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CHAPTER 1

With a flash, Raiden woke up, with hot sweat all over his icy cold body. It was another nightmare of the past, he realized. Every night, the nightmare would return. No matter if he saved his niece or got revenge. The nightmares and his feelings of guilt, regret, anger, and misery would never stop.

It took a moment before his mind settled down and he realized where he was. The fire had been put out a couple of hours ago, and he could see the bright stars in the night sky. There was no sign of fire or civilization in sight, but he knew that just a few miles beyond the hills lay the small town of Crossroads. He knew some festival was scheduled this time of year in the city, but that was not why he was going there. 

To him, the only reason he needed to be in the town was because of a man named Ralph, who somehow knew the whereabouts of his niece, who had disappeared a year ago. 

The complete story did not sound right, but it was a thing that had to be checked off the list of sources to make sure he did not miss any leads to where his niece was. A small tear came down his cheek as he thought about his niece and the rest of the family. Being gone during that event was worse than anything he had experienced or imagined before.

“I see you’re up.” Said Ariel, his sister-in-law, sitting over on a dead tree trunk and looking over the hills. Around her were a handful of stray cats, picking up crumbs she was throwing on the gravel in front of the tree trunk. No one knew why she was such a cat lover, but she was.

“Yeah, Captain Obvious.” Raiden mumbles. 

“I heard that,” Ariel replied, throwing a handful of crumbs at Raiden’s feet. Immediately, the group of cats ran over to get the food. Raiden jumped up in shock just as the cats dived for the food. 

“What the Fuck.” Raiden shouts.

“Another nightmare?” Ariel asked.

“Yes, another nightmare,” Raiden said, with a feeling of loss in his mind. 

“Maybe there is a spiritualist in Crossroads.” Ariel had mentioned that before, and it felt like that was exactly what Raiden needed to help him keep moving forward on his mission. Raiden sat down on a block of broken cement, said in the old tales to be a part of a giant roadway that once crossed the entire land, now reduced to scattered pieces. Once he could sit down and close his eyes, both he and Ariel heard an explosion coming from the direction of the town they were heading for. His eyes immediately jerked open, and he looked over at Ariel. Even Ariel, who was sometimes rumored to be fearless, had a startled face. In just a second, Ariel and Raiden knew what they had to do. Ariel’s equipment and supplies were still in her backpack, with her bow and quiver leaning against it. Ariel picked up and was ready to get to the Crossroads. She looked over her shoulders, seeing Raiden about done putting the blanket he was using as a pillow in his backpack. He quickly threw the straps over his shoulders, picked up his gun holster and belt with his handgun in it, put it on, then grabbed the rifle that lay next to him when he slept. Both started running towards the city to find out what was going on. 
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CHAPTER  2

It had been thirty minutes since they heard the first explosion, but now multiple explosions had gone off. With people across the town screaming, some in fear and others in genuine pain. With it just being Raiden and Ariel, they agreed they could have done nothing to help. Once they arrived over the hill, where they could see the city, they could see the group of Dynasty Knights standing guard at the main entry of the city. But why was the Shairyn army here? Raiden asked himself. This town was far out of the Shairyn Dynasty's ruling. From what Raiden understood, the town was under the Gateway's rule. 

Raiden pointed at the group of Shairyn knights. Ariel knobbed, agreeing that they could not go in that way no matter what they did. Raiden and Ariel looked around the area to see if there was any other way in which they could sneak in. 

Off to the side was a creek that ran under the metal wall that surrounded the town. The creek flowed into the town. Most towns had some source of water, and if it was a creek, they did not block it from getting into the town or from people in the town using it.

They both jogged over quietly to avoid confronting the Shairyn knights. The creek was down a hill, but once the entryway for the water was in sight, it was easy to tell that this town was running out of money. The metal bars that normally blocked people from sneaking in had been broken off. By poor people who sold the metal to help feed their families. Even in small towns, it was still where the rich had all they needed and more. And the poor were begging for food and help to survive. It was rumored that Crossroads was as bad as Nova, the capital of the Shairyn Dynasty, when it came to greed and the harsh treatment of the poor.

They both squeezed between the bars that were left. They walked into the creek; around the creek, it was a small city park of some kind. But once they got in, there was a bridge crossing the creek into Crossroads, where they could hear soldiers. They quickly got out of the creek into the trees next to it, so they were not noticed. Ariel looked around to see if anything could help them figure out what was going on. 

The knights were wearing their basic brown and tan combat armor with small devices on their shoulders, while they held their basic dynasty assault rifles. Those rifles were not like the ones that Raiden used, but were more laser or plasma weapons, and they were weapons only the dynasty was to have. In some towns of the flatlands, there was some technology, but never as advanced as the dynasties.

Raiden arrived next to Ariel and could see what she was watching. It looked like the Knights were gathering the people and moving them more into the center of the city. Raiden and Ariel slipped behind a few buildings, out of sight, into the dark alleys of the city. None of the Knights had been looking in the alleys. In them stood a handful of women, children, and the elderly. Raiden put a finger over his lips to signal to the group to stay quiet. They all shook their heads, yes, agreeing to stay quiet.

At the end of the group was a large man, wearing a pair of blue jeans, a tan t-shirt, and a bright blue ball cap with the letter C in a cherry red color on the front. No one had ever figured out what the logo with the letter C in red stood for, but it was a piece of treasure that his best friend Diego had found on one hunt for metal. Raiden, Ariel, and Diego had been on just a few years ago in the ancient windy city. Diego had a backpack just like Raiden’s, with supplies and ammo on the ground next to him. 

“Good to see you are still free,” Raiden said to Diego. Diego just knobbed his head yes. Diego had been at a crossroads for a week ahead of Raiden and Ariel. He had gone to get supplies while Raiden and Ariel would find information about the man, Ralph, they had heard about, back in the town named Blue Grass. Which was a weird name since in the flatlands, there was barely even green grass.

“The knights are gathering people in the city square two blocks that way.” Diego pointed down the alley. “Okay, do you know the outline of the city?” Raiden asked.

Diego shook his head yes. “Then you find the highest clear point you can and quickly set up there.” Raiden commands. Diego knew what Raiden was talking about. Diego was a skilled long-distance shooter. The elderly called him Sniper back in his hometown, Sand Town. Diego took off to find his spot. Raiden and Ariel moved forward down the alley.

Raiden and Ariel move through the alleys slowly, stopping at the road crossings to check for the night traffic. Most people, besides the few who sneaked into the alleys, were gathered up in the main square of the town like Diego had said, surrounded by Shairyn knights. It was a block’s distance from where they stood, but Ariel and Raiden could see that an old man was talking with the Knight in charge. Next to him and the Leading knight was a group of what looked like soldiers, on their knees with their hands tied behind their backs. Raiden hand motioned to Ariel that they needed to get closer to hear what was going on. Once they got close enough, behind the ruins of what the elderly called a library, with broken-up cement blocks around it. To Raiden’s knowledge, the streets were back in the ancient days. From the stop, they could hear what was going on.

“Sir, these peasant actions are not the actions of the full community.” As the old man pointed to the group of soldiers kneeling on the ground. They could hear some soldiers spit at the old man, talking in disgust at his comments. The old man just turned his head towards the soldiers with a glare of anger. They all quieted down and looked at the ground.

“It doesn’t matter,” the leading Knight said, looking around the square. It was like he was looking for some reaction from someone. “We are making you a sample of any community that stands against the Dynasty.” The leader signaled his soldiers to open fire against the soldiers tied and kneeling on the ground. Raiden and Ariel knew it was now or never. Raiden walked out of the shadows while Ariel slid back into the darkness of the alley.

“Hello!” Raiden yelled to catch the attention of the Leader. The leader heard, looking over with a grin. 

“Welcome. I was wondering when you would show up.” The leader said, waving his hands, signaling the group of Knights to charge towards Raiden. Raiden lifted his hands in a position of surrender. 

“You know it doesn’t have to end this way,” Raiden said with a smirk on his face. The Leader didn’t fully understand why Raiden was talking like that. Raiden was outnumbered and had no chance of getting away. The lieutenant in charge of the mission to capture him would be pleased that Raiden was finally captured after all the chaos he had been causing for the last year. 

The Shairyn Knights surrounded Raiden with their guns up and ready to fire. Raiden let them take his assault rifle and his handgun. They escorted him over to the Leader. 
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CHAPTER 3

It took Ariel a few minutes to get to her spot since she had to stay out of sight and make no extra noise while getting there. But she had made it there perfectly. She could see the group of Knights walking Raiden to the leader. It would be interesting to see how Raiden would distract the Knights and their leader. 

Ariel scanned the town square. Noticing that only six knights had stayed to watch the soldiers and the civilians of the town. The civilians, unlike the captured soldiers, were standing against the back wall of the community center. Ariel had seen this position before. It was the basic position that knights would put people in before opening fire on them as a disciplinary execution.

Every time the knights did this, there were only a handful of survivors, and their duty was to make sure that other towns knew of this and understood this could happen to their town too, if they disobeyed the Dynasty.

She calculated her moves to take down the four knights guarding the soldiers, and she would have to depend on Diego to take down the two knights guarding the people. She had to wait long enough for Diego to set up position and for Raiden to get the full attention of the Knights. She waited for 10 minutes and could tell the talk Raiden was having was running out of time. That is when she saw the flicker of light on the roof of the tall general store. Diego was in position, and it was time to get into action. 

Ariel took her bow and set aim with her only poison arrow left, and fired at one knight. In perfect timing, the arrow landed on the knight’s shoulder and then burst into a bright green cloud. The cloud was big enough that it affected the other three knights standing close by. All their faces turned a sick color before they fell to the ground, making no sound. At the same time, the two Knights guarding the civilians had only microseconds before having the feeling of impact in their heads. The bullets from Diego’s rifle pierced their heads. Entering one side of their heads and exiting out the other. Splattering blood across the grass as they both fell to the ground. The silencer of Diego’s rifle worked perfectly, and the knights who were listening to Raiden noticed nothing. 

With the light thump sound of the knights falling dead to the ground, the civilians were in shock at what was going on, but the soldiers were ready for action. Ariel ran over to the soldiers and started cutting the ropes that tied them together, freeing their hands.

It was a total group of only seven soldiers. After freeing the first six, the soldiers grabbed the assault rifles the knights had and set up position behind big cement flower pots and benches that were in the town square; The soldiers set an aim for the knights and the leader. “You get the people out of here and find cover,” Ariel told the last soldier. He did as commanded and gathered the civilians, running them out of the town square. 

As the vast group of civilians moved, a few Knights who surrounded Raiden heard something and turned around to see the people escaping. “Freeze!” the two knights yelled. And with that, Ariel gave the hand signal to the soldiers to open fire. Before most of the Knights had time to react, they felt bullets penetrate their armor. A few dropped instantly, while the rest, who were hit, were just wounded. But the ones wounded did not have time to put the plasma shields up because bullets sent from the rooftop by Diego took them down. 

The leader and a handful of the knights who had not been hit put up their plasma shields to ricochet the bullets. The knights opened laser fire on the soldiers. Three Soldiers were down in a blink, and Ariel gave a verbal signal for the other three to retreat. 
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CHAPTER 4

Raiden saw it all happen and while one knight holding his weapons turned to see what was going on, Raiden gave him a sucker punch in the face and a quick kick in the side of his left knee to pop it out of position and put him in severe pain. The knight dropped to the ground in pain. But the Leader and other knights did not have time to react to Raiden.

Raiden grabbed his handgun and pulled the trigger, shooting the knight in front of him right in the back of his head. Raiden squatted down with a few bullets from the crossroad soldiers barely missing him. He grabbed his stuff, and just as he did, the Plasma shields of the other few Knights were up, guarding them from the gunfire. The leader stood behind the eight knights, still standing. Raiden was ready to open fire at the leader when he heard a few knights in the background running his way. It was time to get out of here, he thought to himself. He dodged off, out of Times Square, down one of the side streets, and now, he had to find the group.

How Ariel, Diego, and Raiden had worked together for over a decade. Raiden knew exactly where Diego and Ariel should be, but what about the civilians and other soldiers? He figured the soldiers who worked with Ariel would follow her, and then once Diego and he met up, the soldiers could let them know where the civilians and the other soldiers had gone. 

The retreat places they would go would mostly be the last place they were not noticed and hidden, which was the alley five blocks from the city square with the civilians moving the other way, Raiden knew the Knights would either split which was a dangerous idea for them or gather in a safe spot and figure out their plan. 

Raiden took around fifteen minutes to get to the spot, hiding from a few Knights who were moving down the streets to meet up with the rest at the city square. He had also seen some knights carry a Laser cannon that could take down buildings if they wanted to. He knew this might not all end well, but they had to try at least. Raiden came to the spot in the alley and, just as expected, there stood Ariel, Diego, and the last three soldiers.

“So, how do we find the civilians?” Raiden asked the Soldiers. 

“At the city emergency bunker at the bank, six blocks from the town square.” One soldier answered. 

Raiden understood, basic banks in most towns were not big or had much money, but they would almost always have an emergency or safety bunker in the building’s basement. Some never used it, or it was just a creepy area, but all of them had a bunker.

“Take us there,” Raiden told the soldier. “We need to set a guard so none of the Knights get close.” 

The soldiers all knobbed yes in agreement that they had to take guard to prevent any of the knights from finding out where the people were hidden.
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CHAPTER 5

2 hours later

Raiden, even being a positive-minded person, is full of energy. This day felt like it was going to end badly. Raiden could hear Ariel hold her breath, aiming towards the crowd of Knights. While Ariel aimed, Raiden saw a Shairyn Knight out of Ariel’s sight, aiming towards her. Wasting no time, Raiden dashed out from behind the crumbled brick wall, pulling the trigger of his Glock G23. The last three bullets of his clip fired off, hitting the knight, who was aiming at Ariel. The first two bullets hit the Knight in the arm and shoulder, and as the Knight flinched because of the pain, the last bullet was right into his chest, dead on, tunneling into his heart.

All the other Knights heard the sound and, for a split second, looked, but Ariel did not flinch. She released the arrow. This was one of the few arrows Ariel picked up at the last encounter with Shairyn's archers an hour ago. The arrow flew silently through the air and landed directly in the face of one of the Shairyn Knights. The knight collapsed to the ground, and none of the other knights looked beside one, who caught the blinking light on the stick of the arrow. Before being able to yell to warn his fellow knights, the arrowhead exploded.

Ariel had ducked behind one of the brick walls, and thankfully, Raiden caught the hint of what Ariel was doing and was behind the brick rubbish himself. Raiden did not know how many were killed or injured, but the cloud of dust and smoke gave him and Ariel a good opening to get to Diego.

A few buildings back, Diego was with a crowd of women and children. As Raiden and Ariel enter the building, two young men and a woman jump out in front of them, ready to swing their sledgehammers at them. Both Ariel and Raiden said the code and the young adults stood back and let them enter the building.

Diego was helping the last two soldiers who had been hit by the Shairyn knight’s firearms but had not died. Ariel could tell this battle was not going well.

“How many people can still fight?” Ariel asked Diego. Before he answered Ariel, “What is that blood on your shoulder from?” Diego asked.

“Nothing. Are we at this ourselves, or do we have help?”

“Hold on, can you still use your arm with that injury?” Raiden asked.

“It is fine, you guys!” But as Ariel put her backpack on the ground and sat down in the chair to rest, Raiden and Diego saw her face in response to the pain she was in from the injury. 

“No lying now, you’re injured, Ariel. Get over here so the village doctor can help you.” Diego said. From all the blood, Raiden knew she was out of the fight for now. And without a chance to respond, Diego pointed out, “I can help you, Raiden, but you know I have little skill in ground battle. I’m more long-distance and explosives.”

“I know, but we both know I can’t do this alone,” Raiden replies.

Only seconds later, the young adults ran into the room. You could tell it was 200% fear in their eyes. But just as they got to the building, there was a rain shower of laser beams hitting them and the building itself.

Two of the young adults fell to the ground. You can hear their mothers screaming in sorrow in the background. The last one could get behind the wall before the bullets hit them. But Ariel, Diego, and Raiden knew it was a now-or-never point in the battle. Ariel grabbed the grenades she had hidden in her backpack. She pulled the pins of a few and threw them out the door as far as she could. It hit the ground, and they all could hear a knight shout out, “Grenades!!!” and the rest of the crowd of knights tried to jump behind the walls. When the grenades exploded, it was hard to tell how many they hit, but you could tell at least three Knights now had battle injuries.

Both Ariel and Raiden looked out the door to get a quick glimpse of what was going on, but before getting a full view, beams hit the walls they were hiding behind. 

“EVERYONE OUT OF HERE NOW!!!” Raiden shouts. The women, children, and men ran out of the front area and deeper into what the ancients called a warehouse. Raiden then looked over at Ariel and Diego. All of them said a phrase from one of the ancient tales they heard as children. “All for one and one for all!” The three shouted.
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CHAPTER 6

1 Year Earlier

The sun was high and hot in the sky, with no clouds for the day and most of this whole last week. Raiden could feel the sweat running down his forehead. Even with his hat, t-shirt, and jeans, he felt like his head and whole body were on fire. It would only be another couple of minutes before they fully made it into the ruins of the ancient city and its shade from the giant towers. People from across the world would explore the ancient cities to find rare artifacts and some of the rich collectibles they could sell. 

But Raiden, Diego, and Ariel were there for the metal, and any other material they could trade for gold and supplies at the Flatland trade center, which was nicknamed The Arsenal. It lay on an island in the middle of a river they call the mud river. The crew walked into what was once thought to be the big city, but is now just ruins.  It was said before the final war that there was water next to the city, which was once called the Great Lakes. Now, however, a desert-like expanse of dried dirt extends for hundreds of miles. It takes a 2 2-week-long trip to get to a water source that was controlled by the Shairyn Dynasty in the City of Nova. 

The ancient city’s name was written in a unique language, which most people in the world nowadays don’t understand. But Diego did and was good at interpreting what was written in the ancient city. There were crumbling towers everywhere in the city. Raiden looked at the map that they had created for the city. It showed that around a few more ancient buildings, they would be entering an unknown part of the city they had not yet explored.

Many people hunted in the city, but could only stay for so long because of the sandstorms created by the winds. This city had tales from old folks of once being called the Windy City. Some mutant raiders occupied the city and would ambush people and take their money and supplies. Normally, killing them in the end.

Arial Shouted, “I found one of the metal ruins.” 

Diego and Raiden ran over to Ariel. It was some bent round metal and sticks of metal pointing out of the ground.

“Is that it?” Raiden asked, looking a little puzzled.

“I think so. There is a story about there being art sculptures made of bronze all around the Windy City. But no one had found them yet.”

“Diego, get your shovel, and you and I will start digging. Ariel, you watch guard, to make sure no savages surprise us.”

“Okay,” Ariel replies. 

Raiden and Diego started digging and digging. The more they dug, the more of the old statues they found. After the bombing of the Final War, the statues were in pieces, but enough that this was profitable for Ariel, Diego, and Raiden. With Diego’s strength, he could easily pull the sled behind him. And with this much bronze, they might even be able to send someone back to the outpost on the edge of the city to buy a mule.

By the time the shadows of the Ruined towers fell over the city, they had plenty of bronze and needed a mule now, which they could afford. 

“Who is taking watch first tonight?” Raiden asked.

“I will watch until midnight,” Ariel replies.

“Ok, that works. I will take over after that. Diego, get as much sleep as you can. We will need your strength tomorrow.” Raiden said, knowing Diego was a 6-foot-tall, heavily built man of pure muscle. 

Raiden took his blankets out of his backpack and put one on the ground to protect himself from the sand fleas and the other as a pillow.

Diego replied while yawning, “Sounds good to me.” It didn’t take long before Diego’s blankets were set up, and he was snoring.

Hours later, around midnight, Ariel softly pushed her foot against Raiden’s chest. She had to do it twice before Raiden woke up. He had to shake his head a little to wake up and get rid of the sand that blew onto him because of the windy city's wind.

Once Raiden was up and standing, Ariel handed him the pistol she had.

“Where did you get that?” Raiden asked.

“I have had it in my backpack this whole time,” Ariel replies.

Raiden nob told her to get some sleep. Ariel agreed and sat down. In a cross-legged position, which Raiden’s older family members called “sitting in the Indian position”. Ariel was different. Raiden could never figure out if she were sleeping or meditating. Her breathing was deep and soft either way, and she was in action the millisecond something moved or made a noise. 

Raiden walked around, looking into the dark. He wasn’t a mutant, but he had better night vision than the average person. The sky was dark with stars, and a beautiful view of the full moon. The wind blew, and Raiden could hear the sand blowing with it. Raiden noticed a slight movement down the road. He stood still and listened to hear any noise. He heard soft voices speaking the language of the Windy City that he didn’t understand, but he knew the only people who spoke that language were the mutant raiders who robbed and killed adventurers and explorers.

Raiden kneeled and snapped his fingers. Ariel immediately woke up. She looked at Raiden, who was pointing towards drifts of sand, and then hand-signalled invasion. Ariel picked up her bow and arrow. She slowly moved over towards a drift by the fallen tower on the other side of the pathway. It looked like no raider saw her move. She got into position and took out the fire ignition arrow. Aimed up in the sky at the right angle to have the arrow land right between the drift. She looked over at Raiden, and he gave her the hand gesture to shoot.

Ariel shot the arrow up, and it came back, as expected, behind the drifts. Ariel had set a timer on the package for 5 seconds. About 15 feet above the ground, the arrow sprayed out fluid all over the ground, covering a 20-foot circle, and then once the arrow hit the ground, there were small sparkles of light. Then the ground burst into flames. 

Once it happened, Raiden and Ariel immediately heard the raiders screaming in pain. 5 ran out past the drifts into the open on fire. Other men started shooting, not knowing where the arrow came from and giving away their positions. The 6 other Raiders were scattered around the pathway, but most were in plain sight of Ariel. Ariel took out some normal arrows and took her shots. She took down two other raiders before they realized where she was.

They turned around and opened fire on Ariel with some guns, but not the basic guns; they were made of scrap, which affected the accuracy of the bullets. No bullet came close to hitting Ariel, but she still dropped behind the sand drift she was by. The surrounding sand was shooting up after every bullet hit the ground. She hand signaled Raiden that she was down for now. Raiden shook his head, and now it was his turn.

Raiden saw the location from which most of the bullets were coming. It looked like they were everywhere. If he moved out, Raiden would be in plain sight. Raiden scanned the area and saw an opening into the ancient tower by him. It was in the building’s corner and looked like it was a tall, wide window without glass. He figured he should be able to sneak in and get behind the raiders. Raiden quickly got through the window. Inside, he was in a spacious room, which reminded him of what was called office space in the old tales. He could easily tell those raiders had been there before.

There was a doorway that went into the rest of the building. Once through the door, the rest of the building had barely any walls to separate the offices. It was wide open. Raiden listened and heard the raiders talking in their native language. Raiden was sure they were planning on charging towards Ariel soon. He sprinted down the floor of the building to a part of the building with an outside wall all broken down, as if a vehicle had crashed through it. Old vehicles had complete blocks of metal in the front, and some towers had underground chambers with an unbelievable number of vehicles in them. Complete treasures for metal hunters.

Raiden slowed down and was quiet as he approached the opening. He peeked out and saw the back of one raider. The raider was wearing a leather chest piece for armor over a t-shirt. The leather armor must have been made of coyote skins. There was fur on the shoulders, with some spikes made of metal sticking out. It looked like the raider was wearing jeans and a helmet made of metal, with artwork on the side. The rest of the raiders were wearing similar armor. Once this battle was over, if they survived, Raiden knew they would make a little more money. 

The raider was getting ready to stand up. That was the signal for Raiden. He took his hunting knife and jumped out of the building. Once on the ground right behind the raider, he took his left hand like lightning around the head of the raider and pulled back. Before the raider could do anything, he took his right hand with the knife, slicing it across the throat of the raider. With no noise, the raider dropped to their knees and held their hands to their neck as blood rushed out all over the sand. It only took seconds before the raider was dead on the ground, just bleeding the last of its blood.
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