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Chapter 1

The Remembrance Festival


	“Hey! Wake up sleepyhead, it’s time to open the shop!” Kitt said in my ear as she shook me awake. I opened my eyes and was greeted by the sight of a beautiful day, and my beautiful girlfriend, Kitt. I got out of bed and put on my uniform, a simple polo shirt and khaki shorts. She’s already dressed and getting me a cup of coffee. Her sisters, Kay and Layla are in the kitchen. 

“Scotty up yet? He’s got register duty this time.” I asked as I sat down with my coffee. Scotty was one of my best friends and helped us run our little shop, Amari Spa. We all live together in one big apartment, emphasis on big. My parents opened the spa about ten years back and it really helped the community. After they died in a mysterious plane crash over the ocean, my sister Phoebe and I inherited it, but were too young to run it. I was seven and Phoebe was five years old. So our grandparents ran it till we were old enough to get jobs and all that. I met Kitt and her sisters while we were in high school. Then my friend Scotty Wilson asked if he could help on the register and the maintenance of the shop. I gladly let him help out. Since my family made millions from various businesses, we had enough money to buy new supplies and pay everyone. 

“No, I haven’t seen him yet. Should I go down and wake him up?” Layla said. 

“No, I’ve got it.” I said to her. I finished my coffee and bagel and went downstairs to wake Scotty up.

	This is weird; Scotty’s always the first one to wake up.

	I went down to his room and opened the door, expecting to find him asleep in his bed. But he wasn’t in his bed, or his bedroom. He was down another floor, in the basement of the apartment, in his lab. 

	“Hey, Scotty. Were you going to come upstairs and help open?” I asked him from the doorway. 

	He answers from behind a turbine, “Yeah, man. I was almost done down here anyway.” He came out from behind the turbine and took his lab coat off, hanging it on the wall pegs. We went upstairs and joined the girls in the lobby leading into the shop. 

	(Before I go further into my story, I forgot to tell you fellow readers what my friends were like, and what we do here.)

	First of all, my girlfriend, Kitt, is a neko, as well as her sisters. Nekos are humanoid cats that are pretty much human except for ears and a tail. She has long blonde hair that goes down to her hips. She likes to tell jokes and mess around, and that sometimes gets her into trouble. But other than that, she’s the perfect girl for me. Kay’s the serious and tough one. She doesn’t like me dating her sister, probably because she thinks men get in the way of her duties. She herself really doesn’t flirt with guys. She’s not the type to date guys because she says they are unreliable, dirty cheaters. Layla, however, is the polar opposite of Kay. She’s mischievous, sly, and very seductive in her own way. She likes to wear exposing clothes and walk around town like a diva from Hollywood. Every guy wants to take her home, but she has “requirements” for guys she dates. We all work at Amari. We make a lot of money off of the the things we do, due to the massive amount of working people in Sazuka City. After we opened the store by ourselves, we bought some new supplies: soaps, towels, tubs, the whole nine yards. Scotty invents new products, and helps out on the register as a receptionist. He’s made some really cool tech for the city, including wind turbines on top of the city hall. Every one of his inventions has helped the city in who knows how many ways. And my sister Phoebe helps us by managing the finances and keeping the girls at bay during the workday. Phoebe’s a bookworm, straight A student kind of girl. She likes to have fun and cuddle up with her infinite amount of fluffy pillows in her room. Sometimes I lose her when I try to find her because she’ll bury herself in the piles of pillows and hide until I give up.
	
	We opened the shop for today and got our first few customers in a few minutes. 
	“Gee, everyone must be preparing for the festival tonight.” Phoebe says as she watches people outside, hanging up ribbons and lights. 

	I totally forgot that! 

	Tonight’s the three-hundredth birthday of the founding of Sazuka City, and everyone was getting washed and dressed up for it. 

	“Crap! We need to get suits, Scotty. We’re supposed to go onstage tonight with the Queen for her speech!” I say. He just looks over at me and tells me not to worry and that he already ordered tuxes last night. If I know one thing about Scotty, it’s that he’s always prepared and always keeps his cool under pressure. He pulled out some boxes and opened them up, revealing the tuxedos. 

	“Wow, Scotty, these look really nice! How much did you spend on these?” I asked him, astonished. 

	He got me a black tux with a stylish red tie and red pants. By the look of it, it probably cost him a good five hundred bucks for just mine. 

	“Oh, these? Ha! I got them both for three hundred fifty bucks.” he said proudly.

	I looked at him and almost dropped the mint condition suit. I couldn’t believe that Scotty would go through that much trouble to get us suits for the Festival. I just gasped and went to my room to try it on. It fit perfectly. I went out to the living room to show everyone. Kitt just looked at me with wide eyes and planted a kiss on my lips. 

	“You look sexy, Tre,” she said as stepped back to get a good look at me in my new suit. It looked great on me, and I couldn’t be happier.

	A couple hours later, after closing up shop, we all got dressed for the festival. Scotty and I only took fifteen minutes to get ready, spray some cologne on, and get the car ready. But leave it to the girls to spend an hour (give or take) to get ready. But, hey, it was worth the wait. They all came out at the same time, wearing some of the sexiest stuff on Earth. Kitt came out wearing a new outfit of hers: a blue Deep-V dress. All I could do was stand in the middle of the living room and stare at her. We went off towards downtown Sazuka City for the Festival. It really was set up quite nicely in the city, the lights and street vendors selling all types of goods and treats. I thought it would be a good idea to get some food and talk about what we were going to do for the night. But I guess the girls had other ideas about what to do tonight. They pulled us through at least fifteen different stores and bought a ton of new clothes for their already endless wardrobes. Finally, after four hours of shopping, we made it to the City Square. Everyone gathered here to watch the performers and parades, as well as listen to the queen give her amazing speeches every year. We were able to get some food and find a couple of seats before everything started, so that was a plus. 

	“Hey, guys, what do you think of this Festival so far?” I asked them as we sat down on a bench.

	Everyone smiled and said that they enjoyed it. It made me happy just knowing it was a great night to be out and about in the town, hanging out with my friends. After we watched the parade and the performers, the Queen finally came onto the stage to make her speech. She always spoke in a humble voice that really makes you feel happy.

	“Fellow citizens! Welcome to the 300th Anniversary of the foundation of this great city! And thank you all for attending this magnificent ceremony! We are joined here today to mark the anniversary of our ancestors who set foot on this fertile soil three hundred years ago and made this area of land theirs for the taking. They braved the elements and rival troops to finally make this earth under the mountain into the city it is now. And we are gathered here to honor the choices and bravery of those people three hundred years ago!”

	Everyone got on their feet to clap and whoop at the Queen, as they did every year for the last three hundred years. We were clapping too, but I got a weird gut feeling that something wasn’t right. I didn’t want this worry to spoil the moment, so I just brushed it off and kept celebrating. The Queen continued her speech:

	“I have passed new constraints on the ways of this city, as well as new privileges to the people. First and foremost, the Wilson Tavern will be renovated and upgraded by the end of the month. Until the new upgrades and repairs are made, they are having an all new outdoor beer festival, starting next week.” Scotty lit up at that. His dad ran the local tavern in town for years now; it was everyone’s favorite hangout. But it had to get some serious repairs to it after the Yakuza trashed it in a bar fight. They didn’t have enough funds to cover the repairs personally, though, so the Queen and her people were kind enough to lend them the money to make supply orders and get everything fixed up.

	“I can’t believe it! They are actually going to finish rebuilding Dad’s bar! Oh, man, I can’t wait to see what it looks like after all of it is repaired.” Scotty squealed. Everyone could tell he was happy with the Queen’s call. Then she said something that really got the rest of our attention.

	“Will our friends over in the uptown region, Treyan Hazaki, please come forward?” she said, looking straight at the group and me. I gulped, blushed, and stood up to walk up to the podium. I was sweating like a pig by the time I got through the crowd of people.
	
	I finally made it to the podium where the Queen was standing. She looked overjoyed to see me and said that I was looking nice, as always. I glanced over at the group for some support when I caught Kitt’s eyes. She smiled back at me and motioned for me to bow to the Queen and look presentable. I bowed and straightened up my suit and tie, almost drenched in sweat. 

	“Hello, Tre, it’s wonderful to see you! You get to have something special tonight!” she said.

	I was hoping the queen would give me one of her royal kisses. People have said that only the best of the best get to be kissed by the Queen, and that the kiss is rumored to heal all stress and sickness. But no, instead, she pulled out a large chest from behind her guards. It was huge, but she managed to lift it in my direction. She dropped it with a loud thunk! I jumped when she dropped it.

	“Goodness! I can’t believe this has gotten heavier in the last year or so!” she strained.

	She undid the clasps and opened it up for me to see inside. She pulled out a large silver sword from the side of the walls, unsheathed it, and pointed it in my direction. I almost had a heart attack.

	This is it, I’m gonna die here, on this platform, in front of my girlfriend and the entirety of Sazuka City!

	But instead of lopping me in half, which that sword could easily do, she got me down on one knee, and placed the sword on my shoulders. 

	“I, Queen Verdana, knight Treyan John Hazaki. You have officially been knighted as one of the city’s finest men.” 

	She placed the sword on each of my shoulders. The only thing I could do was sit there, staring and wondering what the heck just happened to me. I looked around and saw Kitt and the others cheering and jumping around. Kitt ran up on the stage and jumped into my arms, wrapping herself around me, and kissed me a good one. I kissed her back and fainted with her on top of me. I don’t think it was because I was sweating gallons at that point, but the shock of getting the highest of honors at just eighteen years old. That could have been one of the most exciting and greatest moments in my life.

	And what happened after I woke up made that moment even better….



Chapter 2

The Glorious Night 


	After I came to, I found that the entire city was cheering, and I was being hauled into the Queen’s royal carriage. I still couldn’t believe that I had received one of the city’s highest honors. When I opened my eyes and cleared my head, I saw the Queen staring at me from across the seats. She looked delighted and perked up when she saw me open my eyes. 

	“Oh, Treyan! I can’t be more proud of you! You have received the city’s highest honor! We’re going to the royal palace as we speak for your inauguration. I hope you’re prepared to be flooded with glory and happiness.”  she said with a smile.

	I listened as she went on and on about a great feast that was to be prepared for my friends and I, as well as the finest bedrooms. I kept forgetting that the Queen loved to live in the Old World at times, what with all of the knighting and feasts.

	“Heh, I guess it just all went to my head a lot faster than expected. Uh, Your Majesty, where are my friends?” I asked, a bit uneasy that it was just the two of us. 

	The Queen just smiled and said, “Oh, don’t worry, Treyan, they are already at the palace getting prepared for your arrival.”  I sighed and sat back in my seat, noticing the gleaming silver sword holstered on my belt. It looked really nice, with its long, sharp blade and black hilt with a ruby in the middle of it. 

	“Wow, this looks amazing! I didn’t know we had anything like this in the armory.” I said as I grasped the leather bound hilt. The sword was one of the finest I had ever seen. Quite possibly more beautiful than that of the Royal Guards. I just sat there holding the sword in my hands like a hero, wondering about its magic powers.

	“This did not come from any armory you can find in the city, Treyan. It came from the Great Halls of Amdur. It’s one of the greatest swords ever made. It belongs to the Sacred Keep of Amdur and its King, Hanz. There are eight of them. A different hilt gem for each of the King’s colored jewels. Hanz was the very first King to rule over Amdur, and he did so with pride and honor, never letting his guard down in a fight, and always looking out for the people in need. He was the greatest King to rule the lands of the earth.”  the Queen said, as she sat towards me, eyeing the ruby in the hilt. She looked too proud to tell me the tale of the legendary swords of Amdur.

	Wow! I’m holding the exact same sword that Hanz used when he liberated the land from the Kaizu.

	We arrived at the palace just as the church bells rang out ten ‘o clock. A fancily clad butler stepped up and opened the doors of the carriage, lending the Queen a hand out of the door. The butler smiled at me and bowed as he saw the sword clipped to my belt.

	“Oh, hello, good sire, Treyan! I am your humble servant, Bellmeade. I give you my services for anything you need during your stay here at the Queen’s palace.” the butler said with a Scottish accent. Then I noticed a cat looming on his shoulder, staring at me. “And this is Charles Johnson, or CJ, my loyal companion.” The cat was a chubby Persian that was a ghostly white color.

	“Ah, yes, thank you for that wonderful introduction, Bellmeade. Charles does love to keep visitors company. They have always been loyal to me and my Royal Guards.” the Queen said, as she stroked CJ’s head and back. He purred and the continued to stare at me with those deep green eyes.

	 We headed inside the palace, which was at the top of the mountain. It looked great on the outside, but once you went inside, you wanted to stay there forever. It had ceilings that dwarfed the Sistine Chapel, with long hallways, giant marble pillars, and great mahogany doors. I wanted to see my friends as quickly as possible, but the Queen said that we had to get me ready for the feast. They took me into one of the many dressing rooms and brought out at least five different suits for me to wear. They were very colorful, and didn’t really fit me well. Then, at the bottom of the pile, I spotted something that really caught my eye.

	“Your Majesty, what is that one?” I asked, poking at the black under the blue Renaissance style uniform. She looked at me curiously and then had Bellmeade fish it out.  It was a black leather jacket, with red stripes on the sleeves and pockets. It had an open collar, and a silver zipper. There were black pants with the same red stripes on them to match it. I loved it.

	“Your Majesty, I quite like this one” I told her as I pointed to the jacket and pants. She looked at me happily and handed them to me to try on.

	“Oh, I just knew you would love it! It was your father’s suit that he wore when he was knighted in the square. He looked so dashing.” the Queen proudly announced. She seemed to almost convulse with joy as she said it. My dad was a very handsome man back in the day. Lots of girls would practically hunt him down just to talk to him. But when he married my mother, a small, lonely, high school outcast, he knew he had picked the right woman. Every single one of the girls that tried to make him theirs suddenly turned away from him and swore under their breaths, talking about how he couldn’t have been serious about marrying a girl like that.

	“I know, that’s why I picked it out. He wore it to his wedding, too. I just felt that it would be special to do the same thing.” I said as I tried the suit on. It was a perfect fit. I was very surprised to find that it fit me so well, after almost twenty years of sitting here in one of the Queen’s wardrobes. I put the rest of my suit on, combed up my hair as best I could, sprayed on some designer cologne, and went out into the Grand Hall. Everyone was sitting at the table, waiting for me to show up. All the food looked really good, but what looked even better to me was the empty seat right next to Kitt. She was looking at me, already reading my mind. I sat next to her, and her perfume and shampoo practically knocked me out of my seat. She looked too beautiful, even for me. She had a tight blue two-piece dress and a sapphire necklace that I got her for our anniversary. She had to have spent a good amount of time with her sisters doing her hair and makeup. Her hair was curled, and two braids were tied around to the back of her head. Her deep blue eyes had her classic eyeliner on. As I looked around, I saw that the Queen made no exception to getting everyone ready for the feast. Scotty had an all white suit, with a green vest. His hair neatly parted into a nice comb-over. Kay was wearing a nice brown pantsuit. She was never one for wearing dresses or skirts. She said that they were “too revealing”. We were always getting on her to loosen up and have fun, but that’s never worked for us at all. Layla had gone for the full-blown revealing style. She had the idea of “reveal but don’t reveal” idea down pat. She had a Deep-V dress, and one of the tightest pairs of leggings money can buy. I couldn’t help but look at her. Heck, even Bellmeade and CJ turned their heads in awe.

	“Hi, sweetie. How was the ride here? Did you enjoy playing dress-up with the Queen?” Kitt cooed at me with naughty eyes. I just kissed her and turned back to the table. I told her yes and waited for the Queen to enter the hall. She eventually showed up about ten minutes later and sat down at the head of the table.

	Then Bellmeade and the chefs brought out all the food. There were so many different things to eat: pork, salad, salmon, potatoes, rice, crème brulees. Everything you could think to eat, it was there. They also brought out wines, sodas, and honey tea. Scotty immediately grabbed a Diet Pepsi. We all knew he was very prone to getting drunk very fast. First time it happened, we were all at a New Years party. Scotty took a shot of vodka because he lost a bet to Layla, and immediately passed out and hit the floor. It took us another hour to wake him up, just in time to see the ball drop in Times Square.

	We all ate a good meal, had a couple of laughs about Scotty’s story, and just got to know the palace and the origin story of Sazuka City. After it was all done, Bellmeade showed each of us to our rooms. They were pretty big, too. They all had king-sized beds, huge wardrobes, master bathrooms, and fifty-inch TV’s. Our room smelled like lavender and fresh sheets. They really did a good job setting up the rooms for us to stay here for the Festival. We unpacked our bags and sat down to watch some TV. The Festival and my knighting were all over the news, not to mention me passing out with Kitt on top of me in front of four million people. At about midnight, I went down to explore the palace. It was huge, and the guards stood at attention every time I walked by them. I saw the courtyard, stables, guard towers, and the dungeons (I didn’t know why it still had dungeons, we had one of the best police forces in the country). I also saw the throne room, which the guards were happy to let me see. The throne was huge, too, one big piece of diamond and red velvet cushions. Leading to it was a long red velvet carpet that the Queen said was hand cleaned every day before duties. I eventually made my way back to my room, with some help from Bellmeade. I opened the door, but the lights were off. I thought that Kitt maybe went to bed.

	“Well, hello there, my prince.” A voice said from behind me. I spun around and Kitt was standing there, her dress top hanging around her shoulders. She had somehow closed and locked the door behind me without me noticing.

	“You know; I’ve always wondered what you did when I wasn’t home.” she said as she walked towards me, her hair down, swishing around in perfect unison with her hips. She pushed me down onto the bed, throwing my jacket to the floor, as well as the sheets covering the bed.

	I knew already where the rest of the night was going. Her slim, athletic body was begging for me. I gradually took her top off and threw it aside. And one by one, pieces of clothing were thrown to the floor. It was really nice, loving it up after a day like this. We eventually passed out after a couple hours. It was one of the most exhilarating moments of my life. It certainly was a huge day for all of us.




Chapter 3

Nazshi 

	Deep down in the mountain ranges to the Great East, there lies a great warrior. Nazshi is one of the Elder Assassins, an immortal race of human sorcerers who have been known across the lands as the best fighters. But, as the darkness of the Kaizu king, Nomo, swept across the land during the Dark Ages, Nazshi betrayed his fellow Elder Assassins. Slaying all of the other seven, he took up the throne and turned the mountain of Iylia into his kingdom. He has sat there for eternity, looking at his victory over his brothers and sisters. He has created an army so strong that no mortal kingdom dares to challenge it. He and his followers possess and control many guilds of darkness, and have their eyes set on Sazuka City…

	“General Kozar! Have you returned from your recon of the city?” Nazshi spoke to his Visionary Pearl. He had Kozar plant spies inside of the palace of the Queen Verdana, learning and gathering information about this newly knighted prodigy, Treyan Hazaki.

	“We are preparing to return to you at once, my Lord. We have gathered sufficient information as to the plans of the Queen. We shall be able to make our move very soon.” Kozar said.

	“Good, good. And what of their new knight, Treyan Hazaki? He is the spawn of Jonathan Hazaki. We must know of his whereabouts at all times. His father posed a great threat to us in the beginning. And since his unfortunate passing, we have had the opportunity to rebuild our forces for war.” Nazshi declared with great proudness. General Kozar was the finest of his lizard warriors. He knew the risk of spying on Jonathan’s son. He had been their greatest enemy during the war, being a Crimson Knight and all. And now the knowledge of his son ascending to the same position posed a threat.

	“He is currently being housed in the Queen’s Palace. And with great pleasures being given to him as well. But we have also gained new knowledge of something my Lord. He has a twin sister. She’s also there.”

	Nazshi looked into his Visionary with great surprise, then settled to tell Kozar, “Keep an eye on her, too. We do not yet know if she possesses the same powers as her father did. She could just as easily be a threat to us. That is all I need to speak to you about, General. Return to your duties.”

	“Yes, my Lord.” Kozar said, and then the message went dark. Nazshi rose from his throne and strode to his room. How had he not seen that Treyan had a twin sister, one who may be as powerful as he is now? He had to act quickly if he was to counter the new threat to his power. He opened his cabinets to look for his tools. He found his Black Longsword and his dagger. He dressed in his coat and strapped both to his belt. He pulled his scarf to his mouth and headed out into the blizzard. He trudged his way out into the barracks, and looked for his second in command, Linare. He needed to share this newfound information with Linare, for he was the trainer of the new soldiers. He found him leaning against a post in the stables.

	“Linare, we have grave news from Kozar.” Nazshi had to almost scream over the howling wind of the blizzard. “The threat to us, Treyan Hazaki, has a twin sister. We must act fast if we are to counter them.”

	“Yes, my Lord, I understand. I shall double the training efforts as best I can.” Linare said as he saluted and ran to the barracks. Nazshi strode back to the castle, ready to prepare himself for the greatest moment of his life, the one he and his people have been planning for eighteen years.


	Tomorrow, we strike down on Sazuka City with enough power to crush Rome twice over!

	He stepped into his secret room, and looked for the things he needed to defeat Tre and his sister. He quickly grabbed his armor, his stars, and his cloak and ran upstairs. He saddled up his horse, and rode down the mountain to Forest Town below the peak. Forest Town was his base of operations outside of his kingdom. He arrived at the gate and knocked upon the gate door.

	“Who goes there? State yer buisniss, squabbler!” the gatekeeper said, his voice groggy with sleep.

	“Norfred, let me in immediately.” Nazshi spoke through the hole in the gate. Recognizing the voice of his commander and master, Norfred immediately shook any sleepy drunkenness from himself, and quickly threw open the gate.

	“My apologies, Lord. I had no idea that you would come this late in the night!” Norfred squeaked as he stood at attention.

	“’Tis not your fault, Norfred. Where is Kozar, has he returned yet from Sazuka City?” Nazshi inquired. He needed to speak with him personally this time.

	“Ah, yes, my Lord. He just arrived about five minutes before you. He should be at the command post in downtown by now.” Norfred sighed. He had been spared yet another time. He was not cut out for these late night visits from Nazshi.

	Nazshi sped off towards the command post, which was a huge tower standing where the church tower once was. He dismounted and saw Kozar going through battle plans with a soldier. He walked towards him and saw that he carried something interesting.

	“Kozar! You have returned, I see. Tell me, what did you bring back?” Nazshi said as he saluted and stood at the table in front of Kozar.

	“Yess, I thought you would want to see this. It appears to be some sort of Visionary Pearl, much like the one that you have in the throne room. We retrieved it from one of the vaults our Croakers raided last night. But it’s not like any other Visionary we’ve seen made before, this is different. When one of the Croakers tried to touch it, it incinerated him, and we were almost caught. They seemed to have known we were coming and planted a fire stone inside of it.”

	Nazshi looked at the Visionary pearl more closely, inspecting it from every angle. It did indeed look like a normal Visionary Pearl except for one thing. He could see something inside of the pearl, almost like looking into a glass bowl. 

	“Kozar, break this immediately, there is something inside of it that interests me.” he told Kozar, backing away from the pearl.

	Kozar nodded, stepped back, and lobbed the pearl into the air. It rose quite high into the air, then fell, smashing against the ground, cratering it and shattering the pearl. Nazshi knelt down and looked at the strange glowing object. It looked orange with red swirls. He inspected it closer, and then his eyes went wide.

	“Fire Charge! Get Down!” he yelled as he jumped up and leaped through the command post window. Kozar and a couple soldiers ran and ducked. The fire charge pulsed and the let off a huge BOOOOOOOMMMMMMMM!!!!!! As it exploded, many soldiers were burnt to a solid crisp. Their bodies fell to the ground, still in the shocked poses they died in. The fire charge left a smoking hole in the ground. Everyone who survived rose from their cover and found quite a sight.

	“The Queen is clearly responsible for this punishment! We must counter it!” Kozar said as he cleared the wreckage.

	And, out of the corner of his eye, Nazshi spotted someone fleeing the town, carrying something. 

	“After that person!” he ordered as he drew his sword and sprinted out after him. 

	The rest of the soldiers drew their swords and ran after the shadowy figure as well. The person was carrying something heavy, so it didn’t take Nazshi long to catch up to him. He tackled him, knocking the package out and throwing it into a nearby ditch. The figure rose, and drew a sword. Nazshi swung, and the figure dropped the sword, as if to surrender. This allowed Nazshi to land a clean thrust straight into the attacker’s gut, putting the blade straight through his barely clothed body. He retracted and the figure fell to the ground, bleeding profusely. Nazshi bent down and lifted off the figures mask, revealing the face of a young man.

	The boy just managed to get a few bloody words out, “You…. Have…. Lost…. The…. War.” Before his eyes went white and he went limp.

	“A spy! We’ve been sought out by someone!” Nazshi said to Kozar as he kicked the body into the ditch. He went over and picked up the package that the spy was carrying, “it’s a map of our entire kingdom, including battle plans for our siege.” He stared in shock, wondering how the spy got through the guards to the vault.

	You have only furthered our plans of attack, Queen Verdana. And this time, you won’t have Johnathan to stop us…






Chapter 4
Part 1

The Midnight Siege



	Nazshi’s army was preparing for war. He made his rounds of the barracks, looking at the legions of troops that he prepared, but still could not shake one fact.

	“How did that spy manage to get through our defenses so easily? He had to have been wearing a cloak. But yet, he didn’t have one on him. He barely had anything at all….” he said to himself as he rode across the field.  Kozar seemed to notice his troubled mind.

	“My Lord? Are you alright? You looked concerned.” he asked him as he was walking with him.

	“I’m quite alright, General. I was just thinking about something.” he replied.

	After he was finished with his rounds, Nazshi made his way over to the command post. All of his finest officers were awaiting him, maps and battle scripts in hand. He sat at the table with the rest of the commanders. A commander from the Kota Region stepped forward and rolled out a map, showing the secret passages running in the sewers under the city. All of them crammed in to get a good view of it all.

	“So, what is the plan?” One commander asked, clearly doubting the success of the sewers, “we are not capable of moving such a big army through the sewers like this.”

	Nazshi stared at him and calmed down long enough for the Kota commander to finish explaining the plan. “…. The stronger units will be quite armored and will storm the streets. And the lighter, stealthier units will be cloaked and move through the sewers” Everyone seemed to agree with the plan, so they rolled the map up and rose to their feet.

	“So it is settled then, we shall split our troops up evenly. We will hit them from below, as well as above. Generals, go to your legions and prepare for midnight.” They left the command post. Meanwhile Nazshi walked to the lookout tower on the peak of the mountain. He stared down upon the city, planning on what he will do once he has taken control of the city, kill the survivors, and claim yet another land as his own. Then, he had a thought, he didn’t need to kill Tre or his sister, but instead influence them to join his cause. It was a brilliant scheme only an assassin’s mind could create.

	Yes, they would be top of the line soldiers. I just wonder how well they’ll like Zero? The truth might be a bit too much for them to handle….

	He leapt from the tower, running towards the laboratory. He burst through the doors and ran towards the storage area. He found a cabinet marked Danger: Black Soul dart poison. He picked up two vials and put them in a box, safely protecting them. Then he ran back to his armory and grabbed some throwing daggers off the wall. He uncapped the vials, took the daggers out, and slowly dipped their points into the top. He covered his mouth; it smelled horrible. He never approved what they were cooking up in that lab, but it was creative and expendable. He removed the daggers from the vials, their tips coated in the black poison. He sheathed them and clipped them to his belt. He was certain that these daggers would assure him ultimate victory over Tre. He walked out into the blizzard and rejoined the rest of his squadron.

	“Sound the horn, General.” Nazshi said to Kozar. He lifted his horn, and blew a long, deep tone that echoed across the entire mountainside, the signal to advance upon Sazuka City. And under the cover of the blizzard and midnight darkness, Nazshi and his lizard army advanced towards the city. The lights of the city visible through the snowy wind gave the soldiers a clear view of the objective and a sense of navigation. They moved to the base of the mountain, crouching in the bushes. The outside of the city was right at the foot of the mountain, making entering the city easy for them.

	“Spread out, we must make our appearance unnoticeable to the authorities.” Kozar said. The soldiers split up and took positions on various ledges, ready to jump to the rooftops. “Now! Jump!” He ordered to the soldiers. They jumped at least a good fifteen yards to the edge of the rooftops, making the jump easily. The rest of the commanders jumped up and ran across the rooftops as well. While they were doing that, the other half of the troops were moving silently into the city’s outskirts. This strategy was much easier than going through the center, where the police would spot them easily. They stopped when they found a suitable place to hide in the sewers. Dropping down to a back alley, Nazshi and his squad stuck to the shadows and looked for an entryway.

	“There, that plate there. We can break that plate and head down.” He said as he spotted a sewer plate in the street. He broke the plate and dropped down to the sewer. The rest of the squad followed closely behind, weapons at the ready.

	“We make for the city center, then to the palace. Kill anyone who gets in our way.” Kozar said, advancing.

	A while down in the sewers, they caught glimpse of light from the holes in another plate. They had reached the city. The squad readied up, and then, with one big burst, pushed through the road and into the unsuspecting city. The crowds still out in the square screamed in horror as the soldiers killed the people nearest to them, their swords looking for their next victim. The police arrived quickly on the scene; blockading the roads.

	“DROP YOUR WEAPONS IMMEDIATELY!!! YOU WILL NOT BRING FURTHER HARM TO THE PEOPLE OF SAZUKA CITY!!” The commanding officer yelled into the megaphone. They drew their guns and took aim. They were about to shoot when an arrow appeared from the neck of one of the police officers. The rest of the men stared in horror as the wounded officer screamed in pain and slumped to the ground. They all looked up at the mystery arrow, only to see the roof squad leap upon them and instantly slaughter them. The police commander, wounded, lay up against his cruiser, his gun empty. Nazshi dropped down in front of him. 

	“Are you the commanding officer of this brigade? Answer me!” he spat into his face, his sword dangerously close to the man’s chest.

	“Y-y-yes I am.” he replied, sweat falling off his cheeks. Nazshi hauled him up and threw him across the car.

	“Good, then I’ll have a prime example to make in front of the Queen. Bind him now!” he barked to the two soldiers who caught the commander. They quickly tied him to a nearby light pole and set to work destroying the city. When the soldiers ran off, only Kozar and Nazshi remained. Kozar held a news camera that he picked from a dead reporter. It was still transmitting live to all the TV’s in Sazuka City.

	“Your Majesty, Queen Verdana. We have breached your city and are beginning our assault on your people. Your pitiful waste of human flesh you call a police force was immediately eliminated. I have here the only survivor of your police brigade, your own captain. I do wish that you were here to make things easier for him and his family. Tell him it’s going to be all right and that he’ll live another day. But, sadly, my people have lived too long in the shadows. Today we take back the lands that you have stolen from out under our noses!” He looked back to the captain, still tied to the pole and on the verge of tears, then back to the camera. He was holding something glowing in his palm. 

	“A Soul Shadow, Your Majesty, can enter a living being’s body, consume its soul, and replace it with its own. It’s a very nasty process of pain and death, but afterwards the victim is mine for whatever my will desires. We Elder Assassins use them for our work and can conjure them whenever we want. And with that being said, let us begin.”

	He held open the captain’s mouth and let the black magic flow into his body. He stepped back and watched as the Soul Shadow did its work on the helpless man. His eyes went white, then black. And the white light that was the commander of the police force left his body with a screeching sigh. He rose up off the ground and looked Nazshi square in the eyes.

	“I am at your service, Master.” he spoke in a far away voice. Nazshi chuckled at this. He turned to the rest of the troops.

	“This man knows the layout of this city! Take the best of the legions and storm the palace!” Nazshi ordered. He turned back to him and handed him a large cleaver. The commander took it without question and sheathed it in his belt. 
	
	“We make to the Queen’s palace! Charge!” They moved at lightning speed, charging towards the palace, weapons drawn. All the time, they were completely unaware of the person watching them from the cover of the shadows….





Chapter 4
Part 2

Caught Off-Guard


	I woke up feeling refreshed and happy. I opened my eyes and looked around the room. Kitt was still laying beside me in bed, sound asleep. I slowly moved her arms off of me and got out of bed. I got dressed in a white muscle shirt and black jeans and went down to the Grand Hall. Scotty was already up and wandering around, looking for something to eat.

	“Hey, Tre, what do you gotta do to get some good chow around this place, huh? I was up for two hours already and I haven’t seen anyone cooking up meal yet.” he asked irritably. I just shrugged and went to the kitchen to look for myself. Indeed, there was no one there cooking. I then saw a bell on the side of the door frame. I rang it loudly and almost immediately a half dozen chefs came pouncing out of their rooms and got to work preparing breakfast. The head chef came up to me, a great orange mustache on his lips, and asked me what I’d like to eat.

	“Ummm, eggs, over easy, wheat toast, ham, smoked, and black coffee.” I told him. He quickly scribbled it all down on a piece of note paper. He then raced back to his workers and told them my order. They all had some weird accent, probably Swedish or Italian. They moved very fast and I could barely keep up with their movements. Chopping, slicing, and cooking. I was amazed by how fast they were moving and cooking at the same time. The noise and smell must have woken everyone else up, because they were dressed and down here. The chef, who told me his name was Gustavio, was already taking notes for everyone’s breakfasts. We all went out to the dining hall and sat down. Our food was brought out to us on large silver trays. We ate a good breakfast, and then the Queen walked in and announced, 

	“I hope all of you enjoyed your meals. Gustavio has been my head chef for years now, and his cooks never miss a beat or a meal.”  Gustavio came over to the Queen, bowed, and then asked for her order.

	“Oh, I’ll just have the usual, Gustavio! You always make it the best!” He hurried back to the kitchen and cooked up her meal. We all ate and sat at the table, talking about how our night went. We then dispersed back to our rooms to get ready for the next stage of the festival. Kitt was barely awake when I walked upstairs.

	“Hey, there’s some food downstairs for you, if you want it.” I told her as she buttoned up her shirt. She just nodded and lumbered downstairs to eat. I fell back onto the unmade bed and flipped on the TV. I skimmed the channels and found a football game. I had been watching TV for about two hours when Bellmeade came into the room.

	“I presume you and the missus had a wonderful time last night, hmm?” he asked as he folded the sheets and rearranged the covers.

	“What do you mean by that, man? Come on, we were just enjoying ourselves.” I said, a bit embarrassed. He just smiled back at me through his glasses.
	
	“Well, it sure did sound like she was having fun. I know, I was a star back in my prime and glory days. But now, the younger generations have come up with so many new things.” he chuckled, and my face went blood red. 

	I guess butlers have to make nightly rounds with no regard for personal privacy….

	I calmed down and laughed with him. He left after he made sure the room was spotless, and then I went down to see Kitt. She and the girls were having a good laugh at Scotty, who had just tripped over CJ and had fallen into a fish tank. Coming out of the water, he spat out a goldfish and shook himself off. I couldn’t help but laugh, too. He just pouted and stormed back to his room for some dry clothes. Phoebe walked up to me, her pigtails bouncing on her shoulders. She handed me a document and smiled.

	“It’s a letter from Uncle Lenny. He finally wrote back from his trip!” she squealed. Our Uncle Lenny was obsessed with travel and old ancient things. He absolutely pampered Phoebe, sometimes to the point of death. He lived in Alabama for a long time and had developed a strong southern accent. He liked to write with it, too. I opened the letter and read it:

	Hey there, guys! Just wanted to say that I just got back from Peru on a trip through the Andes. We discovered a new temple and collected some diamonds. I hope to bring ‘em back to you kids once I get back. We’re at base camp right now, but I’ll be home soon! I heard quite a bit from all those letters ya wrote. Phoebe, great job on that science fair project this year! And Tre, nice job on nailin yerself a purty girl! Hope you two make the best of this summer, and I hope to write back to ya once I get through my trip.

	Love, 
	Uncle Lenny

	I smiled at the letter. It’ll be good to see him when he gets back. I always love hearing his stories about his trips. Ever since Mom and Dad died, he’s been off on a tangent, saying that my Dad’s death was planned and that he’ll find the people responsible, even if it meant leaving us in the city for a couple years. I don’t think he ever found a cause, but I still think of him as the braver one of the family. I handed the letter back to Phoebe, my eyes starting to tear up.

	“Hey, you ok?” she asked me, tilting my head up so she could see my face. I just brushed her hands away and nodded. She smiled and bounded off with the girls. It was about noon, so I figured I’d go out and check out the festival grounds. I suited up and went down to the garage. They somehow towed my car to the garage, cleaned it, and fixed it up. I laughed and pulled out my keys. I missed my car, having not driven for a good while (everything was so close in the city). It felt good to sit down behind the wheel. It was a gift from my grandfather a couple of years ago, an old Mustang that he had in high school. I happily turned the key and listened to the engine roar to life. Kitt appeared in front of the window, startling me so that I hit the gas and almost crashed it into the wall.

	“Hey, stupid, I thought you knew how to drive.” she said as I backed up from the wall.

	“Well, I do know how to drive, just not when phantom girlfriends show up in front of my window.”  I said.

	She walked around the side of the car and opened the passenger side door. Getting in, she sank down into the seat, as if to remember a long lost memory. We pulled out of the garage and headed down the mountain.

	“Remember this car, Tre? It’s where we first met. I was coming off the field from the championship game we just won. You were sitting in the lot in your car, the engine running, listening to the radio, and sipping something out of a bottle. I walked over to your car to say hi, and you immediately turned the radio off and stared at me.”

	“Yes, I’m quite familiar with that. You were a very provocative cheerleader. You always wore your skirt too short and your hair down. It was a surprise we didn’t lose the game because the players were all gawking at you flying and flipping around.” I laughed as I said that and Kitt just blushed. “You asked if I could drive you home. I said yes. I was wearing a cutoff T-shirt and blue jeans, you and your cheerleader uniform. My hair was short, yours a bit longer. We rolled up to your house, and you asked me these exact words…”

	“You wanna go out with me?” she finished my sentence with those exact words. I looked over at her and smiled.

	“Yeah, those exact words. I was the luckiest guy in town that night. So I said yes, and you leaned over and kissed me, right there in your driveway.” I said. Those were good days, alright.

We drove around some more and stopped at some shops that were selling some novelty items from the Festival’s vendors. I finally pulled into the city center after a couple hours of shopping, my Mustang shining under the moonlight. We got out and walked to the festival center. I looked up at the mountains because I saw something that caught my eye, large plumes of black smoke coming off the tops of the peak.

	“Tre, what is it?” Kitt asked me when she saw the confused look on my face.

	“Oh, it’s nothing. I just saw something weird up on the peak.” I said and looked away from the mountain.

	“Wow, you can see all the way up there?!” Kitt said, awestruck.

	“Yeah, good vision runs in my family.” I said. We arrived at the festival grounds where the main shops and restaurants were. We walked over to our favorite restaurant and entered. We had a good meal and eventually got around to some shopping after we let our food settle. I saw a good shop that had some good clothes and other products. We bought quite a lot, and I mean a lot. We were lucky it all fit into the car, but we got it all in. Driving back to the palace, I stopped at the top of the mountain. Looking out to the other range, I saw that the plumes of smoke were getting bigger, and more of them were popping up. I was able to see the orange of fire this time, since the sun set.

	“I wonder if anyone lives over in the outer mountains?” I asked skeptically.

	Kitt just looked at me with concern, “Yeah, that is a bit weird. But I’m sure it’s just the old hermits and wise men that live up there.” She looked at her phone; the clock said 10 o’clock. “Hey, we should get inside. Everyone’s probably wondering where we ran off to.”

	I nodded and pulled into the garage. Turning the car off, we unloaded the bags and took them up to our room. Scotty came knocking ten minutes later, demanding to know where we were for the last ten hours.

	“Relax, Scotty. We were down at the festival, shopping and all that. I thought I texted you before I left.” I said to him, calming him down. He checked his phone and laughed.

	“Oops, I guess I turned it off.” He put it back in his pocket. Just then, a loud BOOOOOOOOMMMMMMMM!!!!!!! echoed through the room. We all ran to the window and looked out. We could see flames and smoke in the older part of town, police sirens going off, their light flashing as they sped down the street, towards the explosion. We ran downstairs to the throne room and practically kicked the doors in, the Queen and Bellmeade standing at a table.

	“Your Majesty, something just exploded in Old Towne! There’s fire and everything!” I yelled across the hall, running towards them.

	She looked at me with dread, “Yes, it’s Nazshi. He has finally chosen this day for his revenge. He made it apparent on the TV.” She looked down at the table: a sword, a large shotgun, and at least twenty high-caliber shells sitting on the tablecloth.
	
	“Where did you get these?! And how did you know we were being attacked? And who’s this Nazshi?” I had so many questions flying out, I didn’t breathe. I gasped and started to choke on my own air. I composed myself and calmed down. 

	“What are we gonna do?” I asked, everyone clearly panicking. Just then, Kay stepped out from the shadows, brandishing her bow, taut and ready. She must’ve been told what was happening already.

	“We fight. Is that plain and simple enough for you?” she said in her “Get-Your-Butts-Moving tone”. She clearly meant business. I guess all of those workouts and mountain trips finally paid off in the end.

	“But, what are we gonna do?” Scotty asked from behind me. Kay looked at him and tossed and the sword over to him, he yelped and leapt away, letting it clatter to the floor. He sighed and picked it up. I knew exactly what Kay was getting at. She was always working out and training, saying that one day the skills will come in handy. I ran to my room, grabbed my sword and ran back to the halls. I unsheathed it and watched the silver blade shine in my face.

	“It looks good on you, Tre. I like how the whole thing just screams death.” Layla said, chuckling to herself. She had two pistols strapped to her waist, and an assault rifle in her hand.

	“Where did you get that stuff? And can you even fire that thing?” I asked skeptically.

	“C’mon. I didn’t play all those video games with Kitt for nothing! I’m ready to kick some!” she said as she loaded the rifle. 

	We all ran to the main gate and saw that the flames were getting closer. A soldier came over to the Queen and spoke to her. She looked away and then dismissed him. She turned back to us and we all saw the look of terror and fear on her face.

	“They are closing in on the palace. We need to gather the armies and counter this offensive. Nazshi has deployed out all of his troops this time, launching a full on assault on my kingdom. I shall not have it!” She ran over to the armory at the gate and quickly found a sword, one that looked too short for her to use. All of a sudden a huge fireball came streaming over the gate and hit one of the palace’s steeples, destroying it and raining flaming wood and masonry down onto our heads.

	“Trebuchets!” A soldier cried as more fireballs were launched at the palace. He ran over to us, but a large brick came down and crushed him, mid step.

	“Archers, firing formation Delta!” A commander shouted to the soldiers on the walls. They quickly formed ranks and drew their arrows, “Aim for their heads! Bring them down! Fire!” he shouted.  All at once, two hundred bows let a rain of arrows flying into the night. We looked down over a ridge and saw some flames going out, as well as some flags falling. They must have seen the torch and flag carriers as easy kills. But just like our archers, a sea of arrows came flying up to meet us. The black clouds of arrows failed to even hit the walls.

	“They’re too far down the mountain! Keep suppressive fire on those troops, men! Don’t let them climb the mountain!” The commander was barking orders at the archers. More and more arrows came flying down from the walls, striking down even more lizard men. Fireballs came sailing over the walls and landing in the courtyard, igniting the trees and gardens into a fiery blaze. The Queen threw down her sword and quickly gathered us in the foyer.

	“I can’t fight his army! I don’t know what to do! We need to get out of here as soon as pos-” she didn’t finish because a huge fireball crashed through the wall and smashed the foyer to bits. We managed to jump back into a separate room just as a massive piece of the wall came crashing down. Dust, glass, and bricks flew through the doorway, breaking it as well. After the dust settled, we peeked around the corner, a huge hole in the front of the palace. The clock that had been in the stained glass window was reduced to glass shards and metal.

	“You children must leave! I don’t want you to get hurt. We need a way to get out of here. I’ll stay back and take care of any wounded men. Does anyone have a mode of transportation?” she was panicking. I saw it on her face.

	“I have a car. It’s in the garage. We can all fit into it if we squeeze.” I said, already running downstairs to the garage. I pushed open the door and found my Mustang exactly where I parked it. I pulled the door open, and we all got inside. We looked back at the Queen, who was holding out of a knapsack. She handed it to us. We opened it and found some supplies: food, canteens, blankets, and some extra ammunition. The Queen spoke to us in an almost broken voice but stern enough for us to obey.

	“You children head into the North Mountains. There is an old man and a dojo up on the peak. He knows me very well, so tell him that Queen Verdana sent you there to train. He is very kind and wise and will give you shelter. Quickly, go now! Nazshi’s forces are drawing near!” And with that, she closed my door. The ceiling rumbled and a few bits of debris fell on the floor. I started the car and put my foot hard on the gas. The engine roared, the tires spun, and we were shot back in our seats as the Mustang made a wild jump forward towards the north road. I regained control of the wheel and made another push at the red line.

	“This is really fast, Tre! Slow down a bit!” Phoebe said from the backseat. I pulled off of the gas, and everyone settled down in their seats. I looked in the rearview mirror and saw the city I knew and loved in flames, fireballs and arrows whizzing through the midnight sky. I slowed the Mustang to a smooth 80 miles per hour and turned the headlights on.

	The mysterious North Mountains, huh? Who could the Queen possibly know up there that isn’t insane or dead?

	The road was mostly straight leading up to the mountain base, but got curvier as we went up. I knew the Mustang would make it to the main peak, I always kept two spare gasoline cans in the trunk for long journeys with Kitt. I looked at the clock on the dashboard: 2:00 AM. We had been on the road for two hours already, and weren’t even halfway up the mountain. I found a side road and pulled off so we could set up camp. I shut the car off and we all got out. I saw steam rising from the hood of the car.

	Crap, I overheated the engine! Must have been all the uphill driving.

	Kitt and Kay unloaded a tent that the Queen somehow stuffed into the knapsack. It was surprisingly huge once I got a better look at it. They set it up, and Scotty and I went to look for some firewood. We eventually found a large pine tree and chopped it down with the help of my sword. We hauled back as much wood as we could carry and got a small fire started. The girls got the tent set up, and we roasted some potatoes from the bag of food. Everyone had a decent meal and we all got into some thermal clothes we found in the trunk. We all got sleeping bags and fell quickly asleep.

	So this is what it’s like to be on the run….





Chapter 5

The Mysterious Spring Valley


	I woke up at the crack of dawn to get to work on the engine of my Mustang. Pulling out the toolbox I kept in the trunk, I stripped down to my muscle shirt and got to work. Despite being spring, it got quite hot up on the mountain. Opening the hood, I was greeted by an awful sight: the engine not only overheated, but it also blew out at least two spark plugs. I sighed and set to work. Two hours went by, and Kitt woke up, probably from the sound of my ratchet. Coming out in her pajamas, she saw me over at the car. She walked over clumsily and said good morning.

	“Hey, what’s up?” I kissed her forehead and smiled, “I almost got the car fixed up, so why don’t you wake everyone up and get some breakfast.” She yawned and blinked her eyes, then wandered off back to the tent. She came back out followed by Scotty, Phoebe and Layla.

	“Kay’s out hunting. She got up a couple hours before you did” Scotty said, sleep still lingering in his eyes. 

	I got the car started and cheered to myself, thinking that it’ll be a piece of cake to drive up this mountain. Just then, Kay came out of the woods, carrying a large deer over her shoulders and her bow hanging on her arm. It was a big buck, at least a ten pointer, with plenty of meat for the group to eat along the trip. I finished up the car, slammed the hood down, and went to go help Kay butcher the deer. After we got it all cleaned off and cooked, we had about twenty pounds of fresh meat for our trip. In addition to the food we already had from the knapsack, we had to throw some meat out because it was too much. We packed up camp and got back in the car.

	“So where does the map say we are right now? Are we close?” Phoebe asked from the backseat. I took the map out of the knapsack and unfolded it out on the dash.

	“Ok, it looks like we’re just about to the peak of the first mountain. This mountain we’re on now leads down into a valley that then leads into a desert and rises to the North Mountain. We can get there easily enough, but we won’t be able to drive all night. My Mustang’s reliable, but it’s not a golden chariot.” I highlighted the best route on the map. There were roads that were built all through the mountain ranges years ago, so it’ll all be hopefully drivable.

	“Everybody ready?” I asked, starting the car. I released the e-brake and started up the mountain road. The work I did on the engine was amazing. Everything held as we rounded the first mountain. Looking out the window, I saw that we were a good way up. I also saw Sazuka City in the distance, smoke rising from every part of the city.

	I hope everyone’s alive. Don’t worry. I’ll be back to fight this enemy, barehanded if I have to!

	I slowed the car down as we descended the mountain’s side. We were about halfway down when the sun broke through the clouds, clearing the fog and letting us see what the valley had to offer.

	“Oh, wow, it’s amazing!”

	“It’s so beautiful!”

	“Let’s get down there fast!”

	There was a lot of commotion going on throughout the car when we finally saw the valley. Bright pink cherry trees in blossom, flowers of all types and colors, a deep blue stream, perfect round white rocks. It looked amazing to all of us. It was the best thing we’d ever seen in our lives. I put on a little more gas, and we sped down the mountain as fast as we could. We all just wanted to get down to the valley, as if it was luring us to it. I quickly dropped into second gear, making the car go faster down the hill. We finally made it to the bottom and stopped the car on the side of the road next to the stream. I got out and pulled our canteens. Going into the brush, I stopped near the stream’s edge, bright white and yellow sand with perfectly rounded pebbles scattered along the bank. I uncapped the canteens and filled them. Suddenly I got a weird feeling in the bottom of my stomach. I looked across the stream, towards the deeper part of the forest. I saw what looked like a deformed shadow lurking behind the thicker trees. It didn’t look like any deer or horse or even a bear. I calmed my breath and focused my eyes and ears toward the figure, which was now moving slowly across my line of vision. I saw that it had red, glowing eyes, and looked to be as tall as a human. It slouched over and old. I tuned my hearing and heard a moaning sound that made the hairs of my back stand up. I quickly put my hand around the hilt of my sword and got ready to defend myself. But when I looked back up towards the figure, it was gone, wisped back into the shadow from where it came. I sighed to myself and sheathed my sword.

	I’m just tired, that’s all. It’s taking us forever to reach this dojo. Probably just a deer or something.

	I finished filling the canteens and jogged back to the car. Kitt was standing by the driver’s side door, looking worried.

	“What happened, I saw you through the bushes and you looked spooked. You had your sword out and everything. Run into something?” she asked as she grabbed my hands. “You’re shaking, are you OK?” I could tell she was scared for me.

	"Yeah, just fine. I think I just saw a bear or something across the river.” I kissed her and we got back in the car. I put my hands on the steering wheel but didn’t start the car. I was shaking and broke out into a cold sweat.

	There’s definitely some sort of black magic working its way into my head. I can’t seem to shake this feeling that I saw something that wasn’t normal.

	I gripped the steering wheel harder and wiped my forehead on my sleeve. My breathing was heavy, and I couldn’t see straight. Everyone was staring at me, and I knew that they were concerned. Kay then put her hand to the back of my head, feeling my hair. She pulled her hand back.

	“You seem to be suffering from shadow dementia. You need help.” she said, shaking her head.

	I tensed up and turned in my seat. “What’s shadow dementia? Is it bad?” I knew that Kay had learned about these kinds of psychological problems in her studies, so she’d give me a straight answer.

	“It’s a kind of dark magic that affects the brain, making you freeze up and slowly go insane. It’s not serious right now, but given enough time, it consumes the brain, leaving nothing but the shell of a body.” Kay replied in a serious tone. “You’re ok now, but you shouldn’t be driving. Anyone else know how to drive this thing?” she asked.

	Kitt nodded and said, “Yeah, Tre taught me how to drive a couple years back. I’m a bit rusty, but I’ll make sure to get us there!” She got out with me, and we switched out. I lowered myself into the passenger seat and buckled up. Kitt started the car and put it into gear. She put her foot down and dirt flew from the tires, causing a great big cloud to engulf the car.

	“Geez, Kitt! You really know how to get the ball moving!” Scotty said, grabbing for his seatbelt. 

	We set off on the second leg of our journey. I pulled the map out and told Kitt to go north, through the valley. She agreed, despite my condition slowly worsening. She went quickly, all the time holding my hand while steering through the trees. I looked in the mirror, seeing everyone so calm really brightened my spirits. Scotty fell asleep, leaning against Layla, who was trying to push him away with her finger. I quietly laughed to myself. I looked up towards the sky. Some clouds were starting to form, big dark ones.

	Well, that’s just great. Nothing like a rainstorm to make me happy. Phoebe hates them.

	Rain eventually started to fall, lightly at first then turning into a full blown downpour. I could barely see out the windshield, just the beams of the headlights were visible. I eventually dozed off some ten minutes later, letting the engine and the rain sing a lullaby to me. 

	I dreamed that I was home, sitting at the dinner table with my family. It was Eve Week, a holiday where we celebrate the Elder Assassins and their heroic deeds. We would hold outstanding games and sports, eat amazing food, sing and dance to the local bands, chat at Scotty’s tavern. It’s always the biggest week of the year, apart from the Remembrance Festival. I would always meet up with Kitt and head into town. She would have ribbons in her hair, wearing her best yellow sundress, we would meet up with the others and walk about the place. Everyone always had something on that was special to them during the week: Kay had her cowgirl hat, Scotty had his Ray-Bans, Layla with her short clothes, and Phoebe with her amethyst earrings.

	This time it was different. This time I was standing in the city square, fire all around me. I saw people, still in their formal attire, running and screaming for their lives as a man in white led an army through the street, killing at will. I couldn’t move. I looked down and saw that my legs were stuck in some sort of black smoke. The man in white walked up to me and spoke in a smooth but menacing tone.

	“You, son of Jonathan Hazaki, you might have escaped me once already, but you’ll never get away from me now. Now you die alongside your companions and your city.”

	I looked at him and wanted to yell in his face, but the black smoke had covered my mouth as well. He reached into his coat and drew a gleaming black sword. 

	“You should never have come back to rescue your loved ones. That was your finest and last mistake.” He raised the sword to my neck, “Did you not realize that I would catch you and your friends? Did you think you could defeat me like your father did in the war? I fell once to your family’s bloodline, but I will not fall a second time!” he barked an order in a foreign tongue, and at once the soldiers raised their swords to my friend’s neck as well. I saw the fear in Kitt’s eyes as her lips formed the words:

	“I…love…you…” 

	The swords descended on me and my friends.

	I bolted upright in my seat, holding back a scream with my hand. Kitt looked over to me, her eyes wide in shock.

	“Are you ok?! What happened?” she yelped, steering the car over to the side of the road. It was still raining pretty hard, but I could tell it was nighttime. 

	“Nightmare…Fear…Sazuka City…In flames…” I barely croaked the words out. Kay pulled my head back and stared into my eyes. She probably sat there, holding my head in her arms, looking at my eyes for nearly a minute. Finally, she let go of my head, and I fell back in my seat.

	“It’s getting worse. His mind is going into a state of fear and then emotionless dementia. We need to get him somewhere fast. I’m not sure if he’ll make it to wherever we’re going. Don’t stop unless it’s completely necessary.” She looked at Kitt with mean and commanding eyes.

	Kitt looked from her, to me, and then back to her. 

	“But what’s going to happ-” she tried to say.

	“NOW!!! DRIVE!!” Kay yelled at her. Kitt turned back in the seat, tears in her eyes. I’ve never heard Kay yell at her before. Heck, I haven’t even heard her that loud before, and she can get loud. Kitt put her foot hard down on the gas, and the Mustang’s turbo kicked in, firing flames out of the exhaust. We pulled out fast, and I got a nasty headache a few minutes later. We were almost out of the Valley, with the next set of mountains in view. 

	“We’re… almost… there…” I tried to say, but I could feel my eyes getting heavy.

	Kay lunged over the seat and grabbed my shoulders.

	“No! Stay with me, Tre! We’ll get through this!” But I had already gone limp in her arms, falling into a deep coma. I could see only blackness. The last thing I felt was Kitt’s arms being wrapped around me and her tears soaking my shoulder.


Chapter 6

The Club In The Desert


	So, this is what it feels like to die next to my friends. I should have known better…

	Then a voice appeared in my head:

	“No, young warrior, you are not dead. You have a pure soul of whiteness, so you shall persevere through this darkness. I believe in you; the next Crimson Knight shall rise….”

	I came to, with the sun in my face, my body feeling weak and tired. I tried to sit up, but my head wouldn’t let me. Plus, someone pushed me back down.

	“Stay down, you need to rest.” A voice said. I immediately recognized Kay’s voice and opened my eyes again, the sun blaring its power onto my body. I was sweating bullets, and I didn’t know why. I laid down for awhile on what felt like a burlap sack. It was only when I knew that my strength came back my head was screwed on straight that I finally came to for good. I stood up slowly, making sure I didn’t come up too hard, fearing another blinding headache. I blinked once, twice, three times just to get a good look at my surroundings. It was all sand and dunes as far as the eye could see, with a small, sand blown road running straight for the horizon.

	“Hey, hello? Where the heck are we?” I asked, my throat dry. Kay turned around and ran over to me. She lightly hugged me, but then quickly backed off.

	“Sorry, I shouldn’t have done that. Anyways, we’re in a large desert, the next stage in our journey. We had to stop because a tire blew out on the car, and it overheated again. I’m not sure what else happened to it.” she said, returning to her toughened state. I just looked around the makeshift tent around me.

	“What’s this? Where did we get this? God, it’s so hot out. Where’s my car, anyway?” I asked.

	Kay looked back to me and pointed out through one of the flaps in the tent. 

	“It’s parked out by the road. Kitt’s trying her best to fix the problems she knows. I think she’s already gotten the tire taken care of, but that’s about it.” I walked out of the tent and into the heat and sun.

	Yeesh, it’s got to be hundred plus out here on sand.

	I walked out towards the car. Kitt was leaning out over the hood, wearing a cutoff tanktop and shorts, really exposing her fit and tan body. Her ankle boots laying beside the tire, leaving her barefoot in the hot sand. Starting to stare and sweat even more, I walked over to her.

	“See, now here’s the problem. You got sand all up in the air intake. If you weren’t so hot, I might’ve made you quit working on her.”

	She rose quickly, her ponytail leaping off her shoulder. She jumped on me, her eyes full of tears. She squeezed me in a tight hug, kissing me hard on the lips. She pulled back, looked into my eyes, and kissed me again. I looked at her and walked over to the car. The sight was not pleasant: sand in every nook and cranny, every filter, even the grille was caked in sand and dust. I sighed and went to the back of the car. Opening the trunk, I found my tools and a brush.

	“Ok, just let me work on this, I think the air filters took in too much sand. Go ahead and turn it over if you can.” I told Kitt. She sat down and turned the key. Nothing. She turned it again, and the engine sputtered to life, spat some dust in my face, and died. I slammed my fist down on the car. I tried working on it for awhile, but came up with nothing.

	“I can’t get this thing fixed. The entire thing is just one dust ball. We’re gonna have to walk the rest of the way or hitchhike. Take your pick guys.” I said, closing the hood on my now worthless car. We decided to walk, knowing that nobody would be out here driving in this heat. We unpacked what we could from the car and locked it up.

	“Well, at least we’ll know where it is.” Phoebe said, looking back at it. I just started walking and everyone followed.

	“Try and conserve your water and food, we don’t know how long we’ll be out here in the desert.” I told them. They all nodded and heaved their packs up onto their shoulders. 

	Where are you, you stupid dojo? I’ve just about had it with travelling. And I love travelling!

	After two hours passed, we sat down on a huge rock to rest. I pulled out a sandwich and unwrapped it. It tasted amazing. Gustavio can cook even when half the city is on fire.  I sipped some water and laid down on the rock, spreading myself out to stretch. I must have fallen asleep at one point, because when I woke up, Kay was looking at the horizon, where a cloud of dust was coming towards us.

	“Hey, what’s that, a sandstorm?” I shout to her. She turns around, a serious look on her face.

	“No, Sand Raiders. We need to move now. They’re not a real nice group of people. Pack up and run as fast as you can north.” She threw her stuff in her pack and bolted down off the rock. We all did the same. I looked back and noticed that the cloud of dust was getting closer to us. I was able to pick up on the familiar shapes of cars, and lots of them.

	“Uh, we need to run faster! They got wheels, and I don’t think their happy!” Scotty screams to the group. I pump my legs as hard as they can go, eventually moving up the line to where Kitt and Kay are running. The sand stings our faces and the sun blinds us, but we keep running. I hear an explosion behind us and look back just in time to see a ball of fire and smoke rise into the air, exactly from where my car was parked.

	Oh, come on. It wasn’t even insured yet! Cut me some slack today!

	The caravan was closing in fast. I could here the faint roaring of engines now. I pumped harder and harder, ignoring the pain. Just then, an explosion went off right in front of us, firing us into the air, packs and all. I landed hard on the road along with the rest of the group. I stood up, dazed, and saw that the caravan was only a couple hundred yards away. I quickly regained myself, threw down my pack, and drew my sword. The group also threw down their packs and drew their weapons. The Raiders were right there in front of us, whooping and hollering, waving their guns and clubs around. Kay launched a couple of arrows at the exposed Raiders, hitting every single one she aimed at. A rocket from an RPG flew past me and into a rock, obliterating it.

	So that’s what they were firing at us.

	The cars tried to do drive-bys, but we managed to kill anyone who tried to lean out of their cars to take a swing at us. They drove past us, then did full 180’s and came back, angrier and crazier than ever. They had big trucks in the back with turrets that spouted from their roofs. They launched nets at us, trying to tangle us up. 

	“Watch out, they’re launching nets!” I yelled, just as I cut one of them out of the air. I was hit from behind by one of the nets. It was covered in a sticky, nauseating substance that smelled awful. I quickly cut it off of me, but I could barely stand, I was so intoxicated. I swung my sword in random spots now, and the Raiders were just laughing at me, shooting at my feet. I thought that I had hit one of the cars, because I felt my sword glance off of something metal. I stumbled about, looking for my friends, then something hit me on the head, hard. And the next thing I saw was the sand rising to greet me.

	
	“Child, why do you submit to the forces of evil so easily? You have the potential to be something more. Join me, and you and your friends can become powerful. I’ll train you…” The voice in my head was back again. I tried to stifle an answer, but all I could do was groan. 
	
	I managed to open my lips and speak.

	“Who are you? Where are you? What are you doing in my head?” I asked.

	“I am Master Haji-Biro. I am speaking to you through Mind Speak, a powerful magic that allows you to communicate with your thoughts.”

	“Are you the one that the Queen sent us to see? Are you to train us to fight Nazshi? Are we going to save Sazuka City?” I couldn’t stop asking questions. I had to know.

	“In time, child of Jonathan Hazaki. Your path has begun, but you must uncover it for yourself. You need to wake up and save your friends.” Then my mind went silent.

	I suddenly came to and heard the sound of jazzy music. I looked around and found that I was tied to a cot. Half of my clothes were torn off and were strewn across the room, as well as the girl’s clothes. My sword and pack were sitting in the corner. I tried to sit up but was greeted by an awful sight: a short, goblin-looking man in a lab coat. His face was a sallow color, and he had a few strands of greasy hair that were combed to the side of his wrinkly head.

	“Ooo, and what do we have here, eh? Our last captive has woken up! Oh, how wonderful! Boss Jansen will be most pleased to hear the news!” And with that, he ran through a door, closing it behind him. I tried to break out of the restraints, but they were really strong. I just sat there, trying to think of why I was here, half naked, surrounded by other people’s clothes and gear. Just then, a deep, vigorous laugh came from the other room. I jumped and looked towards the door.

	“That is most appreciated, Doctor! I will go see him right now. And a perfect specimen for the Head Doctor, you say? Well, we’ll see about that!” A deep voice echoed through the room, briefly cutting out the music from outside the curtain. The door opened, and a fat man came through the door followed closely by the goblin doctor.

	“See, Boss Jansen, he’s the perfect type to be sent to the Head Doctor. Just look at that perfectly sculpted body, those green eyes, and the long black hair. What do you think?” The goblin doctor said, prancing around my body, analyzing me the entire time.

	“Well, Doctor, he is a good specimen, but I think that he would rather be suitable as a performer here. What do you say we put him in the Pound? He would be a great fighter, given that muscular bod of his.” Jansen said, puffing on his cigar. I just looked at him with rage in my eyes.

	“Look here, ya big lug, I’m not a plaything, nor am I some type of punching bag for your goons! If I wasn’t cuffed to this bed, I’d be kicking the crap out of you! What did you do with my friends?!” I screamed at him. He just looked at me and laughed a throaty laugh, then turned serious. He bent over the cot, looking me straight in the eyes, so close I could see his bloodshot eyes and smell whiskey on his breath. He puffed smoke in my face and then thrust the tip of the cigar straight into my chest. I screamed in pain as the hot ashes burned their mark into my skin.

	“Now, you listen here, punk. You’re in my club now, and that means that you and your friends are mine now. I’m not puttin' up with any of your teenage BS, either. And as for your friends, well, let’s just say those girls have been makin’ me dough, while your green haired inventor friend has been refreshin’ the boys!” he said in my face. He backed off and released the cuffs from my limbs.

	“What are you doing, boss? Don’t you think he’s a bit too dangerous for the club?” The doctor asked, shifting nervously in his lab coat.

	“Nonsense, Doctor,” he grabbed my arm and hauled me off the cot, keeping me in a steely grip, “We just need to keep him from wandering off without permission. Besides, the boys whacked him a good one, and you put that tracker in, didn’t you?” The doctor nodded and walked over to my side, lifting my pant leg to reveal a circular set of stitches on my thigh. I could see a faint blinking orange light coming from it.

	“It’s right there, boss. Is he ready for his big performance?” The doctor asked.

	“Most definitely. Let’s show him our business, then it’s off to the Head Doctor with him.” Jansen said gruffly. He chuckled and hauled me towards the curtain. Then he pushed through it and the club went silent, everyone’s eyes and drinks turned towards Jansen and the Doctor.

	“Behold! The latest addition to our family! He’s a strong lad, so he’ll do well in the Pound. Make his time here worthwhile, ‘cause he’ll be gettin’ shipped off to the Head Doctor soon. Have at ‘im, boys!” He raised my hand and pushed me into the crowd. Some recognized me as the one who led the pack they chased down, so they grabbed me and started passing me towards a group of stages. It was only when I got shoved into the front row that I saw what all the drunk guys were gawking at.

	Oh, geez, what in the world’s end is this?

	Kitt, Kay, and Layla were up on stage, wearing next to nothing, dancing and posing for the drunk and perverted Raiders.

	Ohhhhhhhhh…
	
	Kitt noticed me and walked to the edge of the stage. She leaned down and hugged me, the spiked collar they put on her digging into my neck.

	“I’m so glad to see you! I thought you died when they clubbed you and took you into the office.” She kissed me, which only excited the Raiders more than before. I pulled away from her and took a good look at her and the girls.

	“What. Are. You. Wearing?!” I asked, shock on my face.

	“It’s the outfits that Jansen made us wear. He thought we would be good for business, so he stripped us down and had us throw on these outfits. I think it’s made the guys around here quite happy, if you ask me.” She looked down at herself and admired her fans, who were getting a heck of a kick from the view. I scanned the club and saw Scotty working the bar. I squirmed through the crowd and finally got to him.

	“Well, hey there, Tre! Wanna drink? I got something that’ll dry that nosebleed of yours right up!” he smirked and poured me a drink. Sure enough, when I put my hand to my nose, it came back red.

	“Now’s not the time to be funny, Scotty. Where are we? Are we still in the desert?” I asked, taking a sip of my drink, some bitter orange liquid, “Ah, man, what the heck is this crap? Are you trying to poison me?” I put the glass down and spit the rest of it out.

	“Yeah, snake blood will do that to ya. But yeah, we’re still in the desert. In some big village, too. But the good news is, we’re at the base of the next set of mountains. We must have been caught by a group of returning Raiders.” he said, taking my glass. 

	I looked around the bar and saw so many different types of people. I wondered if they were even human. They were all distorted and scarred, probably from fighting each other in this Pound place. Guys were drinking, playing pool and poker, checking out the stages. I saw someone out of the corner of my eye, a shady looking guy in a worn trench coat and rider hat. He had a sword strapped to his back, and a Desert Eagle tucked in his coat. Scotty seemed to catch my gaze.

	“Yeah, he’s a weird one, that guy. He hasn’t done anything but sit there and stare at his hands. Hasn’t ordered a drink, food, or advice to get ladies.” he said as he looked back at me.

	I just laughed at that last remark, “C’mon, Scotty, you’re not really the type of guy to be handing out relationship advice. Especially after what happened when you asked Elizabeth out in high school.” He just looked at me with a confused look.

	“Yeah, what did happen when I asked her out?” He asked.

	“Oh, she told her boyfriend, Jason Brown, the star quarterback. You ended up hanging from the flagpole until seventh period.” I said and laughed. He just rolled his eyes and looked over my shoulder.

	“Oh, looks like your act is coming up.” he said, and went back to making drinks. I turned around and was greeted by two muscular thugs, both wearing leather Raider gear.

	“K, meat, your show’s startin’.” One of them said, and they grabbed my arms and hauled me off the stool. They dragged me across the floor and threw me into an open pit in the center of the club. Everyone’s eyes were on me, even the girls, who were allowed to come off the stages. I met Kitt’s eyes and knew something bad was happening.

	“Hehehe. Hey, toots, your boyfriend’s gon’ git shredded. He be in the Dog Pound now! We got our best fightin’ wolves behind those bars. He won’ last long!” One of the drunks said, pushing her to the front of the cage.

	“Well, I guess they don’t fight each other in this club. Great.” I said to myself, getting ready for the gates to open. Jansen emerged from behind his bodyguards and sat down in a big velvet chair. He shouted something, and the Raiders shuffled Kitt over to his side. He grabbed Kitt by the collar and held her close to his smelly body, which I knew she didn’t enjoy.

	“Don’t worry, sweetie, once your boyfriends dead, you’ll make me a millionaire. You’re gonna be famous, believe that!” he roared, “Alrighty, boys, let ‘em have it!” he shouted to his goons. They nodded and hit a button. A huge grinding noise came from the bars all around me. They were slowly rising! I took my jacket off and clenched my fists. I saw ten pairs of hungry yellow eyes staring at me. A bell rung, and the fight for survival began.





Chapter 7

The Town’s Painted Red


	I readied for the worst and tensed my muscles. I bolted to the first cage and jumped up onto the holding bar. The wolves launched themselves out of their cages at me. I leaped from one bar to another, kicking the wolves as they jumped up and tried to claw me. One of them managed to jump to the bar I was on, sinking its sharp teeth into my leg. I screamed in pain and fell off the bar, the crowd yelling and screaming for my death. I fell and landed on the wolf. I got my arms around its neck. The others held back, waiting to see who would win. I twisted and turned my arms and heard a crack. The wolf fell limp in my hands. Seeing their comrade dead, the other nine wolves ran at me and lunged. I rolled away and tried to come to my feet, but my wounded leg was on fire, and I fell down. Looking down, I saw that the wolf that bit me left one of its teeth embedded on my leg. Groaning, I tried to pull it out.  The more I moved it, the more I bled from the wound. The girls must’ve seen what happened, because they gasped and Kitt put her hands over her mouth, tears in her eyes.

	“You see, my friend, it’s no use trying to fight the wolves. They were bred as pups to fight, kill, and win! You might as well just lie there and die. It will be fast, for they go for the throat!” Jansen yelled from his chair, laughing hysterically.

	I am NOT dying here, not now, not in front of Kitt and my friends! I will win, and I will get out of here!

	I mustered the rest of my strength and reached down, grabbing hold of the tooth. Pulling on it, ignoring the massive waves of pain and blood, I finally got it free. I gasped and held it up to my face. It was a good five-inch fang pulled from a mutant wolf, perfectly sharpened and ready to kill. I suddenly got an idea. I stood up and held the fang knife out at the wolves. One of them lunged at me and I buried the entire thing into its chest, hitting its heart, killing it.

	“Two down, eight to go.” I said to myself, retracting the tooth, my arm covered in blood. Three more came at me, barking and clawing my chest. I screamed as the claws dug into my chest and arms. I slashed at them and hit one of them in the head. It backed off and then leaped over me and clawed my back. I was now getting weak and was bleeding from wounds everywhere. I cut another wolf down and kicked another, breaking its leg.

	All of a sudden, I heard gunfire from above me. Bullets hit the sand and the walls, surprising all of us. I dove into one of the cages and got to my feet, ready to counter the wolves once again.

	Bad idea, Tre, very bad idea. Putting yourself in a confined space with seven mutated wolves out to kill you. Add the goons shooting at me.

	Two more wolves ran at me, teeth bared. I killed one more, but was tackled by another on my flank. I fell to the ground, putting my arm up to block the fangs. The wolf simply bit into my arm and started shaking. I punched it in the nose and eyes several times before it let go, howling in pain. I got to my knees and thrust the fang into its gaping throat. Taking the entire length, it coughed up blood and fell over.
	

	Ah, I can barely stand. I need to get this over with quick.

	I continue to pour my energy into trying to stay conscious. I’d lost too much blood to be able to fight. My shirt and jeans were stained with blood, my muscles were aching, and I had lost my only weapon. Just then, the wolves backed up, then ran at the walls of the pit.

	What are they doing? Why aren’t they going after me? What’s happening topside?

	I crawled out of the cage and looked up just in time to see a Raider’s corpse fall into the pit in front of me. The wolves turned and dove on the Raider’s unsuspecting body, tearing him apart. I looked up again and saw a flash of white and purple light, followed by a brown trench coat. The man sitting at the bar made a move! Jansen scrambled off of his chair and barked for his men to shoot the man who had interrupted his entertainment. Any attack was worthless, because the shady man simply killed everyone who ran at him. Jansen reached into his jacket, pulling out the biggest revolver I’d ever seen.

	“Go ahead, hotshot, try and get close to me. This’ll take your head and your stupid hat clean off.” Jansen said smugly to him, cocking the hammer back. The man just smiled and then, as in a flash of lightning, ran at Jansen. Jansen fired, the shot filling the room. I looked up, but no body fell. I looked down in front of me and saw two things: a large bullet, split clean down the middle, and Jansen’s right arm, still clenching the smoking revolver. The man held the sword up to Jansen’s chin, smiling.

	“Looks like you could use a haircut, pal. Whaddya say, a little off the top?” he said, laughing. I closed my eyes, knowing what was going to happen. I heard the blade ring and something thump to the ground. I didn’t open my eyes or stand up until I heard his voice come from above me.

	“Hey, pal, you gonna get up or am I gonna have to pull you up?” He held his hand out to me, which I grabbed weakly. I climbed up the pit and dropped to the floor of the bar. I looked around and saw bodies strewn across the entire building. I saw Jansen’s dismembered body behind the man, and behind that I saw the girls, standing in shock and fear after what they witnessed. The man tossed them some clothes from a couple of dead Raiders.

	“Here, put these on, I don’t think you want to walk around wearing those anymore.” he said, “Anyway, we need to get moving, I was sent to get you guys a couple of days ago when you didn’t show up. I thought Nazshi or the Head Doctor got ahold of you. Master Haji’s expecting you.” He tipped his hat and led us out the door. We stopped in our tracks when we got outside. Raiders everywhere, on every rooftop, guns pointed towards us.

	“We have you punks surrounded! Drop your weapons and get on your knees, or else you’ll all die!” One of the Raiders shouted, pointing his shotgun at us. The man just smiled and lifted his head, revealing his face to them.

	“You people. Humph, don’t you know guns are for the blind and clumsy? Nothing like a good sword in your hand.” he said, as he reached for his sword. The Raiders all aimed and fired at us, but they could barely get a couple of shots off before all their guns were cut in half. I caught a glimpse of the man zoom off and then come back, barely leaving our sides. He dropped his sword back into the sheath, and when we heard the click of the hilt, all the guns fell apart. The Raiders looked at their broken guns, then charged us, probably thinking they could punch us to death. The man looked back to us.

	“Think you can still fight, Tre?” he asked me.

	“Yeah, anytime!” I said. Though the extent of my wounds was questionable, I plucked my sword from Kitt’s hands and prepared myself for round two. Kay also stepped forward, bow drawn, ready to defend herself. Layla found some large knives and dual wielded them. They rushed us and we jumped forward, swinging, slashing, and shooting. The Raiders outnumbered us, but we were more powerful, eventually reducing them to nothing short of corpses. After the huge fight, I knelt down, well worn out from everything. I was still bleeding, and I tried to stand, but I fell down into the dirt. Kitt and Kay rushed to my side and lifted me off the ground, inspecting my wounds. Kitt cried out to the man still fighting off the last few Raiders, but he was too far off to hear. They picked me up and carried me back inside the club, laying me down on a bench. She took my shirt off and saw the wounds I had sustained. She gasped and put her hand to her mouth, tears falling down her face.

	“It’s ok, I’ll be alright. I can still walk.” I said, looking up at her. She nodded and grabbed my hand. She held it to her face as I tore strips of sheets that Kay grabbed to wrap around the deeper cuts. I winced when I touched one of the infected ones, blood coming out. Looking over myself, I saw a couple of wounds that I didn’t get to: the bullet wounds.

	“Kitt, go over to the bar and see if there’s a knife of some sort. I’m going to get these bullets and this tracker out.” I tell her in a calm, kind voice. She nodded and walked over to the bar. Searching around, she found a small paring knife that Scotty used to cut lemons. She walked back over to me and handed me the knife, hands shaking. I looked around and saw the Doctor’s bag through the curtain. It was still laying in the other room.

	“Ok, Kitt, now I need you to go over to the other room, the one where I was, and grab the Doctor’s bag.” I said. She went over and disappeared behind the curtain. I waited there for about a minute or two, then I heard screaming and shouting coming from the other room. I sat up and ran over to the curtain, leaning up against the wall beside the doorway.

	“Nein, nein! You shall not take my work from me! The Head Doctor will kill you and your friends, you worthless girl!” A raspy voice screamed. I recognized the Doctor’s voice instantly. I gripped the knife tightly, and then charged through the curtain. The Doctor was standing over Kitt, a hammer in one hand, and her hair in the other. He raised the hammer over his head, moving to bash her skull in. I moved first, throwing the knife with perfect accuracy, straight into the Doctor’s head. He dropped the hammer and Kitt’s hair, screaming. Being a paring knife, it didn’t go deep into the flesh, but it gave me enough time to run up and deliver one swift kick to his chest, sending him through the window. He screamed as he fell onto the dirt below. It was only a few feet, but the kick must have broken something, because he was lying there, motionless on the ground.

	“Thanks. I didn’t know he was still here.” Kitt said as she stood up and kissed me. She handed me the bag, which had a scalpel and some antiseptic liquid in it. We walked out to the bench, and I spread out once again on the bench’s surface. I took the scalpel out of the bag and lined it up to my chest. Suddenly, Kitt grabbed my hand.

	“Please, don’t hurt yourself anymore! We’ll get you help! There’s got to be a hospital around here, there just has to be.” she cried. I could tell that she was really upset, as well as scared. More tears fell down her cheeks, onto my chest. I just kissed her again and pulled my hand out of hers.

	“Trust me, I need to do this now. I can’t just leave these things in my body. You need to trust me that I’ll be alright. Just trust me, please.” I said. She just looked at me and stood up, giving me space to work. I lowered the blade of the scalpel to the first hole, right above my shoulder. I sighed, and then pressed the blade into my arm. I grunted as I maneuvered the blade around till I found the bullet. I pivoted my wrist and used the blade as a crowbar, slowly lifting the slug out of my arm. As soon as I got it out, I threw it on the floor, gasping for breath, I was clenching my teeth the entire time.

	Right then, round two.

	I found the next hole, in my right leg. I pushed the blade down in and found the bullet. It wasn’t as deep as the first one, but it hurt a heck of a lot more. I removed the bullet, throwing it on the bench as well. I then found the third and final hole. I found it, but it wasn’t the best place to be shot.

	Right in the chest…

	It wasn’t deep, but I gripped the knife tightly, calming myself down as much as possible, then pushed it into my chest. The feeling was absolutely the worst thing I’ll probably ever feel. I knew where the bullet was: sitting close to my heart, but nowhere near doing any damage. I slid the knife around and caught the bullet. I slowly lifted it out.

	Slowly, slowly…

	I pulled it out and threw it aside. I gasped and calmed down a bit. Kitt came over to my side and grabbed my hands.

	“Are you alright? Are they all out?” Kay asked. I nodded, but then Kay reached for the bottle of peroxide.

	“Yeah, they’re all out, but now I gotta do this. Trust me, I think this will be a lot worse than any blade.” I said as Kay uncapped the bottle. Checking inside, it was completely full and looked to not be expired. I grabbed some nearby bandages and rags and prepared for the last leg of the pain train. Kay dabbed a rag in the peroxide and pressed it to the first wound. I tensed up and clenched my teeth. It hurt worse than the wolf bites, but she held onto the rag and the bottle as I thrashed around. As she pulled the rag back, I saw that the wound was white and looked clean. She then did all of the smaller wounds, gradually working her way down my body till she hit the huge gash on my leg from the wolves. She gripped the rag and bottle once more and plunged the rag onto my exposed flesh. I gasped and screamed in pain as the peroxide fizzed into my muscles.

	Come on, come on, it’s the last one! Don’t black out!

	I looked down and thought that this was over, but then more blood and pus came out. I screamed again as Kitt grabbed the rag as well and applied pressure to my leg. Writhing around, it was hard for them to keep the rag on the wound, but they managed to get a good grip on it and hold it in. I was white knuckling the bench, my teeth clenched so hard they could break, and I was holding my breath, waiting for it to be over. I felt darkness coming and tried to fight to stay conscious.

	No, no! Stay awake! Don’t do this, man!

	But the pain was bigger than I thought. Kay dropped the empty bottle of peroxide as my eyes grew heavy. The last thing I saw before I passed out was Kitt screaming frantically for help as she saw the light leaving my eyes and the man in the hat and Layla bursting through the door.





Chapter 8

Master Haji


	I remember seeing clouds, bright clouds, and the sun too. I sat up and looked around. I was under the big oak tree on the top of Green Hill, just outside Sazuka City. This was where I took Kitt on our first date, where I taught her how to climb trees and fish. Just seeing these images in my dreams brought tears to my eyes. I closed my eyes and thought about all the great memories I had with her under that oak tree: the leaves falling around us, the birds singing, the picnic under the sun.

	Then I opened my eyes and Kitt was standing in front of me. She was wearing the sundress she wore that day. She had bows in her hair and tail, and the necklace I got her as a Valentine’s Day present. She walked over and kissed me on the cheek, leaving her lipstick mark right there.

	She smiled and said to me, “Wake up, silly, we need to go to work.”

	I opened my eyes and blinked a couple of times. When my vision cleared, I saw Kitt standing over me. She looked relieved and happy at the same time, with tears in her eyes.

	“Hey, what’s up?” I said to her. She just squealed and threw her arms around me in a big hug. She kissed my lips all over, as if we were long lost lovers.

	“Hey, hey, big girl. Give the man some rest, or you’ll reopen his wounds.” A voice said from the doorway. She jumped off me and brushed my hair out of my eyes.

	“Oh, right, sorry.” she said as she walked over to a chair and sat down. I looked at the doorway, where the man in the hat was standing. Except this time, he wasn’t wearing his hat, or anything that we saw in the Raider’s village. He was wearing some type of vest and a pair of silk pants. He had deep blue-purple eyes and jet black hair that fell to his shoulders. He looked to be my height, maybe a bit taller, and well built. He had a sharp goatee and a warm smile. He walked over to me and sat down on the side of the bed.

	“Hey, who are you?” I asked him, inching over to the other side of the bed.

	He just smiled and shook his head, “Tre, how could you forget your buddy Drake. It’s me!” he said, laughing. I just sat up and looked at him skeptically.

	“You don’t look like him.” I said. He just smiled again and reached into his vest, pulling out a worn picture.

	“Here, maybe this will help you remember me.” he said as he handed the picture to me. I took it and looked it over. I gasped slightly as I saw what it was.

	It was a picture of my parents and I at the country fair when I was a kid. There was another kid standing beside me, pointing bunny ears behind my head and smiling.

	That same warm smile he’s giving me right now… It’s the same one in this picture.

	“Ok, then. If you’re the real Drake White I know, then when’s his birthday?” I asked him, smiling like I’d beaten him.

	He just smiled back, “January 24th, 1996. Two days after yours. I was born in Greenwater Hospital, 45th floor, room 9A. You and Phoebe were in room 10A. Our parents talked about what all our names were going to be and became fast friends. We had all of our classes together in every year of school.”

	I put the picture down and all of the memories I had with him came flooding back.

	“Whoa! It is you! That’s you in the picture with my family. It’s great to see you again! Where have you been?” I said, astonished.

	He laughed and shook my hand. It was great to see my childhood friend after all these years. I heard footsteps coming from the hallway. Just as I looked over Drake’s shoulder, Scotty, Layla, Phoebe, and Kay burst through the door. 

	“Oh, thank goodness you’re alive! Leave it to you to pull through once more, buddy!” Scotty said as he jumped onto the bed. Drake got up and walked over to the window, allowing everyone else to crowd around. Layla and Phoebe gave me big hugs, and Kay just smiled at me. Scotty was going nuts, though, jumping around and cheering. I took this time to look at the place where we all wound up. It was a big open room, chock-full of all sorts of things: paintings, pots, swords, and the occasional shelf. I sat up and looked out the window by my bed. We were on top of a mountain, in some sort of dojo. There was a courtyard outside, with a fountain and pink cherry trees in full blossom. 

	I moved to get out of bed, but Drake appeared and pushed me back down.

	“Don’t move just yet. We need to give your wounds a chance to heal. But don’t worry, Master Haji will give you enough time to get yourself adjusted.” he said.

	“Wait, how do you know Master Haji? Where are we?” I asked, suddenly alarmed. I suddenly had the urge to know everything: where we were, why we were here, what happened? It all came so quickly to me that I got a headache almost immediately. I sat back and let my head clear. Meanwhile, a pudgy little man came into the room. He looked about seventy or eighty years old, but there was a certain youngness to his movements. He was wearing a white and gold robe with a black fabric belt tied around his waist. He was bald and had a smooth white beard running down his chin.

	“Good to see you awake, my boy! I am Master Haji-Biro, but you can just call me Master Haji if you want.” he said. He walked over to my bed and lifted my hand up. He grasped it in his and felt my pulse.

	“What are you doing, taking my pulse or something?” I asked his, pulling my hand away.

	“Oh, right, I was checking to see if your wounds I used my potions on were healed enough for you to begin training with us.” he said, taking my hand again. I let him hold my hand until he let it go and nodded to Drake.

	“The boy is ready to be trained. Take him with you to the courtyard and begin basic rehabilitation workouts and exercises. Then, if he’s ready, get him caught up with the others.” Master Haji said. 

	“But, Master Haji, Tre just got here. He can’t possibly be ready for any sort of exercises yet. He lost half of his blood supply fighting off the Raiders. He’s in no shape to be moving!” Drake protested.

	“Actually, I’m ready for whatever you have,” I said from behind him. He jumped back. I took the last of the bandages off my body but left the two on my arm and leg, just in case they opened up again.

	Drake just looked at me in wonder as I straightened my hair and grabbed my clothes and gear off the wall.

	“Wow. I guess you are ready to start. But then again, you were always the tough little guy I knew in high school.” he said, smiling. He just grabbed his gear and ushered us out of the room. We walked down the hallway until we reached the foyer.

	“I suppose you want the tour of the place, since you were unconscious while everyone else was having it?” Drake said. I said yes and kissed Kitt, telling her I’ll be back. I said bye to everyone. We walked out of the foyer, into the spacious living areas.

	“This is where you and Kitt are staying. She’s already moved in and taken the time to set your stuff up.” Drake said, pointing to the bed in front of us. It was a good looking room, too. It had high ceilings and there was a big window above the bed. There was a mahogany dresser and table on one the side of the room, and a desk with my laptop on it.

	“Wow, this looks amazing. How did you get all of our stuff here?” I asked, staring at the desk.

	“We had some of the Queen’s soldiers bring all the stuff from your apartment and secretly send it all to us.” he answered, looking proud of himself.

	“Send?” I said, “where exactly is here?”

	“We’re on the top of a mountain. The North Mountain, to be specific. It was quite a trip but it was all wor-”

	“We’re on the North Mountain?! You mean the mountain that we came all the way out here for?!” I interrupted him.

	I can’t believe it! We made it! After all the trouble we went through, we finally made it!

	“Yeah, it’s the same mountain. And this is the same dojo where the Queen wanted to send you guys.” Drake said, pointing out the window. I went over and looked out of it. Sure enough, I saw mountains, the Raiders’ desert, the Spring Valley, Sazuka City in the distance. It was nothing more than a tiny black line on the horizon, but I knew there was smoke rising from whatever Nazshi started there when we left. I suddenly grew furious. Furious at Nazshi, at myself, at the Queen, at my Dad.

	Why did you have to die on me? You could have saved us, saved the city. I know Nazshi feared you in the war. If only you were here….

	“Hey, buddy, what are you thinking over there?” Drake asked from the doorway, breaking me from my trance. I suddenly turned on him.

	“What does Nazshi want with me? What did I ever do to him? He doesn’t have the right to attack the city like that, or kill people. What did we ever do to him?” I asked, I flew at him with all my rage and yelled. He just looked at me with surprise, his face turned blank.

	“I’m sorry, buddy, but I don’t have all those answers. I think those are questions more suited to ask Master Haji. I’m sorry to have upset you.” he said. He slumped over and walked out of the room, leaving me standing in the middle of my room. I calmed myself and instantly regretted what I’d just done to my friend. I felt something in my hand. I looked down and it was a shred of poster paper. I looked up at the wall. During my outburst, I must’ve ripped one of Kitt’s boy band posters off the wall and tore it to pieces. The rest of the scraps lay across the floor, in different sizes. I sighed and sat down on the bed. I fell back onto the pillows and covered my face with my hands. I began to cry. All the things I had tried to do to protect my friends and myself. All the things my Dad did in the war. All the things I had said in those five minutes just then. They all brought tears to my eyes. I threw a pillow at the door, closing it. I chuckled slightly at how much accuracy I have with a pillow. But that quickly faded, and I went back to being sad. I cried and thought about my family. 

	What will happen to Phoebe, Kitt? Heck, even Uncle Larry. What will happen to them if I fail to protect them? Will they become slaves to Nazshi, or die at his hand?

	I thought that over and over again, until I heard a knock on the door and a sweet voice call my name.

	“Tre, are you ok? It’s me, Kitt. I was just coming to check on you. I heard about what happened. Can I come in?” she said.

	“Yeah, sure, go ahead.” I replied glumly.

	She opened the door slowly and stepped inside. She walked over to the bed and sat down next to me. She brushed the hair out of my eyes and took my hand.

	“I should really apologize to Drake. I shouldn’t have snapped at him like that, it was wrong on so many levels.” I said, looking at the ceiling. I didn’t mean to make him upset; it just came out like that. All I wanted to do was ask him about what was happening. I just lay there, thinking about what I should say to him when I saw him.

	Kitt broke the silence in the room, “You didn’t mean it, Tre. You two have been best friends longer than me and you have been together. He’ll understand and forgive you if you say the right things. I just know you have it in you.” she said. Her voice was sweet and slow; it melted me sometimes. I looked up and saw the moonlight shining through the window.

	Geez, dark already? Must be the mountain weather.

	“I know I do but, I just don’t know what to say. I mean, I don’t know if what I said will ever be forgivable. I’ve never gotten mad at him before. Ever. It’s just that… It’s just that I wanted to know what happened.” I said. Kit leaned over and got on top of me. She kissed me and held me down.

	“It’s ok, Tre, I know you’ll do right by him. I just hope we can save our city soon.” she said, “It’s dark out, and we should probably get some sleep. We have a big day ahead of us tomorrow.” We got into bed and turned off the lights. In my dreams, I thought about home and about what would happen tomorrow. Most of all, I thought about my Dad.

	What really happened to you?






	
Chapter 9

Deep Thought


	When I woke up, the sun was shining in my face through the window. I rolled over and Kitt was staring at me.

	“Hey, good morning, sleepyhead.” she said, sitting up in bed.

	“Yeah, hey. Good morning.” I replied. I got up out of bed and threw on a shirt and shorts. Kitt finished getting dressed, and we went out into the hallway. Master Haji was standing at the doorway, a big smile on his face.

	“Good morning, you two! We’ll get to training immediately!” he said. I looked at him sleepily. I looked at the clock on my dresser: 10:00 AM.

	Is it really that late?

	We walked out into the courtyard, the sun being the first thing to greet me. I looked out over the courtyard and saw various training dummies, mats, and weapons. I saw my sword and jacket sitting by one of the dummies. I walked over and grabbed them, throwing both of them on.

	“Today, you’ll be performing some basic remedial exercises to get your muscle function back into shape.” Master Haji said. He picked up a bamboo sword and threw it at one of the open doors. A hand shot out and nabbed the sword’s handle as it passed. Drake stepped out from the doorway, holding the sword in his hands. He had his classic smile on his face, but I saw something else underneath it: sadness.

	Oh man, I must’ve hit him pretty hard yesterday. I really need to clear this thing up.

	“I hope you’re ready for today’s lesson, Tre. I’m not gonna go easy on you. You need to get those muscles ready for battle.” he said, holding the sword out in front of his body. Something hit me in the head, and I looked around. On the ground, there was another bamboo sword.

	“You won’t be using your own sword, my boy. It’s much too dangerous to Drake, even though he could disarm you if you were using it.” Master Haji said from the porch. I dropped my sword from my belt and picked up the bamboo, feeling it in my hands made my arms wake up. I lifted the sword in front of me and readied myself.

	“Believe it, I won’t be going easy, either.” I said to Drake. He smirked and rushed me. He was gone quicker than lightning, and I barely had time to register his move before the blade of the bamboo whacked me in the gut. I doubled over and lost my breath. I looked up, and Drake was standing over me, the sword pointed at me.

	“You’ve gotta be quicker than that, man.” he said, letting me get up. I ran at him and swung for his head. He simply brought his sword up and blocked mine, then brought his knee straight into my gut, putting me down again. I got back up and swung again, this time clipping Drake’s arm and throwing off his swing. His sword missed my chest and slammed into a nearby dummy. He spun around, and I came at him again, aiming for his knees. He leaped up, over my sword, flipped, and landed perfectly behind me. He swung and caught me right in the kidneys. I screamed and dropped to my knees, holding my back.

	“I did say I wasn’t going to go easy on you, didn’t I?” Drake said, putting his sword in his belt, “I think you’ve gotten all loosened up. I’ll make sure to put you in with the others once you get patched up.” He walked back inside, leaving me sitting on the steps, catching my breath. I wiped the sweat from my forehead and put the sword down. Eventually, I walked back inside and sat down in the living room. I drank some water and tried to relax, but I couldn’t shake off the pain that came with training. Someone threw their arms around me and hugged me from behind.

	“You looked good for your first time.” Kitt said, kissing me on the cheek. She walked around and sat down next to me. She handed me some tea and told me to drink it.

	“It’ll help you relax. I made it myself.” she said as she gave the cup to me. I took a sip of it and my body relaxed and loosened up a little. She put her hands on my back and started massaging where Drake hit me. I immediately felt better. Kitt always had a way with her hands, helping me whenever I felt tight or needed to relax.

	“Thanks, sweetie, I’ll make sure to return the favor later.” I said.

	“Glad you enjoyed it.” she replied.

	“I’m gonna go and grab a shower and get something to eat. I wonder what’s here anyway?” I said, getting up. I kissed her nose and went into my bathroom. While I was in the shower, something came to me. Some sort of vision:

	I was standing in my childhood house out in the woods. We had moved here when I was about a year old, and I was raised there till I was twelve. My dad was standing in front of me in the living room with my mother. Phoebe was sleeping on the couch, like always when she came home from tennis practice. My Dad was a strong guy, about six foot seven with the same jet black hair and green-amber eyes as me. I had almost everything in common with him, except that he wore glasses when we were living there. Even though he stopped wearing them when he became a Crimson Knight, he sometimes wore them when he read the paper or one of his books from his library. He spoke to me in his smooth, deep voice:
	
	“Treyan, do you know what happened to the city? What happened after the war?” he asked. I just looked at him and tried to answer, but then a voice answered from behind me.

	“No, Daddy, what happened? Did you win? Did you beat the bad guys?”

	I spun around and looked down. There was a little kid standing in the archway leading into the living room. He had the same hair and eyes as me and my Dad

	It’s me… It’s me as a little kid…

	My Dad smiled down at me and walked over to the archway. He then turned back to my mother, who had a concerned look on her face.

	“Take Phoebe up to her room. Lock her in. This is not to be seen or heard by her. Ever.” he said. My mother just looked back at him in horror as he continued speaking.

	“Jonathan, what’s happening? Where are you taking Tre?” she asked.

	“He’s back… Nazshi… He’s returned from the Spirit Realm. His physical body is not yet resurrected, but his spirit and will have been revived.” He had a grim look on his face as he picked me up and walked into the kitchen, my mother following. He grabbed the key off of the hook, the key that lead to the cellar. I had heard stories that my Dad’s cellar held mystic jewels and maps of Atlantis and Mount Olympus. I never believed them, because my Dad had always been honest with us about what was down there.

	“Oh, it’s just the wine cellar. It’s where we keep all of the grown-up things.” he had said every time we asked him about it. He had kept a lock on the door for as long as I could remember. Phoebe and I would always try to pick the lock, but it never seemed to work.

	I stood there in the shower, letting the steam engulf me. I eventually got out and got dressed. I walked through the house and tried to find Master Haji’s room. I really needed to talk to him. I found a room at the end of the hallway on the second floor with Master Haji’s name on a sign on the door. I knocked a couple times.

	“Come in!” The cheerful voice of Master Haji said. I opened the door and walked into the room. It wasn’t very big: only a bed, a dresser, and a handful of pads on the floor.

	“Master, I need to talk to you.” I said to him. He was sitting on one of the pads, his legs crossed in a meditation stance.

	“What seems to be the problem, my boy?” he asked me. I took a seat on one of the pads across from him.

	“I’ve been having visions lately. Visions of my father, and of the Great War, and of what will happen to everything if we fail to defeat Nazshi.” They’ve all been running around my mind, and I don’t know what to do about it.” I sighed, letting myself tell him everything.

	Master Haji’s face now grew serious, “Visions? Of Nazshi? Of failure? Of your father? Hmmm, this is serious. How often do the visions come to you?” 

	“Almost every day now. They weren’t happening a lot before, though.” I said.

	“I see. If this is the case, then I have a special training mission for you. Are you familiar with your childhood home, Treyan?” he said to me, standing up. He walked over to his shelf and pulled out a scroll.

	“Of course I’m familiar with it. It’s where I grew up.” I said. He laid the scroll down in front of me and unrolled it. On the paper was a map and some writing.

	“If you want to know what truly happened to your father, then take this map and follow it to your house. You’ll find all your secrets and answers there.” he said, pointing to the map. 

	“Thank you, Master Haji. I’ll make the journey out there and find out what happened to my father.” I placed my hand on the doorknob, but then Master Haji interrupted me.

	“You are most welcome, Treyan. But, when you arrive and explore your past, you might not like what you find. It could be traumatizing.” he said from the mats.

	“Don’t worry, I’ll be ready for whatever comes my way.” I said, opening the door. I turned back to the hallway, and Kay was standing there in my face. I jumped back and looked at her. She was in full travel gear: her bow slung around her shoulder and a pack on her hips.

	“I’m coming with you.” she said sternly.

	“Wha-ok? Were you eavesdropping on us or something?” I asked. She just frowned and picked up another pack from the floor. It had all my gear in it: food, water, my jacket, and my sword.

	“Ugh. Ok, yes I was spying on you. But did you think any of us were going to let you leave alone? Besides, I know my way around the land. Plus, I’m stronger than anyone here, so if anyone’s saving you, it’s me. Do you want my help or not?” she said, her face looking mad.

	“Yeah, yeah, sure.” I said.

	Not gonna argue with that one. She’s the strongest and bravest girl I’ve ever seen.

	We suited up and headed downstairs. I didn’t want to tell anyone about leaving, because Master Haji said that this was for me to find out. We went down another set of stairs and out the front door. We were halfway down the stairs when a voice called out from a tree.

	“Where are you two goin’ in such a hurry?” Drake said, coming out from behind it. He was geared up as well. I was wondering how many of us knew I was supposed to head out.

	“Hey, Drake. What brings you out here?” I asked him. It seemed really awkward talking to him, since last time I talked to him I ended up screaming at him.

	“Oh, nothing. Just thought I would come along with you guys. I have a good understanding of where you’re going, so I thought I’d help you get there easier.” he said, shouldering his pack. He had his hat and coat on, with his sword on his back. 

	“Ok, more the merrier, right?” I said, smiling. He smiled back, and we set off on our journey. Drake stopped us, and we turned around.

	“What, what is it?” Kay asked him.

	“I just forgot an easy way to get close to where we’re going” he said, laughing, “it’s a type of magic that I was trained to use. Teleportation Rifts.”

	His hands glowed purple, and a giant circle with a bunch of symbols on it appeared underneath us. There was a bright flash of light as I closed my eyes. When I opened them, we were standing on a ridge. I squinted through the sun and looked down into the nearby valley. There was a small cottage sitting in the middle of the greenery. There was a stone pathway leading from the front door to a small lake out in front of it.
	
	I’m home… Finally, I’m home.

	





[bookmark: _GoBack]Chapter 10

Secrets In The Basement

	It was a short climb down the rocks, and eventually we made it onto the soft, green grass. The cottage was still standing, in pretty much mint condition. I ran over to it and took in the sight. The paint was a bit faded and chipped, but other than that, it was perfect on the outside. I tried peeking inside the window, but it was covered in dirt and dust so I couldn’t get a good view.

	“Wow, this is your old house? It looks so small.” Kay said as she and Drake caught up to me.

	“Yep, this is it. Trust me, it may look small on the outside, but it’s actually quite open inside. Now then, I wonder if Mom kept the key under the stone?” I looked for the large, flat rock in front of the door, and sure enough, there was a brass key sitting there in the dirt. I picked it up and walked up to the door. Pushing the key inside, I swung the door open and walked inside the house. There was a lot of dust on everything, and some things were out of place, like they were thrown aside in a hurry.

	What could’ve done this?

	I walked into the living room and spotted some toys in the corner. Searching through them, I found one of my old dump trucks. Smiling to myself, I set it aside.

	“Hey, Tre, you might want to come and see this.” Kay said from the kitchen. I turned around and ran to the kitchen. The kitchen was riddled with bullet holes and empty shells. The door to the basement had been shot through and shredded, the locks standing no chance. I looked down the basement stairs, the darkness brooding and commanding me to come down. 

	“Well, if we’re gonna see what happened to your Dad, now’s the time to find out.” Drake said, drawing his sword. I opened a drawer and found a flashlight with working batteries. I turned it on and headed down the stairs. They were old and creaked under my feet. 

	“It seems to hold me. You sho-” The stairs broke under my feet as I said that. I fell backwards and landed on the concrete, dust and wood falling on me.

	“You ok?” Drake said from the top of the stairs. I pulled the wood off of me and stood up.

	“Yeah, I’m good. You’ll need to climb down. The rest of the stairs might break.” I said to them. They both jumped down and joined me. I flicked the flashlight back on and scanned the room. There were paint cans, jumper cables, and a work bench. Usual basement stuff. I walked around and found a light switch on the wall. The lights flickered on, and I saw something I wish I hadn’t: human skeletons. Ten of them, laying on tables on the far side of the room. Kay put her hands over her mouth and looked away. I walked over to them. They were badly decomposed, and there were tools sitting next to each of the tables. I looked under the tables and saw dried blood puddled underneath them.

	“It looks like some sort of torture.” Drake said, inspecting one of them more closely. 

	Why would my Dad torture people? He was never like that to anyone.

	“Why would my Dad torture and kill people?” I asked him.

	“I don’t know, man. Maybe someone put him up to it.” he said.

	“Wine cellar my-” Then the humming began. I turned around to where the noise was coming from. I walked over to a peg board behind the workbench. Pressing my ear up to it, I heard a low humming noise, almost like a motor or an old TV.

	“Hey guys, come and give me a hand with this.” I said, pushing on the board. Whatever held that thing on the wall really didn’t want to budge, even with the three of us pushing on it. My hands slipped, and I went headlong into the workbench. Putting my hands out to stop myself, I hit something on the side of the table, causing the wall to shift and open. Drake and Kay, pushing with all their might before, now fell forward onto the concrete floor.

	“Well, we got the door open.” Drake said, standing up and brushing himself off. I looked into the doorway that had appeared behind my Dad’s tools, wondering how far it went back. We walked slowly into the looming darkness. I drew my sword and held the flashlight up into the room. There were TV consoles and dark screens on a big desk on the wall. Surgery tables stood not too far from the desks, covered with tarps with tools on them.

	“What is this? Did your Dad really have something like this in your basement?” Kay asked nervously.

	“No, or else someone would’ve noticed it by now.” I said shakily. I looked around the room some more, and I saw some monitors on the wall near the tables. They appeared to be working, so I went over and sat at the desk. I pressed the power button, and the computers buzzed to life, lighting up the entire room with blue light. I scanned the screen, looking for any sign that my Dad had done this to these people. I found a couple files on the side of the screen. I clicked on the one marked “PROJECT ZERO”, and it opened up a couple more files. I scanned around for anything that looked important and found files marked “INTEL” and “EXPERIMENTS”. I looked through the dates and data and found a video of something. I opened it and nearly fell out of my seat. It was my Dad, strapped down to a chair, beaten and bloodied. There was a single yellow light hanging above his head, barely lighting up anything. I heard a voice talking to him in the shadows.

	“So, Johnathan, are you ready to talk yet?” someone said with a heavy German accent. 

	“I’m tellin’ you, I ain’t givin’ in to your experiments!” my Dad said.

	“Have it your way, then.” The man in the shadows said. A white gloved hand shot forward out of the darkness and uppercut my Dad in the chair. Then a green smoke came from the man’s hand and wrapped itself around his throat.

	“Please, Johnathan, don’t make me drag this out. The Master wouldn’t like me to hurt you anymore. After all, you have a family upstairs, don’t you?”

	My father’s eyes went wide as he said that.

	“You stay away from them, scum. I won’t let you hurt them. Lisa will stop them.” he choked.

	“Oh, you’re so heroic, Johnathan. You put your trust in your beloved woman to protect your children. We’ll see about that. Töte sie!” he shouted in German up through the floorboards. I heard gunshots and a girl screaming.

	“NO! NO! Lisa, Tre, Phoebe! Let them live. I’ll go with you, just let them live!” my Dad screamed at the man.

	“Ah, that’s the spirit, Johnathan. But I’m afraid one of them has already died.” he said. I heard a door open and a thumping noise. The camera pointed to the corpse of my mother, who still had a terrified expression on her face. One single slug to the head.

	“LISA!!!” my Dad yelled, veins bulging out of his neck and his muscles struggling to get free. Just then, a bright blue flash shot from the shadow hand, knocking my Dad out. They dragged his body up and out of the basement, leaving my mother’s there on the floor. Then the feed went dark.

	I sat there in the chair, my hands clenched into fists on the desk. Tears were rolling down my face. My father, tortured, my mother, killed in cold blood. I never thought that I would see what happened here, but I did. 

	“Tre, are you ok, buddy?” Drake asked me from behind the chair.

	“Yeah, yeah, I’m fine. Thanks for asking.” I said. 

	I could’ve stopped them! I should’ve died saving them, I would’ve been happy to!

	I stood up out of the chair and threw it across the room, letting it smash into the other monitors. I grabbed my sword and slashed all of them off the wall. A hand grabbed my arm and threw me around. It was Kay, a concerned look on her face.

	“You need to calm down, Tre, you’re not yourself.” she said sternly to me. 

	“I know. I’ve just seen my father being tortured, and my mother killed. I’m going to stop whoever did this. I’ll avenge my Dad and my Mom.” I said. Just then, I heard footsteps outside.

	“Shh, quiet.” I said to Kay, pulling her down behind a desk. The footsteps drew closer to the basement door. I heard a voice coming from the doorway, but I couldn’t make out what it said. Then the footsteps came down the stairs leading to the backyard. I slowly drew my sword and crept towards the stairs, staying in the shadows. Once they hit the concrete floor, I lunged out, only to have my blade knocked aside. I fell into the wall and spun around to see who blocked my swing. It was Kitt.

	“Kitt? What’re you doing here? You’re supposed to be at the dojo with Layla and Phoebe.” I said to her.

	“What? I had to see just what you were doing here, anyway. Besides, Master Haji sent me here to check up on you.” she replied with a smile.

	“But you don’t have a weapon, or any basic knowledge of the place.” I told her. But she simply pulled out what she used to block my sword. It was a silver staff, about six feet long. She then held it out in front of her and pushed a button on the side of the handle, and it transformed into a silver spear. She laughed to herself and put it away.

	“You really thought I wouldn’t come prepared, did you?” she asked slyly. She must have been training with that thing for awhile while I was knocked out in the dojo. I just laughed and put my sword away. Suddenly, something caught my eye: a green smoke drifting in from the doorway leading to the backyard where Kitt just came in. It had a nauseating stench to it and was pretty thick. I recognized the smell of it as something I learned in my geology class: sulfur.

	“Get down!” I screamed at everyone. But it was too late. The door and wall blew in, sending me and Kitt flying into the foundation bricks. I looked around dazed, and saw everyone was knocked out from the gas. I opened my eyes more and saw soldiers moving into the room. They were wearing black trench coats and carried swords and rifles. After they all filed in, about ten of them, a tall man in a white suit walked through the smoke. I noticed that he wore white gloves, and the green smoke was drifting off of his fingertips. I reached for my sword, but a foot pinned my hand against the floor. I cried out in pain, and looked over to Kitt, who the soldiers were hauling off the ground with the others. Looking up, I saw the man in white standing over me, a grim smile on his face.

	“Who are the rats that have wandered into the cat’s cage, hmm?” he said with a German accent. I immediately recognized the accent and the white gloved hand from the interrogation video of my Dad. His hand drifted over my face, and a plume of the green smoke floated into my mouth. I saw the world spinning around and around, then into nothing.

	When I came to, I was blinded by a bright white light. I blinked and adjusted to my surroundings. I saw that I was strapped down to a table, raised vertically to the wall. All my clothes were gone except for my boxers, and I didn’t see my sword or clothes anywhere. I looked around some more, and saw Kitt and the rest of my friends strapped to the same type of tables, stripped of their clothes. Just then, a door opened from the other side of the room, and the man in white walked in, flanked by some soldiers.

	“You! You! You’re the one who tortured my father!” I yelled at him. One of the soldiers walked up to me and hit me across the face with the butt of his gun. He went to hit me again when the man spoke.

	“Halt!” his voice said, a deep command. The soldier immediately backed off and went back to his post by the door. The German man then walked up to me and spoke in a very smooth tone.

	“So, you are Johnathan’s boy, are you not? You seem to act just like he did. I am very pleased to see that you came around in time. I was beginning to think that I might have given you too much poison.” he said close to my face. He leaned back and took his coat off, revealing tattoos of some mystical appearance all over his arms.

	“You want to know my specialty? Alchemy. I can make anything out of anything, including the gas I used to incapacitate you and your friends.” he said, holding his hand out to me. 

	“Who are you?! I’ll kill you! Let me and my friends go! Who do you work for?!” I spat at him.

	He just pushed his glasses up and smiled at me.

	“Well, to answer some of your remarks: No, I will not release you, you won’t be able to kill me, and I work for him.” He said that, and a man stepped out of the corner of the room. My eyes went wide when I saw who it was.
	
	“Nazshi! You’re behind this?!” I said.

	“Ha, I always knew the son of Johnathan would come creeping about your business, Doctor. Excellent plan for setting him up.” Nazshi said.

	“Thank you, Master.”

	“Did you really think you would be able to find out what truly happened to your father, Treyan? You never will find the truth, and if you had, I would personally slay you.” he said, then he disappeared into smoke.

	“WHO ARE YOU?!?!” I yelled at the man that had just called Nazshi “Master”.

	“Well if you truly want to know, boy. I am the one you’ve been wondering about.”

	I was starting to get furious with him now, “Shut up with the riddles! Who are you?!”

	“I am the Head Doctor and Chief of Science for Master Nazshi’s Elite Legion. My name, well, my name should be familiar to people like you. I am Dr. Josef Mengele. And we have been searching for you, Treyan Hazaki, for a long, long, time…”
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