the wooden-weapons case. I opened it wide and looked for something to help me fight silently. I took the Whisper Bow. It was all black with a dragon head engraved at the top as well as our creed along the bow. It was the essential weapon for a Whisper Warrior. After I slammed the case shut, I turned to them and said, “This place is no longer safe. If Longwei is working with the Yuwherians, they know you’re here. Take that scroll to our Izakaiya in Crotona, it is the way to bring that coward Othen to justice. I must return to my friends and warn them. You are also to stop taking any assignments until we finish this case. We cannot be assassins anymore. There is no honor in it.”
 
   We gave each other a hug and I turned to leave. As I went toward the stairs, I saw something on the wall that stopped me in my tracks. There was picture of a person, “Why do you have this picture?”
 
   “It is a picture of the witness. We had lost all track of him. The orders state to slay all who were with the old King that day. The mission is not over,” Atushi informed me, he folded his arms.
 
   “What is their name?” I asked trying to contain my anger.
 
   “It is their old Prince, Prince Aeileo. He was there. Extremely fast, faster than anyone I had ever seen. Nobody could shoot him down,” Hanoka said nonchalantly.
 
   “I knew you were lying,” I whispered to myself. 
 
   This changed everything. We now would be wanted by two countries. He was there when my village burned. Was he innocent or playing double-agent? 
 
    If guilty, he would know my vengeance. I ran up the staircase and slammed the door behind me. Sitting tall in that picture in a royal wardrobe, in front of the old King and Queen, with his face circled, was Rousseau.
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   Strafe
 
                 
 
   It was time for Brave Ball.
 
    We had to pull one of the dishwashers from the tent to fill in for Zon. From what they told me about Brave-Ball, it was a very fast moving game. Each team needed at least two people to play a position, in-case of injury or the starting player needing a break. 
 
   I sloshed through the muddy field toward Captain Cali. It was overcast, but not bad enough to cloud our vision or too slippery we’d lose our balance. The field had been practiced on so much throughout the week that it was pretty torn up. It was shared by all the visiting teams. The King’s Royal team had their own private field to practice on. Captain Cali was standing next to a woman, who was also dressed in pirate-clad, and they walked back and forth in front of us, sizing us up.
 
   “Alright ye dogs, listen up. Due to a few scallywags getting in trouble with the lovely law enforcement in the city, we picked up a few other players to help stop us from totally getting our arses kicked. This is Roya and Strafe! Welcome them like them ye new family or I’ll be cuttin’ ye balls and tits off! Hahaha!” Captain Cali instructed.
 
   “HO HUM!” the team chanted in unison.
 
   “WOO HOO!!” I cheered back.
 
   The team was a mix of men and women. Brave-Ball at one time had been only a gentleman’s game but as of ten years they allowed intramural play. We had an 11:7, men-to-women ratio on the team, one of the highest in the tournament.
 
   Brave-Ball was played on an amazing field very similar to American Football, but with a twist. It was one-hundred yards long and fifty yards wide, like Football, as well as an Endzone which they called the “BraveDown.” The ball was either ran in or a player could catch the Brave-Ball and land in the BraveDown. There were also Three Floating Goals above the BraveDown that any player could kick the ball into to score three points. Apparently the Goals were designed after Violet pedals, taking after the Royal family’s lineage. The Goals were fairly big, and lined up in a trio next to each other floating about twenty feet in the air. 
 
   There was a risk-reward associated with each Rose Goal or BraveDown as the ball was turned over to the defending team regardless of a score or a miss while in the “BraveDown Zone” as it was called. That way the defending team had a chance to recover. If a Goal was scored, the offensive team could kick an extra-point kick for one point into the middle Goal or go for two points. The two point play ended the second an incompletion occurred or the ball was intercepted. Extra-point kicks had a higher percentage of success but the two-point play was there if a team needed to catch up. The fans would sit in the stands that surrounded the field, with the most expensive seats near the Goals as that was where they could get closest to the action.  
 
   In Brave-Ball, the positions were called Masterback, Forwards, and Guards. The Masterback was the captain of the team and the most important position on the field as only the Masterback could throw the ball forward. Everyone could pass the ball backwards and laterally. The Masterback called all the plays as well. Unlike American Football, the game of Brave-Ball didn’t stop until someone scored. So whenever the ball was recovered the Guards and Forwards would try to get the ball back to the Masterback as soon as possible.
 
   The Guards were the players who caught the ball. There were four of them on the field and had specific lengths of the field to cover. There were three Guard players who were called “Wings” and had a specific part of the field to run depending on how quick they were. The last Guard was called the “Dodger” and they were second in command. Most of the time they would stay near the Masterback to protect them but could also be used in short yardage situations. Whenever the ball was turned over or when the opponent had the ball the Guards would all play defensively against the same position they played offensively.
 
   Forwards were the players who protected the Masterback from getting tackled. Whenever a player who had the ball was tackled they had to drop it immediately and it was the right of the other team to recover it. That is why Forwards were so important because they were the ones who controlled the pace of the game. If a team had strong enough Forwards they could push the defending Forwards all the way down the field but usually the defending Guards would come through to tackle the Masterback. Regardless, Forwards were the wall between the Masterback and the opponent’s defense. The quickest Forward was called the “Masser” and they were the only Forward who could catch the ball. If the Masser did step out to catch the ball though, it would leave an open spot for the defense to get to the Masterback. Masser’s had to be used sparingly.
 
   The actual Brave-Ball looked like a Rugby ball. It was huge compared to a football! To my surprise it was very light and could be thrown a great distance. The cool thing about it was that before the game the Brave-Ball would be painted with one team’s colors on one side and the other team’s colors on the other side. Each Brave-Ball was completely unique in this way. 
 
   The positions on our team that needed filling were the Wings, as three of the starting Wing players were all now in jail for swindling. Captain Cali told me it was an easy game to learn but hard to master. We decided to split the teams even and play against each other for practice. We agreed to light contact, to get a feel for the game. Roya and I lined up as Wings and waited for our Masterback to come on to the field. I decided to try and just go with the flow. 
 
   “Where’s that idiot at?” one pirate screamed.
 
   “Avast ye dog, or we’ll be throwin’ your wrinkled and long untouched balls around instead of the Brave-Ball!” a woman’s voice said.
 
   I turned around and the woman who was standing next to Captain Cali came out onto the field. She had brown hair and purple eyes, but a scarf on that hid her face. She seems. . . familiar.
 
   She wore the same uniform as us but had on golden gym shoes on that really caught the eye. She rallied us toward the Brave-Ball station and we ran back behind the Goal Zone and stood on it. Before the practice began, she turned to Roya and I “Nice to ye, my name is Charity Red Flint. I’ll be yer Masterback today! Please forgive me if I be swearin’ like a sailor. That’s what happens sticking ‘round this lot!” 
 
   “Flint? Could you be related to Captain Cali-Sah?” Roya wondered.
 
   “That’s right me girl! He’s my older cousin!” Charity responded.
 
   “You don’t sound as though you’ve been out on the high-seas and skies as long,” I commented; her accent seemed forced, not natural.
 
   “That’s a clever observation Strafe! I be the only one here that managed to graduate, let alone with a doctorate, in Electrical Engineering. I always loved electrical stuff, but I also loved flying too. Me cousin convinced me to come fly around and cause some trouble, and I’m having a great time!” Charity explained.
 
   “Okay,” I shrugged, she nodded back.
 
   “Alright ye dogs! Time for Brave-Ball!” Captain Cali shouted.
 
   Captain Cali volunteered to be our coach and Rousseau was to coach the other team. After this was decided, Captain Cali pushed down a lever and before I knew it we were flying through the air. Players on both teams started the first half of each game on the Brave-Ball Station. It was designed to catapult players toward the floating Brave-Ball in the middle of the field. 
 
   Though it may look incredibly dangerous, in fact it was very safe.  Surrounding the floating Brave-Ball was a force-field that slowed down moving objects and prevented harsh collisions. If the player chose to, they can fly in harm’s way, but the object was not to crash into other players but rather dodge them and recovering the ball as fast as possible. 
 
    It was hard to keep my eyes open in the dry air. My hair was flying everywhere and I braced for the impact but ended up not hitting anyone. I landed and rolled forward on my back to cushion the fall. 
 
   The Forwards were fighting over the ball at mid-field until finally we recovered it and it was passed back to Charity. She waved for us to make a run for it, as their back field was empty, so Roya, the other Wing and I started to run deep into their territory. There were only two defensive Guards from the other team near us, so one of us knew we would be open for a pass. 
 
   I kept looking back and just after she tossed it up she got tackled. The ball was soaring high in the middle of the field toward the Goal Zone. I was on the outside right, Roya in the middle, and the other Wing on the left side. The opposing Wing and MasterGuard covered me and the other Wing like a blanket; there was no way we would’ve been able to catch it, but Roya was dead open. It was like a thing of beauty; as the ball came down, while in full-sprint, she jumped up slightly, spun and caught the ball, tucked it in, and fell into the BraveDown in for a score. Boom! An easy six points. We could hear Captain Cali and Rousseau on the sideline screaming with excitement. Brutus was jumping up and down.
 
   “WOOOHHHOOOO!!! There ye go cuz!” Captain Cali shouted to Charity.
 
   After the points were scored, we lined up near the Goal-Zone for the Point-After Kick. This usually ended up with a Wing or Dodger jumping up in the air to kick the thrown in ball to the Mid-Goal while the Forwards block for them. Masterbacks would stand on the sidelines while their team performed this.
 
   Charity nodded to us and we started running toward the Goal Zone. The Forwards lead the charge and the Guards stayed behind, looking toward Charity. She threw the ball up into the air and as she did, the Forwards of both teams locked onto each other and formed the line of scrimmage. Our Masser stood behind them and waited for one of us to boost up; it was my turn to make a play. I jumped up into his cupped hands with my right foot and he tossed me up into the air. 
 
   The ball was falling beautifully down and it almost felt like slow-motion. Every second felt like five and I began to swing my foot up toward the ball. My body became level with the ground and with all of my might I kicked the ball. The hit was dead on and the ball flew like a bullet from Rousseau’s gun. Unfortunately, one of the opposing Wings was able to get a hand on it, but that didn’t make a dent in my impression. The ball didn’t go in the goal, but went on to fly well over 200 yards. Everyone stopped and stared as it flew through the air, except for the guy who blocked it, he was clutching his hand in pain.
 
   “Holy shit me boy! Ye could kick a mountain in half like that!” Captain Cali said.
 
   “Where did you learn to do that?!? How long have you been playing?!” my teammates asked me in amazement.
 
   “Kickin’ ass is what I do bro!” I said with a smile on my face.
 
   “If kickin’ ass means missing the Rose Goal, then yeah, you kick ass alright,” Charity teased. 
 
   Roya smirked as she looked at me; we both knew we could use our abilities to our advantage. We continued the practice game by kicking off to the other team. We traded blows back and forth throughout four quarters.
 
    
 
   +++
 
    
 
   It was the final minute of the game with us trailing 24-31. The opponents had just scored and we were to get the ball. The Wing I was covering was extremely talented and had caught two BraveDown passes and blocked one I was going for in the second quarter. We knew that the only way to beat this team was to score a BraveDown.
 
   “Alright guys,” Charity said as she waved her hands to bring us in, “This is it! I know this is only a practice match but a win is a win! Let’s show my cousin who the starters are going to be! Win on three, one, two, THREE!!!”
 
   “WIN!!!” my teammates and I shouted.
 
   We caught the ball at our 30 yard mark after the kick-off. After we received the ball, the opposing team lined up their defense to try to funnel us towards the sides, where it’s easy to get tackled. 
 
   “Aw, what the hell?” Charity said.
 
   She passed it to our Dodger who was in near the BraveDown, but he dropped it and we lost possession of the ball. The Dodger on the opposing team picked up the ball and tossed it back toward the Masterback on their team. 
 
   The Masterback waved for his Wings to go deep into our territory, and I could see the guy I was covering starting to make a break for it. I was already ahead of him, and knew I had to start running toward the BraveDown to cover him. On cue, the Masterback tossed up the ball and it was going toward the back right side of the Goal-Zone, the same spots where my guy had caught the last two balls. Not this time asshole!
 
   We were running shoulder-to-shoulder down toward the Goal-Zone. The last two times, the Masterback had the ball go behind us, so the Wing I was guarding would stop mid-run, catch the ball, and make an easy jog into score while I kept running expecting it to be longer. It caught me off guard twice, but it wasn’t going down a third time.
 
   The ball came down, and right on cue, he made his cut and waited for the ball to come down. I turned and pivoted quickly and right before he was going to catch it I intercepted it. We got a Drop-Back and my teammates were screaming with excitement. Drop-Backs were when the defending team catches the ball in their own scoring zone. 
 
   We received the ball at our 25 yard mark from out of bounds with 34 seconds left on the clock. Charity was thrown the ball and we began our march up toward the opponent’s territory. The Forwards marched up the field and began to block for us. The opposing Wings had begun to play us pretty tight, and didn’t give us much space to run. 
 
   We were past the 50 yard mark and Rousseau’s Forwards had begun to overpower ours. Two of them were knocked over and led to broken coverage. Charity was being overwhelmed and the Dodger could only hold back one of them for so long. We looked at each other and nodded, almost as if to know what was going to happen. I saw the opposing Masterback was the only one covering the middle field, and if we got past that, it would’ve been an easy pass to score. 
 
    I ran across the mid-field with the Wing covering me and pushed the Masterback out of the way for Charity. There was a tripping penalty and we called a time-out. Captain Cali called us over for a last play, “Listen ‘ere. Everyone be in near that Goal Zone, even ye Forwards! Charity, get ready to run ye ass off and chuck it in there!” 
 
   “Damnit! Those are the hardest ones to make Cap’n!” one of the large Forwards told him.
 
   “If you be fine with losing and getting extra chores, then lose! I warn ye Finley, you’ll be on shit duty for this!” Captain Cali joking teased.
 
   “No way Cap’n! Let’s go for it!” Finley replied. 
 
   “Strafe! Ye’re to be the one to catch the ball! I want ye to use ye strength to muscle that ball down,” Captain Cali told me as he handed me the ball.
 
   “That’s still gonna be hard as hell to catch! I’ll be covered like a blanket over there!” I retorted.
 
   “Yeah, but ye be the strongest Wing and the entire rest of the team is going block for ye. Ye’ll have to pull it down with all ye strength! I’m feelin’ mighty luck right now,” Captain Cali told me. I could see his retina’s turn black and felt a swift boost of confidence. Does he. . . have Guardian power?
 
   “Trust me Strafey-boy, I got this,” Charity told me as she patted me on the shoulder. When she did, I had complete confidence in her, as if the touch changed my mind.
 
   “You better hook your ‘boy’ up with a good pass is all I have to say!” I ribbed back to her.
 
   We piled up in the middle and the other team surrounded us, to try to box us in. Charity waited down at the 20 yard line. Most Masterbacks chose to give themselves 10 yards to run and throw. In a real game, the referee would be down at the end near the Masterback to toss them the ball, but with no refs, Rousseau volunteered instead. The play began as soon as the Masterback called for the ball.
 
   “Yaaa!” Charity shouted; I saw pink lines form all over her skin.
 
   Rousseau tossed her the ball and she caught it mid-run. Just as she hit the 30 yard mark, she lobbed the ball in the air toward us as hard as she could. Everyone’s eyes were glued to the ball like it was a diamond falling out of the sky. The pushing got quite intense, as they were trying to contain us and we were trying to break free. The ball kept flying and really had some height on it. I waited in the middle until I saw it begin to fall. One cue, the team blocked the opponent as I jumped up. 
 
   Our trick didn’t go unnoticed as three people from their team came over to cover me, and one of them was their Center Forward. We didn’t have time to change the play. Alright bastards! This ball is mine!
 
   The ball came down and it was three against one. I turned on my Aura and jumped up as high as I could. Even with the defenders, that didn’t stop me from getting some serious height. They tried desperately to take swipes at the ball, but it didn’t matter. The clock was winding down, and I caught sight of it at four seconds left in the game. This was it, all or nothing! 
 
   Sweat ran down my forehead like never before. There was something about crunch time in sports that didn’t compare to anything else. This moment felt a lot like a Football, Basketball or Baseball game where everything was on the line. I knew that my teammates were depending on me to be the hero and the adrenaline was intense. I channeled my energy and like a tiger hunting their prey, I reached up to catch the ball. To my dismay, it skidded across my fingers and flew out of the end zone. A horn sounded the game was over and I fell down on my ass.  I came down so hard that it knocked down all of the defenders around me. I felt crushed, not just physically but emotionally as well.
 
   “FIZA!” Roya yelled a profanity in Zindaqean as she slapped her knee.
 
   “WOOOHHHOOOOOO!!!!” Rousseau’s teammates yelled.
 
   They were all around me and giving each other huge hugs. One guy even kissed the Wing on the cheek! Captain Cali and Charity walked over to the sideline.
 
   “Damn, what an incredible way to end the game!” Rousseau said to me as he smacked my chest.
 
   “Damnit!” I yelled in frustration as I slapped my knee.
 
   “Don’t worry yourself much Strafe-Sah. Sometimes to succeed, we must fail,” Roya assuaged.
 
   “I’m gonna win this championship. Losing is never something I’m comfortable with,” I claimed with conviction.
 
   “Sometimes you have to be happy with what you have, and have been given versus resenting the fact that you didn’t get what you wanted today,” Roya advised.
 
   “It’s a tough thing to accept the fact. But, you are right,” I admitted as I got up, “Every time we get knocked down, we come back stronger.”
 
   “Ahoy me boy, I think I just wet me self! Ahahaha!” Captain Cali joked as he walked up to us, “I know we didn’t ‘ave time to game plan, but I know next time you’ll make that catch to win the big one! Who’s with me!?” 
 
   “WOO HOO!!!” both teams shouted.
 
   We shook hands with each other and knew that tomorrow was the start of the real deal. As inexperienced as Roya and I were, we could feel the excitement and belief in this team. It was a great feeling.
 
   “Arrr, damn sun be settin’. Get yer ground-walkin’ arses back to the tent and eat somethin’! Ye’ve earned it,” Captain Cali shouted to all of us. 
 
   “See you at the tent Strafe, I got to take care of some things,” Rousseau said as he ran off with Captain Cali.
 
   “See ya!” I waved back.
 
   The rest of the team began to walk away, but Roya waited for me. I walked up to her.
 
   “You know, I think you cheated, turning on your Aura every once and a while,” I teased with a smile on my face. 
 
   “No more than you,” Roya teased back.
 
   “You know, I wanted to ask how you knew where to find me in Dhenfen’Ce?” I asked her.
 
   She smiled at me and touched my chest, “You have a different heart Strafe-Sah. Once that draws others to you. One that. . . has been hurt and doesn’t wish it on anyone else. I see that is why you fight so hard for us. You fight for those you love.”
 
   This war wasn’t easy for me. I never was a violent or ultra-competitive person growing up but I would give everything I had to fight for those I loved. She was right.
 
   “I never got to say thank you for saving Brutus and me in Dhenfen’Ce. Falco picked a great woman to be with,” I said. 
 
   “When you entered this world, I could feel it in my heart. You look so much like my Falco,” she expressed to me.
 
   “Love and Passion are pretty close emotions, don’t you think?” I said looking at her lips.
 
   “Walk back to the tent with me. I need to have someone to talk to,” Roya requested as she held her hand out. I held it as we walked back with Brutus.
 
   We began talking about our lives and what it was like to live on Earth. She was very fascinated with the differences. She was especially interested in space flight. I told her that this place reminded me of fairy-tails I used to hear of back home. Then we got to talking about the war that was going on.
 
   “How did you end up here?” she asked.
 
   “Believe it or not, I ran through a portal that I had no idea where it would lead me to,” I explained.
 
   “Because of Tiras and his goons?” Roya finished my sentence.
 
   “I also am here to save my friends, Yessa and Gain and to avenge a person I looked up to as a father-figure. I never wanted any of this, this, crazy war! I come from a place where hurting people is part of the past and where warriors aren’t needed anymore. Eternia is an insane place to live in if you ask me. I don’t know why I was chosen for this,” I uttered.
 
   “I think it is because you have a good heart, and this world is lacking those kinds of people,” Roya caressed my face.
 
   “It’s because I have people I love that need me, and I won’t ever give up until they are in my arms again. Some Native Americans fight with their identity and the past transgressions that were inflicted upon them. I’m also Irish, and both cultures had to fight against oppression for hundreds of years. I feel their struggle in me, even in my peaceful world. I fought too hard in my life to overcome personal struggles to not be with the people I love,” I responded. 
 
   I looked deep into her eyes, and I could tell she was having a hard time not looking at my lips. If I wanted to, I knew I could kiss her but Yessa kept popping in my head.
 
   “I hope you can hold them soon, no fun no having your love gone,” she said as she got closer.
 
   “I miss my mom too, I’m sure she’s worried sick for me,” I murmur as my chin fell to my chest. 
 
   For some reason, I had never cried about what happened, but being so far away from home, and finally opening up about it brought a tear to my eye. It slid down my cheek; it helped to wash off the dirt and face paint as it fell. I couldn’t hold back the tears. I tried to walk away, but Roya grabbed my hand and pulled me in and kissed me on the lips. 
 
   “After all you’ve gone through, don’t feel bad about crying. That’s something only a real man can do. I just wanted to let you know that I believe in you and you didn’t deserve this sadness Strafe. I hope that kiss could remind you of her,” Roya assured.
 
   “You know, you remind me a lot of Yessa, the way you care so much about the people close to you. You’re strong like her too,” I hugged her.
 
   “It is hard to be strong like this Strafe. In my culture sometimes it is very hard to be a woman. I never thought my own family would banish me for falling in love on my own. It is hard to find people who understand my struggle,” Roya fought through watery-eyes to tell me. 
 
   We were near the tent and she began to walk away, but I ran up and turned her around and grabbed her by the waist. We gazed deep into each other’s eyes and it felt like we were completely as one. I pulled her close and brushed her nose with mine and I kissed her again. There was something about being with a woman that makes everything seem at peace. Regardless of all that had happened to me recently, for that moment, with her lips and tongue dancing with mine, it reminded me of freedom. I held her head and brushed through her hair with one hand and clasped her hand with mine with the other. No matter when or where, a kiss was to be cherished forever.
 
   I pulled away and she still had her eyes closed; I could tell she was still absorbing the feelings. “Wow,” she complimented, “Only one person has kissed me like that.”
 
   “I’ve learned to be grateful for every beautiful moment I have. When today could be our last day alive, I want it to be unforgettable,” I noted as I brushed her hair.
 
   “Strafe,” she said as she laid her head on my chest, “I don’t want to cause any trouble for you, with her.”
 
   “You’re not. Whenever I kiss a woman, I am reminded of why I love them so much. It brings out the true me,” I explained to her.
 
   She brought me into her room and we laid down on the her bed together. The candle light, smell of wood and cooked meat, and the fragrance of her sea-breeze perfume made it too hard to resist. At the back of my mind, I was thinking about Yessa, but at the same time I was excited to explore Roya’s body. We began to undress each other, first the boots and socks, then the tops, and then the slacks. 
 
   She had a lot of scars all over her back and shoulders, and the Power of Love insignia over her left breast. I noticed the Power of Passion tattoo that rested on my chest was glowing. We began kissing again, and this time I held both of her hands in mine with our fingers intertwined. Roya stopped me before I took off her shorts and told me, “You must understand Strafe, that I am not ready for that with you. I only wish to lay next to you tonight and kiss.”
 
   “Sounds perfect to me,” I acknowledge.
 
   It probably brought back mixed emotions about Falco, so I respected her wishes. Even laying next to her as she fell asleep made me feel like the luckiest man to have ever lived. She was so intoxicating.
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   When I woke up, I couldn’t stop thinking about Yessa. 
 
   Roya reminded me of how incredible it was to be with a woman. That feeling made me feel alive and forget about all the bullshit I was going through. Still, I just cheated on Yessa, and I knew I would have to come clean about it when I saw her again. I was also bothered that my mom was probably worried sick about me. She was my rock. 
 
   From my estimates I’d been in this world for almost a month and it was taking its toll on me. Some nights I would tear-up when I would look at her picture before I went to sleep. Brutus could sense I was going through a hard time and was always there for comfort. He was the only part of home I had with me. We would talk about the good times growing up in New Santa Barbara. Times like going to the beach and playing volleyball, getting ice cream on the pier and playing guitar with my high school friends. He was a true spirit animal, we were to be with each other forever. Brutus gave me so much strength, and he missed my mom just as much as I did. He told me that he wished for nothing more than to see me happy. He would stay by my side until we found Yessa, my brother and help to save Gain. We all needed to be strong for each other. 
 
   I turned to my right and saw Roya was deep asleep. I brushed my index finger down the curve in her spine before I got out of bed. I loved that part on a woman. I took a shower and picked up my cleaned clothes from the laundry and walked out into the tent. It was a beautiful morning. The weather was warm, there was a slight breeze, and not a cloud in the sky. It was the perfect day for a tournament. 
 
   I saw Rousseau talking to Captain Cali at the far corner of the room. Captain Cali had his elbow leaning against the wall and was holding Rousseau’s hand with the other. They each had their heads turned to the side and were very close. Hmmm?
 
    I didn’t want to stare, so I walked over to the bathroom. While on the toilet, I couldn’t help but thinking how surprisingly empty the tent was and that Zon was still nowhere to be found. It’d been two days straight without his return. Hopefully he was okay. After I got done I walked out and went to get something to eat. Roya was sitting at the table, and it looked like she was praying. I was going to sit by myself but she called out to me, “Don’t worry Strafe-Sah, I am finishing up my morning prayer, please come take a seat with me.”
 
   I walked over and sat across from her. I couldn’t help but notice the way she was praying. She placed her hands together and held them over her tilted head. She recited a few words and then rubbed her hands together as if she were brushing something off them. I’d never seen her do that before. “What was that?” I asked.
 
   “This is what my people do when there is a big challenge set for the day. We pray to our God and ask him to help us for victory. The way we hold our hands helps us focus on our goal and shield our eyes from the things that are not important,” Roya explained.
 
   “Hmm, I might have to start doing that myself,” I shrugged my shoulders.
 
   “You know Ren-sha, no?” Roya asked me while chewing her cereal. 
 
   I shook my head no, “That’s Zindaqean?”
 
   “Yes,” she answered.
 
   “Ah,” I acknowledged, “I was baptized in my religion but never got too serious about it. It wasn’t a big part of my bringing-up.”
 
   “I respect that Strafe-Sah, to each his own. I hope one day that you find it in your heart to pursue your God’s Word. For me, I live everyday with Puja, or daily worship. It has helped to guide me my entire time here in Eternia,” Roya told me, “I pray for many reasons. I can ask Ren to help me with anything Strafe-Sah. Is this not the same with yours?” 
 
   “I guess it’s the same,” I agreed after I got done with a mouth-full of food, “I’ve never really tried, but I admire the peace that it gives you.” 
 
   ”It has helped me through some hard times,” Roya said; she clasped her hands and brought them to her lap. 
 
   She could see I was feeling guilty about last night and grabbed my wrist, “Strafe-Sah, it was my fault. I was selfish. I should have never let you do that to your girlfriend.”
 
   I shook my head in disagreement, “Roya, I’m gonna fight until the last enemy is defeated to find her and bring her home because I love her but I’ve never felt like this with anyone else than with you. When I kissed you, it helped to erase all the pain, all the blood and killing we’ve been through. I needed to share my pain with someone and you’ve been with me since practically the beginning of this crazy-ass journey. Like I’ve said before, I may act brave but I’m also really scared. I’m scared I’ll never see home again. You helped remind me why I’m doing this. I’m doing this so everyone can know what it’s like to feel loved and free.”
 
   “Oh Strafe-Sah,” she caressed my hand, “That’s the most beautiful thing I’ve had someone share with me.”
 
   “We could die any second in this war and if I am to die, I want to know that there are those who I would die for. I would die to protect you,” I assured.
 
   “I would die to protect you too Strafe-Sah,” a tear fell down her check, “That is a beautiful reason to fight. To protect those you love.”
 
   I looked around to see if anyone was around, and seeing we were alone, “Have you seen Zon lately? It’s been a while since I last saw him.”
 
   “No I have not Strafe-Sah, I was hoping I wasn’t the only one with worry for him. He told me the day before we practiced that he had something he needed to figure out by himself. It was my fault for not telling you earlier, I’m sorry,” Roya explained.
 
   
  
 

“No, no, no, don’t worry about it. He’s stubborn but he’s can definitely handle himself. There really wasn’t anything any of us could’ve said to stop him if that’s what he wanted. I just hope his ass doesn’t get thrown-in jail because we’d have to ask Captain Cali for an even BIGGER favor,” I stated.
 
   “It would not be challenging for him, he can go through walls Strafe-Sah,” Roya smiled as she pointed a finger towards a wall.
 
   “Ha, ‘suppose!” I laughed.
 
   “He didn’t let me channel his energy, so I cannot see his where he is. Wasn’t he supposed to play with us today?” Roya asked me.
 
   “The show’s gonna go on either way,” I nodded.
 
   I finished my meal and saw that Rousseau had come down and sat with us.
 
   “Ready for the big day?!?” he asked as he slapped my back.
 
   “Ready! I don’t lose twice!” I replied.
 
   “We need to get on the shuttle in half an hour. We are going to the Royal Stadium to begin the tournament. You haven’t seen Zon have you?” Rousseau asked. 
 
   We explained what we knew; Rousseau didn’t know where he was either.
 
   “Damnit! What is the man up to?! Aren’t people from Shinjo supposed to be extremely diligent to their duties?” Rousseau grumbled.
 
   “That is exactly what Zon-Sah is Rousseau-Sah. Whatever he is doing, it is important to him,” Roya said to Rousseau.
 
   “I guess everyone here has something they’re trying to do, right?” I added.
 
   “Well, when we win and get to use the airship, he’s gonna be the janitor!” Rousseau joked; we all laughed. 
 
   Brutus came back to join us, he was all dirty from playing with the dogs here.
 
   “Damn Brutus! It’s like you dyed your hair black! I thought you liked being all white,” Rousseau observed.
 
   “Speaking of hair color, you should come play. I can see a few grey hairs popping up,” Brutus joked back.
 
   “Ha! Touché my good wolf! Touché! You best me again!” Rousseau held his arms up.
 
   “We gotta get going, so hop to it!” Captain Cali commanded us.
 
   Acrobats were flinging boxes into the back of our Mag-Truck and the gypsies were loading our uniforms and face paint. I noticed Rousseau had put up his hood again before getting into a large Mag-Bus for the players and spectators of the Rodin Pirates. We all boarded and sat down in a seat. Brutus sat by me.
 
   The drive through the city was quite exciting, as another parade was going on and people were lining the streets. Confetti and balloons were flying through the air as each team drove by. We were all in a bus line to enter the stadium, and we were the last team in. The Royal team was greeting each team at the gateway to the field. There were Knights in armor as well as the regular police everywhere. While the rest of the team was looking through the windows and waving to the fans, I could see Rousseau sitting in his seat cross-armed, trying to hide his face. What happened to you Rousseau?
 
   When it was our turn to go through security screenings, Charity looked over at Rousseau and the policeman inspecting our individual passes. The Mag-Bus stopped to let on one of the policemen to check IDs. Captain Cali had made us fake ones the night before and gave them to us before we got on the bus. One-by-one he looked at the face of the ID and made sure it matched the face in front of him. 
 
   He eventually got to Rousseau. Rousseau showed the policeman his ID but was stopped for a moment. Charity stepped in front of Rousseau and touched the guard on the arm. After a few words the policeman turned around and he let Rousseau pass. How did she do that? And why is Rousseau taking such a huge risk?
 
   Right below Castle Bell, down the hill, stood the Royal Brave-Ball Stadium. It was a sight not to be forgotten. The exterior of the stadium was made of complete white marble, like Castle Bell and was decorated in a similar fashion with colored diamonds scattered across the upper wall. It was so massive and imposing that even the architects of the Roman Coliseum would be jealous. There were murals from the history of Yuwheria etched into the sides of the walls and as well as famous Brave-Ball players from across the country. It was oval in shape and probably eight stories tall and almost a quarter mile long. There were hundreds of Yuwherian flags mounted on the top. This stadium sure had gained a lot of history and value for the people of Yuwheria. They should be proud.
 
   We entered via an underground parking lot. The fans began to disperse after all the other teams were gone. 
 
   ”They’ll learn to love us after we win this tournament,” Charity nodded.
 
   “Hmm! Did you just read my mind!?” I asked.
 
   “It’s easy to read ye simple mind Strafe,” she responded.
 
   “Simple?” I shook my head.
 
   After the Mag-Bus had parked, we got off and helped unload the supplies. Brutus was in full spirit and was wearing some checkered garb from the Rodin Pirates. He was going to be our mascot. Brutus seemed to be excited for the day. I helped to bring some uniforms and strategy books to our locker room. We had the longest walk and the smallest locker rooms. Something told me we were getting the short end of the stick. The lockers were dirty with chipped brown paint and the whole place stunk like nasty sweat. The floors were slippery from just being cleaned, which was irritating because they didn’t clean anything else.  No matter what the real issue was, it just helped add to my desire to win! 
 
   We got dressed in our uniforms and Captain Cali called us over for a speech before our first game. He looked calm and collect; just the thing I like to see in a coach. We all sat down on the chairs in front of us as he stood in front of a whiteboard. He cleared his throat to begin his speech.
 
   “Alrighty mateys! We here at last!” he shouted with his arms in the air; we all cheered, “We made it in to the King’s Tournament! This ‘ill be the first and maybe only time for some of ye blokes to shine in the spotlight! For all ye who have been livin’ underwater or under a rock, I’ll explain to ye the way this grand arena works, ahahaha! There be eight teams from across this wonderful land-lobbing country competin’ for the Crown Royal, the trophy that been ‘round for over 500 years! Each team and player name that’d been champion has been engrained into it. So besides winnin’ enough money to stay at the brothel all ye sorry lads could want, ye name will forever be remembered as the ones who kicked everybody’s arse today!” 
 
   “HUUUUUUAAAAAA!!!” everybody chanted.
 
   “The rules be simple, all we have to do is beat two teams to make it the Championship round. We start against the Tresian Highlanders and take on the winner of between Cladion Gladiators an’ Jenion SilverStones. I’ll be frank with ye and say I’m not surprised the King’s Court didn’ match us up with Castle Bell Royalty in our bracket!”
 
   “Who’s that?” I whispered to Charity.
 
   “Who do ye think? They play in the name of the New King!” she whispered back. I nodded and turned back to Captain Cali.
 
   ”Forget the women, forget the money, except ye three cause we be in a deal,” he pointed to Roya, Rousseau, and I, “forget about all the shit that be goin’ round in the world. Ye want immortality? It be out there boys! MAKE IT YOURS!!!! NOW LET’S DO IT!!! BRING IT IN!!!”
 
   “YEEEEAAAAAHHHHHHH!!!!!” the entire crew shouted. 
 
   The Rodin Pirates had a tradition of bringing their fisted hands together and stacking them on top one another. Captain Cali formed the bottom and we all stacked our hands on top of his. 
 
   ”On three, win! One, two, THREE! WIN!!!” Captain Cali shouted as we joined him.
 
   “Alright ev’ryone! Get ye uniforms on and let’s get ready for the first game!” Charity told us.
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   There was so much excitement in the air. 
 
   We were one of the first teams to play opening day because we were playing the highest seed in our division. The Tournament was split between two groups of four, and we were in the Violet Division and the other side the Rose Division. The winner of each division would proceed on to play each other in the Grand Finale. Our first game was against the Tresian Highlanders, who were known for their excellent Forwards, Charity told me. They were ranked number two overall in the entire tournament. The odds of us winning were ten to one.
 
   Our strategy was to bait the Forwards into rushing Charity, which would leave the Goal Zone exposed. Their Guards weren’t that great, so we would have to expose that weakness. We were the underdog in this bout. Whenever people doubted me though, it was the greatest motivation. There was nothing better than showing them they were wrong, not with your words, but with your actions.
 
   Before the game began, the Highlanders and our team lined up at the middle field and faced the King, who sat high above the crowd in a suite overlooking the entire stadium. It was incredible. The stadium lied on a hill and if you were up here, you could see the entire city and beautiful mountains in the background. This place was a treasure. The King sat up off his chair and began a speech to mark the beginning of the 500th King’s Tournament.
 
   “Beautiful people of Yuwheria, we have come again!” the people roared as he began, “We have come again to witness valor on the field of play and to honor our ancestors. We have come to witness the rise of a champion! We have come to join in merry festivities! My people! Love the people next to you like they were your brother and sister! Now rise as the Commander of the Royal Guard, Argenta Vero sings our national anthem, This Beautiful Day.’”
 
   I could hear Rousseau grinding his teeth in anger. He kept his cool though and looked up to the stand. We all stood with our hands folded behind our backs. I hoped that the face paint was enough to disguise him. Walking out on a platform overlooking the entire stadium, a gorgeous woman draped in a white dress with sparkling diamonds approached a microphone. She had short blue hair in a pixie-cut style. The entire crowd was on their feet, waiting in silence for the song to begin.
 
   She smiled and waved to the people in the stadium. It was hard to believe that she could wear all that armor, she was so slender. She took a deep breath, and began, 
 
   “This beautiful day,
 
   No greater place to stay
 
   Than here with you forever,
 
   With peace for all comes liberty,
 
   Taught from our forefathers with tranquility,
 
   Now we honor them by protecting the crown,
 
   Yuwheria, we love you hands down!”
 
   She was greeted with a standing ovation. It was quite eloquent. She returned to her seat and King Othen addressed the crowd once more, “Thank you! Thank you so much Commander Vero! What an incredible voice! Now, it is with great privilege to mark the beginning of the games! May we be blessed with great show and valor! Brave-Ballers, begin!” 
 
   Everyone around me, except Rousseau, knelt down on their right knee and bowed to the King, so I did the same.  We all got up and then walked over to our sideline. Captain Cali assigned the starting players and second team players. Roya was named as a starter, but to my dismay, I was put on the second string. 
 
   “What the hell?” I mumbled.
 
   It would’ve been easy to get angry but I remembered a saying Professor Sighter always used to tell me about over-coming adversity. He said, “It is not in times when everything is handed to us that we get respect, but rather when we have to earn it that our best selves awaken.”
 
   The team joined Charity as I sat on the bench with Brutus. They approached the Brave-Ball station, and with the snap of the King fingers, our team was launched toward the ball and the game began.
 
   The game was brutal; we traded blow for blow throughout the entire match. Their fabled Forwards really did come as advertised; they were huge men and at times it felt as though they were suffocating our team with their defense. Their uniforms were of checkered shiny gold and white squares. They had a cool lion in front of a mountain for an insignia with a red rose underneath it. 
 
   Toward the end of the second quarter, the game was at 14-13 with our team leading. I was inserted into the lineup to give one of the players a break and it felt amazing. To have so many eyes watching your every movement was incredible. Roya had scored on a pass from Charity in the first quarter and our back-up Masser plugged in another score off a fumble at the beginning of the second. I never knew Roya had such a talent for this game; she demanded double coverage from the opposing Dodger and a Wing. She was so smart and graceful on the field. She had a real knack for it. 
 
   On the very last possession of the second quarter, they managed to pass a score into the goal as time expired to give them a 20-14 lead. We headed to the locker room to assess our strategy. Captain Cali told us he was seeing opportunities for us to go deep down the field whenever we would recover the ball in our territory. Whenever this would happen, he told the Wings to make a break for it and have Charity throw a deep ball. He praised Roya for kicking ass out there as well as our Forwards for keeping the Highlanders’ Forwards in check. We wanted to score on the first drive to take back the lead to demoralize them.
 
    
 
   +++
 
    
 
   Captain Cali asked me to start this time, which was very humbling. When we returned, the starters stood on the Brave-Ball station and were shot again towards the ball. We managed to recover it after our Left Tackle stripped the ball away from the Highlanders’ Dodger. He passed it back to Charity and as soon as he did I made a break for it. The Wing guarding me was two steps behind me; this was the perfect chance! I was breaking for the Goal Zone as fast as I could and the crowd was getting louder and louder in anticipation. Charity chucked the ball into the air as high as she could and sent it flying down toward me. Everyone’s eyes went to the 50, then the 40, and finally the 30 yard mark when the ball came down and landed right into my hands. The Wing guarding me made a desperate jump at my legs, but I powered through it and ran 20 yards before reaching the Goal Zone. The crowd went wild! It ended up being a 70 yard BraveDown, the biggest throw of the game! Jumping up and down, I had my moment of glory and did a spinning flip. I then looked into the crowd and with both of my index fingers pointing toward the sky, I screamed, “WOOOHOOO!!!”
 
   The entire team came running down and surrounded me with hugs and pats on the back. Damn that felt amazing! The score now 21-20. 
 
   As we continued, we traded kick for kick, making the score 24-23 to mark the end of the third quarter. The Highlanders came back with a vengeance in the fourth quarter by scoring two side goals in the first three minutes, making the game 29-24 in their favor. We knew we had to contain their Dodger, who was making a bunch of plays. Roya had done an excellent job at shutting down the Wing she was assigned to, and Captain Cali told her to switch assignments with our Dodger. 
 
   It came down to the final minute, as the game stayed at 29-24. We needed to score big to win, and they started to play very defensively by just tossing the ball around to kill the clock. The Highlanders’ Forwards stayed back near the goal line and the Guards stayed in front of them; they were daring us to make a throw from long-distance. We knew we had to give it a try. Our Forwards ran down the middle to clear up it up for us and we stayed close behind them. Charity had the ball and Roya was running in front of her. The entire Highlanders team began to converge on us but we had a plan. Charity threw toward the Goal Zone. Roya then flipped over a large Forward and made her way after the ball. 
 
   It began to sink and I fell to my knees and grabbed my face with both of my hands; I thought it was the end, but something amazing happened. There was a strong breeze and when I looked back up at the ball, it had landed in Roya’s hands in the Goal Zone. We won the game with zero seconds left on the clock, 30-29. The crowd went wild. Nobody gave us a chance to win, but our team came through.
 
   The Highlanders were extremely graceful about the game and we all gave each other hugs and shook hands after the match. We waved to the crowd and the King declared us the winner of the match. We then returned to our locker room.
 
   “Hell’ova game there mates!” Rousseau cheered to us, “I could barely stay on the edge of my seat!”
 
   “Damnit there sisters! Ye saved our arses again! Ahahaha,” Captain Cali told Charity and Roya as he hugged them both.
 
   “That’s my job!” Charity replied.
 
   “Well, alright ye blokes! We get to watch the next three matches and take on the winner of the Cladion Gladiators an’ Jenion SilverStones game before we win the Violet Division! ARRRRR!!!” Captain Cali screamed. 
 
   We all cheered with excitement. Before we headed back to the locker room, I pulled Captain Cali to the side, “Captain, thanks for letting me play today, that was incredible.” 
 
   Captain Cali took a breath in and out and looked back and said, “Arr, I know ye were able to do it, ye just needed some motivation. Everything I do Strafey has a purpose ye know. Put ye faith in me an ye will be rewarded.”
 
   “Yes sir. It helps to keep my mind off all this crap going on in the world,” I said as I pointed to my head.
 
   Captain crossed his arms and looked into my eyes deeply, “Hmm, Rousseau said ye all was special. I am grateful to have ye around Strafey, to look after him. Go shower up.”
 
   The team cleaned up before returning to watch the games. After I got dressed, I saw Roya talking to somebody in a cloak, with a familiar sheath on their left side. It was Zon! I walked over and joined the conversation. “Zon! You’re alright!” I said as I went to hi-five him, which just shook his head to, “You’re looking very stealthy today!”
 
   “For good reason. It was wrong to come here,” Zon grunted to us coldly.              
 
   “Zon-Sah, is there a danger nearby?” Roya asked as she touched his arm.
 
   “There is always going to be danger,” Zon responded, “Where is Rousseau?”               
 
   “I know that he is not here Zon-Sah. We haven’t seen him since the end of the match. Do you wish to have conversation with him?” Roya inquired. 
 
   “Tell him that he has set all of us in danger by bringing us here. I must go, and help my clan prepare to evacuate. Keep the King distracted with these games. I will see you soon,” Zon commanded coldly before he walked away. 
 
   Roya and I went and sat down on the benches near where we kept our swords. “All of us in danger?” I said.
 
   “Whisper Warriors are, how do you say, investigators Strafe-Sah. I have been around many of them, all very diligent. Maybe he found out what happened,” Roya replied.
 
   “I wouldn’t be surprised if the Senti were involved,” I said as we walked out with the rest of the team. 
 
   After a while, Rousseau came out and sat with us, but kept to himself for the most part. It wasn’t normal for him. We watched the rest of the games for the day before going to sleep.
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   Castle Bell Royal was destroying the competition. 
 
   We had to wait until the afternoon for our match because Castle Bell Royal was playing against Bhaught United. Let me just say, it was an ugly game to watch. Castle Bell Royal crushed them 51-10. The starting Masterback on Bhaught United got a nasty leg break at the beginning of the second quarter, and it all just tumbled downhill for them after that. Castle Bell was the real deal, and I heard they dealt a similar defeat to their previous opponent as well, something like 45-21 in the first round. 
 
   Their play was as spectacular as their uniforms. They were covered in Royal Armor except for their forearms and hands! I asked Charity if that was legal, and she told me that the armor was fake, it was just pads with chrome paint. I laughed and told her that I still didn’t want to be clipped by any of them!
 
   After the stomp of Bhaught United by Castle Bell Royal, we suited up against Jenion SilverStones in the Violet Division Championship. Jenion was known for having extremely quick Guards and we had to rely on playing good defense and our Forwards to win the game. The game was full of excitement but once the third quarter hit, we stayed in control of the match and ended up winning 28-17. Roya scored twice and Charity managed to pass to three different scorers. The crowd went wild after we won. We were ranked number eight in the tournament and went on to beat the second and sixth seeded teams. The next day, we were to play for the national championship against Castle Bell Royal. Our confidence was at an extremely high level and we felt unstoppable. Captain Cali was sure enjoying our victories, because he had every other Rodin Pirate not playing to bet their money on us, and he was making a small fortune.
 
   We were treated by the King himself to a grand meal that was delivered to our quarters. At first a few of the players thought the food could’ve been poisoned, but when Brutus smelled it and gave us the okay, everyone except Rousseau dug in. The meal was incredible; freshly picked local berries that glowed in neon colors, roasted meat with mashed potatoes, steamed vegetables, and a local dessert called Swoosh which tasted like cheesecake. It was probably the best meal I had since my journey began.
 
   I got undressed and laid sideways in my bed. Brutus laid next to me as I pulled out a picture of him, Yessa, Gain, and I back home in New Santa Barbara. It got me so homesick, and even brought a tear to my eye. Something in my heart told me though that it would never be the same as it was before. It was almost like that was in a different lifetime. Roya opened my door and sat next to me and rubbed her fingers up and down my chest. I still had a tear in my eye, “You’re always catching me at the strangest times.”
 
   “We must always be there for each other Strafe, until this journey is done,” Roya assuaged as she kissed the back of my neck. She leaned over and saw the picture I was looking at and asked about it, “Is that her?”
 
   “Yup. I have no idea where she is. All I know is the damn Senti are involved. How did they get to Gain!? What is his deal?” I explained to her.
 
   “We’ll find them. I promise you,” Brutus said as he rubbed his face against mine, “You should get to sleep; we got the championship match tomorrow!” 
 
   “Yeah, I hear ya. We’re gonna kick their asses!” I smiled. 
 
   She moved in to kiss me, but I kept thinking about Yessa and gently pulled away. Guilt from sleeping with her was setting in. “I’m sorry Roya,” I said. 
 
   “No, I understand. It was. . . wrong of me to do this. Please forgive me,” Roya replied.
 
   She turned around, but I grabbed her hand, “You don’t have to leave.”
 
   “You afraid of the dark Strafe-Sah? You have Brutus-Sah to protect you,” Roya said.
 
   “Yeah, but who’s going to protect him?” I joked back. 
 
   She smiled and sat down on the bed. I needed to be near someone, just like she did. Even hugging someone can heal the deepest of wounds. 
 
   She looked into my eyes, “Strafe, when this tournament is over, we must go to my country, Zindaqe. I am fearing for their safety.”
 
   “But I thought we were going to the World Nations and ask for help,” I asked as I pushed up off my back.
 
   “Strafe, the thing is, I know that the Senti will attack my country next. We are. . . protecting a Guardian Key,” she admitted.
 
   “Shit,” I said as I rub my face, “You’re certain of this? How do they know where these damn things are?”
 
   “Guardian Keys are linked to one another, and only those with Guardian Powers are able to activate and use them. The Senti are moving from country to country in search of them, and I fear that my home is in danger,” Roya explained.
 
   I stroked her hair and looked into her eyes, “I’ll talk to Rousseau and tell him that’s where we need to go. I was hoping to see how you lived here on Eternia,” I assuaged.
 
   “Strafe,” Roya said.
 
   “Yes?” I replied.
 
   “They have Yessa there too.”
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   There was a different smell in the air and no, I didn't fart. 
 
   The kind of smell one senses when something grand was about to happen. Today was the King’s Tournament Finale, and we underdog Rodin Pirates were to stick it to those goody-two-shoe bastards, Castle Bell Royal. The moment Tom woke up, he began where he left off partying from last night. The locker room was full of excitement. There was a ton of money and fame to be claimed, and nobody wanted to ravel in it more or less than me. It was mine after all.
 
   I love me a good party, but heavy thoughts of the Crown echoed in my mind. Every moment he was King was a disgrace to my mum and dad. This cheeky bastard wouldn’t get away with this. Strafe’s wolf Brutus looked up at me as I got out of bed. He was lying with another Whitecloud, “Hubba hubba!”
 
   “Goof-ball,” Brutus replied as bumped his head into me on his way out.
 
   I walked outside the room, ran up to Strafe and grabbed him by the shoulders, “STRAFE! You ready for the big day!?!”
 
   “Hell yeah! But, before that, can I talk to you?” he looked concerned.
 
   “I see your wolfie is making some good friends! Hehe, ya, I was going to get some breakfast, let’s chat on biscuits and sausage, shall we?” I insisted. He nodded his head and we walked to the breakfast room.
 
   On the way he told me about what Roya felt and how he needed to go to Zindaqe after the tournament was done; we continued the discussion while eating.
 
   “This is quite interesting as it is troubling my dear chap,” I said with a mouth-full of biscuit, “Did she say how she knew this?”
 
   “She said she had a dream about it. I was skeptical at first too, but with the dreams I’ve been having lately I’m not taking anything for granted. I need to ask Captain Cali if we can go there after we win this thing,” he replied.
 
   “Well,” I said after I swallowed my biscuit and drink, “What about the World’s Nations? I thought we were going to ask for their help?”
 
   “Listen, I understand the importance of doing that, but I need to save my girlfriend.  I’ll go by myself if I have to,” Strafe expressed.
 
   I looked at him with conviction and raised eyebrow, “How’s that gonna work with Roya?” 
 
   There was a pause and look of confusion on his face, “Hahahaha! JK mate! I’m saying that right, right? You know, I had a dream last night too, and in this dream we were in Zindaqe. I didn’t think much of it, but now since you told me Roya had the same dream, I know we have to go there.”
 
   “Rousseau, Zon said he wanted to talk to you, last I saw him. He said there was a lot of danger in coming here. What exactly is going on here? What did you see between the Prince and the old King?” Strafe leaned in. 
 
   This was a sore spot for me, and telling them the truth wasn’t something I could commit to, yet. Tom told me this was stupid coming here like this. The moment I was found alive I would be executed on the spot. So, I wiped my mouth with a napkin and reassured him, “Well, being the most handsome and dashing person on the planet gets me a lot of haters my friend! Ha-ha, don’t you think this tournament is rigged? I’ve known that my whole life, and I have proof. Besides seeing the King get murdered, you know. Anyway, I’ll talk to the Captain and we can discuss how we want to proceed after this is done. But for now, let’s go ace these fools!”
 
   Everyone got dressed and gathered in the ramp leading up to the stadium entrance. Even walking down the hall we could hear the crowd roaring; this event was the most watched in Yuwheria for the entire year. 
 
   Sunshine pierced through the crack between the two metal doors we stood behind and when they opened we rushed through holding up our banners and arms high. Brutus led the way as our mascot. Confetti was falling all around us along with smoke and fireworks in the background. We ran to the middle of the field and greeted the 100,000 attendee crowd in the stands. 
 
   “My number one fans! I love you!” I yelled.
 
    There was a large video screen that caught Tom’s eye and we all turned toward it after he started jumping up and down, pointing his finger. People from cities across the country were being shown on the screen; they were going out of their minds! We looked up and saw them holding up the Rodin Pirates colors and wearing our uniforms; it really pumped the team up! 
 
   “LET’S DO THIS!!!!! YOU BLOKES CAN’T MESS WITH US!!!!” I screamed before the lights dimmed down and the crowd went silent. 
 
   Only the breeze could be heard as we stood and waited in anticipation. Smoke started to form from the Castle Bell Royal entrance and gold sparkles began to drape the entire stadium. An instrumental version of the National Anthem began to play and then shadowy figures began to appear in the smoke. 
 
   “Over dramatic. Even for dreamy boys,” I muttered.
 
     At first they looked like monsters because all I could see was glowing red eyes and huge black figures but as they emerged through the smoke I could see the players riding on red and blue colored horses. 
 
   They were completely armored, along with carrying lances and shields. The Captain of their team led them on the field and they raced toward us. He was a close friend, and old lover of mine. We stood in the middle as they rode in a circle around us. I couldn’t help but think that they might’ve found out who I was and we were being arrested but it was only for show. 
 
   The players slowed down, turned and faced us. When they did they held their lances high and as the song ended they slammed them down and pointed them toward us.
 
   “I think they just took a dump on us,” I whispered to the group.
 
   “Arg me boy, they only talk big,” Tom boasted to us before he turned to them, “Hey! Ye ready to play or are ye all here to just look like pretty boys!?!”
 
   The Castle Bell Captain, who wore a decorative helmet with red feathers sprouting out of the middle and the Yuwherian flag bannered across his chest, approached on his horse and snapped,
 
   “You’ll be lucky to stand, let alone speak, after we descend on this field. We act in the name of the King and God, and we will defend this honor with our lives if we have to.”
 
   “Hahahaha, It’s just a tourney me boy! No sense killin’ ye self when ye lose!” Tom retorted.
 
   “Get to your sideline you filthy hoodlums and let’s get this over with,” the Captain of Castle Bell commanded, he gave me a double-look before turning around. 
 
   They got to their sideline and waved their lances in the air; the crowd went wild.
 
   “I have a feeling that is not good Rousseau,” Roya said to me. 
 
   I touched her on the shoulder and reassured, “Did you see how scared they were!? You’re gonna destroy these guys! And I’ll be right there to cheer you on! GO GET’EM!” 
 
   Our team ran over to our sideline and we waited for the King to give a speech. As he appeared, the crowd stood on their feet and gave him an ovation. He was dressed in my father’s royal garb and the crown he wore was made of white diamonds. It was hard to determine what was shining brighter, the sun or the King himself. As he approached the stage, I could see his drapery touched the floor behind him. His Majesty was some sight to see, even if there was some puke in my mouth. 
 
   The microphone emerged from the floor he was walking on and rose up to his mouth, he grabbed it with one hand and waved to the crowd. The noise was intense and he had to motion for them to be quiet before anything he said could be audible.
 
   “My fellow Yuwherians and people from across the world! Welcome to the GRAND FINALE!!! Today is the day you’ve all been waiting for with measured patience! All of the blood, sweat and tears has led to this very moment! The surprising underdogs from the southern shore, the Rodin Pirates, have survived long enough to take on your defending champions for half a decade, CASTLE BELL ROYAL!!!” King Abel Othen the VII shouted. 
 
   As he did, Castel Bell Royal bent down on one knee and saluted the King. 
 
   “Now my dear Yuwherians, let us see a game of the ages! LET US SEE A CHAMPION RISE!!! BRAVE-BALLERS!!! BEGIN THE MATCH!!!” King Othen the VII commanded as he pointed to us. 
 
   Right before a game was always the best part for me because I knew that we controlled our own destiny. The rush it gave me helped lift my spirits and pumped me up for what was to come. I knew we could beat these assholes, and so did the team. I wanted to get on the field, but the exposure was too risky. We were going to win that championship; they didn’t need my help to get there besides being the water boy. Tom stood next to me and held my hand as we walked to the sideline. The players moved to the Brave-Ball stations as the last of the confetti fell to the ground. 
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   we stood on the platform and knelt downin front of thousands. 
 
   We all hugged and listened to Charity, “Alright chaps, this is it! We have the chance to bring in a new era to Brave-Ball and make our mark in history! This is for all of us! Don’t take any moment for granted and remember that nobody in their right mind thought we would be here! Let’s make sure they don’t ever second guess us again!”
 
   “HO HUM!!!” we all chanted.
 
   Before we could blink we had been shot across the field. This was my chance to find Yessa and to make things right. I would play with every ounce of my strength until they had to scrape me off the floor if need be.
 
   We collided with Castel Bell Royal and met them with a rather harsh thud. People from both teams got smashed and knocked to the ground. I grabbed my back in pain because of how hard they were hitting. The armor was fake but didn’t still hurt to be hit by them. I looked up and saw they had recovered the ball and passed it back to their Masterback. The Castle Bell Royal Guards were already streaking down the field and our guards had to catch up to them. Roya had her assignment well covered but the other Wings were being quickly out-paced. Our people ran with full strength but with a quick flick of the Masterback’s wrist, the ball sailed smoothly into one of the Wing’s hands, right in the Goal Zone.
 
   “Damn it!” I scolded myself as I slapped my leg. I was pissed.
 
   “Don’t worry Strafe-Sah, we have begun just only!” Roya pointed out comfortably as she ran by.
 
   “I know. I know,” I was winded from running.
 
   We lined up to receive the ball after they made the extra point. The ball came down and our Dodger caught it, which she then passed it back to Charity. Our Forwards led the charge but were bulldozed by Castle Bell’s, pushing them on their asses. Thinking fast, Charity tossed the ball into the air at the 35 yard mark. Our Dodger saw what Charity was trying to do and jumped up to take a kick at it. The opposing Masterback and Dodger had also closed in on the ball but our Dodger did a bicycle kick and smashed it toward the floating goal. Even though Castle Bell’s Masterback got a hand on it, we got the three points. The game was 3-7. 
 
   “WOO HOO!!!” our Dodger shouted.
 
   The score stayed the same for the first quarter and half way into the second. It was truly taking everything we had to keep up with these guys. Every time we got hit it looked and sounded like a hit from a sledgehammer. We were constantly fighting over the possession and with each big hit, the crowd cheered and stood on the edge of their seats. Most of the crowd supported Castel Bell Royal, but we had a few people we won over earlier in the tournament representing us too. 
 
   It wasn’t until the middle of the second that the tables turned. Castle Bell Royal had the ball in their territory and they were leading it down the field. Their Forwards were running all over ours and the Masterback simply had to run behind them to move the ball down. Seeing this unfold, our Dodger and Charity decided to make a desperate run at the opposing Masterback and strip the ball. They came at the Masterback from the left and right side of the Forward’s line and were going to make it. Knowing this, the Masterback motioned the Guards to run their formations and get ready for a pass. The Wings  came at me with full speed but our Forwards stepped to the side and slowed them down. With the other two Wings covered, the opposing Masterback had no choice but to toss it up and hope I would get burned by my Wing. 
 
   As the Masterback threw it up toward the Wing I was covering, Charity managed to get a hand on the ball, which caused it to wobble through the air. This caused it to lose some distance. It came down short. Roya made a quick pivot and jumped in the air to catch it; it fell right into her hands and the crowd went wild. She was by far the crowd favorite. The entire right side of the field was open and Roya started sprinting toward the Goal Zone. The noise from the crowd was intense and they were jumping up and down in their seats! The opposing Dodger tried to catch up to her, but it was too late; she somersaulted into the Goal Zone and scored her first defensive Brave-Down. 
 
   Roya held her arms high with the ball in her hand and looked into the crowd. We could hear them chanting, “PIRATES!!! PIRATES!!! PIRATES!!!”
 
   “YEEEEAAAAHHHHH!!!! THAT’S HOW WE DO THIS!!!” I shouted as we ran up to Roya.
 
   My smile was from ear to ear but it quickly faded when I looked back and saw a few players standing above Charity and one of our Wings; she was still on the ground. I ran over to check on her, Captain Cali had already made it over.
 
   “What’s wrong?” I asked. 
 
   Charity was clutching her right arm, writhing in pain. I could see tears streaking down her face, but when I saw the extent of the damage, I understood why. Her bone was poking out from underneath her skin. 
 
   “Blimey! Where’s the damn medical people!?!” Captain Cali shouted.
 
   A few people from the medical team came out to help her get off the field. They placed two gray bars on the sides of her and flipped a switch, and when they did a blue screen formed between them. The blue board that formed now floated up and held Charity at waist height and they carried her off the field.
 
   “You’ll be okay Charity!” I said to her before she left.
 
   “Strafe, I think they cheap-shotted me, he pushed Ronaldo down hard with his arm,” she said while wincing in pain.
 
   “Why wasn’t it flagged?! They must have seen what happened?!” I argued. 
 
   “Arg, I don’t think they be playin’ by the rules ‘ere Strafe me boy,” Captain Cali said in a saddened voice as he looked at Charity, “I’ve been seein’ some rough play and no flags be gettin’ thrown.”
 
   “This shit really is rigged isn’t it!?” I commented. 
 
   “Nah, just heavily skewed in their favor me boy. I don’t know what we’re to do. Charity was our only Masterback,” Captain Cali lamented, he looked at the ground as he rubbed his face.
 
   “Cap’n, I think it’s time to show the world our hearts,” a voice said behind the wall of people.
 
   Captain Cali turned around, “Ye think ye can handle it?” 
 
   “This is more than a game. People’s lives are at stake. Let me help pave the way to the Championship!” the voice demanded. Moving up into the huddle, was the first mate Penty. 
 
   “Alright me girl. Don’t let me down!” Captain Cali shouted.
 
   After Charity was carted off the field, we made the adjustments and for the first time ever in the tournament, Penty stepped on the field.  After we scored the extra point we were up 10-7. Castle Bell Royal got the ball back afterwards and began to march up the field. I could tell they were getting more chippy and physical by the way they were pushing us around. Their coach must’ve told them to try to intimidate us.
 
   The half ended with them scoring on a kick to even up the score at 10-10. We headed back to the locker room and took our break. We shortly returned to the field to begin the third quarter and noticed the crowd chanting, “Royal! Royal! Royal!”  
 
   I couldn’t help but to think how quickly they forget that before the half they were chanting our name. The game resumed after the break with the Blitz and Castle Bell Royal recovered the ball again. They tossed it up to their Dodger and they began to run it up the field on us. Roya broke off of her assignment and tried to tackle the Dodger but he jumped over her and kept on moving. I was too far away and our Masterback was too slow. Their Dodger ran untouched into the Goal Zone for a quick score. All of our jaws were on the floor. They performed an incredible kick to make the extra point and like that the game was 17-10.
 
   Throughout the third quarter we battled back and forth. Penty’s impact wasn’t felt as immediately as I thought, she was rusty and not making the throws she should’ve. For the most part of the quarter we played heavy defense. Finally, after all the battling, their Center pushed our Center down and caught a pass right up the middle and fell into the Goal Zone on top of our Masterback and Dodger. The score was now 23-10. Things were getting out of hand and to top it off, they decided to go for the Two-point conversion to begin pulling away from us.
 
   We lined up in our Goal Zone and their Masterback took the ball back to their 30 yard mark. In these instances, we were told to stay near our assignment and not let them get out of an arm’s reach. Before we had time to truly adjust the ball was in the air and began to travel toward us. It was so high up in the sky and just our luck came down with the sun in our eyes. I had to squint to see the small outline of the ball as it got closer to the Goal Zone. Everyone was running around like a bunch of chickens with their heads cut off and the Wing I was covering was super quick for having on all that armor. I saw a bunch of people on the left side of the Goal Zone waiting for the ball to make it down. The crowd jumped up toward the ball and all I saw was a bunch of hands and then they pulled it down. My heart sank. We entered the fourth quarter with the score in their favor of 25-10. We were getting stomped. We walked over to the sideline and needed to devise a strategy.
 
   “Our fortune may’ve only been enough for us to get this far, but we still have a chance Captain Cali-Sah,” Roya said.
 
   “Arg me girl, I appreciate your high spirits,” Captain Cali responded with a smile.
 
   From the body language and spots of blood on our uniforms, I could tell the team knew we couldn’t hang with these guys. Seeing what situation we were in, Rousseau approached us, “Listen, you guys aren’t exposing their soft underbelly!” 
 
   “Well, we can barely keep their line back, let alone give Penty time to throw the ball!” our Center said.
 
   “We aren’t gonna be able to win if we can’t get into their territory. If we can’t pass, we’re dead,” our Dodger complained.
 
   “I’m sorry guys,” Penty sobbed.
 
   Rousseau walked over and patted her on the shoulder and then looked us in the eye, “Penty, take a seat. I want a shot at these mugs!”
 
   “Rousseau-Sah!? What about the safety of your life?” Roya asked.
 
   “Don’t worry love, this ain’t just about me anymore. This is the greatest return I could ever make!” he put on his jersey and gloves.
 
   “You better not be rusty because these boys came out to play!” I warned.
 
   “You think they’ll be able to catch me Strafe?” Rousseau boasted as he winked at me; I smiled back. Rousseau looked across the field and saw the whole team of Castle Bell staring him down, which made him gulp.
 
   We took out Penty and put Rousseau in charge of Masterbacking. Castle Bell Royal lined up at their 30 yard mark and kicked us the ball. It traveled far and right into Rousseau’s hands. I turned around to see if he caught it but he was already ahead of the entire team. I could see the green in his hair and he was rushing straight at the Forward line of the opposing team. They came at him but he easily outmaneuvered them and cut straight through the middle. Even with the Dodger and Masterback in the backfield, he made them look like snails as he ran past all of them straight into the Goal Zone.
 
   “Holy molly! Sonic-speed!” I cried as my jaw hit the floor.
 
   After we made the extra point, the score was 17-25.
 
   “That bastard must be cheating!” one of the Castle Bell players commented. Rousseau heard this and replied with,
 
   “Maybe if you took off your armor you could run faster! But, wait, I don’t wanna see your ugly face!”
 
   The Castle Bell player tried to make Rousseau flinch by coming at him but I stepped in to stop him, which caused a small scuffle to ensue. There was pushing and shoving back and forth but it got shortly resolved. I remember pushing the Center straight on his ass. The referees saw me do this and forced me to sit on the bench for a three minute penalty. There was only four minutes left. As I sat down after the scuffle was settled, Captain Cali came over to scold me, “Damnit boy! Whatcha be thinkin’ knockin’ that arse down? Ye needed to keep that for the game! Arg!” 
 
   “Shit! Ahhh!!!” I ran my hands through my hair and slammed the bench with my hand.
 
   “Well, it ain’t be over yet. Get ready for that last minute!” the Captain told me.
 
   From the bench the game looked completely different. We kicked to Castle Bell and they made it to the 50 yard mark before they passed it back to their Masterback. Without knowing his defensive capabilities, the Masterback threw a sideline pass to the Dodger but it was intercepted by Rousseau! The crowd went wild as again we saw him begin to rush down the field, but unfortunately the Masterback, Safety, and two Wings were waiting for him. With nowhere to go for himself, he saw Roya on the opposite side of the field rushing down. He probably knew she couldn’t get far enough for a Brave-Down because of all the coverage, so he tossed it up into the air. Roya made a jump completely over the Wing that was covering her and performed a sideways kick which sent it rocketing into the Rose Goal. The score was now 20-25 with 1:30 left on the clock.
 
   “Damnit! They could just run out the clock!” a player on our bench insisted.
 
   “This ain’t lookin’ good Cap’n,” another player sighed.
 
   Captain Cali crossed his arms and closed his eyes; he looked to be in deep thought. He strolled back and forth, with his long drapery following him. Then, with a finger snap, he opened his eyes and stormed up to the referee, “BRAVERY RULE!”
 
   “What’s that Captain?” I asked.
 
   “Ye didn’t look at the rule book I gave ye? Hahaha, we still be in luck me boys!” the Captain said to us, “I wish to use our Bravery Rule on this play sir.”
 
   “Bravery rule? I’ll give you some credit Captain for putting the game on the line!” the referee exclaimed as he motioned the other referee’s to come over. 
 
   They discussed the decision and told the Castle Bell coach about it, to which he just threw his arms up in the air. Captain Cali motioned for Roya to come over and he talked to her privately. She would nod ever so often and looked very serious while she listened. 
 
   The Bravery or Hero rule, is an extremely dangerous play. It involves the last person who scored to command the field by themselves against the entire opposing team. If the player makes it into the Goal Zone, it is a Brave-Down, but it can be recovered by the opposing team. Only if the person makes it past their 30 yard mark can the rest of the team come onto the field. If the ball is lost before, then the recovering team can run it back for a Brave-Down. It can only be used once by each team per game and is extremely high risk-high reward.
 
    The rule was created in honor of the memory of an old King, in which he himself alone drove against an army, while holding only a torch and sword, in order to light a fire underneath an enemy’s castle on his horse. According to Captain Cali, the entire game of Brave-Ball was based on this King’s actions.
 
   “Jeez, that seems like suicide,” I cringed.
 
   “What choice we be left with Strafe? Surrender? Defeat? Arg! Those words not be in a pirate dictionary!” Captain Cali shouted.
 
   “Roya, you don’t have to do this,” Rousseau told her, to which she nodded with a smile and said,
 
   “Worry not my friend, I have faith, and that is all I need. We did not come this far to lose.”
 
   Before she got into position, I felt a small tremor in the ground. I looked around and everything seemed normal, so I shrugged my shoulders and we continued to play. The rest of the team stood behind the Goal Zone with Roya in the middle. I unfortunately was still banned to play for 30 seconds, so I had to sit back and watch. I felt completely helpless. Our team patted Roya on the back as she got ready. She stood with her arms down and eyes closed; she was also muttering something to herself. Maybe she’s praying?
 
   She stepped forward and got into a running stance but kept her eyes closed. My heart was beating like a drum, so hard I felt it was going to pop out. Castle Bell Royal all lined up on their side and looked pumped up; they knew they could win the game if they got the ball turned over. Ever since I met her, I knew she was special. She was born for moments like this. I’d never seen a woman who commanded her destiny like Roya. She would make it.
 
   With the referees lined up, they blew their whistles and Roya was off. She ran toward the ball at the 25 yard mark and scooped it up. Castle Bell Royal began to get into their diamond-dots formation, with the middle field covered with players like a diamond and two Wings on the sides. Roya started to run toward the right sideline but then at mid-field turned across the other way. The entire team of Castle Bell was baited into following her and they converged on the left side of the field.  
 
   Roya ran around and cut back up and to the right, which left only a Left-Tackle and Wing to beat in coverage. She jumped over the Left-Tackle as they tried to tackle her and did something I’d never seen her do in play. Her hair went pure yellow and she pointed her fingers and then, the Wing just fell over. It was as if the Wing had been constricted. What the hell? 
 
   With the rest of the team chasing her, she continued to run up the sideline. Roya had almost made it into the Goal Zone before she was pushed out at the 5 yard mark. The crowd was going wild, as Roya had just set a new record for a Bravery Rule return. Nobody in recorded history had gotten as far as she did. Now, we had to decide what to do with 58 seconds left on the clock. Regardless, Castle Bell Royal would get a chance with the ball again, even if the clock went to zero. The opposing team always got to touch the ball no matter what happened after the Bravery Rule was called by the other team.
 
   “Captain, I can come back in!” I told Captain Cali.
 
   “Of course me boy, that was the plan,” he responded, he walked over to Roya and patted her on the shoulders.
 
   “WOOOOOOOHOOOOOOO!!!!,” Rousseau shouted as he bounced up and down.
 
   “Now lads and lassies, we got to punch it in here now, but take ye time,” Captain Cali advised.
 
   “But Cap’n, what if they recover the ball? We toast then!” our Center said.
 
   “Don’t worry ‘bout that, all we need to do is score and the game be ours! I’m looking at ye to make this catch this time me boy,” the Captain commanded as he looked at me. 
 
   We took our positions on the field, with the Wings in the Goal Zone, Forwards at the Goal Line and Guards near the mid-field. Rousseau had the ball out of bounds where Roya was bumped out and nodded to us to begin the play. Castle Bell’s Masterback tried to block his view by jumping up and down and waving their arms, but Rousseau tricked them by looking toward the Goal Zone but throwing toward the Dodger at mid-field. Lancey caught it and ran around until Rousseau was able to regain possession of the ball. We were moving around constantly, trying to confuse Castle Bell but they stayed close to us in coverage. 
 
   In the final seconds, the game felt like poetry. I had the look I did back when we first practiced, and Rousseau took a shot towards me. Only the opposing Wing and I had a chance at the ball. It was a back shoulder throw, meaning I would spin and catch it in the goal zone. Time slowed down as I jumped up in the air towards it. Spiraling perfectly, the ball came down and was going to hit me right between the numbers. The Wing guarding me held tight coverage, but I used my strength to out-muscle him and instead of falling threw my fingers, I held on tight to the ball and landed in the Goal Zone. The clock only had fifteen seconds on it and we went up 26-25. The crowd went wild!
 
   The game wasn’t over yet, and the scary thing was they could tie or worse, win. After we scored the extra point making the game 27-25, we kicked them the ball and it went right into their Masterback’s hands. They made a long pass to one of the Wings on the outside right but Roya tackled him and stripped the ball. From there we passed it to Rousseau, and all he had to do was outrun them for 15 seconds. 
 
   As the time winded down, the crowd started to chant, “5! 4! 3! 2! 1! YYEEEEAAAAAHHHHHH!!!!!” 
 
   When the clock hit 0:00, we’d done what many thought to be impossible. We had become the King’s Tournament Champions! 
 
   “WE DID IT! I CAN’T BELIEVE IT!!!” I yelled in ecstasy.
 
   We all ran over and smothered Roya with a group hug and then threw her back up on our shoulders. Surprisingly, I felt someone grab my back and legs and soon I was on someone’s shoulders too. Rousseau also joined us, and we could hear them chanting our team’s name. The three newest and least experienced members had helped a team with no chance to become national champions. Who would have thought? 
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   The stadium was filled with Yuwherian confetti and fireworks floating through the air. 
 
   The crowd was ecstatic. They were jumping up and down, hugging and high fiving each other and had smiles from ear to ear. I even saw a few tears from the diehard fans of Rodin Pirates. 
 
   “Good game mates. That was one hell of a show,” Castle Bell’s Masterback said to us.
 
   We all embraced each other and shook hands. Good sportsmanship is something I’ve always practiced in life because sometimes we win, sometimes we lose but you have to handle both the same. You have to do so with the highest level of dignity. I’m not saying you cannot lose your mind and celebrate, just don’t rub it in. Castle Bell got their own round of applause and flowers as they exited the stadium.
 
   We stood in the middle of the field on a raised platform with flowered crowns in a straight line. Captain Cali came from the sideline with Charity, who had her arm in a sling. The Royal Guard marched onto the field and walking with them was King Othen who was to give a speech and present us with the King’s Trophy. We awaited for him to take to the podium, but again I felt a small tremor, like the one before. 
 
   “Is this place known for earthquakes?” I whispered to where Rousseau was standing, but to my surprise he was gone. I looked all over and he was nowhere to be seen. Captain Cali had taken his place on the podium.
 
   King Othen walked up on the platform and down the line of players, shaking our hands. When he made it to Captain Cali, he asked him, “Congratulations Captain! I must ask, where is your superstar Masterback? I was dying to meet him!”
 
   “Me dear King, I am afraid his shoulder was injured badly in the last play and he needed to be attended to. He sends his regards and wishes to meet with you soon,” Captain Cali replied.
 
   “Well, that’s a rather shame. Alas I am not a doctor so I understand if he is hurting. Please allow me to be the first to visit him,” King Othen said.
 
   “T’would be me pleasure me King,” Captain Cali bowed.
 
   After he shook all of our hands, he made it to the podium in front of us. The King’s Trophy rested on a pedestal to his right, and as he looked to the crowd before he began his speech.
 
   “My dear Yuwherians!!! What a game, should I say so myself!” he said as they cheered, “Today, we witnessed the impossible, become the incredible. I was honored to watch this historic game and we can all learn a great lesson from it. Teamwork gets the job done, and for these players, it got them their names on the King’s Trophy, our 500 year-old national treasure!” 
 
   Again, the crowd cheered, but once more I felt the tremor, only this time it was more violent. The platform shook and the King had to grab the podium to keep his balance. His Royal Guard was quick to assist him, but assured them he was okay, and then he continued his speech.
 
   “What a time for an earthquake!” he joked, “Like I was saying, teamwork can get you anywhere in this world. On top of that, integrity, faith and love for your country are fundamental values I hope that this game can instill into each and every one of you. I was saddened to hear that the sensational Masterback for this team was injured on the last play of the game, but we would like to present him with the ‘House of Othen Blue Violet’ for most valuable player!” King Othen said as he held up a blue violet with his house colors decorated on it.
 
   After he finished, an extremely violent tremor shook the entire stadium, and I could hear people’s screams and shouts of fear. We all got knocked to our hands and knees, and then I could feel something pushing up underneath the platform. At first it was just a small push, but then got more and more violent. We were all bouncing around and the crowd was screaming in horror. Then, after a quick lull in the rumbling, the entire platform was lifted up in the air and tipped over. Everyone, including the King was thrown underneath it as something sprouted up from the ground.              
 
   We were all being squished from the weight of the platform. I better get us out of here. I turned on my strength and began to slowly lift the platform up, but I needed to make it look like we all did it, so I yelled, “HELP ME LIFT THIS UP!!!”
 
   We pushed the heavy platform off the team and King. King Othen’s Royal Guard rushed over to check on him, with their guns drawn. I turned my head over to where we were standing to find a large crystal shard had shot up out of the ground. It was translucent in color and must have been five stories in height. 
 
   It stood there in silence for a few moments, even so much that the crowd actually quieted down. We all looked at the strange obelisk with curiosity, but suddenly it started to crack and small chunks began to fall down on to the field. After they landed, the chunks began to shake and slowly take the form of Slates. Some of them looked humanoid, some looked like wolves, and a few like large Golems. They then began to attack anyone in sight.
 
   Some of the referees and band players were still on the field, and they were the first victims to the Slates. They attacked with indiscrimination and viciousness, ripping off arms and legs, and mangling whoever they could get a hold of.
 
   “SAVE THE KING! DEFEND HIM WITH YOUR LIFE!” one of the Royal Officers ordered to his men. 
 
   King Othen was dragged off the field during the battle, leaving the crowd to fend for themselves. 
 
   “Shit! We left the swords in our lockers!” I yelled.
 
   I caught a blur in my peripheral vision to find one of our Rodin Pirates pounced on by a wolf-Slate. He tried to hold back his large fangs, but he couldn’t withstand its strength and was bitten on the neck and was thrown across the stadium. It turned toward me with crimson red eyes and with great quickness leaped at me. Weaponless, I pulled back my right arm and threw it forward toward the approaching beast’s face. I put everything I had behind it and when my knuckles met the crystal cheek of the Slate, I noticed there was a red glow that flashed around the impact. The force of my punch knocked it down to the ground, where it laid prone. “AHHHHHHHHHH!!!!!” I screamed as I ran at it.  
 
    I shattered it to pieces with a kick to its ribcage. My adrenaline was notching all of my senses up to the highest level, and everything seemed so fast. I knew this was going to be a nasty encounter, and I needed to be on my A- game to survive. Brutus had just bit a Slate in half and ran over to me, “Strafe, are you okay?”
 
   “Yeah, I just kicked that thing to pieces,” I shook my head in disbelief.
 
   “We need to stay sharp, get on my back!” Brutus commanded.
 
   I jumped on and rode around looking for Roya and Rousseau. People in the seats were rushing for the exits as the creatures climbed up toward them. The Slates were destroying the marble statues, signs and everything else they could get their claws in. They were attacking in packs and in surprisingly advanced formations, which even the Royal Guard were having trouble with. I knew Brutus could take these bastards on one-on-one, but without my weapon we needed to pick our battles. 
 
   I looked around to see Roya defending the Rodin Pirate players with a large slab of stone and no Rousseau in sight. We were making our way to her but I was punched by a giant fist. One of the Golem Slates snuck up on us and knocked me off Brutus. These Slates were about 12 feet tall and slow, but extremely powerful and could crush a man with their huge arms and legs. They had protective skin from the look of it, which made it easy to assume they wouldn’t be the easiest ones to kill.
 
   Brutus was rolled and got disoriented. I saw he was stumbling as he tried to get to his feet. I was in-between the Golem’s legs, trying to get behind him but he kept backing up. I tried to trip his legs, but the Golem bent down and picked me up with his massive hand. He stood up and brought me up to his face and shrieked a nasty, high pitched scream that made my ears pound. After the screech, he spiked me into the ground like he just scored a Brave-Down and it felt like my ribcage collapsed, leaving me gasp for air. As I laid on the ground, the Slate walked over to finish me off, and stood above me like he had before. Shit, is this how I’m gonna go?
 
   With great calm, the Golem raised his leg and looked at me with a grin like a child about to squash an ant. I closed my eyes but Brutus had jumped up and bit his neck and wouldn’t let go. The Golem shrieked and was trying to throw Brutus off but I heard a piercing crack and saw an arrow sticking through the Golem’s chest. It threw its arms back in pain. I got my strength back and rose to my feet as the Golem knelt down in front of me. I saw Zon on the field and he was carrying a new weapon, a bow.
 
    He holstered the bow and he tossed me my sword. 
 
   “Hey, how’d you?” I pointed to the God Blade; nobody else could hold it before.
 
   “You should be more thankful in life Strafe,” Zon advised, “Finish it.”
 
   “With pleasure,” I smiled. 
 
   I twirled my sword in my hand and then with all my strength I slashed it from its crotch all the way of to its head with one stroke, splitting it in two. “WOOOOOO!!!! How ya like me now bastard?” I taunted the fallen Golem, “You okay Brutus?”
 
   “I’m fine. I’m glad you’re okay too,” Brutus responded.
 
   We made our way to Roya, and Zon gave Roya her sword too. I mounted Brutus and we began to fight our way through the stadium. There was chaos everywhere, with people having to step over corpses as they ran for their lives. More Royal Guard poured into the stadium, but the Slates kept crumbling off the obelisk. It felt never-ending.  
 
   “Did you see Rousseau!?” I asked Zon.              
 
   “No, his sword was gone as well. The Pirates have already left the stadium and are boarding their ship,” Zon turned to me after he fired an arrow.
 
   “These people are near death; we need to fight Zon-Sah!” Roya observed.
 
   “We’ve been made. We need to get out of here immediately. I found this out while I was tracking who was responsible for my village’s massacre,” Zon told us.
 
   “Why does that matter to them?” I asked.
 
   “Because we are now wanted by both the Senti and the Yuwherians. I don’t know who they ally with, but either way we are fugitives,” Zon explained.
 
   “We must find Rousseau and our other friends!” Roya pleaded.
 
   “I think so too, but right now we gotta stop this infestation from reaching more innocent people, and then we can plead our case to the Yuwherians,” I suggested.
 
   “You do not understand Strafe, Rousseau lied to us. He’s. . .” Zon was saying before we were attacked again by Slates. 
 
   We now faced at least ten humanoid Slates. Some of their arms were weaponized in the form of scythes and blunt weapons. I charged toward them with Brutus while Zon readied his bow. I slashed at one of them with a downward strike but it blocked my attack with its arm. It tossed me off Brutus into the bleachers. I flew through the air and came down hard on my side on the steel plated seats.               
 
   I got up and prepared for the three Slates coming at me. I kept my sword in front of me as they were approaching from three different angles. Brutus jumped up into the stands and ran to my side. We got each other’s back as we were surrounded. Brutus let out a fearsome growl as they approached. 
 
   The one in the middle lunged through the air towards me, and I deflected the Slate off my sword. It was tossed it into the air. Brutus jumped up and caught it in his mouth and crushed it into a million pieces.  
 
   “Another one bites the dust,” I taunted.
 
   “Watch out!” Brutus warned.
 
   In anger the two remaining Slates both ran at me and tackled me down, and we all tumbled down the stairs in the bleachers. Brutus chased us as we fell all the way down to the field and then we separated from our tussle. I knelt on the ground with one hand and knee with my leg sprawled out and my sword in hand and eyed-up the Slates. Brutus joined me.
 
   “You know, you should really get that twitch looked at!” I joked.
 
   They let out a sinister hissing noise as they surrounded us. I powered on my aura and Brutus did too. Whenever we tried to escape the sandwich they put us in, they moved with us.
 
   “Well, if you wanna dance, let’s dance ya bastards! I got a championship party to go to!” I ribbed.
 
   The Slates charged us. I stood ready and waited for them to get close. The one to my left jumped in the air and began to do a spinning summersault and the other got low to the ground to take a swipe at my legs. I jumped in the air to dodge the scythe swipe and impaled the other in mid-air. Brutus grabbed the other one and bit it a few times before tossing it in the air. I tossed the one I had into the air as well and when they came down I did a flipping slash and cut them both in half. 
 
   “We’re making it rain baby!” I hyped. Brutus ran up to me and I rubbed his head.
 
   I felt a red-hot slash fall down my back and I fell to the floor; one of the Slates got a cheap-shot on me. Another Slate jumped on Brutus’ back and kept him occupied. 
 
   The Slate that cheap-shotted me knocked my sword to the ground. It then raised its arms high to perform a stab but yet again, an arrow pierced through its chest. I was treated to a shower of crystal confetti. Zon shot another arrow and killed the Slate on Brutus’ back.
 
   “Ahhh,” I moaned in pain. The cut wasn’t deep but ran down my back and stung badly.
 
   Zon ran down to check on me, “I would’ve got him sooner but I didn’t have a clear shot.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it, now I owe you twice!” I winced.
 
   Roya made it down to us, but the stadium was packed full of carnage. She pointed over to the shard and we could see more Slates cracking out of it.
 
   “Damnit! Cut one head off and two grow back!” I grunted.
 
   “Maybe there is a way to stop this,” Zon pondered.
 
   “We need to destroy the Shard,” Brutus said.
 
   “How?” Zon asked.
 
   “Just like we destroy these creatures. But why are they attacking us!?” Roya said.
 
   “Aren’t they usually nice?” I asked.
 
   “Yes, this is why I am so confused. The Slates only attack when the planet is threatened,” Roya said as she gazed on the Shard.
 
   “Are you sure this will work?” Zon asked.
 
   “We have to try,” Brutus acknowledged.
 
   We ran over to the shard. We tried to strike it down with our swords, but it was too strong, even for me. I took a few hard swings at it and only left small cracks. I saw Roya bend down to the ground and close her eyes, “I see Rousseau, he is close!”
 
   It sounded like a huge motorcycle entered the stadium, and soon enough, we could see the Pirate’s ship floating above the rafters. It was a silver and red ship painted with a bull on one wing and a rose on the other. The plane used circular propellers on each side of the wings to hover and had an engine in the back to push it forward. The cockpit was covered with glass panels and hung in front of the aircraft. Each wing had machinegun turrets as well as missiles.
 
   “Hot damn! They’re just full of surprises!” I laughed.
 
   The aircraft began to fire down at the Slates in the stadium. It was an awesome show of firepower. One after another, the Slates were being mowed down and shattered, and we jumped up and down in joy. After most of the Slates were taken care of, we saw a familiar face emerge from a hatch on the top with a giant weapon in hand. Rousseau motioned for us to get away from the Shard. It looked like a giant cannon and part of it actually rested on the ground next to him. 
 
   Over his right shoulder he held the cannon, and I could see a red light begin to flicker in the chamber, and after a few seconds it glowed bright. Rousseau got his footing and with a push of the button he fired a huge laser blast directly into the middle of the Shard. Rousseau held down the trigger for a few seconds and I watched as the Shard was turning black. Rousseau put down the laser as it needed to recharge.
 
    Before we could assess what to do next, we saw a rocket shoot toward the Pirates ship and hit under its right side. The blast shook Rousseau off the ship and he fell toward the stadium. With no other choice, the Pirates ship retreated. Brutus ran toward where Rousseau was falling and caught him gently in his mouth. We all rushed over to Rousseau to make sure he was alright.
 
   “Are you okay Rousseau-sah?” Roya said as she put her arm on his shoulder.
 
   “Ah, damn bastards! They could have blown us up!” he joked after he kissed Brutus on the head, “Thanks Mr. Wolf.”
 
   “No problem Rousseau,” Brutus.
 
   “We need to destroy this Shard, it looks weakened,” Zon pointed out.
 
   We all ran back toward the obelisk. No Slates were coming out of it anymore.
 
   “We all need to give it our best shot! Let’s go!” Roya said.
 
   Rousseau pulled out his sword and began firing laser shots into the blackened area, Zon jumped toward up with his teleport ability and sliced all around it. I jumped on Brutus so I could reach the weakened area and laid the strongest strikes I could. Roya powered on her aura and made her sword gigantic. She then took a swing straight through the middle of it, and after a few seconds, the top portion came crashing to the floor and shattered into little pieces. The Shard had been destroyed.
 
   “Get off my damn field!” Rousseau yelled at the Shard.
 
   Once the dust had settled, we got back together and Zon walked toward Rousseau.
 
   “You’ve been hiding something, a deep secret, from all of us. I know who you really are,” Zon said coldly.
 
   “Huh? I-I-I don’t know what you’re talking about mate,” Rousseau stuttered.
 
   “How could you endanger our lives like this without telling us! This selfishness is only possible from a Yuwherian!” Zon replied.
 
   “What’s going on!? We need to help these people out!” I exclaimed.
 
   Before we could blink, a smoke bomb was shot in-between all of us and we were blinded. All I remember was being surrounded by the Royal Guard and their Commander. Rousseau had been knocked down and someone was standing above him. I could tell there was something off about that person. After he tied Rousseau up, he picked him up with one hand and turned the other hand into a Gatling gun. An android?
 
   He had long flowing black hair. He had an eye patch over his right eye, but his left one I noticed had a red retina. Dressed in black camouflaged clothing, he pulled down his scarf and with a smile asked Rousseau, “Who are your friends traitor?” 
 
   “TRAITOR!?!? Are those the lies you are spreading Marcio? You sonnuva bit. . .” Rousseau said before the man smacked him in the back of the head, which sent him to the floor.
 
   The Commander of the group walked in front of us. I couldn’t tell who they were because of their armor. They had metal wings, which looked sharp as razors and glistened in multi-colored shades from the suns light.
 
   “In the name of the King, I, Argenta Vero, Commander of the Royal Guard, am on orders to apprehend and detain all of you on multiple counts of illegal activity. Failure to comply will result in your death. Now, surrender your weapons and get down on your stomachs,” Commander Vero ordered.
 
   “Strafe, are you able to power yourself?” Zon whispered to me.
 
   “Are you crazy?! They could kill one of us if we try to resist!” I whispered back.
 
   “There is something sinister going on here and we cannot let them take us. I’ve already tried but I cannot teleport,” Zon explained to me.
 
   “Get down now,” Commander Vero ordered.
 
   “Strafe, she means business,” Brutus noted.
 
   “Damnit. I’ll try but I’m not going to escape!” I whispered back. Strangely, my aura wouldn’t activate. “I got nothing!”
 
   “I’d listen to her boys, hehehehe, she’s good,” Marcio snickered.
 
   “They are using a Siopi Stone, that which silences our powers. They must know about us,” Roya concluded.
 
   “I said DOWN!!!” Commander Vero yelled.
 
   She flapped her wings at us and a powerful gust of wind knocked us all down, to which her officers were quick to get us in hand-cuffs. Brutus had a shock collar and muzzle put on him.
 
   “Don’t hurt him! He won’t attack you!” I yelled at the officers dealing with Brutus.
 
   They took all the weapons except the God Blade. No matter how hard they tried it, nobody could pick it up.
 
   “Oh-ho-ho-oh! They think they’re special!?” Marcio chuckled as his hair turned dark green. As he walked over to the God blade, I saw the same tattoos we had form on his arm. He picked up the God Blade and smirked as he walked back to Rousseau. What the hell? He’s has Guardian Power?
 
   “Take them to the cells. We will soon be sending them to court for sentencing. Watch the Whitecloud. If he tries anything, put him down,” Commander Vero ordered her men, she then turned around to lead us out of the stadium.
 
   “Hey! Can’t you see what we did here!? We just saved all of your asses!” my words were ignored.
 
   Marcio picked up Rousseau, who was knocked unconscious, and whispered in his ear as we walked by, “Welcome back, my fallen Prince.”
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   Strafe
 
    
 
   Rousseau?! The Prince of Yuwheria? 
 
   It took me completely by surprise. Although my time in the prison cell they put me in was short, I had time to contemplate what this had all meant. Did Rousseau murder his father? Why were we being arrested for saving the city? How did the Slates infiltrate so deeply?  And who was this Marcio and how did he pick up the God Blade, when no one else had the ability to do so? More questions had been created than resolved from the attack, and I was afraid the blame would be placed on our shoulders.
 
   They’d undressed us and put us in all white buttoned up shirts and pants, with white shoes, which didn’t look bad except for the word “fygas,” which meant fugitive, on the front right side. Brutus was put in a cell across from me, but it was too small for him. I could tell he was suffering.
 
   We stayed in the prison cells underneath Castle Bell, each one of us except Rousseau. I had humongous, heavy hand-cuffs on with a Siopi Stone engrained in it; they must’ve known about our abilities. I had a feeling it was only a matter of time before we were recognized.
 
   My cell was simple; a bed, four walls of dark red brick, metal bars and a crack in the ceiling that was dripping water. Oh, and the toilet too. I felt like every second in here was another second my brother and Yessa had to suffer, and that’s what bothered me the most. 
 
   I had to stay for only three nights before I was summoned in to stand trial. One of the guards passed his baton across the prison bars as he made his way over to my cell. He stood there for a few seconds before motioning to his left, and more guards came.
 
   “Rocknus, Strafe,” the guard addressed me, “You are to be tried in court. We are authorized to get you there by any means necessary. There is to be no strife, do you understand?”              
 
   “Yes. Yes, I do. Anything to get outta this dump,” I shook my head.
 
   They unlocked the gate and I walked out of the cell, to which two guards stood behind me while one led the way. I didn’t get to walk two feet before one of the guards behind me jabbed me in the back with his weapon and sent me to my knees. The wound on my back was still tender and I let out a grunt. Brutus growled through his muzzle.
 
   “It’s okay Brutus, be good,” I told him.
 
   “I think you ought to be a little more respectful ya terrorist bloke,” the guard whispered in my ear.
 
   After they picked me up we walked for what seemed like forever past cells and cells of inmates. Living conditions down here weren’t terrible, but with no sunshine, no freedom, it might as well have been hell.
 
   After walking up a ridiculous amount of stairs, we made it outside to a Mag-truck, on its way to up the hill to Castle Bell. As I stepped in, I was pushed to the floor of the vehicle. They put a black bag over my head and began to kick me in the ribs repeatedly until I couldn’t breathe. I laid there feeling completely defeated. Whatever rights I was supposed to have were obviously thrown out the window. This was so bullshit. We were public enemy number one.
 
   The guards took off the bag and dragged me by my arms into the Castle. I wished I hadn’t been so groggy from the beating to fully appreciate the gorgeous hallways decorated in gold.  
 
   We made it over to a courthouse inside the Castle. The place was already filled with an audience, jury, witnesses and even the King himself perched up at the back of the room. This courthouse had marble floors with the flag of Yuwheria draped behind where the King was sitting. To the King’s left stood Commander Vero with a few of her guards as well as the slime ball Marcio, who was eating an apple. I noticed on one of his arms, written on the bicep read, “Zenith”. 
 
   In front of the King was a round area for where the defendants stood trial, to the right a wooden balcony for the jury, to the left an area for the witnesses. There was an aisle I was instructed to walk up toward the round area, and on each side of me were the audience of the trial. I could hear people whispering until one person walked out in front of me and spit in my face and the whole crowd cheered. One person even said, “Serves ya right, damn terrorist!”
 
   I brushed off the spit on my shoulder and made it to the “Judgment Circle” as it was called to find Zon and Roya sitting in holding cells off next to me, with a guard holding a door open. The heavy cuffs were getting hard to hold, but I didn’t let them see me struggle. In the center of the circle, with his arms and legs chained, was Rousseau, standing with his head to the floor. 
 
   “We’ll make it out of this,” I said to him as I passed by him, to which he nodded slightly.
 
   After I sat down, the door was locked and the trial began. The crowd, jury and witnesses all stood up as a flag was presented by one of the guards. Commander Vero spoke, “Today, we are here to pursue justice in the name of the King, country of Yuwheria and her people. Those on trial stand before you today for being involved in the terrorist plot at the arena and will be each given a chance to convince the jury and our Highness of their innocence. We begin today with the former Prince, Aeileo Marmahere. Next will be Yoichi Zon from Shinjo, then the alien Strafe Rocknus and lastly a nomad known only as Roya. Let the proceedings begin.”
 
   Everyone except Rousseau sat down in their chairs. He kept his eyes closed and head to the floor. 
 
   “Aeileo Marmahere, as a citizen of Yuwheria, do you swear on the flag and holy crown to tell us the absolute truth of your actions so help you God?” King Othen asked. 
 
   Rousseau stayed silent. He had a look of distain and disinterest.
 
   “Answer the King Aeileo!” Commander Vero ordered.
 
    Rousseau smiled for a moment before lifting his head to face the King above him, with a look of disgust on his face. There was a big black bruise on his left eye, “Where is my mother?” 
 
   “If you do not swear the oath of honesty, we will have to postpone your day in court until the King sees fit, which could be quite a while with all this talk of war in the world, little cousin, hehe,” Marcio remarked.
 
   “Where is my mother!?” Rousseau shook his chains to emphasize.
 
   “She lies in the deepest of jail cells for assisting in the late King’s death, like you soon will if you do not swear your oath!!!” Marcio said as he slammed down his apple.
 
   “People of Yuwheria, let me tell you a story,” Rousseau said as he turned around, “Before you stands the King of Yuwheria, the symbol of probity, who through incursion, stole away what was not rightfully his. This King laid aside any potential detriment he could have cause to the country by killing my father, Urais Kenward Marmahere and placing my mother, Queen Bethany in bondage. They then set me up with the blasphemy and hoaxed his way into to the crown.” Rousseau then turned around and looked the King in the eye, “You both stand with grand turpitude!” 
 
   Everyone was floored in their seats. It felt like a hurricane wind hit me in the face. Is he saying King Othen ordered the slaying of the old king?
 
   “How dare you talk with such heresy and guile! You see this my friends?! This treason he spits out of his mouth is the same one he kisses that lover boy of his with! How can we trust him?” Marcio shouted back. 
 
   Rousseau turned to face the jury and audience with a look of desperation, “My fellow Yuwherians, you have been fooled! I am no traitor, deserter or coward!  I saw the King murdered with my own eyes as I stood with him and my mother in the King’s Garden to confess my. . .” he hesitated and held back some tears, “To, to, to confess my sexual orientation as homosexual.”
 
   Gasps filled the room alongside chatter and whispers. The King stood up with his judge’s hammer and began to beat it, “Enough is enough! Clearly the former prince is suffering from post-traumatic stress and he is not thinking right. For he knows that homosexuality is BANNED in this country!” 
 
   Rousseau continued on a little longer, “My father had always told me he would love me, no matter what the circumstances, just like he loved you all. He had not been in favor of homosexuality, but I feel the love for his son outweighed the misbelieve that it is to be feared because it is not ‘normal.’ My mother and father promised to change how we view this as a country so that all could live free and handed me the ‘White Violet of the House of Marmahere’ as proof to their word.” 
 
   Rousseau pulled out a crystal white violet and pinned it to his shirt, “It was at this moment that my father was killed; by whom I don’t know yet. It was a coup for the Kingdom. PLEASE, I AM BEGGING YOU TO CALL FOR AN INVESTIGATION! This is not what my father envisioned for us.”
 
   Some Royal Guards dragged Rousseau off the Judgment Circle and put him in a cell. I caught a look at Commander Vero, whose jaw was almost to the floor. She looked to be in complete disbelief and shock. She put her face down to the floor and had a blemished face. She then looked toward the King. I could sense the anger she was holding back. 
 
   Shouting from the audience ensued and the jury conversed, but the King quickly quieted the crowd when he broke his hammer from slamming it.  
 
   “WE ARE DONE WITH THIS. He has spoken treason in the holy Castle of our ancestors. Were he not a Royal, his execution would have been today,” King Othen said as he looked through the crowd and then back at Rousseau, “The former prince will be guaranteed a decent stay in prison, so long as he is to acquiesce his white violet for instead to wear ‘Blue Violet of the House of Othen’ on his person at all times,”
 
   Before entering his cell, Rousseau turned around and looked at him with disgust. He then turned to his white violet and said, “This is the only house I claim allegiance to, the White Violet of the House of Marmahere, the TRUE House of Yuwheria!”
 
   “So be it partisan, but you had your chance! Royal blood or not, you will face equal reprimand to those you align yourself with. YOU have started this War of Violets,” King Othen calmly announced.
 
   Hustle and bustle filled the court room but was quickly silenced by the King slamming another hammer on his desk. A feather could’ve hit the floor and anyone could’ve heard it; that’s how quiet the room got. Rousseau was thrown into a cell, next to me, and they summoned Zon out for his trial. Zon didn’t have huge shackles on, but rather what looked like to be a metal collar on his neck. He walked to the circle with both arms in his shirt’s sleeve, cross-armed. From there he looked toward the King. After he agreed to the oath of honesty, his trial began.
 
   “Yoichi Zon, you are to be charged with the aid of terrorism toward the state of Yuwheria, how do you plead?” Commander Vero asked.
 
   “My plead is not guilty, for I am under the suspicion that it is you who should be standing here, not me,” Zon replied to Commander Vero directly.
 
   “Are you accusing my highest officer of the same crimes that you have committed? That she falsified her documents to get close enough to the King before setting off your Slates that killed over 1,000 Yuwherian citizens?” Marcio asked.
 
   “I am accusing her of leading the destruction of my village back in Shinjo. It was Yuwherian troops who marched in and waged war against us, and she was there at the front lines. Not to mention the fact that you ordered my clan to help assassinate the old King, to which I am ashamed we were a part of,” Zon answered coldly.
 
   Chatter began to fill the room, but this time the semblance on their faces was of confusion. King Othen leaned forward and said, “There were no such orders given and you are mistaken. Commander Vero has been stationed in Yuwherian for over a year now and has not left. And as for your second accusation, it is without merit, for you have no proof. This attack you claim was not ordered by this Crown’s administration.”
 
   “You are WRONG!” Zon said with temerity, “I was there! The soldiers bared your armor! You used the fact that we helped to kill your King to destroy my village. That way no lose ends. . .” Zon looked as though he reached an epiphany; he closed his eyes and his hands began to shake in anger. 
 
   “Whatever you believed to have happened in your country, you have failed to produce any convincing evidence of so and of any argument towards your innocence. My recommendation to the jury is a jail sentence of no shorter time than fifteen years. After this case is over, you will face your judgment. Dismissed,” King Othen scribed to Zon.
 
   Shaking his head, he walked back to his cell and sat down quietly. What’d he realized? He gave up rather easily and that’s not his thing.
 
   Next up was my trial. The soldiers unlocked the door and walked me in front of the King. I looked at my shackles and tried to move around but it was of no good. Besides being reinforced steel, I could tell see the bulwark of Siopi Stones all over the place. Someone obviously did their homework on us. I swore the oath and my trial began.
 
   “Strafe Rocknus, you are being charged with terrorism against the state of Yuwheria for unleashing the Slates on her people, how do you plead?” Commander Vero asked me.
 
   I looked up and with a smirk on my face I said,
 
   “You people must be crazy, because the last time I checked, we were the ones who blew that thing to kingdom-come and saved everyone’s asses… Oh, so not guilty.”
 
   Roya shook her head; she looked embarrassed. The audience began to grow louder until the King slammed his hammer down to silence them, and then looked down at me, “Mr. Rocknus, here on Eternia, in this holy courtroom, you will not use that cacophony again! Do you understand?”
 
   “Yes, I do.” I replied with a shrug.
 
   “Now, how did you become involved with this group of vigilantes? And how did you come into this world? What is your aim?” Commander Vero questioned.
 
   “I was forced to, out of necessity. I am here to find my brother and my friends who were taken here. I found the God Blade in my world and was deceived by a man named Tiras Strand. I believe he is partially responsible for starting the war between Soria and Sentium. He is working for a corporation called The Federation of Worldwide Ancient Societies. Their aim is to steal cultural artifacts to further their agendas. I am on a mission to find Tiras and bring justice against the ones responsible for this,” I explained, I knelt down on one knee, “I am begging you to go to the World Nations and urge them to investigate why the Senti have begun waging war and find Tiras Strand. He is the most dangerous person on Eternia.”
 
   The King looked down at Marcio and looked back up, to which Marcio nodded over to the jury. As I looked over there, a person put down their hood and I jumped to my feet. It was that woman I took prisoner the night of the attack on Mylintus, General Taleri Ganser. She had her arm in a sling. 
 
   “You’ve aligned yourself with the Senti!?” I asked.
 
   “It seems the Sorians gave us no choice, when they sent in a spy to aid in the destruction of the Crown,” Marcio replied.
 
   Taleri looked in my eyes with conviction and crossed her legs.
 
   “She is a representative from Senti. We sent her undercover as Charity to find you. Our sources told us you would be traveling with the former Prince. They’ve asked us for permission to extradite you on war charges Mr. Rocknus. One we plan to honor,” King Othen said to me.
 
   “Where is the real Charity?” Rousseau interjected.
 
   “Dead, by my hand,” Marcio snickered.
 
   “You monster!” Rousseau exclaimed as he slammed against the cage.
 
   “Enough!” King Othen commanded, a guard went over and smacked Rousseau in the back of the head, “Mr. Rocknus, continue!”
 
   “You are making a grave mistake! It is the Senti that were the ones who set this whole thing up in the first place out of avarice! They are gathering tools from around the world to control the Slates! I witnessed them steal one from my planet! They will turn against you!” I pleaded.
 
   “We have been allies for hundreds of years. I am confident in their decision to wage war,” King Othen replied.
 
   “Yes, this is true. Mr. Rocknus is wanted in custody in my country on many war crimes, one of them on kidnapping,” another cloaked person responded. They took off their hood, and to no surprise it was Hendrick Valender, that ass I knocked out before taking Taleri to Dhenfen’Ce.
 
   I laughed as I looked back and forth from the jury to King Othen and then I turned to the audience, “I see it all now! You all have been duped! The Senti are responsible for all the wrong doing that has happened in your country! They helped this joke of a King gain power and who orchestrated your forces to attack Shinjo in exchange to wage their war and get what they want! He is nothing but a puppet, and one that will. . .” I said before Marcio and some guards smacked me across the face with a baton and dragged me back to my cell. 
 
   They then taped my mouth shut so I couldn’t interrupt. I stood there with blood dripping down from my temple.
 
   “Utter poison, spit from the mouth of a terrorist alien sent to destroy your beautiful country,” Hendrick said to the audience.
 
   “Order in the court! Order in the court!” King Othen said to Hendrick, “The jury is to stay silent until the proceedings!”
 
   “Forgive me King Othen,” he replied solemnly.
 
   Before Roya’s trial began, I could feel small vibrations shaking the castle. I looked around and saw Zon and Rousseau had felt the same. We looked around the room and witnessed the vibrations getting stronger.
 
   “Protect the King! Another Slate attack!” a knight screamed from the audience.
 
   Before anyone could move, there was a large blast that blew a large hole into the right side of the castle room from the outside. The debris knocked down Commander Vero and a few of her guards. After the smoke resided, I looked toward the blast to see the Rodin Pirates ship, the Bullrose floating outside. 
 
   “Hot damn! They’ve got some balls alright!” I smiled.
 
   Pirates began pouring in through the hole and the audience began to rush toward the door. King Othen turned around and rushed through the hallway behind him, leaving the courtroom. The Pirates quickly located the Siopi Stones and shot them down with their guns as they engaged the remaining Royal Guard. Zon had already escaped his cell and began to open ours. Marcio had pulled out a rifle and jumped up to the perch the King sat from and began firing down on the pirates. I knew we didn’t have much time to escape before he would pick us off.
 
   As Zon opened my door, I broke free from my shackles and made a break toward the opening.
 
   “Strafe, wait!” Roya shouted to me, “Here!” 
 
   The idiots had held our weapons in a crate next to where Roya was sitting. She tossed me the God Blade and I engaged with the Royal Guard as I made my way toward the ship.  
 
    I looked to see that the others were okay. We made a break for the ship but I had my sword shot out of my hand by Marcio and I felt a whip snap around my neck as I was dragged to the ground. I turned around to see Hendrick smiling and Taleri holding a Siopi Stone. Can they target specific Guardian Powers or do they not have power either?
 
   The Royal Guard had Zon and Roya already on the ground, along with Senti soldiers to back them up. The Pirates who had entered the castle had already been slain and we were on our own again. Things had gone from bad to worse.
 
   Before they could reach me, I saw Rousseau pop out of the audience and shot Marcio with his gunblade. Marcio screamed as his eye was blasted. He retreated to the same way as the King. Rousseau shot the Siopi Stone Hendrick was holding. 
 
   “After him!” Hendrick ordered. 
 
   Some of the Senti soldiers rushed over to catch him but he was too fast, even without help from his aura. I heard some rubble moving and saw Commander Vero rise to her feet again; Hendrick wasn’t pleased.
 
   “Get off your lazy ass and catch that bastard!” Hendrick ordered Commander Vero.
 
   “You are not my Prince, nor my ally,” she replied.
 
   Before they could say a word, Commandeer Vero flapped her armored wings and shot Hendrick across the room into the wall. 
 
   I pulled the whip off my neck but I saw Taleri standing over me with a gun pointed straight at my face. Even though she only had one-hand, she was still very dangerous. She looked down at me with such conviction I’d never seen before. As she went to pull the trigger, she pulled her gun up and clicked on the safety. Before running off, she whispered, “Today is not your day.”
 
   Taleri ran over to Hendrick and helped him escape. I was shocked. I shook my head and ran over to Roya who was with Commander Vero.
 
   “You risk too much Madame Vero-Sah,” Roya said.
 
   “Over the past year, I knew King Othen was sinister, but it wasn't until I laid eyes on Prince Marmahere did I have the courage to rise against him,” Commander Vero explained.
 
   Rousseau had taken care of the remaining Senti soldiers and caught up to us. He ran over and gave Commander Vero a big hug.
 
   “Argenta…” Rousseau said as he looked into her eyes.
 
   “My Prince,” with a tear in her eyes, she put a hand on his cheek, “I’m sorry to have laid hand against you.”
 
   “The fault lies on the King, there is no need to worry. I am glad you are safe,” Rousseau said to comfort her.
 
   “I was waiting for you to come back, to come back and take over,” Commander Vero said as she hugged him.
 
   As we stood there, I could hear a voice coming through a speaker from the ship, “Arggg mateys! We saved ye wolf Strafe! I see ye still in one piece! If ye want to stay so, JUMP ABOARD!” Captain Cali shouted to us.
 
   “We need to move!” Zon said as he moved toward the opening.
 
   The ship was hovering about 15 feet away and slightly below us. We couldn’t miss the landing.
 
   “It’s too far!” I shouted.
 
   “This is the closest we can get me boy!” Captain Cali said through the speaker.
 
   “I can get you on the ship,” Commander Vero told me. 
 
   She flapped her wings and sent me flying through the air, “AAAAAHHHHHHAHAHHAAA!!!” I screamed.
 
   I landed hard on the hood of the ship, right in front of the glass cockpit, “Next time give me a countdown will ya!?” 
 
   Commander Vero helped Roya and Zon get across, leaving Rousseau alone to speak with her. I couldn’t hear their conversation, but Rousseau had been motioning for her to come with him and jumping up and down. I saw her walking back and forth until finally she nodded. Rousseau and Commander Vero escaped from my sight for a moment but then I saw Rousseau jump over by himself onto the hood. 
 
   As he landed, he looked back toward the hole where Commander Vero had spread her wings and was running toward the ship. He held his hand out to catch her as she made it over. She wasn’t able to take two steps as we heard a bang. She grabbed onto Rousseau’s shoulders as he held her and then she put one hand on her stomach. Her eyes widened and she looked down to find blood dripping through a hole in her armor, she then looked at Rousseau before closing her eyes and losing consciousness.
 
   “NOOOOOOO!!!!! ARGENTA!!!!!” Rousseau screamed as he held her close. 
 
   The ship began to veer away from the castle and Rousseau had grabbed her in his arms and rushed her into the ship to get treatment. I looked back at the hole to see Hendrick standing over it a rifle and a smirk on his face. As we began flying toward the horizon, he pointed the gun toward the ship and pretended to fire a round.
 
   “Bang,” I read across his lips.
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   Taleri
 
                 
 
   Mission accomplished. . .
 
   Since we attacked Dhenfen’Ce last month, our strategic goals have been easy to achieve. We punched the enemy in the mouth, and they were still hurting from it. I always loved that taste, when the corner of your lip gets bloodied, and you have to lick it off with your tongue. Unfortunately whenever someone was able to hit me, they would’ve died shortly after.
 
   Ever since my father commanded us to embark on this mission of gathering Guardian Keys, our nation had flourished. We were united in the quest to unlock the heavens and bring order to this world of separation. Soria had been the strongest nation on the planet for decades, now they were putting together the broken statues of their former leaders while we continued on. We weren’t stupid though, and knew they were preparing for war. 
 
   This holy mission to save humanity wouldn’t be stopped in my father’s eyes, but even as a ruthless warrior, I questioned our methods at times. Taking people, using them for experiments and imperialism; these are things I’d never imagined being part of a way to save humanity. I was fighting for my family’s and nation’s honor, but when I would look at the people we took over or defeated and left them hungry and dying, I felt it would stain our legacy as a nation forever. 
 
   It’d been a while since I’d seen that man from Earth, Strafe. He looked stronger, but still innocent. He hadn’t killed yet, I knew the look it made on a person. It seemed he was travelling with others who possessed Guardian power, but he was the only alien. A weakling of a Prince, a homeless girl, a renegade assassin, a giant mutt and a boy from another planet; what a crowd. I could’ve killed ALL of them in the courthouse, but there was something in my heart that told me not to. Something told me to let them live. Something, when I looked into Strafe’s eyes, made me want to be by his side. He was no warrior, but his passion was intoxicating. Whenever he was around, it made me feel warm with compassion. 
 
   Ever since that day he “kidnapped” me, I knew what we were doing was wrong. It wasn’t right to lie, cheat and steal from another, no matter how great the calling. We weren’t doing God’s work. Fate, as it seemed, had picked people from around the world to determine humanity’s destiny by instilling Guardian power among all of us. I was excited to see who would win, us or them. 
 
    
 
   It’d been a few days since the court-hearing and Yuwheria was a mess. Hendrick had planned for the Slates to appear in the stadium, a plan my father blessed. My father, our Supreme Commander, had become aware of the Guardian power from a while back, when he found it in me. My mother was a part of a lineage who inherited the gift, and when she died in child-birth, she passed it down to me. At times he would get furious at the fact she gave it to me instead of him, but as I grew up and trained into our military, he saw the uses. He became very close with me through battle; all I wanted was for him to accept and be proud of me. 
 
   Once he knew I could sense “others” with power, he sent our intelligence agencies to investigate. We had the entire list of those who carried the power and were monitoring them closely. Sometimes I could feel the cameras keeping a close eye on even myself. It seemed we were extremely valuable.
 
   One of the reasons we teamed up with the Yuwherians were to keep tabs on Zenith and Prince Aeileo. Our plans were to take them over once we had retrieved their Guardian Key. Their country lied in an extremely strategic position on the map. I was cleaning the blood off my gun in their weapons workshop underneath the castle when that slime ball Marcio walked up to me.
 
   “Hey baby, need any help with that?” he said as he tossed his new mechanical eye on the table. Machines all around him started to disassemble his eye and replaced it with the new one; it was disgusting.
 
   “If I needed any help, I would ask a man, not a broken machine who runs away,” I cocked my unloaded gun while cleaning it.
 
   “Baby, baby! You got me all wrong, I wanted to make sure I look good for you when I saw you again! I was just playing around with those cockroaches and slipped up. I’m sure even you’ve got caught with your pants down, am I right?” he chuckled as he adjusted to his new eye. 
 
   He then walked past me and grabbed my ass. There had never been a time I was quicker with my knife to a man’s throat. 
 
   “Scum,” I yelled as I slammed him into the wall, “I could kill you right now and not even your father would care. You are nothing but a freak with a gun. You don’t deserve Guardian power. And if you ever touch me again, I will find the cord that runs you and cut it.”
 
   “Woooahhh! Hahahaha! I came on too strong, I’m sorry! Good thing your squeeze didn’t see me, right?” Marcio laughed.
 
   “Hendrick would have had you melted down for bullets if he saw this,” I threatened.
 
   “No, no, no no no no, I’m talking about that boy you let get away, the alien. It kind of made me question who you are really in love with, hehehe!” Marcio smirked.
 
   I wound up my fist and struck him across his mouth. There was the sound of clinking metal when he hit the floor. If he weren’t the Prince, I would’ve killed him, regardless that he was an ally.
 
   “Ohhh! I was right,” he chuckled as he licked the blood from his cut lip. 
 
   He propped himself up with his arm but I pushed him flat on his back, “How dare such a creature as you make such a judgment. If you ever talk to me when it is not mission related, it will be the end of you, do you understand my Prince?”
 
   “Oh yes my love, it was wrong of me to say so. Please, hehe, I will take my leave,” Marcio said with his arms folded out to show he surrendered. 
 
   I pushed him to the ground and heard a thud. I began to walk back toward my quarters. Out of the corner of my eye, there was a bug flying near my ear. I was about to swipe it away but a knife flew right by my head and cut the bug in two. I looked back and saw Marcio with a bunch of knives in his robotic hand retracting, and a big smile across his face. 
 
   “Tell Hendrick that if gets angry and shoots at my sister Argenta again, I eat his flesh with a fork and knife while he is still breathing,” Marcio sinisterly remarked. He turned around and walked out the room. He was watching us, like we were watching him.
 
    
 
   +++
 
    
 
   After I received orders from Sentium, I arranged to meet with the King to discuss our joined-forces battle plan. We met in the Gallery of Kings, a meeting room for discussing sensitive manners. The room was small and dark, hidden in a secret part of the castle. My body was scanned by a machine with a green laser for any recording material or weapons. After I was cleared, I joined Hendrick with the King and his son along with some of their aids. We sat at a metallic grey roundtable surrounded by busts of former Kings of Yuwheria. They were carved in stone and displayed them in battle armor. There was even a bust of a former Queen.
 
   “We thank you for coming here,” King Othen welcomed.
 
   “It is our pleasure, your Majesty,” Hendrick greeted back, “Your hospitality is greater than what is spoken.”
 
   “Thank you Sir Valender, we owe each other a great deal I suppose. Setting up the attack on the Shinjin village and the late King’s assassination was no easy deal for you. I never thought this would turn out such splendor,” King Othen raised his glass to salute Hendrick, “We need to discuss moving forward.”
 
   “Yes, your Majesty,” I said, “My father sends his regards and well wishes for your reign. As you know, the war is spreading and Soria and her allies are gathering in mass. We are close to collecting all of the Guardian Keys, but the Federation is having trouble getting the last few. The more Guardians who activate, the easier they will be to track.”
 
   There was a silence in the room as the King drank his drink and wiped his mouth. Hendrick and I awaited his response.
 
   “Very good General Ganser, I will help support your war efforts as long as Sentium honors their agreement to share access to Heaven with me. My nephew is still alive. Bring him back to me. He will die by my hand. You may leave now,” King Othen stood up and motioned us to leave.
 
   We both bowed to him and made our way out. After we got back on our ship heading to Sentium, Hendrick came over to me, “It is done. The King will have two months, max, to live. I put enough poison in his drink to guarantee so.”
 
   “Who the hell authorized that? You are trusting that scum Marcio to follow through with his father’s agreements? Let alone be a King?” I shoved Hendrick into his seat, “EXPLAIN!”
 
   “My lady, it was your father who gave me the assignment personally. He didn’t share it with you?” Hendrick asked with a raised eyebrow.
 
   “No, I had no idea,” I answered.
 
   “It seems your father wishes to rule alone. Heaven only has room for one God,” Hendrick said with a wicked smile as he walked to the cockpit. I sat in my seat and looked out the window. Hmm, why didn’t he tell me his plans? There is something sinister brewing, and nobody is safe.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Continued in part 2
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