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Chapter 1.1 – Robbed of Their Pasts

	 

	August 13th, 2026. 18:45 

	Logan Preaker

	Mirages form on the searing tarmac of Route 108, California, as the sky slowly turns orange. A pale blue bus drives across the road, carrying a handful of people with their luggage. The stale air inside smells of sweat and baby powder, and some passengers comfort the screaming toddlers in their laps while others try to catch up on sleep.

	Six soldiers stand guard with their M4 rifles on the bus. No one is safe anymore.

	Among the passengers is a timid, tan-skinned man slumped next to a window. His breath fogs up the glass and a single tuft of brown hair sticks out from a slicked-back hairstyle. 

	Riding alone with some lovely people, I guess. I just hope I can make it out with the others.

	His eyes are puffy and distant as he wistfully stares at a picture on his cracked phone.

	Mom and Dad, your faces at the anniversary are now a scarce happy memory in these times. Alongside those who fought with you all your lives.

	He swipes the screen of the phone with his thumb, as another picture crops up.

	Did you use your knowledge to create a safer future for yourselves, my students? Even my love for you to carry?

	He swipes for one last.

	And how can I forget that my time training paid off? Winning both the championships of fencing and kendo sure did wonders for my health–or so I hope.

	He gazes at his left hand, like a gift he loved and now is faraway from his grasp.

	All he has is himself.

	His trembling fingers curl into a fist, pressed against his chest as tears slide down his face. He breathes slowly.

	My blood, the blood I share . . . all left undone. For the sake of my unseen future, I’ll do my best to start anew. He squeezes his eyes shut and tries to hold back his tears.

	I’m so sorry.

	Logan wipes them away with shaky hands.

	Graffiti covers every tiny surface of the bus stop where the vehicle parks. Spat-out bubble gum dots the ancient, grimy benches. An elderly Black woman sits on the very edge of one, clad in a dark jacket and a long skirt.

	A bun covered by a snood rests on the back of her neck, and a gleaming Star of David sits on her collarbone. She has skin bunching around the eyes, and keeps rearranging the stack of papers in her hands. When she sees the bus, she rushes forward and enters as soon as the door opens.

	She looks at the only empty seat next to Logan, but the light-skinned bald man sitting across the aisle places his foot on it.

	“Excuse me, sir. Am I doing something wrong?” she asks.

	His rugged face twists into a sneer. “Wrong? Your presence plagues this place.”

	“But I’ve just arrived here. I came a long way to look for a bus to take me to the Safe Zone and right now this is the closest seat I can find.”

	“I’m not comfortable with you sitting next to me,” the bald man grunts.

	“Why does my presence bother you so much?” The lady is close to snapping.

	“Shut up and find another seat, you stupid kike! You’re bothering the good men around here!” the bald man yells.

	The tension already present in the air shoots up at his words. Logan moves like a flash of lightning, grabbing the man’s arm and twisting it hard.

	“What the hell are you doing?” The bald man groans as his arm trembles from the grip. Logan doesn’t look disturbed in the slightest.

	“This woman is just like everyone else. How dare you treat an equal like this? You’re no different from the invaders,” Logan says, cold contempt in his voice.

	The man tries to free his hand from Logan’s grip. But Logan’s grip is too tight and strong, and a strange madness clouds his eyes.

	“I have the right to my personal space and you can’t—"

	“This is a land for everyone, sir. If I hear you being hateful one more time. . .” Logan’s voice is deceptively gentle as he asks, “What will it be?” He grips harder. 

	The man winces and groans as the force proves too much. The elderly woman mutters, which while a whisper, a keen ear could hear. Stop, for God’s sake.

	A fair-skinned soldier rushes down the aisle at the pace of a miracle worker and almost yells, “What’s going on here, you two?”

	The man lowers the foot from the seat that blocked the lady, allowing her to sit on it.

	The teacher releases his grip from the bigot’s hand, and the man rubs where it pains him. “My deepest apologies, soldier. As an advocate for the rights of any person to be accommodated properly, I strongly condemn the violation of such,” Logan says.

	“I understand, sir, but you could’ve called and let us handle the situation. Not to mention, the way you solved it.”

	“It’s just. . . This shouldn’t be happening. We should be standing together as one, that is all.” Logan’s voice quivers as he glances away.

	“Well, no matter, it’s settled now. In the meantime, we can all continue the trip to reach the Safe Zone in Carson City, and I hope you two will keep the peace this time around.”

	“I will,” Logan says.

	The bald man nods.

	“Good,” the soldier says before he goes back to his post.

	The old lady glances at Logan, at his shaky hands and eyes that are moving like shutters. “Do not worry, young man. He might not understand who we are,” she whispers.

	“It should be that simple. So simple, yet some still cling to past habits that badly,” he whispers back.

	“Even if it may not look like it, he will eventually learn to see every being as an equal. He may not be different from the outsiders.”

	“Maybe . . . Maybe I should. They say that helping is the pride of an altruistic heart after all,” Logan says, his tone slightly quivery as the lady caresses his shoulder and smiles.

	“I’m certain you should. You should treasure it more, mister?” the lady asks as the man steadily raises his index finger.

	“Logan . . . Logan Preaker is the name. I’m sorry if I sound rude. I just need some space, please.”

	“I understand, young man,” she murmurs as she lowers her head and closes her eyes. A necessary measure when there is a long way to safety. 

	Logan stays awake. He is almost afraid of closing his eyes.

	After a brief period of silence, Logan leans toward the driver’s seat. “Hey, can you turn on the radio, please?”

	“Sure thing,” the woman says, pushing a button near the radio.

	Static gives way to a news channel.

	“In the latest reports from military and war correspondents, the outsiders recently known as the Zlocu have been making rapid progress in their conquest of the US. Texas, Florida, Maine, and Vermont have been overrun, with California, Nevada, Colorado, and Kansas to follow suit. There are also reports of Zlocu activity in the African continent, India, Siberia, and China. This report, alongside the massive exodus of refugees from Russia, Mexico, and several African countries have put even stable regions at risk. Reports of massive casualties in the contested zones also came to light in the latest hours.

	“Zlocan troops have also landed in the Gulf of Mexico, the Philippines, Argentina, and Canada. With the progress in their conquest and multi-faceted attack, one can only wonder when and where the Zlocu will strike to keep instilling their fear in the people of planet Earth. All military commanders advise the people to stay alert-“

	As the news continues to broadcast, a white-hot flash appears in the blink of an eye and the bus is split in half by it. A laser blast hidden in the woods. It results in a long, ugly line on the floor and Logan’s thoughts come to a halt.

	The force makes the bus skid off the road, taking its screaming passengers with it. Sparks fly, and a plume of smoke appears. Flames roar and engulf the hapless victims of the attack.

	Logan’s face presses to the glass as one half of the bus goes crashing into a skeletal tree. Jagged pieces of glass embed themselves into the left side of his face, and the wind is knocked out of him. He cannot scream in pain.

	A few seconds pass by as Logan breathes heavily, his eyes set on the split half of the blasted bus. He begins to crawl, seeing the remains of a man’s head that has separated from the main body. The teacher grimaces yet keeps on crawling.

	More people lay on the ground, some barely breathing and others missing vital body parts. Many try to drag themselves to safety.

	Logan stumbles over each slashed-up wall and one of the wheels. He uses all his strength as he makes toward the ground. His head is covered with bruises, and the right arm of his shirt is slashed up.

	As he crawls out of the bus, his blood runs cold. He sees something far worse than his nightmares.

	How can he possibly help the others when his legs have lost all sensation? 

	Zlocan walkers and knights drop from cargo ships—medieval killers in modern armor.

	Like clockwork, they stomp on every resisting survivor or execute them on sight. Not a single one of them flinches. Their moves are precise and well-calculated with terrifying aim.

	The walkers are bipedal machines with high-impact armor, a pair of heavy cannons on the front and, like the armored knights, black and red lines around the mechanical weapon with legs. Most emerge in sight of the naked eye, their camouflages, onyx-black with stripes, cloaked for a while before advancing to the road accompanied by the knights.

	They pick up the survivors, rounding them up and putting them in nets, all while battleships appear in the sky.

	The nets are then picked up by the cargo ships as their giant engines howl and whir before they fly away.

	Logan slowly stands up, but not before a knight smacks him with the back of his rifle.

	He tries to get up, but the knight stomps on his chest. Logan winces in pain, the air knocked out of his lungs for the second time as he clutches at his chest.

	“You will be a perfect specimen for the Inquisition. Better not resist or else.” His voice sounds mechanical, emotionless.

	Before the knight gets to him, the knight gets tackled by the bald man. Though bruised and battered, the bald man tries his best to beat the Zlocan down.

	“You don’t mess with us!” he shouts as he tries to pound the knight into submission.

	Each weakening punch makes him vulnerable to the Zlocan’s hits, and the knight grabs his arms and twists them, cracking the bones while pushing the man to the ground. The man resists, but knows he will die soon.

	He glares at Logan and shouts out something unexpected while taking his last breaths. “Run, you fool!”

	Logan is able to move his legs suddenly and bounds into the woods. He has never run faster in his entire life. The knight notices but keeps restraining the bald man while trying to keep the others in order.

	The knight pulls his hand to put it on the intercom on his wrist. Once activated, it presents the map of other knights in the area or beyond in the user’s visor. “To the Xelgea division, there’s an escapee heading toward the forest! Your new orders are to find and capture the human, no killing unless authorized!”

	Echoes of “Roger that” and “Yessir” are heard as they give chase.

	Logan runs faster and faster still, spotting the Zlocan troops. He can’t let them close in. He’d be better off dead, even with a disjointed road in his path.

	And so he bounds over roots and rocks, racing toward the salvation the whole human race needs. He runs for everything he’s ever lived for.

	***   

	Seiner Butch

	High above in the Californian skies, near Carson City, a G650 plane flies above a few clouds, its paint glittering.

	There are ten people aboard. Some are sleeping, others are at work or comforting family members or friends over what happened.

	They, both the ordinary citizens and even the most affluent, needed to be away from the horrors.  

	There’s a TV screen near one window showing the news, muted for the sake of the tired passengers.

	A news anchor is talking about the recent events while images of the Zlocan invasion around the world are shown.

	“Outsider force expanding, humanity’s judgment day?” 

	 

	“Cases of missing millionaires increase daily in the US following the invasion.”   

	 

	“Emergency meeting in UN HQs from remaining nations in response to the invasion.” 

	Up front, with a window next to the passengers, a dark-skinned man sits beside someone who is sleeping.

	His immaculate appearance hints at his identity as the newer generation of scientists he seems to be a part of. Amber eyes set in a sharp face, he wears a clean white coat, short spiky hair, and a pair of square glasses.

	But there’s always something that can hide beneath a perfect exterior. He stares at one of the TV screens with a nonchalant expression, but his unusually fast breathing says something else.

	He picks up a glass of water from the table, but his left hand shakes and drops spill onto the carpet.

	A man in a tux with a fair skin tone notices Seiner’s distress and walks over to him. Despite his elegant appearance, his frown shows his concern.

	“Seiner, what’s wrong?” he asks.

	 

	Seiner turns to the man calling him, eyes wide like saucers. “Nothing. Just trying to relax, Salim.” 

	 

	“Are you sure?”

	 

	“Y-yeah.” His hands shake uncontrollably.

	 

	Salim won’t budge as he places his hand on Seiner’s shoulder. “Hey, I know you’ve seen something terrible back there in Harvard, but I assure you that no matter what, you’ll get a second chance here to prove who you can be.”

	 

	“But what about the invasion?”

	 

	“Well, the military will find a way, I hope.”

	 

	“I-I see.”

	“What you did back there in Boston was surely something heroic. Your family would’ve been proud of the courage you showed back there, like a good boy.”

	Seiner’s neck stiffens, and his chest heaves again. Feeling a confusing frustration within, he throws the glass to the floor, staring as it shatters.

	 

	In a flash, he gets up from his seat and shoves Salim aside, rushing to the nearby bathroom.

	 

	Trembling, he takes a long time to turn on the tap.

	 

	He takes his glasses off and puts them on the sink, gritting his teeth when they fall off.

	 

	He loses his balance and collapses, too weak to get back up. Black spots dance in his vision as dizziness takes over.

	 

	He’s sweating, on the verge of tears, almost out of breath, and feels like his life is being drained away in a matter of seconds.

	 

	He stands up after what feels like hours. He splashes water on his face while trying to breathe normally. 

	 

	He stops to look in the mirror while his hands rest on the sink to support his weight.

	 

	His face looks lifeless, dead amber eyes staring back at him in the mirror. He cannot look away. The same emotions come rushing through him again, and his fist shoots forward.

	 

	The glass cracks with a sharp sound, the cracks forming a spider web.

	 

	Heavy labored breaths fill the enclosed space. He looks at his right hand, now embedded with blood and glass shards.

	 

	No matter how hard he tries to hold them in, sobs echo after a minute of silence.

	Salim’s “good boy” is like the forbidden words of a moment that is best left forgotten.

	He washes his face again and grabs a first aid kit from one of the racks. As he painstakingly walks out, the rest on board cannot seem to look away from him.

	What he went through as a captive of the Zlocu in Harvard was hell, and mentioning it always breaks him down.

	All these kinds of questions would be met with doubt in what to believe.

	Removing the mirror shards with tweezers, he places them on an old cloth and grabs a roll of gauze. And in the end, to conceal the wound, he pulls out green gloves and slips them on.

	It is better to keep such shameful injuries out of sight. Mother would’ve given him a sound thrashing for it.

	He shivers involuntarily upon recalling the many frosty nights spent outside whenever he showed signs of insubordination toward the Zlocu.

	Salim approaches him once more, but before he can say anything, the scientist lifts a finger as if to show an order.

	“Seiner—”

	 

	“I do not want to,” Seiner says with a raspy voice, startling Salim. The man puts his hand on Seiner’s shoulder.

	 

	“Guess I slipped way too much with you. But hey, you’re with me now buddy, and you’ll be alright with that in mind. Just be sure that you control what you do, OK?”

	 

	“But what if I can’t?” Seiner sounds somber.

	 

	“You’ll find a way out. Trust me.”

	He nods slowly, and paints a mask on his face again, as if nothing had happened a few minutes ago.

	He sits back down and picks up a pencil to solve a sudoku puzzle in a crumpled magazine.

	A few minutes pass by and everything seems calm.

	After all, the storm is yet to come.  

	The plane continues its flight path to its destination, passing through the clear sky without any potential intrusion in sight. They may be far from Zlocan dangers, after all. However, the plane staggers as if there is turbulence, even though there are not that many clouds around them or even a storm. Then loud knocks are heard, in both the forward and back part of the plane. Everyone gets up to see what’s going on, a mix of whispers or shouts over the confusion.

	Salim tries to calm down the masses as he leans to check each window to see if there’s something going on amidst the cacophonic crowd inside. 

	Seiner goes to the window on the left side of the plane. Leaning as far as he can, he sees the unthinkable.

	Shit—it can’t be . . .

	An electric cable attached to the plane, coming from something above. He notices another behind him.

	Two cables to ensure the proper capture of the plane.

	The cable hoists upwards, starting to pull, making the plane’s tail lift, and tilting the plane downwards.

	The entire cabin turns topsy-turvy. Eight hapless people fall down. Others, like Seiner, hold on to the wall near the exit while trying to help other passengers get to safety.

	 

	Due to the pressure of the lift and the force of the cables, the wings are torn down. A quick laser strike cuts off the tail of the plane. The pressure from the air and the altitude suck three passengers out of the plane, while others suffocate inside, even as they try to hold to the respiratory devices in their possession.

	Those who are lucky enough to survive see a fate worse than they can expect. A huge Zlocan assault ship flying above them is holding the electric cables that captured the plane.

	Five figures slide down the cables from the assault ship.

	They’re Zlocan commandos, lightly armored but deadly, equipped with jetpacks. They shock the passengers into unconsciousness while grappling them into other ropes from the ship above.

	One by one, they’re taken outside to the other ship as the plane is torn apart.

	Salim snatches a parachute, the only one left. He tosses it to Seiner who grabs it while puzzled by his action.

	“Whatever’s going on, I just want to ensure that at least someone can be saved from this assault,” Salim tells him. “Even if I can’t save the people here, at least you may be spared. All you need to do is to escape and try to find a Safe Zone by any means necessary!”

	 

	“No! I’d rather stay than—“

	 

	“Look man, you won’t live for much longer if you keep going like that! Be safe instead of trying to do something foolish!”

	 

	“I’d rather die trying!”

	Salim slaps Seiner’s back while opening the passenger door, and releasing the parachute right above the skies while the plane tears down.

	“Listen to me!” Salim shouts while holding Seiner as tight as he can. “Just for once, don’t be a hero! Try to run for your life, and try to stay alive!”

	“But do you-“ Seiner protests back.

	“Go!” Salim shouts as he pushes Seiner out of the plane.

	Seiner, spinning in the air, panics about what to do. Trying to stay steady, he swings his arms around him while seeing the arriving Zlocan ships. The wind around him keeps him from grabbing the parachute properly. He is rushing toward the ground. In a moment of clarity, he pulls the parachute’s ripcord, releasing it from the backpack. He descends near Stanislaus National Forest, a place where he hopes he will be safe.

	But Zlocan knights on the ground notice him.

	Whatever he may do next, it may not be hopeful for him, right choice or not.

	 




Chapter 1.2 – Robbed of Their Pasts

	 

	 

	Amira Dhorian

	The end of the day brings with it a golden sky and the fragrance of damp mud. Weeping willows sway in the gentle breeze, and the stream beside them shimmers and glows.

	 

	Bumblebee Creek remains quiet after the invasion, its silence punctuated by sounds of animals drinking from the stream.

	 

	In its depths, a squirrel goes up and down an old oak tree while picking up acorns. As it tries to climb again, a piece of the trunk cracks off, and the squirrel flails as it falls down.

	 

	A gray hand emerges from the darkness, catching the squirrel right before it hits the ground. 

	 

	The figure releases it and chuckles in a feminine voice.

	 

	“Such interesting creatures. This planet truly holds life like the expanding stars,” she mutters to herself, stepping out from the shadows.

	 

	Her beauty is otherworldly. Pointy ears poke out from a mop of green hair that frames a noseless face.

	 

	The humanoid girl touches the trunk of the tree, tilting her head from side to side, like she wants to examine every bit of beauty in it while she’s on Earth.

	 

	She crouches, looking at the plants on the ground, seeing if any of them catch her interest.

	 

	 A male voice resonates inside her head, Hey, Amira! Have you finished?

	 

	Yes, coming back now.

	 

	She uses her energy wings to fly away to her brother, as fast as an eagle. She flies quietly, swift and clear-sighted. She eventually finds him, sitting atop a branch on a tall tree.

	 

	He shares her elf-like features and emerald-green hair. He wears decorated, metallic-brown armor, with the breastplate made of various layers of squared metal sheets. This armor is a reminder of the force he once served.

	 

	Amira lands next to him on the branch and he tries to hide his snicker with a cough.

	 

	“So, took a good look at today’s study?”

	 

	“Absolutely, Varris.”

	 

	He chuckles in response. “I see. Probably some magnificent animals worth checking for here, after all.”

	 

	“Yes, but what is interesting is that the beings here do not have as advanced a mindset as other creatures in the galaxy.”

	 

	“Hmm, primitive life forms, I suppose. At least compared to other planets.”

	 

	“Or maybe they are just beings that grow slowly. What do you think?”

	 

	He pats her shoulder. She swats his arm away and grins.

	 

	“You should learn more about them if you want the answer.” 

	 

	It seems that where they are from, they hold certain powers that many humans would yearn to receive.

	 

	And yet, one doesn’t know if those secrets can be broadly shared to all humans. Learning more of humanity can be a task as worthy as carrying out an important deed in your life, but it can come with its own risks.

	 

	He puts an arm around her as she rests her head on his shoulder.

	 

	“Something wrong?” he asks.

	 

	“I do not know how to put it, but it is . . . something I have been wondering about for some time.”

	 

	“Go on, I’m all ears.”

	 

	“Well, it is about the inhabitants of this planet.”

	 

	Varris raises his eyebrows as he observes her at ease; he didn’t expect that kind of question. “Hu-humans? What are you talking about?”

	 

	“What else do I need to learn? I have already studied most life forms on Terra. Please, you know I really want to know about these humans.”

	 

	“Not that. You know how well our uncle fared when he tried to visit this place, and with what they do to each other, do you really think they’d welcome you with open arms?”

	 

	“But what if some still have good hearts? What if—“

	 

	“No,” he says sternly. “You should know from everything we’ve seen and learned, that this race is too violent to become part of the galactic community—even if the Zlocu don’t reach the place and lose the war.

	 

	“Now all I want is for you to learn that no matter what you believe, Terra is classified as hazardous for a good reason. There is no way the humans are going to change their minds even with that presence of yours. We don’t want the last of us being killed by creatures worse than the Zlocu, understand?”

	 

	Amira falls silent for a moment. Perhaps humanity may never be ready to evolve beyond their normal functioning.

	 

	Even so, that is something which can be questioned.

	 

	Varris watches Amira’s sullen face. Maybe he was too harsh in his judgment. Maybe they deserve a second chance. 

	 

	“Look, I get that you don’t like this. It’s just that I—”

	 

	A huge flash of lightning hits Varris from behind. The smell of something burnt hangs in the air, and terror fills Amira’s stomach. She stands rooted to her spot as the huge, jagged shape carries him away. One that shrouds most of the forest as it flies, enough to make the animals think that dusk has arrived sooner than anticipated. Yet little do they know what it’s capable of.

	 

	She dodges another one coming her way and jumps off the tree.

	 

	“Varris! Where are you?”

	 

	Did the humans?

	 

	She quickly turns back and sees what happened.

	 

	Her blood runs cold as Varris is dragged towards a nightmare.

	 

	They thought they could be safe.

	 

	They thought they could never be found.

	 

	I was so wrong . . .

	 

	Massive assault ships loom over the sky. They darken the entire creek. Nothing is visible now.

	 

	“No . . . No!” 

	 

	The same ship fires at her. She is knocked off balance. Instinctively, she grabs onto a lower branch with her left hand and jumps, landing in a crouch.

	 

	As soon as her feet hit the ground, she takes off, hiding beneath tall trees as she runs. Blood pounds in her ears.

	

	 

	Fluorescent lamps give the interior of the ship a dead look. Zlocan pilots groan in annoyance as they fail to track Amira down, while a soldier picks up Varris’s body and injects light-green liquid into him.

	 

	“Are you sure this will work?” one of the gunners asks. “I’m not sure if this serum can negate his psychic functions.”

	“The scientists never fail to create serums that can negate any ability. Especially Soranians. Learn well and you’ll understand the purpose of this mission.”

	A tall man wearing a gas mask stands near the cockpit. “Superior Captain, the Soranian scum is getting away from us!” 

	“Fret not; the princess won’t be able to find her own weak brother. But if there’s something that can match her drive, then we should repay her with it,” a shrill voice says.

	It belongs to the thin woman who is clad in a gray overcoat, its shape swallowing her small frame. She raises a slender, veiny hand.

	A knight pulls up a monitor that shows a figure dropping from the fuselage, half-animal and half-metal. The only organic parts left to its body are a bushy tail, ears, and hind legs. As it falls to the ground, its eyes light up, blood red, and it chases after Amira into the creek.

	“Excellent. Let their endless nightmares begin.” 

	

	Tania Maestas

	The last embers of the glowing sun hang in the sky.

	 

	Four people walk down the trash-lined trails of Cow Creek. It is quiet around them as they step on crushed cans and bottles.

	 

	A boy with spiky black hair yawns, stumbles and curses. The tall man next to him chuckles and sips water. A blonde girl behind them puts a flashlight in her cargo pants and checks her backpack.

	 

	The girl who leads is a bit chubby, her fro brushed the way she loves with a blue ribbon in the back of her hairdo. She has bright apple-green eyes and a wide smile.

	 

	She walks quietly in front of everyone else, looking around herself as she moves.

	 

	“Man, I never thought we’d get a trip as long as the one to Niagara Falls. Shouldn’t we get a minivan to get there at least?” the young man complains.

	 

	“You should be here if you want to survive, Freddie,” the blonde girl says.

	 

	The tall man runs a hand through his hair. “You say that like it’s a good thing.” 

	 

	“Can it, Ted! Why do you side with him all the time? Say something, Tania,” the blonde girl says as she glances at the girl leading them.

	 

	“Ted, we’ve been lucky enough to come this far. Dallas was bad, but you bet there’ll be great stuff in Carson City!” Tania says.

	 

	“That’s already packed, so it probably doesn’t matter anyway,” Ted grunts.

	 

	“But it has helped for escapees around the nation, guys. Helping others is the right thing to do in the long run,” Amelia says.

	 

	“Yeah, as long as there aren’t too many. We’re low on supplies anyway,” Freddie says.

	 

	Tania pats his shoulder to cheer him up. His blank expression doesn’t change, mind seemingly elsewhere.

	 

	“Don’t you love that cute smoothness of all things we love, Freddie?”

	 

	“How can I when we’re at war?” he says as he keeps his wandering gaze away from her. She scoffs at the notion; she may not care what the war will bring upon them.

	 

	“You’re always worried about the top percent, you know that? We’ll be OK if we stay together. And spaghetti and meatballs!”

	 

	Ted chuckles quietly; the rest only stare at Tany.

	 

	“You wouldn’t mind some?” she asks weakly, her smile wavering.

	 

	“No, don’t be upset!” Freddie says. “Sure, we can get some later, but now’s not the time to crack jokes, not with those freaks out there.” 

	 

	“Ha! As if that’ll stop me from being able to save you at all.”

	 

	Ted reaches out an arm to Tany, his eyes glancing at something from behind.

	 

	“You’re blocking our—” Ted says.

	 

	“Look, I just wanna tell you how you can be guaranteed to—“ Tany says.

	 

	“Wait!” Ted tackles Tania to the ground, grunting from the impact.

	 

	Just as he gets up and turns to face what is coming their way, a red laser burns into his right eye, through his skull. 

	 

	No one stops staring at the black hole where his eye used to be. They slowly tear their gazes away and look toward the laser.

	 

	A squad of Zlocan knights emerges from the woods. They storm out, boots crushing the cans like bones.

	 

	Freddie whimpers and covers his eyes, trembling. 

	 

	A Zlocan knight cackles.

	 

	“How kind of you to take good care of your friend. Too bad that was in vain as you won’t live for long anyway,” he sneers, aiming his rifle in their direction. “Say goodbye to—”

	 

	A bullet punches through his helmet’s visor. His screams echo in the creek, orange blood pouring over black metal. He sputters and falls as another bullet hits him in the chest. They turn around to see the one who shot the Zlocan, and most gasp at who it is.

	 

	A stout, balding, human inspector grips his revolver and steps forward, more officers behind him. He ducks behind a tree as soon as the knights aim at him, blowing up heads from behind his cover. 

	 

	They shoot back lasers, and the officers join him. 

	 

	The group scrambles, desperately trying to hide. Knights run after them, and Freddie grunts as he trips over a branch. As he tries to stand back up, a Zlocan knight steps on him and shoots him in the back of the head.

	 

	Tania yells his name, but it sounds so faint amidst the gunfire. She is numb, too shocked to speak.

	 

	“Run away from here! We’ll cover you,” one male officer says. 

	 

	Amelia drags Tania along, forcing her to move. 

	 

	Tears run down Tania’s face. The din never stops.

	 

	Amelia cries out a second later, keeling over with a thud.

	 

	Everything slows down around them

	 

	Tania grabs her backpack with shaky hands and takes out a roll of cloth, wrapping it around Amelia’s torso. The blood quickly soaks it all, and she sobs in frustration.

	 

	Amelia clutches her wrist and croaks, “You have to survive. Run.”

	 

	Tania shakes her head vigorously. “I can’t leave you here. I can’t let you die!” 

	 

	“Don’t worry about me. All I want is for you to survive. Go.” 

	 

	“But I don’t want to lose you all!” Tania bends down and cries into her friend’s chest while the officer covers them near one of the police cars.

	 

	“And how the hell . . . does that even matter? Do you . . . want to cling on to something you . . . won’t even hold forever?” Amelia struggles out.

	 

	The inspector runs up to them as he holds his gun and takes out a spare magazine. 

	 

	“Listen to me girl, your life comes first right now. Playing stubborn ain’t getting ya anywhere in this hellhole of a place,” the inspector says as he crouches down. His kind eyes now have a steely look to them.

	 

	“Please—” Tany tries to speak only for Amelia to cover her mouth, still breathing raggedly.

	 

	“He’s right, Tania. Go. Don’t lose hope.”

	 

	She gets up as Amelia gasps for breath.

	 

	The inspector gives her a gentle push. “Go. That’s an order, I tell ya.”

	 

	Tania takes her fateful choice of running away. Going as fast as she can, all while hearing gunfire and lasers behind her.

	 

	A Zlocan’s eyes follow Tania. He presses a button on his waistband. A cavity slowly folds open and tiny spheres emerge. The mechanical devices unfold their wings and chase after her.

	 

	Why . . . Why is this happening to me? What did do to deserve this crappy fate?!

	 

	I . . . I don’t want to die . . . I don’t want to . . . ! No, keep up that smile, Tany, don’t fall!

	 

	 


Chapter 2 – Distrust, Curiosity and Bonding

	 

	 

	August 13th, 2026.

	Logan Preaker

	A dark sunset descends across the Stanislaus National Forest, California. Boots thud on the ground, sure-footed and bloodthirsty. Zlocu spaceships surround the area, casting demonic shadows.

	Logan races through the forest, forcing his chest to take in more air even as he burns with pain. Branches and roots trip him up, and the ax strapped to his belt weighs him down, but he runs, swifter than ever. 

	On the ground, Zlocan machine walkers are moving fast like a cheetah chasing its prey. The “prey” they are chasing is Logan. He looks tired and dirty, covered with dust and mud, yet he continues to run as fast as he can as the ax in his belt dangles around him. The walkers, even with their bulk, can keep up with the chase. They continue to advance toward the young teacher.

	Logan turns backward, the walkers still on his back. He looks in both directions until he sees bushes on his left. He sprints rapidly and turns left toward a bushy field.

	“Ha! Turning left to everything is the first sign of their doom!” one pilot says as he continues to advance and turn to the direction of the escapee. But he sees nothing. Not even the escapee running far away.

	“Where did that pest go?” the pilot says.

	“Why not simply use Galga to ram through the forest?” another one asks.

	“The trees are too thick for me to enter with this, and I don’t want to risk it.”

	“Understood. Set the gun to stun; you know the orders,” the platoon’s CO says.

	The pilot exits from the walker and pulls a gun from his holster, now ready to find the lost human. As soon as he approaches a tree where the human might be hidden, he aims his gun at the shadow, but finds nothing.

	He turns around in every direction and shoots bushes where the human could be hiding. The laser beam hits the ground on the other side as the bushes waver from the impact, but the target is not there.

	Bewildered at this unexpected occurrence, the pilot searches again. Before he spots anything, someone grabs him from below. 

	It’s Logan, who is camouflaged and had been crawling on the ground. 

	Both men struggle to gain the upper hand, with the pilot trying to squeeze Logan’s arm as hard as he can. Logan kicks the pilot’s face and successfully throws him away from him.

	But as Logan tries to approach him, the pilot reaches for his last resort—he unsheathes a knife from his pocket and swings it around in an attempt to stab Logan. The latter dodges every move.

	“Stay still already, lowly scum!” the knight says.

	Logan, still pressing the knight’s arm, swiftly takes the ax from his belt, kicks the knight in the groin, and chops the pilot’s head off, all within a matter of seconds. Blood gushes all over the place as Logan squints his eyes at the rushing blood.

	The other pilots, who have heard the commotion, approach the forest. They see Logan, with bits of dirt and orange blood around his neck and cheek, giving the Zlocans a long stare. He is holding the head of the dead pilot.

	“Dare to come closer,” Logan whispers as he tosses it near the walker. He throws his ax toward the other pilots in an attempt to strike one of them.

	However, it’s shot aside by one of the walker’s pilots. Logan runs away, now lacking a tool to use against them. 

	The pilots grunt at this while reloading the blasters. One of them tightly grips the control pad.

	“Damn him! Requesting immediate order to shoot!” one of the walker pilots says.

	“Negative, our orders are simple and clear, capture any surviving Humans to ensure they can join our ranks,” another knight says. 

	The pilot hesitates for a moment as if to say something, as he clearly has the urge to kill any opposing enemy in his path. Their path toward evolution.

	Ultimately, he sighs at such an order as he and the rest continue to advance toward the deeper parts of the forest once more just to chase the human down.

	Seiner Butch

	On the other side of the forest,  Seiner runs as fast as he can, also from the servants of the Zlocu Empire. He does not look dirty like Logan, but he still doesn’t look spotless. He’s covered in multiple cuts around his shoulder and his forehead is bloody.

	 

	He sees a nearby lake, an opportunity to hide. And yet, he’s just human; he surely can’t hold his breath for that long. Now he must resort to a technique that isn’t practiced by many people, but a try is a try.

	 

	He takes his glasses off and puts them in his pocket, then dives into the lake, which is luckily deep enough to hide him from the Zlocan patrols.  But before he submerges underwater, he exhales and inhales six times, with the last ones coming from his diaphragm. He dives deep enough before any knight can notice him under the water. 

	 

	He lies still underwater to ensure a relaxed state of mind, allowing the oxygen inside his body to flow properly alongside the blood. A small amount of time passes by. Though he’s still trembling and looking away from the surface, he keeps holding his breath underwater. The Zlocan knights keep on checking the lake, using their lights to look for the escapee. Seiner responds by diving deeper and deeper underwater.

	 

	Another few moments, and Seiner knows he can’t hold any longer.

	 

	Fortunately, he sees the knights backing away from his direction; looks like the trick worked after all. So advanced, yet they fell for the oldest trick in the book.

	 

	I’ve endured enough danger in my life, but this . . . would I be even the same anymore? Or perhaps I damned for eternity . . .

	 

	Seiner emerges from the lake. He is shivering, but at least he is safe from the Zlocu, as he sees their searchlight in the distance.

	 

	“That should do,” he says before he runs off once more.

	

	Amira Dhorian

	Near the lake, Amira flees from an animal-like creature pursuing her. Suddenly, the creature leaps toward her, trying to bite her. The creature is wolf-like, but most its surrounding fur is now covered with metal pieces near the legs and head. It’s an experimental horror of a creature, with the eyes replaced with glass ones. The wolf’s body constantly twitches, giving it an uncontrollable sense of movement.

	 

	With no choice left, Amira picks a metal hilt on her belt, igniting a red-looking blade made of light.

	 

	She swings it toward the vicious wolf-like creature.

	 

	While it tries to maul her with its metallic teeth, she holds its mouth shut with her bare hands, even though her hands are smaller than the creature’s mouth. In the end, Amira finds the spot for the kill. She takes her hands off the wolf’s mouth as she swings her blade vertically, beheading it. 

	 

	She pants heavily afterward and her red eyes look watery. But just as she thinks she is safe, a Zlocan patrol approaches and notices that the wolf is dead. In a state of panic, Amira runs away as fast as she can from the knights. The commander gives the order to chase her.

	 

	A short, simple one.

	 

	“Catch her! It will please the daughter of the Kujar!” he says.

	

	 

	Tania Maestas

	Deep among the bushes, Tania rushes as swift as the wind evades, trying to evade Zlocan drones. They have aspects similar to a dark crane that overlooks their prey. While she runs, they fire nets at her, which she swiftly dodges. Like the rest, she looks dirty and tired, but she runs bravely from her hostile pursuers.

	 

	She hides near a tree full of plants and bushes, perfect for camouflage. It’s briefly successful as some drones drop the chase, but not all; she hears noise from the nearby tree. 

	 

	After a moment of nervousness, she notices a cluster of rocks in front of her. Smirking from her discovery, she picks up a large one, ready to do something more daring. She whistles high enough to make the drone notice her. But before the drone spots her, all it sees is a giant rock approaching it at high speed. 

	 

	She briefly blows a raspberry to the wreckage of the drone.

	 

	But to her misfortune, the drone reactivates itself, eventually flying again, and worse, signaling the others who now are coming back with a vengeance.

	 

	“Oh, nutty!” she says before she runs off again.

	

	As the four escapees run to safety, they rush onwards deep into the forest. The darkness can provide the perfect cover to vanish in sight. However, the risk is that they will become lost in the forest.

	 

	They happen to converge at a spot where they feel safe, a big bushy field with a handful of trees that shroud the earth below. But fate takes matters in its own hands and they collide with each other as they trip over a nearby trench in the forest.

	 

	They are briefly dazed until they wake up simultaneously, each feeling dizzy. It’s like a slumber party gone wrong.

	 

	After a moment of recovery, Logan turns toward Seiner who’s also noticeably hurt, holding his left hand over his forehead.

	 

	“Ugh, my head. Hey, are you OK, man?” Logan says as he tries to approach him.

	 

	Suddenly, Seiner shoves his hand away.

	 

	“Don’t touch me; you could have me and the rest killed,” Seiner replies coldly.

	 

	“Hey, it was just an accident!” Logan protests.

	 

	“Accident or not, we would have been dead already for that clumsiness of yours. Now, out of the way.”

	 

	“No, no, no, no, no! Don’t argue now! Just don’t! In fact, don’t you see there is danger around us right now? And who do you think you are, some sort of edgy bad guy?” Tania says, aiming her words towards Seiner.

	 

	“Who are you calling edgy, cranio-rectal idiot?” Seiner retorts.

	 

	“Look, does it look like the time to argue in the middle of a war?” Logan asks.

	 

	“Why do you rush to death when you’re not even thinking?” Seiner barks.

	 

	“Cut it out, or else I’ll sing the Old MacDonald to you all!” Tania shouts back.

	 

	Seiner turns toward her. “What the hell are you blabbering on about? Are you dense or something?”

	 

	Amira trembles for a moment, stepping back from them. She’s crawling back, on the verge of tears, almost whimpering in fear.

	 

	Oh, by the Guardians, they will kill me, right? Maybe Varris was right . . . 

	 

	The three of them notice her and stop arguing, all to stare at her in confusion yet awe.

	 

	“Don’t move, you xeno—” Seiner says as he glances at Amira with protruding eyes.

	 

	“Oh, I just found a goodie-looking being! Uh, did I say it right?” Tania says as she gasps at Amira.

	 

	“Please, Don’t-t-t hurt-t-t-t me, dear h-h-humans . . .” Amira stutters nervously.

	 

	“She can speak to us?” Seiner asks as he widens his eyes.

	 

	She’s about to get up, but the strain is too much for her. She I too weak from both running endlessly and the fear of facing the wolf. 

	 

	“I think we can get a few words out of her and know what the hell is going on with those aliens out there,” Seiner says as he gets up to approach Amira. However, Logan blocks Seiner with his arm.

	 

	“What the—?” Seiner says.

	 

	“I don’t think it’s a good idea to jump to conclusions just yet. I can tell she’s different from them,” Logan says. 

	 

	“How the bloody hell do you know?”

	 

	“‘Cause I know what they look like. And while some of her facial features are similar, she looks very distinct.”

	 

	“Oh, maybe we feel safely safe, right?” Tania asks, smiling, looking for a shred of hope for the well-being of herself and the rest.

	 

	“I still don’t trust her; out of the way or else.”

	 

	“Stop it! I know why you can’t trust her now. I’m not sure if I can too, but to keep ourselves closed off won’t lead us anywhere. We have to try or else,” Logan says as he steps beside Tania, shielding her from Seiner. He notices Amira as she moves away from them.

	 

	He saunters to the trembling Amira, who stops as she notices the young teacher’s interest, tenderness even.

	 

	But even with his newfound sympathy for her, Logan slinks toward Amira. His arms and legs feel tense, his hands are shaking and he almost steps back from her. He glances back to the other two, who look at him with frowns or even wide consternation.

	 

	After a moment of reluctance, he steps forward, almost feeling ready to meet the alien.

	 

	“No . . . no,” Amira whispers, with puffy, wide eyes.

	 

	Logan extends his hand toward her. “There, there, don’t be scared.” 

	 

	Amira hesitates at first.

	 

	“Calm down. I’m sorry for what you saw. Whatever you are, the thing is that these aliens kinda messed things up, OK?” Logan says.

	 

	“A-aliens?” Amira whispers again.

	 

	“I can try to explain. Just maybe,” Logan says sheepishly. 

	 

	As he stands still, Seiner prepares to hurl a handful of stones toward her in case she does something suspicious.

	 

	A miracle happens.

	 

	The alien grabs Logan’s hand.

	 

	She feels the warmth in the hand. She’d always wanted to know what humans felt like. 

	 

	She smiles through watery eyes

	 

	Logan smiles as well while narrowing his eyes and sighing. He looks how Amira examines his hand in every way, showing no discomfort at all.

	 

	This is nice . . . maybe a bit too much from someone I’ve never seen in my life. But yet, I can feel innocence in her . . .

	 

	Never in her life had she felt a hand so warm from other beings.

	 

	“How daring,” Seiner whispers, still unconvinced as he rolls his eyes.

	 

	“Such beauty from an alien, haha!” Tania says.

	 

	“Huh?” Amira turns to her as she lets go of Logan’s hand. “What do you mean by ‘alien,’ dear human?”

	 

	“Well, an alien is a term we Earthlings use to describe beings that are not from our planet, for instance, you. I mean, the surrounding universe is supposed to be something around fourteen billion parsecs with a dim chance of a life form like you to appear. Now we have seen that other alien life forms weren’t the only ones, unless you can convince me otherwise,” Seiner says.

	 

	“Really? Well, with that description I think it also fits you in my world. After all, we are aliens in every way,” Amira says sheepishly.

	 

	“Haha, haha! That’s a pretty statement you got there, dear girlie! But hey, tell me, what tricks do you have, do you fly, do you fight, do you fly, do you breathe underwater, anything?” Tania says rapidly, like she has been running.

	 

	“Well, I can fly with these wings . . . another ability specific to my race. I cannot do it right now. I am not old enough to do it.”

	 

	“And what could that ability be, bestie?” Tania asks.

	 

	“The Norai technique. A force shared among the Soranians. It involves being able to manipulate objects around your area with the simple power of thought. But I’m not old enough to have it yet. I need a year to gain such power.”

	 

	“I see, but can’t you use your wings for anything yet?” Seiner says.

	 

	The alien princess shakes her head in response.

	 

	“Why the bloody hell not?” Seiner asks.

	 

	“Because I have been injured, and I do not want to attract their attention.”

	 

	“Their? The aliens?” Seiner asks once more.

	 

	“The Zlocu,” Amira says as she turns away from them.

	 

	Seiner ponders something for a moment. “Let me guess, your species provoked them or something like that? It better be a good reason why you’re so alone here,” Seiner asks, his eyes scanning without any emotion whatsoever.

	 

	She gasps in response.

	 

	“Shut it!” Logan says.

	 

	“I am a Soranian, an inhabitant of the planet Sorania, or rather, I’m what’s left of my people.”

	 

	“Right. What else?” Seiner asks.

	 

	“The thing is, all of this happened even though we only wanted peace. The rest of the galaxy was at peace for a long time, providing the security and services for the well-being of the other beings in the galaxy. But I never expected a poor race like the Zlocu could turn to war like this. And all in the name of the next step of ‘evolution’. They have become stronger in the years that passed, taking control of most of the spaceports, colonies, and warp gates to their advantage, and slaughtering anyone deemed weak to their cause, my race included.”

	 

	“All of that for despising peace? But, aren’t there any survivors you know, someone to pick you up and regroup? Or maybe they perished because these Zlocu beings are everywhere?” Logan asks incredulously. 

	 

	“Unfortunately, yes.”

	 

	All of them stare in silence; every one of them has lost everything dear to them, all for the common goals of the Zlocu: evolution and eradication of the weak. Perhaps the nature of war itself could expand to other races after all.

	 

	“Well, now, let’s keep the rest of the story for later. Can someone build a fire pit, please? It’s getting very dark here,” Logan asks.

	 

	“Are you kidding me? We’ll get spotted. Not to mention that the Zlocans may just hear us at any minute. We should move farther away into the woods. I may still use my flashlight though,” Seiner whispers as he reaches for his pocket.

	 

	“Roger that,” Logan says. 

	 

	Soon, he and the rest move farther into the woods under treetops that obscure them.

	 

	“By the way, can I know all your names? We haven’t known each other that much yet, but I guess it would be fun to have some new fellas around here,” Logan says.

	 

	“S-sure thing. I am Amira Dhorian. Former princess of the kingdom, now a fugitive,” Amira says.

	 

	“Seiner Butch, and before you ask, no I’m not a freaking skint,” Seiner says.

	 

	“I’m Tania Maestas, but you can call me Tany. Nice to meet you all!” Tany says.

	 

	“Well, my name is Logan Preaker Hijikata, but you can use Logan Preaker if you like. Also, at your service,” Logan says. 

	 

	With a faint smile, Amira leans near him, something he expected as he holds her tight, with Amira glancing at him for a bit. 

	 

	This is sweet. Maybe this can work. “It is very nice to know you all, dear humans,” Amira replies.

	 

	“Don’t bother with that act, like you know him. We’ve just met,” Seiner says.

	 

	“Yeah, sweetie!” Tany says. “You will have lots of fun getting moral lessons from all of us!”  

	 

	“As if we’re good enough,” Seiner says with a scoff.

	 

	“Well, my years of teaching high school and camping might help her in her situation,” Logan says. “But if we’re careful enough, she’ll know us better, and perhaps we will know her, too.” 

	 

	“Whatever you say, mate,” Seiner says as he realizes he can’t keep up with Logan’s witty behavior.

	 

	“Well, well, well, now, here’s a big question for you to answer, and it’s highly, hugely, important,” Tany says in a whispering tone. The others stare at her like she is hiding a mysterious secret.

	 

	Finally, Tany says, “How did you all get into this stinky mess? I came here when a bunch of cops led by a guy who looked like those Wild-West cowboys led me to safety. Here’s hoping they’re still alive!”

	 

	“All alone, or did you came with others?” Logan asks. Tany’s eyes widen as she slightly gasps, thinking of Logan’s words. She then chuckles highly.

	 

	“Kicked the bucketly bucket, but that’s life, ya know? But maybe my saviors can still be here!”

	 

	“I hope they still do, Tany,” Amira replies as she smiles a little.

	 

	“Don’t count on it, though,” Seiner retorts as he scoffs. Logan sighs in response as Tany pouts at Seiner.

	 

	“C’mon, Seiner. Well, long story short, I got away from my home all the way here for some refugee camp,” Logan says.

	 

	“Which house? You mean you are not from Earth?” Amira asks, making Tany laugh. 

	”No, not that! Like, I am from this nation, which to your people may count as a tribe of sorts. To be exact, I’m from Los Angeles, which is a city you’d love to see, maybe when this ends,” Logan says sheepishly, massaging his back for a bit. Amira only smiles back while Seiner grunts. 

	 

	“Now it’s my turn,” Seiner says. “I was taking transport for a safe haven until those blokes who struck down the plane attacked it, and I was the only survivor.”

	 

	”Did someone help you out in the escape?” Amira asks as she tilts her head at Seiner’s answer. Seiner, however, only glances away and sighs, a contrast to his usual demeanor. 

	 

	“A close buddy, the closest I had. That’s all you need to know.” 

	 

	”That’s so sadly sad!” Tany adds. Seiner grunts in response without glancing at her. 

	 

	“I see. I came here while trying to run away from the Zlocans after they kidnapped Varris,” Amira says.

	 

	“Another one of your race? This is going from interesting to the suspicious, Amira,” Seiner says incredulously.

	 

	“Seiner, please,” Logan reprimands.

	 

	“Now, if you mind?” Seiner says.

	 

	“He is my brother. After we arrived here, he heard our uncle had crash-landed here on Earth in a desert, Roswell I think.”

	 

	“You mean the incident from 1947?” Seiner says.

	 

	“Perhaps so. We hoped we could get someone else to protect us. But humans got him first, so many unthinkable things . . .” Amira shakes at the mere thought of what her uncle went through. “My brother held that grudge for two years, ever since we arrived here. Despite that, I thought I could feel safe now from the grip of the Zlocu. But I was wrong . . . naïve.”

	 

	Everyone goes quiet for a moment. The only sound is nothing but footsteps walking over dead leaves and twigs far away. All the while, they look at her with uncertainty.

	 

	All until Seiner steps in. “You know, we’ve heard about each other enough for the day, but for all your talk and hope for sympathy, you’re still a long way from gaining our trust. You better tread carefully, Amira, I don’t take kindly to liars.”

	 

	“Seiner!” Logan yells as he grabs him.

	 

	“What? You know that in war—“

	 

	“I already know. But to be honest, I’m unsure of what to do with her. But if we don’t give her the benefit of doubt, we’ll still be on the path for history that we dread,” Logan says while he tries to hold him off.

	 

	“Are you really that naïve?”

	 

	“Like there’s nothing wrong with your cynicism.”

	 

	Seiner eventually sits down, groaning in frustration. He has no time to engage with Logan. It should be enough to not restart another fight.

	 

	“Oh, my . . . but hey, once we can rest, we’ll cheer ya up, Ammi, for a sweet tomorrow, then you and the boys can be the new besties, righty right?” Tany says while patting Amira’s shoulder.

	 

	“Can you stop with that lingo of yours?” Seiner says while scowling at Tany.

	 

	“Ugh, naughty dog . . . Now, where was I? Oh! Well, surely they knew their mistake with your uncle right, righty, right? You know that, as humans, we aren’t that much of dorks anyway,” Tany says.

	 

	Seiner rolls his eyes and groans.

	 

	“I am afraid I do not know that, but it is likely that given their nature, they regret nothing, right? I am not sure what to think of it,” Amira says as she frowns and looks down. The burden of being on her own still weighs on her.

	 

	“Don’t worry, Amira. I’m pretty sure they did. At least I hope so,” Logan says as he stands up next to her.

	 

	“You really think so? How can you be so sure?”

	 

	“Well, you see—”

	 

	Just as he is about to answer the question, Zlocan knights and machines pop out, surrounding them. The walkers, the knights, and the drones all eventually spot them, despite the four’s attempts to keep hidden.

	 

	“They found us!” Seiner shouts.

	 

	“Because we used our technology to sense your heat, you worthless scum!” one of the knights says.

	 

	“Enough talk! Knights, end those weaklings and prove that we are the strongest!” says one general.

	 

	“But weren’t our orders to—“

	 

	“Change of orders! We have no need for these weaklings! Men, get ready!”

	 

	The knights, walkers, and drones aim their guns at the four escapees, as the four hold each other tightly, awaiting their execution.

	 

	“One . . . two . . .” Amira can only cover her eyes as she whimpers with the others, who are bracing themselves from the imminent execution.

	 

	This is it?

	 

	Truly no one can stop them?

	 

	No one?

	 

	As it all seems about to come to a tragic close, a huge beam of light appears, surrounding the entire area between the Zlocu and the escapees. It expands to the forest, forming a line between them, blinding enough to make the Zlocan turn away from it. As this happens, one of the Zlocans gets a beeping notification from the wrist. 

	 

	”This is the superior sergeant, what now?!” the Zlocan shouts. 

	 

	”Are you seeing what I’m seeing? There’s a ray of light coming from California. It’s spreading to the other states, wait no, nations too, now it’s spreading outside Terra too!” a female voice says as pillar of light emerges from the light barrier, reaching across the darkened skies as faint lines of it can be seen across the stars. 

	 

	”By the cosmos, could it be . . . ?” the Zlocan says as he stares at the sky.

	 

	A new turn of events has just begun, and the four escapees will bear witness to it.

	 

	 




Chapter 3.1 – Rise of the Heroes

	 

	The four escapees stand in a vast, horizonless white, surrounded by shiny pillars with mirrors around each corner. Whispers cascade over the foursome from all directions.

	 

	“Where are we?” Logan asks.

	 

	“Why does it smell like. . . no, not lavender exactly, but almost floral?” Seiner asks as he raises his voice.  

	 

	“Are—are—are we in heaven? D—dead? Oh dios, please no,” Tany says, biting her lips. Her reflection appears in mirrors above them that are decorated with white, golden metal.

	 

	“I think not, Tany,” Amira says. “This place looks exactly like the one described in the books related to the Guardians.” 

	 

	“What Guardians?” Seiner asks.

	 

	“I have heard they are some sort of entity, almost like observers from beyond. Not sure if they are gods, but they could be something that extends beyond the stars.”

	 

	Seiner scoffs in response. “As if we’re all just their hamsters, if that’s what you mean. Rolling in their wheels for an eternity. Let me tell ya, I won’t play their games even if they call for it.”

	 

	“I may understand what you are trying to say, but whatever this place is, it is something beyond physical reach,” Amira says.

	 

	“Oh, cool!” Tany says as she reaches for her phone, but as with most instances of dealing with the unknown, it’s a very trivial thing to do.

	 

	Tany looks quietly at her phone for a moment while the rest turn to look at her.

	 

	“Eh, if you truly know them, you can call them later because I really want to show this to the peeps once we’re outside. No, nothing malicious,” Tany says as she sheepishly hides her phone again and giggles. 

	 

	Seiner glares at her in irritation. “Next you’ll tell us that in reality, they look like a boy band, which is quite a wonder.”

	 

	Before they can react further, they hear a smooth and elegant sound from a distance. Logan is the first to notice and soon sees that it’s coming from a nearby stairway to an altar.

	 

	He slowly walks into it, with the rest following suit. With each step, the sound grows closer. And even if it sounds faint, they’re clearly the type of beings who would be attracted and follow the sound The long chords sound like a cello.

	 

	As they approach, they see a figure in a white-hooded robe that has black stripes around the robe’s arms. The figure is playing the cello delicately, almost to where it doesn’t change the timbre.

	 

	The four finally reach the altar, locking their eyes on the hooded figure. After a few moments of playing the melody, the figure lays down the cello while still holding the bow.

	 

	A deafening silence, and yet the four cannot help but still feel the allure of the music.

	 

	“Excuse me, whatever you are, do you know where we are?” Logan asks. 

	 

	Silence is the only answer coming.

	 

	“Maybe what I said might come across as impolite. But as the new visitors around here, it would be appreciated if you could tell us something. Like, did you summon us here?” Logan further enquires.

	 

	Silence again.

	 

	Seiner approaches the figure in a fit of irritation and grunts. “Hey you! Stop being a flimsy mute tosser this instant and give us—” he says, trying to touch the figure’s shoulder. The figure’s robes fall to the floor, empty of anything.

	 

	Goosebumps emerge on them all as they step back from the fallen robes, with Seiner staring intensively at it. Tany yelps.

	 

	Just what is this place, anyway? Logan wonders, staring wide-eyed, still stiff.

	 

	“What the hell?” Seiner says as he strives to keep himself in control.

	 

	“OK, whatever’s going on, I’m going to slap it silly!” Tany says.

	 

	“That would be way too rude, Tany,” Logan replies.

	 

	“Oh, sorry, well, make it listen to pop music! Or trap music, that’ll teach the naughty dog!” Tany keeps rambling.

	 

	Amira giggles in response, holding her hand near her chin in amusement.

	 

	“Your thoughts are quite dazzling at the moment, Tany. Maybe humanity is interesting to study after all.”

	 

	“What? My head?” Tany says as she kneels,  pressing her hands on her ears. 

	 

	The rest look confused, yet amused at her reaction.

	 

	“Don’t read me, please!” Tany says.

	 

	“Very well. If you say, Tany,”

	 

	Logan only lets out a heartfelt chuckle. Seiner is mostly indifferent, with crossed arms. 

	 

	Seiner notices something near the bow, which has been placed on the center string of the cello.

	 

	“Eh? Hey guys, look,” Seiner says, pointing to the bow.

	 

	The hair of the bow glows a bright, bluish color, all pointing to the right side of the altar. When they turn to see the direction where the bow is pointing, it leads to another seemingly empty white space shrouded in mist.

	 

	After carefully analyzing the left side, Seiner finds a gap amidst the mist where the cello is pointing. They carefully walk toward the indicated area as they feel themselves descending a stairway. They descend for a few minutes, checking that there’s nothing suspicious around as the whispers continue.

	 

	The group finally enters a dimly lit room, almost like the entrance of a chamber in medieval times. They continue to descend, until eventually, they stop near a room, where there’s only a wall in front of them, with an engraved inscription.

	 

	An inscription has been chiseled into a wall with silver concrete, words whose length reach even the longest pages known to man, from top to bottom. Logan steps closer as he places his finger near one of the letters, moving it back and forth as his glance fixates on the text itself.

	 

	“This inscription appears to have a vaguely worded language, almost like a mix of Latin and Old English, from what I’m seeing,” Logan says.

	 

	“Hmm, what should we call it? Latingus?” Tany asks with a bright smile.

	 

	Seiner, of course, only glares at her and her smile drops.

	 

	“Wait, that language. It is the language of the cosmos. Maybe I can help you translate it,” Amira says.

	 

	“Ah, an interpreter. For a moment, I thought this would be another lesson for this intergalactic situation,” Logan says.

	 

	“Well, only if it’s a bloody good one. But if it’s bull, then the worse it is,” Seiner replies.

	 

	“Your mind is still highly skeptical, it seems,” Amira says. “Would you please listen to this one?”

	 

	“That won’t—“

	 

	But before he can lecture Amira, Logan pushes Seiner back, with a stern look.

	 

	“Whatever,” Seiner says, still with his glare. “Just do it.”

	 

	She touches a part of the inscription, beginning with the first line and moving her hand while  she continues to read on.

	 

	The translation is:

	 

	A principle is our part of eternal life. The component for the common being of peace. Thy union grants the beloved a wishful eternity. For thou who sin our peace, will serve the condemned. A principle is our part of eternal life. The component for the common being of peace. Thy union grants the beloved a wishful eternity. For thou who sin against our peace will serve the condemned. Rise up, to the one who with the valor to surpass any fear and doubt, guided by those who protect and stand close to the cosmos’ offspring. By helping the children, both through their justice to be thankful alongside their freedom to choose. Oh, Guardians, I send thou our peace, thus the cycle will live on, for all times and forever.

	 

	“Are you sure that’s what it says? Because congrats, you just gave a good lesson in the language and nothing else. Can we get a move on?” Seiner quips.

	 

	In the blink of an eye, the inscription glows a greenish light that spreads across the walls of the chamber.

	 

	The wall with the inscription rises up, revealing another hidden room.

	 

	This room looks similar to the previous one, only this time there are four differently colored boxes placed on a circular marble table. There are also four sunflowers in a pot on a table.

	 

	As for the boxes, one is red, another is yellow, the other is green, and the last one’s blue.

	 

	Each member of the group approaches one of the boxes. With each step, their heartbeats race faster, yet not in a rush, almost as if they’re afraid of the boxes.

	 

	“What’s this? Are we getting our own goodie treasures?” Tany says. ”I’ll be filthy rich! Well, I don’t like being an ultra-rich boss, if you get what I mean, my besties.”
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