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Zhanavrey climbed up the ladder and removed the false puddle that hid the entrance to his underground abode.  He stepped onto the soil and looked up at Flarecrewen’s red, cloudless sky.  The warrior studied the area around him.  Zhanavrey noted that Renato was gathering the weapons they would use for their planned hunting expedition.  He ignored the man and continued to get on with his daily routine.

Renato glanced around and saw that the commander’s face and upper torso was painted to camouflage himself from their prey.  He winced when he noticed that Zhanavrey’s body was heavily scarred from past battles.  It was difficult, even for him as a past guard on his home planet, to look at the unpleasant deformities.

The man’s trousers were rolled up, and were dirty and ripped.  A scaled skin pouch hung from his belt.  Strapped to the former commander’s body were various knives and weaponry in their protective sheaths.  To Renato, the man looked as though he was ready for combat instead of a routine hunting trip in the swamp.  He also noted the former military officer carried a metal spear in one hand.  The tip of the spear was etched with strange designs.

Renato had made inquiries in order to learn more about and to locate Zhanavrey Choacrim, before stowing away to Flarecrewen.  He knew that the man had been an esteemed military commander overseeing all of the universal military branches.  In the universal military, Zhanavrey’s high rank meant that he was once second in command to the Interstellar President, Carson Jones.  Not only did the former commander work closely with the interstellar president during his military career but he was also a sought after planetary specialist from the mysterious Kasindimis Base.

Renato reflected on his decision for enlisting Zhanavrey’s help.  Memories of his experience with the Suzerain began to unfold in his thoughts.  He had almost lost his life during his tribe’s last conflict with the depraved vermin.  All of his warrior friends had been killed in that battle.  Renato was left to crawl back to his village to tell the sorry tale.  Once he recovered from his wounds, Renato began searching for the truth about the Suzerain and his unscrupulous deals.  The man was becoming too powerful.  Zhanavrey was the only man in the universe capable of helping him take on the Suzerain.  He needed the former commander to guide him through the process of transmogrification.

Renato was determined to end the Suzerain’s chicanery.  The stakes were too high.  He wasn’t about to walk away and allow the Suzerain and his crooked cronies to gain control of the universal political system.  If they did then he believed there would be nothing but dismal darkness and chaos foreshadowing the future of the cosmos.  Renato decided that he would have to be the determining factor that tipped the destiny of the election by eliminating the current Suzerain.  He believed that in doing so, the Suzerain’s powerful allies would be rendered ineffective and they would be forced to remain silent.

Renato hoped that after the assassination occurred, the universal government would assess the evidence brought before them.  The evidence would prove the man’s cronies should be brought to justice before the universe.  Then the government could reevaluate the universal role of the Suzerain.  Renato further hoped the coalition would determine that power should be taken away from the Suzerain’s title, or that they would at least put necessary restraints on the position.  In doing so, they could insure that kind of threat would never arise again in the future.  It was a noble cause worth dying for.

Renato quieted his thoughts of revenge and observed as Zhanavrey used his spear to draw a circle in the dirt around his position.  Next the man forced the spear into the ground then drew his hands up to his chest as if praying.  The commander began to speak, summoning the spirits of the swamp.  When Zhanavrey ceased talking, he took a special ingredient from the pouch on his belt and sprinkled it along the outline of the circle.  Then he grabbed the spear and removed it from the ground.  The warrior spun the spear around as he began moving about within the circle, performing the crucial steps to a ritual.  Smoke began to rise from the circle the commander had drawn in the ground.  The smoke changed colors as he spoke to the spirits in tongues.  A sudden gust of wind created a vortex of smoke around Zhanavrey.  Outside of the circle a mirage formed of the different swamp creatures.  They encircled him, prowling all around the area.

As Renato watched the man from a distance, his vision seemed to play tricks on him.  How could swamp creatures materialize out of thin air?  He quickly looked away and continued working.  He could barely hear the commander’s voice as the man continued to speak the words to a meditative ritual.  The warrior wasn’t speaking a language that Renato was familiar with but his mind understood every word.  The commander was asking the one that ruled over the swamp for permission to slay the creatures that he would need in order to survive.  Zhanavrey moved about inside the circle jabbing at all the mirages of the ferocious creatures that prowled around him.  When he finished the meditation, the wind died down and the smoke dissipated.

While the commander was performing his ritual, Renato checked the crudely constructed tools of his own that he carried in sheaths hanging from a strap inside a travel bag.  Renato nodded in approval when he verified that each tool had been accounted for as he closed the bag.  He was now confident that he would be an asset to the hunt.

Renato put on his hunting goggles and took off in search of the traps the commander had previously set around the perimeter of the grounds.  He had already memorized the places where Zhanavrey had skillfully hidden the snares.  As he checked the closest traps, Renato decided to take on the task of clearing and resetting them.  That particular day the traps had yielded an excellent outcome.  The commander had caught more than one man could possibly carry in one trip back to camp.  So Renato figured the outing would be a relatively fast hunting trip.  Renato carried a load of carcasses back to the camp then returned to check the remaining snares.

Zhanavrey gathered all of his hunting gear then he too set out walking to the east of the camp.  The former commander stopped and eyed the terrain.  He quickly reached in his belt to retrieve a sharp, metal star.  The expert hunter flung the weapon with practiced skill.  It struck and wounded a scaly creature with two heads and two tails not far from camp, but the beast didn’t immediately give up and die.  Zhanavrey tracked his prey to its hiding place.  He quickly and efficiently killed the creature before moving on to his next destination.

After Renato emptied and reset the traps, he decided to hunt around the grounds.  He walked to the north, then stopped and listened.  He waited for a minute then camouflaged himself by crouching down in the tall grass.  He spied a creature that hadn’t yet seen him.  It carelessly wandered near.  Slowly Renato stood up from the grass and took aim.  Using his small, crude bow and arrow, he shot the creature.  He went over to where his prey had fallen.  He proficiently field dressed the creature, bound it and picked it up.  Renato slung the limp carcass over his shoulder then went in search of the commander.  He began walking a wide circle around the campsite until he picked up Zhanavrey’s fresh tracks.

When Renato caught up with the commander, he once again unobtrusively concealed himself in the natural environment in order to observe the man from a distance.  When Renato decided to approach the hunter, he crept slowly forward so he wouldn’t interfere with Zhanavrey’s rituals.  He’d already learned some valuable information for hunting the indigenous creatures just from watching the commander’s techniques.

Renato watched as the expert hunter stopped midstride when faint grunting and snorting sounds were heard.  Zhanavrey’s eyes scanned the nearby brush.  The former commander cautiously advanced toward the moving grasses.  Renato saw the beast off in the distance.  It had shaggy fur that was matted with mud and grass.  The beast had two corkscrew horns on top of its head with a pair of eyes in the front and back of its cranium.  The terror came charging from the brush straight for the man.  Zhanavrey stood motionless as he aimed his spear at the boralilo.  The expert marksman hit the target between the front eyes, knocking it instantly to the ground.  Its limp body stayed still where it had fallen.

Renato cautiously moved to retrieve the carcass.  As he sneaked closer to the wounded creature, he noted it didn’t stir.  The boralilo acted as though it had already given up the fight and was already certain of its fate.  It was no longer making territorial sounds but instead was gasping for breath.  He bent over the creature’s body, finished the kill then tightly bound its legs together.  While Renato worked, he imagined performing the same act with the Suzerain.

Zhanavrey quickly continued his rounds, circling the hunting grounds.  He made certain no other wild game was in the circle’s perimeter to be captured.  The former commander returned to Renato with the creature that had been wounded and killed earlier over his shoulder.  Renato had the remainder of the trapped prey already field dressed and bound from his earlier scouting regimen.  He signaled to the commander when their prey was ready to be transported back to the campsite.  Zhanavrey picked up what Renato couldn’t carry alone and they walked back to the camp.  Once the two men made it to their destination, they worked alongside one another in silence, skinning and preparing the kill.

Zhanavrey lit a fire and began roasting portions of the fresh meat.  He then hung a pot, filled with liquid, from a tripod set above the haunch roasting on the fire.  While the meat was cooking, the commander climbed down the ladder to his shelter and entered the naturally refrigerated section.  He soon returned to the fire with vegetation that had been previously gathered.  He rinsed the food in liquid that he poured from a nearby pouch.  Next he boiled the vegetation in the simmering pot.

When Zhanavrey finished with the meal preparations, he noticed ominous clouds were forming in the sky.  He quickly gathered his meal and belongings then left Renato to clean up the area they had used in the skinning and dressing process.

Renato didn’t particularly mind being left with the job of cleaning up.  It didn’t bother him to do his share of the chores.  Working for Zhanavrey gave him a sense of purpose and allowed him to focus his mind on something other than revenge.  That night he was in good spirits as he worked because for the first time Zhanavrey had shared his food during the meal.  From the moment he had arrived, he’d had to work for his own sustenance in order to survive.  The nighttime haunts that stalked him were good only for their skins and bones.  The needle thin, prickly feelers inside the creatures’ mouths and throats were useful to sorcerers, but unfortunately the body parts were not good for consumption.  What he’d caught for himself during the daylight hours was grossly inadequate in order to survive for any extended length of time.

After Renato finished the cleanup, he checked and double-checked everything to make sure nothing had been forgotten from the understood protocol.  He noticed that the weather was quickly changing.  The wind had become gusty.  Since the sun was approaching the horizon and dark clouds were now looming overhead, Renato decided he had better go to his own nightly refuge to wait out the storm.

While the sun was setting, he thought about when he had first arrived on the planet Flarecrewen.  Renato had learned the hard way, through experience, that the most vicious predators he had ever seen came around several hours after dark, scavenging the campsite for food.  They were intimidating looking creatures with lean, muscular bodies and enormous paws with bony claws as sharp as a Damascus sword.  However, the nocturnal beasts’ paws weren’t the worst of their survival mechanisms that they used to kill their victims.  He quickly learned when the creature first approached its prey it would protrude an extremely long, coarse tongue from its mouth in order to access the victim by taste.  Once it decided to consume the victim, the animal quickly contracted the tongue to the back of its throat.  It would then vomit a sticky, acidic substance from its stomach.  When the beast reopened its mouth and lunged at the intended victim, all that the victim would see coming were long, thin bones that appeared to be flesh gripping, acidic dripping spikes.  The teeth stabbed and burned its prey so that once skewered it couldn’t escape.  The victim would become instantly paralyzed as the acidic saliva punctured its flesh.  The frightful scavengers, called dareseltis, were so enormous that Renato imagined they could easily devour a grown man.

Renato remembered his first night on Flarecrewen.  He was exhausted after finding his way back to the camp.  He had set a few traps around the perimeter of the camp then had returned to the pool of water where he had last seen Zhanavrey.  He looked around the camp area then had climbed with his travel bag, a sword he had smuggled away from his former planet, a dead tree branch and a short, homemade spear onto a platform built on a sturdy tree limb.  Renato wore a headlamp in case he needed to see anything of importance in the dark.  He fell into a deep sleep as soon as his head hit the travel bag.  In the dead of the night, he had been startled by a dareseltis’ surprise attack.  The devious creatures were stealthy as they sneaked around the campsite, sniffing around for anything edible.  They sniffed out his hiding place and caught him off guard.  He felt a tickle as something brushed against his chest.  He forcefully pushed whatever it was away.  His subconscious awoke him from a dream.  He opened one eye and abruptly came face to face with one of the raiders curiously sniffing his face with its slimy nostrils.  He could smell the animal’s foul breath as it had already vomited a putrid liquid into its mouth.  The beast snarled and roared as it reared on its hind legs.  Its tongue darted toward his face.  When the creature tasted salt, it quickly contracted its tongue.  At that moment Renato flipped the switch on the headlamp.  The dareseltis, caught off guard by the light shining in its eyes, opened its enormous mouth giving Renato a terrifying view of large, needle sharp spikes as they were coming directly toward him.  He had no choice but to view firsthand the terrifying sight of a swamp creature that had been captured earlier by the beast.  It was stuck in the dareseltis’ throat and was skewered by sharp red teeth, holding the swamp creature in place.  The dareseltis’ throat compressed, draining the creature of its blood.  In between the sharp teeth were tiny appendages that had fanned out and were continuously tearing and ripping at the creature’s flesh dragging it down to the beast’s digestive system.  Renato quickly gave the beast a forceful kick in its jaw to close its mouth.  Then he frantically backed away to the furthest place on the platform.  He promptly switched off the headlamp to avoid the attention of the other dareseltis.

Renato’s adrenaline immediately kicked in as he reached for his sword in the darkness.  He quickly stabbed the unsuspecting beast between the eyes.  The maneuver allowed him enough time to shakily grab his bag and other weapons with one hand while scrambling to his feet.  He regretted having to leave the sword behind in the creature’s thick skull, as he leaped from the platform.  While the creature writhed and moaned in pain, the other scavengers that had accompanied it stopped what they were doing in order to come charging toward him.  There was nowhere to escape or hide.  He could not adequately protect himself or fight them off.  Sensing his fear, the beasts stalked after him.

The moonlight allowed him to seek another place of refuge.  Renato was able to put his bag and remaining weapons across his chest as he backed himself up to an overgrown patch of thorny bushes where the creatures couldn’t easily get to him from behind.  His body was dripping with sweat and was overloaded with adrenaline.  When the vicious predators made aggressive advances toward Renato, he screamed as he clubbed and kicked at them.

He’d hoped Zhanavrey would hear his screams and join in the fight.  After a long struggle, Renato came to the conclusion that the expert hunter meant his earlier words when he warned that he wasn’t about to help in the struggle for his survival.  With that in mind, Renato knew he was on his own to decide the future outcome.  His primal instincts took over.  He wasn’t about to go willingly to his own demise without giving the night terrors one heck of a fight.  If they wanted to consume him, they were going to have to work for it.

Renato’s disheartened soul had a glimmer of hope when one of the snares he had constructed was successfully set off, doing its job.  The trap slammed long pieces of bone that had been bored into a log through the beast’s body instantly killing it.  Renato had a fleeting moment of pride when he thought: One down, a multitude to go.  The predators became momentarily confused by what had happened.  The creatures that were hungry smelled the victim’s life-giving fluid.  They turned away and went to feast on the slain carcass.  The others became more frenzied as they stared him down.  It seemed that they were giving thought as to whether they should try to wear him down, or by trial and error discover his weaknesses.

One of the predators became impatient.  The beast snorted as it stalked toward him, swiping at him with its enormous paws.  The man watched the protruding, sharp nails that were bared and ready to slash his flesh.  Renato dropped his club and reached for the short spear as the monster lunged at him once again.  The dareseltis ripped tracks down his left arm with its bony claws, severely wounding him.  The creature’s long, rough tongue was desperately flailing from its mouth as it was searching to taste the blood flowing from his wound.  Even though the beast couldn’t taste his blood, it quickly retracted its tongue and closed its mouth.  Renato extended his left arm at its throat to keep its head from his face.  When the dareseltis’ mouth reopened, he could see its throat expanding and contracting, trying to stick him with the spikes that lined its mouth and throat.  Renato drew his spear and stabbed the thing with as much force as he could muster.  He was able to pierce the beast’s head through its ear.

He yanked out the spear and shoved the beast aside as several more dareseltis pounced at the same time.  The force of their landing pushed him backwards.  The long, protruding thorns from the plants behind him stabbed and scraped Renato’s back.  It was very painful as some of the thorns punctured his skin.  He cried out in agony.

He’d had enough of those beasts.  Renato became enraged by their relentlessness pursuit to devour him.  In his frustration, he stabbed a beast’s paw with his spear.  It made a disturbing howling sound as it realized it had been struck.  It lashed out in pain.  The creature grabbed onto other dareseltis as it frantically clawed anything nearby, trying to free itself by forcefully flailing about.  The thrashing knocked a beast to the ground.

The felled creature viciously turned on the one that had its paw stabbed.  It ripped at the other beast’s neck with the spikes from its mouth.  The action allowed Renato just enough time to reach into his travel bag and take out his poisonous darts.  He inhaled then put his mouth to the wooden tube.  When he forcefully exhaled, he hit his target.  The creature yelped and winced in pain.  Renato was able to blow twice with the deadly darts.  The beast fell to the ground, gasping for breath.

He had started to believe the traps that he’d set earlier were ineffective, when all of a sudden he heard several of the traps being sprung.  In one of the traps, a creature was hoisted in a net high up into the trees.  Following that occurrence, another creature stepped onto a trap.  Poisoned clamps fastened around its ankle, piercing its skin.  The dareseltis squealed a high pitched sound when it realized it couldn’t get its foot free of the trap.

The squeals from those caught in the traps caused the free beasts to become frenzied and distracted.  Renato seized the opportunity.  He put the bag on his shoulder, grabbed his weapons in his left hand and sprinted away from the thorny bushes.  Several of the monsters began chasing after him toward the quagmire.  He leapt for an overhanging vine, grabbed it with his right hand and swung up to a nearby branch.  The beasts giving chase weren’t aware of the eminent danger.  They pushed each other forward and fell into the quicksludge.  Unable to get out, the beasts roared as they struggled and flailed to get free.  The more the dareseltis struggled, the faster they disappeared beneath the quicksludge and drowned.  The branch that Renato perched on cracked then broke from his weight.  He leaped off of it to the safety of solid ground.

The beasts that had feasted on the slain carcass were now feeling the effects of the poison that had been on the darts.  They were disoriented and staggering about.  Saliva frothed and foamed from the creatures’ mouths as they lurched about, trying desperately to catch him.

Out of his peripheral vision, Renato saw one of the dareseltis leap toward him.  As it was midair, Renato quickly moved out of its path.  It went headfirst into a patch of thorny bushes.  The beast was caught within the prickly patch.  The thorns tore at the creature’s eyes, blinding it.  The more it blindly thrashed about, the bloodier it became.  It emitted a high-pitched wail from being in excruciating pain.  Renato quickly reached into his travel bag and withdrew a sharp tool that he’d created from a rock.  He hit the beast between its eyes, ending its misery.

Renato only had a brief moment to catch his breath.  As he was wondering if the nightmare attack would ever end, the next beast came at him head on and knocked him to the ground.  The force of the direct hit had jolted his weapon loose and had flung it out of reach.  Renato frantically and forcefully kicked at the creature wherever he could make contact.  The dareseltis grabbed at his pant leg and dragged him for a distance before it turned and sat on top of him, preventing him from escaping.  Its mouth opened and was coming toward his head when Renato reached under its jaw with his hands.  He pushed upward with his interlocked hands onto the beast’s jawbone.  The monster attempted to forcefully put its head down to break Renato’s wrists.  When that didn’t work, the beast violently shook its head, trying to get free of the human’s pressure so that it could bite its prey.  While it was moving about, the beast stepped on and pinned the ripped fabric of Renato’s shirt to the ground; thereby giving the advantage to the monster.  The man wiggled and squirmed about, causing the beast to move just enough so that he could get both of his legs under its belly.  He used all his strength to kick the creature away.  While the dareseltis was rising to its feet, it regained its composure.  It began to paw the ground and was getting ready to charge at him.  Renato frantically dug into the ground with his fingers and loosened the soil.  He waited for the predator to come closer.  As the beast neared, he picked up handfuls of dirt and threw the debris at its head.  The dirt landed in the creature’s eyes.  It shook its head, attempting to shake the dirt off.  Renato quickly got to his feet, grabbed his bag and ran toward the nearest tree.  He reached into the bag and grabbed for any weapon or tool he could get his hand on.  As he fumbled in the bag, out of the corner of his eye he saw a thin-lassoed rope attached to the side of a tree.  He reached toward the tree, seized the rope and threw it around the beast’s neck.  He yanked hard on the rope, drawing the lasso’s opening closed thereby strangling the creature.  Renato jumped on the beast’s back and continued pulling on the rope.  He held on tight.  The beast he was riding tried to free itself from the rope with its paws.  At the same time, it was trying to buck him off of its back.

Renato faintly heard another trap being set off in the distance just as he was knocked off the creature onto the ground.  The choked creature staggered from lack of air.  It fell on top of him roaring and snarling.  Its acidic saliva dripped onto Renato’s face, burning his chin.  Its long, bony claws scratched at Renato’s body, drawing blood where it made contact.  As he continuously fought off the creature’s searching tongue, Renato felt his body become weak and shaky.  The terrifying monsters had just kept coming and had seemed to multiply as the death match between man and beasts had raged on throughout the night.  In that instance he wondered if the sun would ever rise again.  Then the beast bobbed its head several times before it finally collapsed and gave up the fight.  He struggled to get out from under it.  Once he made his way out, Renato laid motionless under the stars as tears of relief rolled down his dirty, bloodied face.

Renato was aware that his technique hadn’t been skillful but he’d managed to stay alive by making due with what he had available.  The sun had just barely begun to bear its light before he was again able to stand.  Once he was stable on his feet, he slowly walked around the campsite, collecting the crude weapons he had made from the dead creatures.  He placed the smaller weapons back in his travel bag for peace of mind.  He found his sword and the smaller spear and slayed the beasts that had been caught in the traps.  Then he reset the snares and returned the lasso back to the tree’s silhouette.  He placed his weapons on the platform where he had slept hours earlier.  As the sun shone on the horizon, Renato’s eyes were heavy as he lay down on the ground, exhausted from the fight.
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Renato didn’t see the commander for the next several days.  During that time in solitude, he addressed his wounds, explored and worked.  While Renato investigated the territory, he carefully marked his trail.  He noted the location of the traps that he found along the way.  If the snares had been sprung, he reset them.  He came across a rhetvirem and ivaywa that had been caught in the snares.  Renato cleared and reset those traps.  Then he brought the wild game back to the camp.  He skinned and prepared the meat.  While he worked, he thought about his past.

The Suzerain hadn’t allowed his people to forge weapons from metals but Renato had learned a few ancestral survival skills.  He was never given any formal weapons training but through the years he had learned enough from listening to the dwindling circle of elder men.  They were eager to tell their stories to anyone that would sit still long enough to listen to their tales of peril.  Most of the other young men in the tribe thought it was a waste of their time to listen to what the senile, old men had to say.  They were eager to go out and make their own stories.  The young warriors believed they were invincible.  They had learned enough to conquer any threat they might encounter out in the uncharted realm of possibilities called experience.

Unfortunately for Renato, as a youngster he was accident-prone and clumsy.  Often he was either in the way of the other boys or he got hurt.  He was often shunned or wasn’t allowed to join the other boys his age on their rites of passage adventures.  His father had died in an accident shortly after he’d been born and his grandee had looked after him.  Early on instead of being left to his own childish impulses and devices, his grandee had invited him to join the elderly circle of men.  At first he was skeptical about being with them but he soon learned the value of sitting still and listening to the aged ones’ experiences.  After a while they’d forgotten he was there and they’d become boisterous, reliving their recreated accounts of events and telling tales of their own heroisms.  He found the elders to be very entertaining and amusing in their own way.  They each had something to contribute in teaching Renato about his world.  Their adventures fueled his restless imagination and curious nature.

Even though he was accident-prone as a boy, he eventually matured much like the other young men.  Over time he became stronger and more agile.  When he was ready to join the others, Renato would try his best to recreate some of his mentors’ bravest feats.  Later he’d go back to the circle and share his mishaps and victories with the elders and they’d have a good laugh over a brewton.

After the passing of his grandee, there eventually came a time when Renato joined his peers and no longer sought out the company of the elders.  When that time came, he proved his worthiness to the tribe by utilizing what he’d learned from the stories of his youth.  His revelations were things the other young men hadn’t learned and they began looking to Renato at times of uncertainty for his knowledge of nature.  Ironically, the knowledge he possessed was the reason he was awarded the prestigious job he had held in his tribe, working in the caves, keeping track of and protecting the valuable resources the tribal miners had unearthed.

At certain times when the tribe’s food supply was low, the hunters and fishermen would ask for volunteers from the men who held other occupations to go with them to replenish what was needed.  Since the tribe had very few hunters, all the young men had to pitch in to cover the shifts.  Renato was still hungry for adventure.  He would always volunteer to go on the expeditions.  He had a secret, ulterior motive for going.  The hunting trips made him feel as if he was reliving his missed childhood experiences and the rites of passage that his peers had with their fathers.  It made him feel closer to the memory of his deceased grandee by being out in nature with other men.  He was gone so often between work and hunting that his wife had begun to complain that it was as if they were not married, but that didn’t stop him from volunteering.

Renato also offered to help prepare the creatures that they had killed on the hunt.  He secretly set aside and hid certain items in his travel bag.  He eventually collected an arsenal of sharp teeth, poisonous spikes from indigenous land and water creatures, claws and an assortment of useful bones from other dangerous predators on his planet that the other men had overlooked or discarded while preparing the meat for meals.  He was proud of the fact that he had a few other skills that he’d learned from the elders.  He was able to capture, drain or milk the poison from the slain creatures.  He also collected their natural oils and protective scent glands.  Then he would bring home the defense mechanisms he had saved.

To his wife’s chagrin, Renato had recreated the weapons he had been told about in his youth.  He also created weapons he’d made up in his own imagination.  Since owning any kind of weapon other than a dull sword was illegal and punishable by death, Renato had secretly dug a pit in his cellar and over the years had stashed his creations away.

If the opportunity arose, Renato also volunteered to go on scouting patrols.  When the other men pointed out poisonous plants along the paths, he would later go back and dig them up so that he could grow the plants nearer to his living quarters.  He used the plants to concoct lethal formulas.  He’d also gathered and used specific rocks to make effective weaponry.  He’d wait until his wife was asleep then he’d grind and chip away at the stones to make razor sharp instruments.

All of the weapons he had created had been useful in defending himself from the predators of the night.  Renato gave credit to and praised Panphilos for properly preparing him.  That near death experience had taught him that he needed to stay alert at night and sleep only in the early hours as the sun was rising.

Each morning after that first night, when he opened his eyes he always felt lucky to have survived to see the daylight hours.  In the days that followed, he’d clean up the campsite, collect his crude weapons, reset the traps and address his wounds before collapsing and sleeping for a couple of hours.  Thinking about the horrors of the darkness made him shudder.  Renato rubbed the scars on his left upper arm.  He remembered the confrontation with the beast as he had tried to ready his spear.  He considered it his good fortune that the beast had just grazed him with its sharp claws and that he’d avoided any other serious injury.
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Renato knew from his past experience that he wouldn’t receive help from the esteemed commander.  There was no doubt in his mind after the first attack that he was entirely on his own to live or die.  He’d decided that the predators on the planet were no ordinary creatures.  They were extremely intelligent and deadly.  Each night at twilight he considered new survival tactics.  One night he tried to fool the beasts by wearing their skins and smearing their blood on his body.  His efforts had been wasted.

He finally became frustrated and prayed for help.  A thought occurred to him that he wasn’t actually alone.  The only way he could have survived the next attacks was with the help he received from his guardian angel.  He’d felt a supernatural presence each night when the beasts came to devour him.  When Renato needed reassurance, he felt the presence and protection it had provided for him during the battle.  The numbers of the beast had increased with each nightly attack and he was aware of the fact that he hadn’t stayed alive due to his own survival skills.  Without the angel’s help, he’d have never made it until the next morning.  It was during the most unnerving moments of a battle that he’d caught glimpses of something off in the distance fighting alongside him.  That presence was the only thing that gave him hope that he would see the morning light.

Renato made a fire for warmth and sat cross-legged starring into the flames.  He missed the sunrises and sunsets on his home planet.  Other than spending time with his wife that was about all he missed.  His parents were both deceased.  He’d been born a slave and was afforded few things that gave him comfort.

On the planet where he once lived, the men found work near their village.  They were allowed to own one sword per family to be used for only hunting purposes.  They weren’t allowed any other weapons.  The swords the men owned were often dull and worn from use.  Usually the weapons had been handed down from one generation to the next.  If a family had more than one male child, the younger child or children were out of luck owning a weapon; unless he married a young woman that didn’t have any male siblings, he had been gifted a sword, he won one in a competition or traded for one.  If a man’s work required a sword, like Renato’s job as a warrior working in the caves, then he was given one by the Suzerain’s management.  They didn’t use money on his planet so a man didn’t have the means to buy a weapon.

Most of the men from his tribe were miners, warriors, hunters or fishermen.  Warriors were often assigned as guards for the Suzerain when he came to their planet but their main job was to keep watch over the precious resources that came out of the mines until the Suzerain’s collectors could retrieve them.  They had to constantly be on the lookout for oreprators.  The fierce oreprators continually attempted to steal the commodities that came from the mines in order to sell the minerals or ores for a profit.

All mined resources in the universe belonged to the Universal Coalition.  The Suzerain’s job on Renato’s planet was to keep production up and to collect the resources.  His men were to keep track of what the mines produced so that the Universal Coalition could utilize the resources and sell the commodities to planet owners.  The resources were used to power the heavy-duty space equipment that was needed on planets to create habitable environments for very long periods of time.

Renato was in a self-induced trance as he stared at the flickering flames.  He was unaware that Zhanavrey had decided to join him by the fire.  At that moment the younger man was pondering the circumstances revolving around a major life-changing event that had taken place on his former planet.  The miners of his tribe had hit a rich vein of rare, high-grade ore.  The Universal Coalition’s scientists found that the ore could be converted into the strongest metal yet found.  Although the metal produced was strong, it also conducted heat at extremely high temperatures.  What his tribe mined could compete with the best of what came from any mine in the universe.  The Suzerain rewarded the tribe for their findings.

The reward made the other tribes in the area furious.  They conspired together to create a lie that they knew would cause Gracxon and his tribe trouble.  Rival scouts had previously informed their tribe that some of the warriors in Gracxon’s tribe had also volunteered to be hunters.  In their jealousy, they sent word to the Suzerain that Renato’s tribal hunters had hunted migratory creatures in their restricted territory, causing their people to go hungry.  As repayment, they requested permission to mine the rich veins in their competitor’s territory for the Suzerain.  That terrible day the opposing tribe confronted Renato’s tribal leader, Gracxon.

The true problem actually began earlier, when Gracxon and the Suzerain argued about the inventory lists.  Their leader knew that the Suzerain had been falsifying mining records.  The Suzerain had threatened Gracxon to keep his mouth shut or he’d be eliminated.  Rumors had been circulating that the Suzerain was taking what he wanted from the mining inventory for years.  He was then selling the stolen commodities for profit or for votes.  Gracxon had discovered how he could obtain the incriminating evidence against the Suzerain and had sent word to Nasser.

Before Nasser’s death, the man had visited the planet to speak with Gracxon.  Gracxon had shared everything with him.  Nasser had asked Gracxon if he could get more evidence of the criminal activities that the Suzerain had been engaged in.  He mainly wanted more evidence that the Suzerain was stealing the high-grade ore and selling it to enrich himself.  Nasser wanted Gracxon to compile a list of the names of who was buying or trading votes for the ore.  Gracxon assured him that he could get the information.

Meanwhile, Nasser shared what he had learned with the interstellar president.  Then Carson Jones shared what he knew with the coalition.  The members agreed there was to be an audit of the mining records, and that coalition guards were to immediately be placed on every planet to guard all the mined resources.

The measures infuriated the Suzerain who wouldn’t be able to fulfill the promises that he’d made.  He stood to lose the votes he was promised from the deals he had made.  The Suzerain then commanded his secret agent to find out who had informed Nasser and the interstellar president.  The Suzerain worried if his involvement came to light, he would look corrupt to the entire universe.  The hint of profiteering would cast a shadow over his run for interstellar president.

Gracxon somehow compiled the incriminating evidence but never shared how he gathered it.  He had sent word to Nasser that he wanted to meet with him once again.  The tribe’s leader declared that the evidence was overwhelming and he was afraid for his life.

Meanwhile grumblings could be heard throughout the universe about the lies and deception the Suzerain had been dealing in.  The Suzerain was sweating to find the evidence that could bring down his empire.  He suspected Gracxon had purloined it but lacked the evidence proving that the tribe’s leader was the culprit.

If Gracxon hadn’t found a way to get the proof Nasser needed then the Suzerain would have eventually stolen enough of the high-grade ore to control the power within the universe.  Gracxon was a very wise man.  He just didn’t know whom he could trust.  No one did until after the fact.  The truth was there were very few men he could actually trust.  Gracxon wisely shared the evidence with his warrior brothers.  Renato’s brothers then decided to bury the evidence until Nasser could come for it.  There was only one brother not there that horrific day, Congahzar.

The leader of the Zhufeybiyates, Kalore, had decided not to wait for the Suzerain.  His people were so bitter and jealous over the rewards Renato’s tribe had been receiving that he and his warriors went to confront the rival tribe about the rich vein they had been mining.  In doing so, the warriors brought shame to their tribe.  Kalore was murdered for his actions.

The Suzerain didn’t trust the warriors from Renato’s tribe.  He wanted to choose his own henchmen to guard the valuable minerals and ores.  He had to step up the production of the mine once he learned that auditors and the interstellar guards were on their way.  He couldn’t risk anyone knowing the truth about his criminal activity.  All of the warriors that he needed to be there to make a statement to the universe were present that day.  Afterward the Suzerain falsified documents and blamed the warriors of Renato’s tribe for the thefts because he believed there was no one left who would be able to dispute him with the truth and there wasn’t any evidence to the contrary.

Renato thought: The Suzerain thought I’d bleed out and die because of the severity of my wounds and the break in my leg.  He took a chance that he’d send me to my tribe and I’d tell them what happened then die.

The problem was that I didn’t die and I now know who was the Suzerain’s spy.  I’m positive it was Congahzar who sold us out.  I’m certain he was there when I woke.  He wanted to get me to talk about where the evidence was hidden while I was delirious and weak from the fever brought on by my injuries.  He thought that I’d talk to him and tell him everything.  Then he would’ve killed me.  My wife said that before I woke up he’d been asking her about what items I had brought back from the mines, hoping to find the evidence.

I don’t think any of my brothers would have caught him at his spy game.  No one suspected him.  There was no way we would have put the pieces together, at least for a while, because Congahzar was too smart.  Not only that but he’d proven his bravery to the brotherhood.  When the oreprators tried to ambush us or attack our brothers, he stepped up.

Come to think of it, when something went wrong on his watch, he had always covered his tracks.  Every time he had a seemingly legitimate excuse or he left someone else to take the fall when he should have been at his post.  In hindsight he was the perfect choice for the Suzerain to recruit in order to infiltrate our brotherhood of warriors and learn about our secrets.

Renato came to the conclusion that the Suzerain had turned his attention to the upcoming audit after the battle.  He must have poured over his paperwork and discovered what evidence Gracxon had taken.  At that point he would have realized the evidence was so incriminating that it would destroy him and his dynasty.  He must have suspected who had absconded with the evidence.

Renato thought: The Suzerain then must have considered that since I, the only survivor, didn’t die, he would have to send an assassin to extract information from me.  Then once he got it, he’d finish the job and kill me as an example to anyone that might dare to double cross him.  It would be too risky for the Suzerain’s political future if in fact I knew where the evidence was hidden and about his corruption.  He couldn’t take a chance that I might make contact with a connection that had access to the members of the coalition.  If I did then I might hand off the evidence to someone that could get an audience with the coalition in which to shed light on all of his misdeeds.  Then he’d be destroyed.

I can identify Congahzar and I can tell of his involvement.  I also know where Gracxon hid all of the evidence.  I was careful to keep myself hidden from sight for days before I left the planet.  Before I left, I had carefully chosen my disguise.  Then right before I stole away on a maintenance craft, I dug up the evidence.

Renato came to his senses and realized he must have been whispering his thoughts aloud, when Zhanavrey asked, “You have it all here with you?”

“I do.”

“You have the evidence against the Suzerain and the list of who he was working with?  Here?”

“I do.”

“Let me see it.”

“No.  Not until the transmogrification is complete.”

“You’re blackmailing me to do your will.”

“That’s not the way I see it.  I’m asking for a trade to keep my people alive.  Without a warrior, they will be taken into the custody of the Suzerain and traded for slaves or killed.  I’m just protecting my own.”

“I have to get the evidence to the interstellar president.  His life is in danger.”

“Not until the transmogrification is complete.”

“I can’t do that.  Don’t you know it will most likely kill you?”

“So be it.  I have nothing, other than my people, left to live for.”

“You’ll have to prove yourself to me before I’ll even consider it.  Then if I think you can handle the process, you will have to trust me and show me the evidence before the transmogrification is complete.  I am a man of my word.”

“You are a man of your word.  Deal.  Be forewarned.  What I have to show you will change the course of the universe.  There are rulers on this list that you never would have suspected.  Without this evidence a war like no other will consume us all.  Everyone will have to choose sides.

“Like I said, you’ll have to prove what you say is true before the final steps have been completed.”
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Charles woke up before his alarm went off.  He shut it off, got out of bed and dressed.  His bags were packed and setting by the door.  He gathered them and headed downstairs for breakfast.

After eating breakfast with Nana and Paw Paw, the threesome made their way to the office.  Before walking through the arched doorway leading to the office Charles paused and turned around.  He set his bags down and stood silently for a moment, memorizing everything.  His concentration was interrupted by a persistent croaking sound.  He recognized the croaking as unmistakably coming from Esmond.  He waited and watched for his frog friend to emerge from a tuft of grass along the fence line.  Charles then headed in that direction.

“Well, if it isn’t an old friend coming to say goodbye.”

Images were placed in Charles’ head of when he arrived from school, indicating Esmond’s thoughts were confused: Goodbye? I thought you just arrived.

Charles laughed and said, “I wish that were the case, old friend.  Time got away from me this summer.”

More images flashed in Charles’ head: From all of us.  Esmond croaked: Be safe.

“I’ll see you when I return.”

Esmond croaked: I certainly hope so.

“Next year I’ll be here the entire year, with the exception of traveling across to the other side in order to intern for college.”

Esmond croaked: I wish I could cross over.

Charles understood Esmond’s thoughts.  He too wished his friend could cross over and have an adventure of his own.  Charles heard the sound of Esmond’s companion, Raine, beckoning him.  His old friend turned to leave then came back.

Esmond croaked: I’d take a chance on an adventure.  I just thought you should know.

That started the cognitive wheels in motion for Charles to consider something he hadn’t in the past.  “Let me think about it.  I might know someone that would be able to come up with an idea.”  Esmond hopped away, disappearing through the fence.

Bev was at the office door waiting for Charles.

He walked back to where she was standing, smiled at her and said, “Same as always.  Esmond is up for an adventure.”

Bev smiled back.  “Aren’t we all?  I’ve been planning one of my own.”

Charles was momentarily curious about the mischievous way she stated that fact.  He picked up his bags and followed Bev into the office.

Charles planned on discussing Esmond’s dilemma with Dr. Aniremour when the time was right.  He thought: Maybe he can figure out a solution.

Carson was ready and waiting for his grandson.  As soon as he saw Charles, he spun the coin sculpture to create the Passageway.  Charles kissed Bev on the cheek and told her goodbye.  She watched as the two men disappeared through the Passageway.

On the other side, Carson made sure the Passageway was secure before they made their way to the Hub ground floor.  They walked through the crowd to the Time Warp Tunnel.

Carson stopped and said, “This is a far as I’ll go.  I’ve got some business to attend to.”  He placed a hand on Charles’ shoulder.  “Take care of yourself.  Only two more semesters to go until you are back home on the farm.”

Charles gave his grandfather a half smile.  “I hope the time goes by fast.  For some reason it was harder to leave this time.”

Carson took in a deep breath and exhaled as he watched Charles walk into the crowd.  Charles, feeling Paw Paw’s eyes watching him, turned and waved one last time.

Since the tunnel was crowded, Charles decided to put his badge around his neck.  Once he put it on, the scanners picked up his identification and he was escorted to the front of the line.  When he stepped through the check point, the authority on duty immediately pointed him into another section of the tunnel.

The authority stated, “Go through the double doors at the end of the corridor.”

Once Charles walked through the solid double doors, he noticed the area was entirely secluded from the general Sojourner population.  There were just a handful of people making their way to different terminus.  A director approached Charles and offered to assist him.  He told the lady where he intended to go.  She withdrew a handheld device and typed in the information.  The director then gave him directions to walk farther into the tunnel until he saw a wall map.  He was to follow its directions to an energy mass.  He thanked her and continued on down the corridor.

Dimitrios had explained to him earlier that this stretch of the tunnel was secured in order to ensure the safety of government officials and council members.  Charles continued walking forward, following the directions the director had given him.  When he noticed the wall map, Charles stopped and looked around.  He then studied the map in order to get his bearings.  Once he figured out the location he needed, he walked directly to his destination in the tunnel.

When Charles exited the Time Warp Tunnel, he passed through an energy field.  He found himself at Brahmsley in front of the Passageway secretary’s desk.  He checked in and headed across campus for his dorm room.

Once inside his dorm, Charles went to his mailbox and checked inside.  He took out the mail that was already bundled then climbed the stairs to his dorm room.  Charles opened the door using his key.  He locked the door and went into his room.  His legs felt like lead.  One of his bags slid down his shoulder onto the bedroom floor.  The other bag landed beside the bedside table.  The last thing he remembered was falling onto the bed.  When Charles awoke, he looked at the clock and noticed he’d slept for over an hour.  He knew that Josh was obviously home.  Charles could hear his roommate in the next room.  He stood and stretched before lazily walking out of the bedroom.

Josh came around the corner and flopped down on the couch.  “So he lives!”

Charles smiled at Josh’s observation.  “He does and he’s hungry.”

Josh nodded.  “Thought so.  Let’s go get something to eat.”

Before Charles could answer, Josh was already heading for the door.  Charles made sure his wallet was in a back pocket then he followed after his roommate.

Josh was already chattering away about his summer as they walked down the hall.  When they reached the landing in between floors, Josh stopped, turned to Charles and said quietly, “Man, I know who you are.  My dad and I put the pieces together over the summer.”

Charles raised an eyebrow.  “You do, huh?  You just figured it out.”

Josh said, “Yes.  I know the truth.”

Charles played along.  He whispered, “Who am I?”

Josh made a motion toward Charles’ body.  “Anthony vouched for you.  You have upper level skins, and a disk license ID.”  Josh put his shoulders back and continued, “You own clonsayees and have attended the Nevshyaway races with the Queen of England.  Don’t play with me, man.  You’re working with Dr. Aniremour.  One of the greatest scientific minds of all time.”  Josh shook his head.  “You’re the prime minister’s apprentice.  My dad said the secret process to find a replacement for Anthony must have already taken place.  Why else would Anthony vouch for you?  He doesn’t have an heir.  Why else would he pick you of all people?”  Josh smiled proud of himself.  He shrugged.  “Am I right?  Come on, admit it.”

Charles said, “Have they already interviewed for the prime minister’s apprentice?”

Josh looked surprised.  Seeing no emotion on Charles’ face, he said, “I’m not wrong.”  He turned and kept walking.

When they walked outside, Josh said, “I live in the Hub.  Did you know that?  My dad is second in command of the Sojourner army.  You’re not fooling me.”

Josh playfully tagged Charles on the arm.  “Have it your way, man.  My dad said you wouldn’t admit it.”

Josh started walking in the direction of the campus diner.  He mumbled to himself, “The next prime minister.”

He glanced at Charles and said, “They’ll follow you.  You’re a natural leader.  You’re young, but you’re tough.”

Josh hit his own chest with his right fist.  He whispered, “A new beginning.”  He then pointed to himself and said, “And I know the new prime minister.  This is so cool!  Your secret is safe with me.”

Charles rolled his eyes.  “Come on, let’s go.  You look like you hardly ate over the summer.”

Josh laughed as he walked up the steps to the diner.  “Are you kidding?  I must have gained ten pounds from my mom’s cooking.”
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Virgil had witnessed the dragon flying over the kingdom that stormy night when it returned to its lair in the mountains.  He held the golden charm of the dragon in his hand.  He thought back to how he had come to possess the black marble in which the charm had been encapsulated.

Many decades before, when Virgil’s kingdom had come under attack in the dark of the night, the sentries had sounded the alarm.  Even though the kingdom’s brave knights were caught off guard, they fought a valiant, bloody fight.  The villagers also joined in the battle for their king and kingdom.  However, there was a point when it became clear that the fight against the enemy was a losing struggle.  At that point, Virgil had the sentries sound another alarm, signaling that the villagers who were still alive should cross over through their Passageways and abandon the realm.  The people of the kingdom followed their king’s order.  They quickly set up their Passageways and fled, never to return again to the Kingdom of the Last Dragon.

The battle continued to rage on with only the realm’s brave knights fighting until the enemy was given the signal to retreat.  At that point the enemy fled the realm and returned once again to the distant land where they had come from.

The damage to the kingdom was great.  Most of the people who had fought had perished.  There were a few knights and villagers that had been severely wounded and were unable to cross over.  Virgil tried his best to clean and bandage their wounds but to no avail.  Within weeks he was the only survivor of his kingdom.  During that time he had hoped against all hope that the villagers would return to the kingdom and resume life as it had been before the attack.  To his disappointment, no one returned to rebuild the realm.  He believed if those who had left returned to the kingdom, they would only desire to gather their possessions.  Virgil understood that if others had returned without his knowledge, they would have seen the aftermath and would have most likely assumed that no one had survived the battle.

Virgil was devastated.  The task of cleaning up the bloody, horrifying mess left behind was excruciating.  To know that he was the only one who had survived in his kingdom and that no one in the universe knew that he was alive was frightening.  His tormenting thoughts nearly drove him mad.  Virgil wondered day and night if in fact his queen and his sons had survived.  After time he assumed they had been ambushed and had perished as well.  The thought of his family dying was too much for him to bear.  He was a broken man, left alone to survive in an abandoned kingdom.

As time passed, he had wandered around his territory and had located many of the marble track Passageways that had been set up, so Virgil knew there were plenty of survivors.  He continued to have hope that in the future those who had left might return and rebuild.  That day never happened.  Then one by one the marble tracks either stopped or he finally stopped the marbles.  As Virgil stopped each track, he realized he was denying those who left a way to return.  The act of stopping the marbles tore at his conscience but he needed to have closure.  It was during that time that the ghosts in his mind began haunting him, begging for him to give them life.  He’d almost gone to the precipice of no return in his mind.

To ease his torment, Virgil had sought out the dragon his father had named Ionhazang.  The king had hoped that the creature would end the agony he endured.  That’s not what happened.  Instead the dragon had saved Virgil’s life.

When Virgil returned to his kingdom, after being with the dragon for many days, he was extremely distraught and at the point of breaking.  He was delusional.  He continued about his business of repairing the damage from the battle.  His days blended together in one long continuous cycle.  Virgil often thought of crossing over to England but in the end he refused to leave the realm.  If he was the only human that had survived then so be it.  He eventually decided that he’d come to care for the dragon, Ionhazang.  He realized they were two loners in the wilderness.

Virgil fought back from the insanity of his lonely thoughts and kept himself occupied.  He began building a cottage by the river.  In the evenings Virgil began researching through the books in the kingdom’s royal magical library or whittling and carving to occupy his mind.  The projects kept him busy through the years.  He continued to maintain the homes of the knights with the hope that someone familiar might return to the kingdom.  It was on a maintenance day that he discovered a presence in the woods.
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Virgil paced the floor in front of the fireplace, rubbing the dragon charm between his fingers.  He remembered that it wasn’t until much later, after the battle, when he had discovered a personal journal in one of the cottages he was repairing.

The journal belonged to a sorcerer named Flandahl.  The sorcerer wrote that he had heard distant screams in the night.  He put on a cloak, snatched his slingshot and a knife from a drawer and then went on foot to investigate the reason for the alarm the sentries were blaring from the towers.  He hurried toward the sounds of chaos that could be heard coming from the nearby village.  He could see that blazing fires had been set.

What the sorcerer witnessed when he reached the village startled him.  He panicked since he wasn’t a fighter by nature.  Flandahl did the only thing he could think of at the time and that was to flee from danger.  He hurried to as many of the surrounding rural residences as he could in order to warn them of the enemy’s presence.  The sorcerer had hoped that he would be able to find his brave neighbors or sorcerer kinsmen and rally them to arms.  The problem was that he wasn’t certain who exactly the enemy was or why they were on the kingdom’s soil.

As Flandahl ran in the night, protected by the clouds covering the moons, he discovered that the residences that he approached were abandoned or that the enemy had reached them first.  He noticed marble tracks with marbles still in motion in some of the cabins.  Uncertain of what he should do about the mysterious disappearances of sorcerers and neighbors, unsure how he could help those in the midst of battle, the sorcerer carefully made his way back to his cottage.

He cowered in the corner and covered his ears so that he could no longer hear the screams of those who continued to fight.  Tears streamed down Flandahl’s face as he realized there was nothing he could do to save the people of the Kingdom of the Last Dragon.

After several hours it became very quiet.  The sorcerer gathered enough courage to move from his hiding place.  He located his marble track and with shaky hands constructed it on a table.  Once Flandahl released the marble, he anxiously waited to make sure that the marble continued to go around the track a few times.  While the sorcerer observed the marble’s progress, he also walked around the rooms to collect the items he had decided to take on the journey.  Then he approached his Passageway and crossed over to an area near the magical realm.

Flandahl wandered outside the magical realm for several days wrestling with his conscience, trying to decide if he should return to the kingdom to help the survivors.  Eventually the sorcerer convinced himself that he wasn’t going to ever return to the kingdom.  It was too risky to go back to his former homeland.  Flandahl believed there was a possibility that he would be considered a traitor, and therefore a fugitive, for leaving his fellow sorcerers to fight the battle.

When the sorcerer began to run low on food and water, he decided there was no choice but to approach the gates of the magical realm.  When Flandahl reached the border, he was greeted by an esotreal.  The esotreal asked questions and discovered that he was a citizen of King Virgil’s kingdom.  The sorcerer admitted that he had fled the Kingdom of the Last Dragon.

Flandahl related the events of the brutal attack that had taken place within the kingdom on Bridgeiro.  Next he answered more questions of the concerned esotreal.  The esotreal then escorted him to the deitys’ palace.  Once again the sorcerer explained what he knew about the battle.  The deities were very concerned and curious about what had taken place outside and within the walls of the Kingdom of the Last Dragon.  They gathered many sorcerers to crossover to the kingdom in order to assist with the wounded or the cleanup, wherever they were needed.  Flandahl accompanied the sorcerers.

When the sorcerers arrived, they couldn’t find anyone that was still alive.  They found multiple graves that had been dug and covered but there was no evidence that anyone had survived the battle.  They came to the conclusion that a man’s body found at the gravesite was the one who had dug the graves for those killed in the battle.  The sorcerers buried the bodies of the remaining dead before they left the kingdom.  They were unaware that King Virgil had survived the battle, or that he was so distraught that he’d unsuccessfully sought the help of the dragon to end his torment.

Before he left the kingdom for the last time, Flandahl returned to his abode to leave his personal journal.  He didn’t want evidence of his lack of courage to be found.

Upon arriving back at the magical realm, Flandahl was tried for deserting the Kingdom of the Last Dragon and for not seeking help from the deities to aid his fellow sorcerers sooner.  The sorcerer was convicted and exiled from the magical realm for his crime.
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Virgil was maintaining one of the knights’ cabins when he heard a rustling noise in the woods.  Nonhuman sounds reached him as he walked onto the porch.  He decided to track the source of the noise.  Virgil silently stalked from tree to tree until he located the beast making the rustling sounds.  He stopped and observed the creature from a safe distance.

His nerves tingled when he realized it was a trowlger.  The animals tended to be creature bounty hunters.  All trowlgers had black, weepy eyes and huge nostrils that oozed yellow mucus.  The creatures were known to swipe the mucus from their nose and use it to mark their trails.  An ancient, Bridgeiro folk tale told of the beasts that rounded up the dragons on the planet for the Xidoreans.  They were the reason that the dragon population had dwindled down to near extinction on the planet.

The potbellied, hunchbacked creature in the clearing was a sickly, lime green.  Its head was bald.  Virgil wished he had been standing upwind because he could smell its nauseating stench from a distance.

Virgil was curious as to the reason the trowlger was invading his kingdom.  Realizing the danger, the king stealthily followed the beast until it sat in the shade of a huge tree.  Virgil observed the creature and discovered that the trowlger had been sketching his dragon.  He was incensed.  He wondered how the trowlger had learned about Ionhazang and the tragedy that had taken place in his kingdom.  The king could see from the pile of items beside the vile creature that it had been robbing the residences of the villagers.  The beast then stood and gathered most of the items from the nearby pile into a large bag.  The trowlger slung the bag over its shoulder and began walking.  Virgil continued to follow the beast until it returned to the point where it had crossed over.  Virgil followed the creature as it crossed back over.  The trowlger, not being very smart, didn’t know the rules of a marble track Passageway.  It had no idea that someone could follow through the Passageway.  Virgil followed the beast then hid in the shadows and watched.

He observed that the trowlger had already created a golden image of his dragon (which was the essence of the dragon or its consciousness).  He watched as the beast placed the golden image inside a black marble, meaning that Ionhazang was marked for death.  The beast was intelligent enough to know that a dragon creates a form of electricity for protection and for survival purposes.  Because gold conducts electricity, the trowlger had created a golden charm of the dragon then stole the majestic creature’s form of protection by encasing it in a marble.  If the beast had had a chance to get to the point where a gem had been added to the marble, the dragon would have been rendered powerless to defend itself.  Virgil arrived just in time to discover what the trowlger had been up to.  The king leapt from the shadows, struck down the beast and confiscated the marble with the golden charm inside.  He buried the trowlger in an unmarked grave.  Then he took a pouch of marbles belonging to the beast and all of the belongings he had stolen back to the kingdom.

Virgil paced around the dwelling as he put together the pieces of what had happened by reading Flandahl’s journals and by viewing the man’s mystic crystal.  The king discovered that the trowlger had been in the process of robbing Flandahl’s home when the sorcerer discovered him.  The trowlger thief overpowered the sorcerer and took him as a hostage.  Flandahl knowing that the trowlger was a creature bounty hunter offered an irresistible prize for the beast if he was allowed to go free.  The beast tricked the sorcerer into exchanging the information about the dragon for his life.  After the trowlger received the information, it killed the sorcerer.

Virgil considered the irony of that.  The trowlger took Flandahl’s life, whereas the Ionhazang spared Virgil’s.  The king now believed that others must know of the dragon’s whereabouts.  Virgil decided that he was needed after all.  He had a purpose in life and that was to protect the dragon, forever.  The king burned down the sorcerer’s home so that there was no evidence left for any trowlger to follow.  At that moment Virgil became the dragon’s sworn protector.

When Virgil returned to his cottage by the river, he put the dragon’s marble into the glass jar with his other marbles.  He had no idea what would happen to the dragon if he were to free the dragon’s essence from the marble.  He also had no idea how far the trowlger had gone with his craft while encapsulating the golden charm.  Virgil was far enough away when the trowlger was finishing its ritual that he couldn’t hear what was being said or done.  The king only knew he had stopped the beast before it finished and added the gemstone.

It wasn’t until Stella spotted the marble in the glass jar that Virgil realized Ionhazang would be safe if he released its protective defense mechanisms and essence from the marble.  There were still questions to be answered about the golden charm and how it might pertain to the game realm.  Until those questions were answered to his satisfaction, Virgil was going to keep the charm hidden in a safe place.
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Caroline had unpacked her things and had settled into her living area awaiting her roommate’s arrival.  She and her roommate had become the best of friends over the years.  It was hard for Caroline to believe that she only had two years left of college before graduation.  College had required a lot of work but was very rewarding too.  She thought over all of the opportunities she’d had from the last couple of years.  Through those activities, Caroline had met a lot of interesting people she hoped she would keep in touch with after graduation.  However, there was no place in the world like home.  Although she kept busy from the very beginning of each school year, Caroline counted the days until summer when she could return home.

Caroline went into her bedroom and sat at her desk.  She reached into her bag and took a couple of framed pictures of both she and Charles out then she set the frames on the desk.  Next she took a calendar out of her backpack and placed it on the desk in front of her.  Caroline flipped to the last day of classes and marked it in red.  Then she finished organizing the desk before she went to the kitchen to get a drink of tea.

After Caroline fixed the drink, she sat down on the couch.  She could hear other tenants moving in and greeting their neighbors in the hallway.  She heard bits and pieces of their conversations about the summer months.  Then she heard the familiar voice of her roommate as she made small talk with one of the girls.  Caroline set the drink down and jumped to her feet.  She went to the door to help her roommate with her bags.

When Caroline opened the door, Julianna thanked her.  “I dreaded the thought of having to juggle these bags and open the door.”

Caroline took a couple of the bags and said, “I could have helped you.  You didn’t have to carry all of these at once you know.”

Julianna giggled.  “If I’d known you were here already, I would have taken you up on the offer.  I have to admit these bags became pretty heavy about the second floor.  By the time I reached the third floor, I was beginning to wonder if I was going to make it.”

“Well, I guess today’s your lucky day.  You made it.”

Julianna blew a strand of hair from her face.  “I did, didn’t I?  Girl power.”  She jokingly showed off her muscles.

The girls laughed and high fived each other.  Caroline helped her roommate the rest of the way into the dorm room with the bags.  Then they talked as Julianna put her things away.  They caught up on what had happened over their summer breaks.

Caroline wished she could tell her roommate everything but she knew she couldn’t.  If anyone would understand her unusual life, it would be Julianna.  Her roommate was a free spirit.  Caroline thought of her friend as a dreamer who possessed a wild imagination.  It was fitting that her roommate’s dream was to be an artist.  Julianna always walked around with a small notebook and colored pencils in her purse.  Anytime inspiration struck, her friend would take out the notebook and make a sketch.

When Julianna finished unpacking, she looked at Caroline and put her hands together.  “I’ve been working on a new project over the summer.”

“Really?  That’s incredible!”

Julianna nodded.  “It’s very special to me.  I’ve included a lot of details.  If I do say so myself, it’s amazing!”

“I’m so happy for you!”

Julianna picked up her artist portfolio and hugged it.  Then she held it out in front of her and rubbed the cover.  “For luck.”

“You don’t need luck.  I’ve seen your work.  You’re naturally talented.  Your name’s going to be among the greats!”

“You’re too nice.  Thanks, Caroline.”

“You don’t have to thank me.  You’re the one doing all the masterful art work.”

“Thanks for believing in me.”  Julianna set the portfolio beside her desk.

They decided to go for a walk.  Caroline went to get her jacket.

Julianna put several other knickknacks on the desk and her backpack on the back of the chair.  “Wait just a minute.  I’m going to put my hair up in a ponytail.”  Caroline walked into her room.

While Juliana was in the bathroom brushing her hair and putting it in a ponytail holder, the girls talked about the classes they were taking that semester.  Caroline noticed a round crystal sitting on a small decorative pedestal.  Without thinking, she walked over and innocently picked it up.  The crystal instantaneously lit up.  Caroline stopped talking midsentence.  She quickly set the crystal down and backed away.

Julianna peeked around the corner.  “What’s wrong?”  She looked at Caroline and then noticed the crystal was lit.  There was an awkward silence as the two looked at each other.

Julianna asked, “Caroline, do you know what that is?”

Caroline folded her arms and said, “I’m sorry I picked it up.  I shouldn’t have.”

Julianna said, “No.  It’s okay.  I was hoping you could.  That’s why I brought it.  You can, can’t you?”

“What?”

“I think you know.  The look on your face says you know what that is.”

Caroline closed her eyes.  She slowly took out a crystal from her pocket.  It also lit up.

Julianna jumped up and down.  “It’s true!”  The two girls giggled and jumped up and down together.  Julianna continued, “I can’t tell you how I’d hoped you could.  I’ve always wanted someone that I could talk to about crossing over.  I’m an only child and I’ve never had anyone to cross over with, other than my parents.”  The girls laughed so hard tears came to their eyes.  “It makes all the difference.  Friends forever.”

“Friends forever.”
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With the demons still loose on the compound, Joseph momentarily pondered the instructions he’d been given by Donovan to question the “rebel rousers” that they had in custody.  Supposedly these individuals would have to be able to convince the Sojourners’ General Incomalino, “General Incompetence” that a mob crowd had created the chaos within their compound walls.  He shook his head and thought: That’s just brilliant!  Or at least it would be if I knew who I could interrogate that wouldn’t crack!  Which nuts around here do I have to choose from that have a hard enough shell?  Everyone is already alarmed about what they have just witnessed!  Including me.  He looked at his hands and saw that both were shaking.

Joseph wasn’t even certain they had gathered up all of the demons from the grounds.  His thoughts turned to: What if they are still out there and appear right in the middle of the Sojourners’ meddling?  Then what?  That ought to be good.  How are you planning on explaining that one, Father?  He sighed with the realization that he’d most likely be the one to take the brunt of the “whooping” for any outcome as well.

The initial job still lingered at hand and he was running out of time.  The Sojourners’ general was expecting to have a small group of Donovan’s peons from which to interrogate.  The military obviously wasn’t going to leave without questioning someone.  Joseph began to sweat as he thought: Where is Mother in a time like this?  What would she do?  Suddenly a cunning plan came to mind: Why didn’t I think of that before?  It’s exactly what Mother would do.  He went to his office, pulled out a technology device and called one of his own loyal generals.  Joseph had it figured out... he knew just who to pass the problem off to.

General Torinnagan, after hearing Joseph’s dilemma, came up with a brilliant, imaginary reason for the “rebel rousers” to have caused such an uprising on the compound.  Joseph heard the general bark out orders to his second in command, “Our men have a job to do.  This will be a piece of cake!”  The officer’s chuckle caused an involuntary smile of relief to cross Joseph’s face.

The general spoke into his device, “If this is the game they want to play, then we have no choice but to play the game even smarter than those imbeciles!”

The hardcore, brusque general once again spoke to his second in command; “This will be a training exercise for our men.  It’s brilliant!  It gives us real life practice with the interrogation techniques of our enemy.  A first year soldier still in diapers would be able to pull this off!  Gather five of our men and brief them on the situation.  Then rough the soldiers up and incarcerate them.  By golly, make it look believable.  Go, soldier!”  Joseph saw the man practically run from the room.

The general put his face close up to the device’s camera and said, “I’ve got total control of this!  No need for you to worry.  No doubt the boss will be on the front row for this one!”

Joseph said, “You can bet he will be front and center.  Make us proud, General!”

The general responded by backing up and saluting Joseph.  “Sir, yes, sir!”

Pleased that he’d solved the conundrum, Joseph drove to the foreign soil compound, which they had come to refer to as terra lá.  In Portuguese the term meant land over there.  He arrived just as General Torinnagan was having the unlucky men that had been worked over and incarcerated, loaded into a military vehicle.  Joseph parked.  He walked over and got in the military vehicle with General Torinnagan.  Joseph gave the orders for the driver to head for the compound’s police station.

He said to the general, “The Sojourners will be waiting for us outside the interrogation room.”

The general barked at the driver, “What are you waiting for, soldier?  Put this blasted thing in gear!  We have a job to do!”

When the driver stopped at the front door of the police building, Joseph and the general stepped out of the military vehicle along with the leader of the military police.  The general gave orders, “Have the prisoners exit the vehicle.  They are to follow Joseph and me into the building.  We are heading directly to the interrogation room.”

Joseph watched as the roughed up men exited the vehicle.  They lined up on the side of the driveway awaiting further orders.  He observed the prisoners, noting that they definitely looked the part.  If he hadn’t known better, he’d have said they were the ones that caused the fracas.  It appeared to him that the men looked as if they were in need of medical attention from the beating they had received earlier.

When the prisoners were all lined up, the general barked, “Pay attention you slimy maggots.  Now move it!  I said, move it!”

The Sojourners’ military personnel were scattered about the grounds as General Torinnagan walked into the police building beside Joseph.  The two men went directly through the building to the interrogation room.  The military police stayed with the prisoners while Joseph and the general went into a separate room to speak with the Sojourners’ General Incomalino and Donovan.

When they entered the room, General Torinnagan saluted Donovan and said, “Sir, I brought you five prisoners that we incarcerated from the riot as you requested.  I’d like to be of assistance in any way I can, but first may I ask why the Sojourners are involved in a Revolutionary matter when we have the situation completely under control, sir?”

Donovan cleared his throat and glanced at General Incomalino then back to General Torinnagan.  “Well, General, it seems that the prime minister would like assurance that we have things under control.”

General Torinnagan angrily said, “Well, I can assure the prime minister of one thing...”

Donovan quickly interrupted, “We will comply in any way that we can so that the matter is quickly resolved to the satisfaction of the prime minister for the good of the Sojourners.  That way everyone is happy.  We’ve already agreed on the terms of this interrogation.  Now shall we get down to business, men?”

General Incomalino thanked Donovan for his compliance with the prime minister’s wishes and assured him that their government only wanted to be certain that the situation was under control, just as General Torinnagan had stated.  He said, “Once we are reassured that Sojourners are not in any emanate danger then we will withdraw.”

He went on to say, “The Sojourners would like to extend an offer to assist in any way needed in order to help clean up from the earlier riot.”

Joseph rolled his eyes behind the general’s back as the man talked.  He thought: Uh huh right.  Let’s just get on with this farce so that you can trot back across the border with your military before we get fed up with your meddling in our business and start a war with you, idiots.  The sooner you get off our land the better.  I’d be happy to show you the checkpoint myself, General.  Donovan reassured the general that help in the matter would not be necessary.

Joseph was well aware of the fact that the Sojourner general was looking for any excuse he could come up with, in order to justify reoccupying their land.  The Sojourner military was anxious to investigate the compound further.  The prior agreements between the two sides did not give the Sojourner military complete access to the compound.  He knew that frustrated their leadership.  They were chomping at the bit to find out as much about the Revolutionaries as they could.

After a prior incident occurred, it took Donovan months to finally get the entire Sojourner military to withdraw from the compound.  The nosy narcissists...  That episode turned out to be an extremely complicated political fiasco with a no win scenario for Joseph in which he had to continuously jump through impossible hoops that the Sojourners had demanded of him.  Every time he complied with their requirements, the dolts created more fictitious requirements.  During that time Donovan made Joseph’s life extremely miserable by putting excruciating pressure on him to, “fully comply with the enemy without completely complying, and to make up whatever was necessary to appease them,” because he wanted to do just enough to get the Sojourners’ military to evacuate the compound.

That was only one incident in the bad history between the powerful men in the room.  The situation grew worse, much worse over the years since their first encounter.  Every time their paths crossed, Riccardo found a way to torture Joseph by reoccupying their land for an extended period of time, which interfered in their entire operation.  The general had cost them a priceless fortune.  Joseph was only half listening to the conversation that was taking place.  He was distracted by mentally seeing the dollar signs that were being burned the longer the current charade continued.  Suddenly Joseph became impatient and made it clear that he was ready to get on with the interrogation.

Donovan gave Joseph a look to correct his son’s behavior after the outburst.  He turned to the general and said, “Pardon my son.  It has been a long night and we still have much left to attend to after you leave our compound.”

The general said, “I understand and depending on what is revealed...”

General Torinnagan interrupted, “Regardless of what is revealed by your interrogation, General, this is still a Revolutionary matter and these are our prisoners.  Your troops will retreat back across the border to Sojourner territory after this is over so that our due process can resume.  These prisoners will remain in our custody and they will receive swift justice.”

To Joseph’s chagrin, “General Incompetence” ignored what had just been said.  He had words for them as well that turned from cordial to matter of fact.  As the man spoke, Joseph didn’t even bother to listen to his words.  He’d heard it all before, instead he watched the general’s body language and observed his expression closely.  Joseph thought: I’ve seen that particular look of determination that just flashed in Riccardo’s eyes before today.  It was in that instance that Joseph felt justified in his concern as the general firmly took control of the situation by giving demands and orders of his own.  At that moment, Joseph cursed the demons and thought: Here we go again.
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The next morning Charles was in such a deep sleep that his alarm startled him.  He quickly rolled over.  Seeing that he must have hit the snooze button several times, Charles jumped out of bed and hurried to get ready.  He ran around the dorm room while getting dressed.  Just as soon as he slipped on the second sneaker and tied it, Charles was on his way out the door.  He didn’t want to be late on the first day back on campus.

Dr. Aniremour was waiting at the back of the room.  He motioned for Charles to join him.  As Charles walked to the back of the room, the scientist said, “I’m glad to have you back.  How was your summer?”

Charles responded, “I’m glad to be back.  As for my summer, it was very busy and not nearly long enough.”

“It never is.”

Dr. Aniremour then turned and picked up some papers from a file on the counter top.  “I want to go over these findings with you.  Last semester we made some very important discoveries.”  Charles was pleased to hear the information.  “The discoveries are so important that I’ve been granted permission to go into more detail about the Universal Game with you.

“Last semester you, Dimitrios and I used the game to travel to my family’s planet.  I noticed you didn’t ask any questions about the game board or pieces.  Since Dimitrios didn’t question your acceptance, I believed both the prime minister and Dimitrios were aware of your participation in the game.  My guess is that you know quite a lot about the game.”

Charles nodded and said, “I know Evan Porter Montgomery helped to invent the Universal Game.  I’ve read about him and Orville Goldman.”

“I’m sure you have read about them in your family journals, especially Evan Montgomery since you are a direct descendant.  Once Evan and Orville were able to create a Passageway to Bridgeiro, the vast unknown and ever expanding universe held limitless possibilities in their minds.

“Evan continued on with the game because he had a vision of what the universe was and what it could become.  He believed the game would become an opportunity for mankind to make scientific discoveries about the universe.  He also believed that men could travel to other planets without having to create flying vessels that could withstand the harsh elements of space and the time restrictions of intergalactic travel.  By creating the game, he avoided all scientific limitations known to man at the time, but what he learned came with a price.

“To understand, we have to go back to the beginning when there were unexplained deaths while traveling through the first Passageway.  It was a very scary time because no one understood why some people could travel through to the new planet and others could not.  Many innocent men lost their lives in the name of scientific advancement.  Just by chance, the crystal test was discovered.  To this day, it is the only proven test in order to see if someone can pass through to the other side of the Weary Travelers’ Passageway.

“The deaths all weighed heavily on the conscience of the two men.  Orville was very distraught over the loss of lives.  He never fully recovered or believed that they should continue with their discoveries.  Even though the two men had defied scientific wisdom and had created a way to travel through space, the end result was always, in Orville’s mind, tainted with the blood of the innocent.  Evan, on the other hand, realized that from the tragedy of the lost lives there would come a greater knowledge of science.  He believed if man could cross over to Bridgeiro then there was a way to travel everywhere.  After years of diligent work, he figured out the process.  By the time he created the Universal Game, few men were interested in planet jumping.  The majority of the people didn’t see value in the risk.”

Dr. Aniremour shrugged.  “Evan decided to proceed and more lives were lost along the way.  After all, the experimenters were leaping into the unknown.  They didn’t know what they didn’t know, until it was too late.  “The process was similar to what man has done here on Earth with historical travel and exploration into the unknown.  The dangers and peril are considered inevitable.

“Evan found some of the planets were just too harsh for man and the men that went on those missions didn’t survive.  They knew the risks before they volunteered.  It takes a certain kind of individual to want that kind of adventure but they are out there.  Those hardy explorers bought into the idea of colonization of other planets, as well as the benefits that exploration would have for the scientific community.  Many of the travelers hoped for monetary benefits from selling the resources found on other planets.  Some men perished during the exploration of the multitude of heavenly bodies, and yet at the same time many survived and overcame the obstacles they faced.  Those that bought into the exploration of the universe became “invested” in the game.”

Dr. Aniremour took a game piece out of his pocket and showed it to Charles before placing it on his desk.  “In order to play, one had to purchase a game piece, or a tiny enchanted statue, stating your buy in or business within the game.  It was a way for the group to explain to prying eyes that they were involved in playing a game, and not some kind of evil magic.  It also allowed Evan control over the circumstances in which people crossed over.  It allowed a way for players to return to a specific designated planet or planets within the vast universe by using a homing device inside the game piece.  The piece could then mysteriously direct the players back to either Earth or Bridgeiro’s coordinates.

“Evan was in charge of heading the entire set up.  He single handedly taught the skills needed to the different gamekeepers.  They all had strict rules to abide by.  Orville’s job was to explain the risks to those who volunteered.  Often he tried his best to talk the men out of going but he rarely succeeded.

“Funding Evan’s vision for the game became increasingly expensive.  He designed specialized suits that were tailored to the individuals that would be trained for specialized duties.  What was later discovered and kept secret from Evan by the wearers was the fact that the suits worked so well that they actually evolved.  A transmogrification of sorts took place between the operator of the suit and the suit itself.  The armor was so in tune with the wearer that it actually gave the individual super human strengths and attributes to compensate for the natural human weaknesses.  The two in some cases became merged.  Once Evan discovered what was happening, he went on a mission to destroy the suits of specialized armor.

“While Evan was busy on his quest, an investor came forth and supplied the capital needed for their venture.  The man bought into the game with such an enormous amount of capitol that Orville mistakably gave him access to Evan’s stockpile of game pieces.  Some of which were unaccounted for when Evan returned from the vanquishing of the faulty armor.

“While Evan explained to Orville that he’d eliminated the majority of the suits on his quest, he realized that game pieces were not catalogued correctly in his absence.  Orville confessed his lapse of judgment by allowing access to sensitive parts of the game to the investor.  It was a turning point for both men, not only as friends but also as partners.  Things were never the same from that moment on.”

Charles asked, “What happened to the man that invested in the game?”

“As best as I can tell from Ori’s memoirs, the man absconded with a few pieces that would have covered their debt notes.  Orville didn’t believe the man took more than five game pieces.  I do not believe there was ever an accurate accounting for the total loss.

“After that ordeal, Orville decided he wasn’t cut out to see his childhood dream come to fruition.  He stated to Evan that, ‘Some dreams are better left as a dream, never to be actualized or realized to a degree of exactness.  Sometimes there is not any certainty, only pieces or fragments.’  Orville was an old man whose spirit was broken when he left Evan.  It was all just too much for him and he died months later.  Which left Evan alone.  He became driven to leave a legacy that would be self-sufficient even after his death.”

Robert turned to Charles and said, “You see, in my opinion, Evan Montgomery and Orville Goldman had the greatest scientific minds ever to live but how do you give credit to them when their discoveries can’t even be openly documented?”

Charles asked, “I thought you gave Leiandros that title.”

Robert said, “Now he was a brilliant man!  He’s the one that helped Evan actualize his vision for the game pieces.  It was Leiandros who suggested enlisting the magical creatovites to create the pieces.

“Evan worked alone on developing the necessary life suits so that humans could withstand and live in the harsh universal environments.  Those suits were later discovered to have an extraordinary power in that they could be classified as transmogrification armor, which is something for us to discuss later.  Not only that but Evan tirelessly trained the Fabricators who are the universes’ planet cartographers.  He directed the Map Keepers to catalogue the planet maps throughout the universe and deed them.  They all have their function within the game.  I suspect there are even more of the custodians than those I have listed.
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