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Chapter 1
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"Gadjaska. Help me."

I stopped mid-meditation, startled by the clarity of a voice that pierced through the silence. My body reacted to it with an electrifying surge that raced up my spine, sharp and sudden, like a slap across the face. Meditation was a practice of extending oneself, of reaching out with consciousness into the universe. But never before had I heard voices responding—uninvited, unanticipated—let alone one calling me by name, without any consent. Not even the elders had ever spoken of such a thing. Meditative communication is an intimate experience with another person, each allowing the other into their mind and their most vulnerable and private place. When you communicate with another, you always hit their mental wall and have to wait for them to allow you through their wall to get any real messages from there.

Our planet and people were more devoted to consciousness rather than the physical, which meant that we were very primitive as far as technology went. However, the elders of our clans across the planet could communicate with each other and with those elders on the close surrounding planets that we called the Fenzion cluster. They did that in order to ship certain goods back and forth across the different planets in our solar system. Elders trying to communicate with other elders would send out a message they wanted to the specific individuals in mind. Usually, a question regarding goods was needed, and any elders listening at that time would hear the question and respond if they had the goods for trading. It was hardly ever used as a key tool of communication, the exception being when loved ones communicated with each other. Even then, they would both have to be Medis and trained enough to communicate. Also, both would have to be Meditating at the same time to do that, which usually requires a specific predetermined time set up. In short, Meditative communication was advanced for the limits of the body, but with the amount of technology out there, it was so much easier to use an electronic communication device if you had it, though the elders used it as a form of cultural maintenance as well as to ensure privacy. “Medis” was a term used for those who were trained in the arts of Meditation and self-knowledge.

"Gad." The voice exploded in my mind again with searing urgency. "My life lies in your hands." 

A perfect image, a location, seared my brain just as the message had. It was so clear and pristine, showering my mind with the need to help. My body felt hot, and I felt the urge to run. My adrenaline made my heart start pumping like the ancient war drums. Someone in the universe was in trouble, and now, I assumed, only I knew where they were. 

I ran from the crumbling and destitute hand-shaped monolith carved out of stone that I used for my daily Meditation and through the long, thick grass back to my home clan in Felix, where I had been raised and gone to school. The elders of the clan needed to know the message I had received. The village made from the ground emerged as I ran from the northeast over a green hill bursting with color from the seasoned wildflowers sprinkling the hillside. I arrived at the village, catching looks from those passing by because any urgency usually warranted bad news. 

The temple sat at the east of the village. It was surrounded by beautiful gardens and symbolic statues and was made with actual wood and metal instead of the other natural materials our other homes and buildings were made of. The temple was round in structure and had beautiful designs carved throughout the walls inside and out. It was by far the biggest building in the village and housed the elders, but it was also seconded as a school for the village's up-and-coming Medis, such as myself. This was where I studied my Medi training and schooling. The temple contained many rooms with many instructors. So many adults were Medis that it wasn't hard to find someone willing to teach younger students. We trained with so many different instructors and students because we all had insights and knowledge someone else might not know. I ran to the two warriors patrolling the elder’s temple and was slightly calmed as I noticed Vargas was on duty tonight. 

"I have a message from the stars, and the elders must know... now!" I gasped between breaths.

Vargas looked down at me and smiled. He stood broad with black short-cut curly hair, a mountain of a man at 6'8" while I was 5'9". He gave me a pat on the head and said he'd go inform the elders. Vargas didn't believe in Meditation or a deeper consciousness being very useful and that if we as a planet focused on our technology, we wouldn't have to be dependent upon other planets, but he thought I was funny, so he decided to befriend me when we were young. He taught me to fight with a sword and dagger, and I, in turn, taught him some Medi tools to locate animals close by so that hunting could become easier. He had trained to be a soldier his whole life, and his mother claimed he attacked the midwife with a swift kick to the face when he was born, so that's when they knew he would be a fighter, whether it was by profession or not. 

He jogged to the mahogany temple doors and disappeared inside. I was still wrapping my head around the message and image imprinted in my head. It was almost blinding, the mental image I could still see, and it almost blocked out all other thoughts. 

Vargas jogged back out from the temple and approached me with a seriousness I only ever saw when he was concerned, which wasn't very often.

“You are to meet the elders in the round room.”

His smile had fallen, and his face had hardened slightly. The round room was only for serious matters and was rarely used. I started to question myself as I heard the instruction as well. 

I jogged to the round room, passing the pupils that meandered and conversed in the corridors. The round room lay in the center of the temple with three entrances; each doorway was framed with a large ornate arch made of a mixture of metals and woods inscribed with the words "For the Betterment of All," and the inscription hit home harder tonight than it had ever done before. The elders had gathered along the wall, forming a circle, sitting on their cushions in the dim round room lit with the fading sunset spilling in through the red clay slats lining the domed ceiling. I had never entered here before because this room was not for pupils and held sacred symbology for the consciousness of the universe. To my knowledge, this announcement of mine was not heard of before in Felix except in ancient tales and stories, and the elder's expressions ranged from surprise to disbelief as I walked in and scanned their faces. 

"Tell us your story." One of them told me, his face as expressionless as stone. I started slowly, trying to remember every detail and to shrug off the nervousness starting to seep into my gut like a cold fist.

"I sat Meditating at the monoliths, searching my mind and the world around me as I do every day. After an hour, I heard a soul-startling voice, clear as day, that reached my mind and called me by name, saying, ‘Gadjaska. Help me.’ I was startled out of my Meditation. I looked around me for a voice but knew in my heart that it was from the stars. Again, the voice came and said, ‘My life lies in your hands.’ Then, an image was imprinted on my mind of a location out in the universe. A pristine planet, glowing white and located far beyond the Helia galaxy. I feel this being is in imminent danger, and only I can help, though I have no idea why or how." 

I fell silent and waited as the elders drew into a tight circle and talked quietly among themselves. 

After a long time, they broke apart and sat in their respective places. 

"We find no deceit from you, young Gad." One elder said. "We do not know if you were conveniently in a Meditative state and in a position to receive the message or how the being knew who you were in order to contact you, but regardless, whatever happens from here on forth is your choice and responsibility, and yours alone." 

Another elder said to me, "We do not know who the being is, and we doubt anyone, but you would receive communication from them. It is now up to you to decide what you will do moving forward. If you decide to help, we recommend grave caution. The being who contacted you is a Medi and is of great power and capability—beyond the power of all of us combined many times over." 

I shut my eyes and thought. There was no reason to contact me. I was an ordinary man, a Medi, one who sought communication with the universe and extended consciousness, and the being was one as well. I was not gifted and had just finished my schooling. I was not special in any way I knew. Was it random? The being held immense Meditative power to know who I was two galaxies away. But the searing urgency burned within me and filled every part of my body, both mentally and physically, and I knew I could not let this go. 

"I have to help." I said as I opened my eyes and scanned the room at faces staring back at me. "The universe has communicated with me, and as a Medi, I must help if I am able to." 

"Very well." The elders said as one. 

The eldest of them then spoke and said, "To do anything, you must go to the source, as you are not strong enough to reach that far with your mind yet. We can help you on your way by sending your body to the edge of the Helia galaxy, to a planet containing a power orb, but you must find a way to transport yourself across the planets to where you need to be, either physically or with your mind. This is extremely dangerous. We have not been past Helia and know very little of the worlds beyond and the dangers within them. You are not strong enough to Teleport yet, but there is a power orb we have safeguarded for centuries for a special occasion that will grant you the power to teleport yourself. We safeguarded the orb, which we thought would be to protect ourselves from war, but this is an unprecedented situation. This power orb is rare, and the last one we have knowledge of, and it will increase your power tenfold. Use your Meditative power to locate the orb; at that point, you will become more powerful, and you must try to communicate again with this being who called for your help to receive knowledge for yourself of the dangers of their request. Break it open, and the power will distill upon the body that has broken it. Use this power only for good, or you will be corrupted, and the power will consume you. This is no easy task. Give us two days to conjure the energy to teleport you to planet Salbia. Unfortunately, we only have the power to send one person that far, so take the two days to prepare and say goodbye to this place. You may never see it again..." 

Fear descended upon me as the immensity of this call settled in my brain. I walked back through the arch inscribed with "For the betterment of All" through the now empty halls of the temple until I walked outside, now dark, riddled with thoughts and questions. The phrase sunk into my mind with new meaning. Vargas eyeballed me as I walked out over the carefully laid flat rocks covering the pathway and asked me what happened. 

"I'm leaving, I think. Two days. I might never see Felix again..." Vargas started asking a million questions, worried and confused, but I walked away into the night, and he fell silent as he watched me leave. I couldn't handle it anymore. I will talk to Vargas tomorrow, but for now, I need to sleep.

I woke with the image of the location still blinding in my head, though it had faded enough to think around it. Then, all of a sudden, the urgency of my predicament bombarded me, and my stomach tensed, that same cold fist clenching it again. Today was for preparation for my departure, and tomorrow was for goodbyes. I didn't have much to pack, so I would wait until the morning I left. I needed to go and explain myself to Vargas first, and then I would have to face my parents, which wouldn't be easy. I got out of bed and looked around at the dwelling I had made from the fulch mud and sift powder. The domed ceiling and arched windows and door frames that took hours to craft and paint. I probably would never see it again.

I was thin and young but growing into manhood, and the sun warmed me as it hit my dark skin and black, short-cut hair as I walked through the busy roads that snaked through the village. Kids playing, people laughing and chattering amongst themselves, the distributors giving and receiving the community's needs all around me, though I felt alone and the world around me seemed silent as my thoughts started to engulf me. Our planet, and other communities outside of our planet that had a distributor economy, was one where everybody worked wherever they were needed to bring resources and their talents to the distributors. They, in turn, freely gave those resources to those who needed them. Everybody helped, and everybody got what they needed. I helped by teaching younger pupils about Meditation and natural gatherings. Vargas and other warriors helped out with hunting and resource-mining. No one was without what they needed, and we were all close. As I walked through the village, I stopped at a food tent and grabbed some breakfast to eat as I walked. Though I wasn't hungry, I ate anyway, just to distract myself for a few moments.

I arrived at the training grounds open to the warriors for their morning practice and caught the eyes of Vargas training the bo staff with a younger recruit. The training grounds were located in a flat prairie surrounded by a low wooden fence to ascribe the boundaries, and they were a popular spot for celebrations and events. Vargas said something to the recruit he was working with and jogged over. The same concern he had last night flashed on his face and mingled with a mix of other emotions as he approached me. We walked to the shade of a badle tree behind the crowd of villagers and warriors who watched the training happening.

"What happened yesterday?" He asked when we were aside. 

"I'm not sure, exactly, but I heard a voice while Meditating. It called me out by name, Vargas. It begged me for help. There's someone out there, way out past the Helia galaxy, that needs my help, and now it's my responsibility to go help them."

"Ok," Vargas said, "so someone needs help, let the elders take care of it, have them send someone else, surely you're not the only person who can help."

"I thought so, too, but it called me by name. Even you know the implications of that..." I replied.

"How in the universe does someone know who you are outside of the Helia galaxy, let alone have the power to talk to you from that far away?" He asked. "Do you know any travelers? I mean, you've never left this planet."

"No. I really don't know why it was me, why they reached out to me, or what I could possibly do to help... I feel so confused and lost, but at the same time, I feel this intense desire to do whatever I can to help. It's so strange."

Vargas grabbed my shoulders and said, "Let me come with you. I'm sure you wouldn't mind me coming along, and I'll help you stay alive!"

"I wish you could, Vargas. I really wish you could..." I mumbled.

Vargas' fuzzy black eyebrows furrowed into his dark skin, "What do you mean you wish I could?? I mean it, I'll request the time off from the Commander! He won't mind, he's understanding!"

I interrupted him with a hand on his arm. "The elders only have strength to send one person to the planet Salbia. They can only send me."

For once in his life, Vargas wasn't so confident. He always had a solution to things, that was why he advanced so quickly in the Art of War chapters of his training. He was smart and calculated. This made him very strategic and able to outplay almost everyone with the war games held annually in the Warrior's Guild.

"I'm afraid for you, little Gad." He said quietly. 

"Me too" I said. "But I feel this is my destiny to do this. I am just scared I'll never see you, my family, or this place ever again... will you be at the portal when I leave tomorrow?"

"Of course, I'll be there." Vargas retorted, his humor returning, though we both knew it was a mask for the pain of separation we both felt. 

He jogged back to his recruit, who was apologizing to another recruit he had hit, yelling something about situational awareness as I turned and made my way to my parent's dwelling. 

I arrived at the brightly painted dwelling my parents had made. With a garden outside and a canal fitted to the side of the dwelling to filter the rain, it made getting water and food fairly easy for them. Their dwelling was also made of fulch mud, as was popular in this area because it was readily found around Felix. It took a long time to dry, but once it was treated and dried, the mud stood like rock. It made for great protection and insulation if you could wait long enough to shape and dry it. As long as the mud took to dry, painting your house was the longest part. We made the paint from the plants and minerals we found around us because the paints and other resources sold on other planets were expensive, and we had other ways of filling our own creativity. Red paint, for instance, usually was made from the red rocks that formed the canyon to the southeast of Felix. I entered the colorful entry and found them busy with their lunch. Mother saw me, dropped the vegetables and roots she was preparing, and hugged me. My father was startled by her because his back was to me when I had walked in. Once he saw me, he moved the pot he was filling and ran to hug me as well. We embraced for a minute, and then we began our difficult conversation, although they were not prepared for it.

"How is your life?" My father asked, always curious to how I was feeling and what my Meditation had brought. He picked up the pot he had put aside and continued to prepare the lunch as my mother lead me to sit, both eyeing me with eagerness.

"I don't know how to express myself," I said as my eyes dropped from theirs. "I have been Meditating, and yesterday, I received a message from the stars." I looked up to see their reaction.

"What do you mean?" my mother asked, aware this was a much larger story. 

"A voice came to me and called me by my name. It asked me for help, and my body was filled with urgency. Their life lies in my hands, and now only I know their location, two galaxies beyond Helia." I paused to let them process my story.

"So, the gods have asked my son for their help." my father said in wonder. “I guess I was wondering if a day like this would come.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, confused.

He sighed, a small smile playing on his lips.

“You have always been a special kid.” He said, looking at Mother. “You have always been the perfect child. The perfect person. You have never done wrong, at least not intentionally. You have never been angry or mad. Never hurt anyone or anything. Some said that it was wrong, that something was wrong with you, but your mother and I have never thought that. You had a purpose that we just hadn’t discovered yet, and one day you would find that purpose. Maybe this message is it... What are you going to do?"

"I spoke with the elders in the round room last night. I have decided to do what I can to help. It is my responsibility now, and the elders will send me through the portal to Salbia tomorrow."

My parents were both Medis, both with great Medi power and knowledge. I suspected they would become elders in the near future. My father stopped the preparations for their meal and they both looked at each other. They sat staring for a few minutes. I knew they were communicating, so I remained silent. 

"My sweet child," my father said, a tear welling in his eye. "You are so courageous to do this. We understand your predicament and leave you with our blessing and power."

My mother grabbed my hands and said, "You cannot do much more to prepare your mind for this journey, so prepare physically. Eat. Stay with us this evening."

I ate the vegetable stew they made and helped prepare dinner for that evening. We talked long about the dangers of traveling, and I tried to remember all the self-defense Vargas had taught me. Later that night, I packed a travel bag to stay the night with my parents, and we sat by a fire. I sat in the middle, staring at the flames shooting up, just like my fear and anxiety, with my parents on either side. 

My mother looked up from the dancing fire and said, 

"They are giving you a power orb." 

It wasn't a question. Though I didn't know how she knew, so I didn't respond. "When you break it open, your body will be magnified, as well as your mind. All your abilities, physical and mental, will be expanded tremendously. It is written that those who have been endowed by the orbs have been able to harness an ability."

"An ability...?" I asked.

"You have learned your Medi schooling very quickly," my father said, “faster than all the others your age. You harness more Medi principles than anyone outside of this planet, at least in this galaxy, and are almost at the level of knowledge and ability that we are at, perhaps even an Elder. You have always learned so quickly, even as a babe. Explore yourself after you have been endowed. Don't rely on what you know now; it will be easier for you to learn new things and to do new things after you have broken the orb. Stretch yourself, even if it hurts your mind or body. Just like muscles, growth can be uncomfortable, but it will be for your strength." They both looked at me, nodding. 

"Ok," I replied, “I promise to continue to grow after I break it.” 

I woke early in the pre-dawn darkness without hardly any sleep. I rose and left their dwelling with my travel bag stuffed with my clothes, a map of our galaxy, and a bundle of dried food my parents gave me. I would see them at the portal later that day. I slowly walked to my Meditation spot at the monolith. Portals were used semi-regularly by elders to transport goods back and forth between here and other villages on this planet as well as the neighboring planets. They were characterized by a purple hue drawn across the sky, getting darker and darker until the purple turned to a deep black, a swirling hole of purple and black smoke and gas you walked through to get to your new destination. Although rare to see anywhere outside of Medi use, the villagers were all accustomed to the portals, and my departure would not be out of the ordinary for them to see. I hardly knew anyone. My circle was small, so no one would probably really miss me outside of Vargas and my parents. 

I took in a deep breath and smelled the flowers on the nearby hill, the morning sun causing them to sparkle like clear crystals from the morning dew. I listened to the creek babbling away as it sang and danced, giving life to all who came to it. The rolling hills filled with little animals that had become my friends as I had meditated, flowers that gave my air so much joy, and lush plants that filled my sights with beauty. I watched the tall trees slowly shine like gold as the sun steadily rose and was reflected off their leaves. This was home. The only home I ever knew and the only home I ever wanted. I cried. Tears fell down my cheeks as I sat silently in the morning stillness. As the tears stopped, I felt my resolution building. I had now said goodbye and grieved for this home, and now my next adventure is waiting. 

I watched the sunrise, amazed as always at the wonder of the colors, beauty, and life it brought to this amazing planet. I wondered if I'd see a sunrise like this again. I got to my feet, and as I turned to walk back to Felix, I met Vargas making his way through the grass.

"I thought I'd find you here." He said as he looked at the pink and orange colors of the sunrise before they had completely disappeared, hands on hips. 

"You know," he started, "you are just a kid. I know you think it is your duty, but no one is asking you to do this except you. You still have the option to stay."

"I'll miss you too," I said with a smile. "You are the best friend anyone could have, and you mean a lot to me. Don't ever change, Vargas. Who knows, I might be back tomorrow."

Vargas let out a chuckle. 

"You're not scared?"

"I. Am. Terrified." I said laughing with him. "But I have determined this is my path, my heart has grieved for this place, and now there is no place to go but forward. I plan to do that with everything I have."

"You would have made a good soldier," Vargas said with an air of admiration.

"Walk with me," I said, and we made our way through the long grass I would probably walk through for the last time. 

I draped my hand over the ends of the blades of grass and flowers and listened for the last time to the animal life of Felix. When we reached the village, everything was quiet, and no people walked in the streets. There was usually quite a bit of people up, even this early, doing chores and getting breakfast started.

"What's going on...?" I asked to no one. I felt ready to defend myself if needed and my heart was jumping.

"Don't worry, Gad, everything is all right." Vargas said, putting an arm around me and guiding me to the temple. As we got closer, I started to hear a buzz of talk, and when we saw the temple, we also saw most of the village surrounding the temple and the elders.

I couldn't believe what was happening, and I let out a small gasp.

"I sent out a message last night to the community about what was happening and told them to meet this morning for your farewell. We got to talking before I went to get you at your place at your spot up on the hill, and we all agreed you are a hero for doing what you are about to do.”

I looked up at Vargas in surprise, shocked he would do all that for me. 

“We wanted to send you off with a proper farewell." Vargas said, looking down at me with a smile. 

I wiped the tear from my eye as gratitude surged in my chest.

"And here I thought no one would even miss me." I let out with a chuckle.

"Not miss you? No... we will never forget you, little Gad. You just better come back so we can have more to write in the village history than just a goodbye to a Felix hero, you hear?" 

"I hear," I said, and we hugged.

"Time to go," a voice said from behind me.

"Mother. Father." I said. No more words were needed as I turned and embraced my parents for a long time, then walked toward the elders through a crowd of familiar faces, giving more attention than they ever had.

A hand of a soldier reached out from the crowd stopping me as the commander walked out from the crowd in front of me.

"Well, young Gad, Vargas has high respect for you and your reputation precedes you. I personally want to wish you a good journey and safe travels. You are brave for your actions, and my soldiers should be more like you."

"It's an honor to hear you say that." I stammered.

"A hero deserves a hero's tools. I present you with a general's sword and dirk."

I looked behind me at Vargas, who wore a smile from ear to ear. This never happened. This was beyond my belief. A soldier stepped out in front of the commander and knelt on one knee as he presented the sheathed weapons. Matching red wood sheaths engraved with silver and gold metal in beautiful designs etched all over the bright red wood. I picked up the sword. It was longer and heavier than the training swords I had practiced with before with Vargas. I unsheathed it slowly, revealing a blackened Damascus blade. 

"It's beautiful," I whispered while I stared at the gifts, awestruck.

"It will keep you safe, if you train and learn how to use it." The commander said. He and his soldier then backed into the mass, and I slowly walked forward to the elders amid an excited rumble from the crowd. 

The elders had already started their Meditation, sitting in a half circle facing me. Slowly, almost imperceptibly, purple-blackness started to gather directly above and in front of me. It almost looked like smoke. I had never walked through a portal before, and anxiety started to creep into my thoughts as I saw the gaseous black and purple colors swirl and slowly converge into a circle large enough to walk through. I turned and waved to the crowd, which cheered loudly in return, specifically eyeing my parents and Vargas. They each had tears flowing, and I couldn't help but lose a few tears as well. The elders started to strain, and I knew this was the time to leave. I hardened myself and took a tentative step through the swirling black hole in front of me. As my head went through the portal, the cheering became suddenly silent as bird calls and insects filled the air. The portal dissipated, and I found myself standing on a sandy beach with the waves of an ocean lapping on my left and a dense greenery of trees on my right. The wind slapped my face with a salt I had only tasted a few times back at home, and the sun shone so much hotter here. I had arrived in Salbia, and there was no way to turn back now.
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Chapter 2
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The sun was setting on this planet already, giving me only a few more hours of daylight, but I was far from going to sleep when I was so close to the power orb. I sat down and began to concentrate. The only way off this planet was for me to find the power orb because only then would I have the power to teleport or contact that being who sent me on this mission that led me here. I started, like all my Meditations, by becoming more in tune with the life around me. I relaxed my shoulders, neck, and arms and listened to the waves, the insects, and the wind rustling the leaves. I listened to the new world, and my mind slowly engulfed the sounds and life and expanded. I sensed life all around me. Bugs making their way through the sand below me and fish as well as all manner of sea life in the ocean. The trees gave off the usual life force they did at home. I couldn't sense anything that resembled the orb at all. It probably wasn't anywhere near me. I stretched my mind as far as I could, miles and miles in a circle around me. It seemed like I was looking at the world around me from a bird's eye view, slowly going higher. The insect life was engulfing, even while trying to ignore them. I had to shut them out, as well as the plant life. There. Things were so much quieter now with them in the background. I sensed other people. Not normal people, but stronger, blood of gods, and non-human peoples too. All of them over about two miles from me. No orb yet. I stretched my mind as far as I could. I stretched it probably 100 miles. So much life, it was hard to see anything but fish and bugs. I couldn't go any farther, I had to stop, I was straining so hard... there! A presence! On an island far away from me. I don't know if it was the orb for sure, but something clicked in my mind and drew me that way. I knew nothing of this world or these peoples, but that presence was my best bet at trying to find the orb. I let my mind sink back into my surroundings and focused on the peoples by the dock two miles from me. None of them had good auras, all shining with dark light about them. Not that they were bad, but they were definitely not in a good mood. They had a boat, and I needed to get to that island. My mind collapsed, and I opened my eyes, breathing hard. It took physical tolls on my body to stretch my mind like that. The elders were strong enough to send out messages across the globe, and I felt a deeper appreciation for them. It was getting dark, and I needed to get to the dock before the people left. I stood, brushed the sand off my robes, and started jogging in the direction of the dock. The dense greenery was choking and slowed me down. I always tried not to damage or kill any life around me, including the plants, unless there was a need for it, but at this point, I wanted to tear all the plants down around me and make a trail. I pushed through the greenery and tried to warn life around me that I was coming through my mind. It worked. No insects wanted me to stomp on them, so I ran into very little insect life. After an hour, I found a small game trail and followed it in the direction of the docks. It flowed through the green plants and trees. The planet was lush with life, and it was beautiful to walk through. Beautiful ferns of all kinds draped the floor with pink, purple, and yellow flowers sticking up, trying to catch the last glimpses of the sun before it set. Bird calls I had never heard sang to their own. It almost helped me forget the home and friends I left behind in Felix. I rounded a corner and saw a small group of people I had felt by the dock earlier. They were huge, wearing black armor held together haphazardly with small, welded joints. Crude but effective. There were seven of them, bear-like people, and they were talking a strange language. I wasn't sure about anything, but I knew I had to get to the docks, and they were coming from that direction. 

"Hey!" I yelled, bringing attention to myself.

"You man that boat by the docks? I need a ride to the island 100 miles south of here!"

They had all stopped and stood smiling at me, though not in a friendly way, but like I was a object, a piece of meat to them without a life of my own... they seemed confused to see me though. I guess I was a tasty piece of meat they weren't expecting.

"Oy!" One of them yelled back in a deep, guttural voice. 

"We will get you to that island!"

A sneer sprawled across their faces and revealed a row of sharp teeth. 

"Good!" I yelled back with as much courage as I could. "I'll head down to the docks now, then, thank you!"

I hesitantly started my way toward them, trying to keep my hands off the weapons I had at my side. As I drew near, a couple of the bear-like people stepped in front of me. I steeled myself, eyeing them in their hungry eyes.

"Just to be safe, we need your bag. Just to make sure you don't have anything dangerous in there."

I wondered if they hadn't seen my sword and dirk but said nothing. I passed over my travel bag without a word. All seven eyed me and the bag like they were ready to pounce but started laughing when they pulled out my food and maps. One of them passed my food around to the others and shredded my maps.

"You won't be needing these where you're going." He said getting close to my face and looking in my eyes with a smirk. It was fine, I knew how to hunt and gather food, but was more confused on why they hadn't taken my weapons yet.

"We were just about to head off. One more volunteer is just what we needed anyway."

I started walking toward the dock with all seven of them laughing and talking away in their guttural language a few steps behind me. It felt like I was walking into a trap, but as far as I could tell, this was the only way to the island. 

When we reached the docks, I saw a multitude of peoples in and around a big metal ship roped to the dock. I saw the boarding walk lined with a vast array of people with their hands chained with a black metal that looked just like the armor on the seven gentlemen behind me. I got in line, grateful to have not been mangled yet, and tried to keep a brave face. The prisoner in front of me, a tall, physically strong-looking woman with scars on her arms, looked back at me like I was crazy. 

"No chains on this one!" The bear-looking guy behind me shouted to the people on the boat, directing the prisoners. "This one is a true volunteer!"

I tried to ignore every warning signal my body was giving me, including the urge to simply run, but I walked the boarding walk to the ship, knowing nothing about this planet or what I was walking into. As long as I could get to that island, I would be one step closer to getting that power orb. 

"That way, volunteer!" A black-armored, covered woman spat in my face. I was directed down a set of stairs covered in dirt and dried blood. There were small, narrow doors on either side of the corridor, and after six rooms, I was stuffed into a small room with a bunk bed, a chair, and an old dirty plastic bucket in the corner. My bunkmate was already seated in the bottom bunk, dressed in a faded white jerkin with red embellishments along the neckline. He sat with dead eyes, staring forward into space.

"You're going to die, kid." 

The words seemed to spill out of his lips like curdled milk. 

"I need to get to the island about 100 miles south of here," I said, climbing up to the top bunk and onto the thin leaf-filled mattress matted down so much you couldn't feel a big difference between the padding in the cloth and the metal bunk on which it was laid.

"Oh, destined for Ground of Beginnings, are you? Let me just give you some free advice. Getting to the island isn't the problem. You'll never get off once you arrive. Most die within the first week, I hear..."

"Why are you chained up?" I asked, trying not to think of dying.

"I killed a few people." He said it so effortlessly the problem was very much the island and not the burden of murder on his chest.

"I came looking for peace, but death has its way of finding me."

Our small cabin was lit by a small electric lamp, and I remembered that it was night here, but I was still awake and needed some more information. 

"Tell me, who are you, and what is this island we go to?"

"You really don't know where we head to, do you?" Asked the stranger.

"The island is called Ground of Beginnings by those who live there. It is the beginning to the end, and there is always the same end for you on the island. The island is controlled by an entity known as The Hive that controls every single aspect of life. No one escapes. Every man, woman, and child brought to that island die eventually, whether physically or inside.

Unless that is... unless you happen to make 10 kills in the gladiator ring. If you do that, you are granted freedom, but that is next to impossible, rigged, some say. Of course, this is all heresy. No one really knows. Only the gods who have visited have left that island alive, and I doubt they talk much to people like us.

As far as who I am, I am called Primus. Son of Zeus and Centalia, lost again, going to the island of death. These chains we wear were forged by Hephaestus himself eons ago, made for the sole purpose of restraining the gods. None can break them save Hephaestus himself."

Oh no..... if this was a son of Zeus, then... Everything seemed to click into place. Primus was a demigod, and the island was the only prison that boasted the imprisonment of demigods and even some gods alike. Intergalactic history classes mentioned it in one of my classes, though not in detail. It held the worst and best of all the gods at least at one point in time. Fear fluttered through my heart, and my veins had a cold flash run through them. That orb had better be on that island, or Primus was right. I would never leave that island alive.

Primus fell silent, probably to sleep, and after a few more minutes, heard the ship rumble and come alive. The motor turned, and we set sail into the open sea. I don't think I could turn back now, even if I wanted to. 

I could do nothing but wait, and so I decided to take a quick nap. Stretching my mind earlier was a workout, and the new fear I felt seemed to have drained me. I curled into a ball on the top bunk of that ship, closed my eyes, and drifted off to the churning of the boat’s huge engine.

I woke. I didn't know how much time had passed. I sat up and started Meditating. I closed my eyes and started to listen. I heard the engine humming, the water sloshing at the sides of the boat, the breathing of Primus, and the creaking of the ship, and slowly, my mind began to ease out after several minutes, my mind rising above me as I saw more and more life around me. I saw people caged up like animals, two to a room for 15 rooms. I must have slept for hours because we had fewer people on board when I had fallen asleep. A couple had more life than the others, and some looked very weak. I saw guards on the upper deck and walking the corridors of the ship below. I saw fish in the sea and larger animals swimming deeper beneath us, following the boat. I started to shut all of this out and focused on expanding. The last time I checked, the island was 100 miles south; it should be closer if we were indeed heading for it. I poured my mind over the ocean, my viewpoint rising higher and higher. Ten miles, 15, and then I saw it. Less than 20 miles out stood the island, but more than that was an aura that drew me in that I had seen just like before. I wasn't straining as much now and could now hone in. It was a man, asleep, inside what looked like a shop of some kind. His energy looked different from all the other life I'd seen. Something about it told me to trust him. He was powerful, and his energy shone brighter than a lot of other life around him, though slightly sad. Knowing he was most likely a demigod, he would have powers. If I could trust him, maybe he could help me find the power orb. I stretched my mind about the island, looking for the orb. 

There... a glimmer in my soul. I saw it in my heart rather than an actual life force. Just a feeling of immense power from a small round object that pointed me in a direction rather than an actual location. I guess seeing it through Medi vision would be much too easy... I had to go to the island physically in order to find it.

Of all the places in the Helia galaxy to hide an orb, the elders kept it on an island of powerful demigods... I guess it was in a place that took commitment to go to, that's for sure... 

I opened my eyes. Only a short time yet.

I waited, hugging my weapons, preparing for landing on that decrepit island. I wondered how I would meet the man I saw, wondering at the strange aura he offered and about how I felt I could trust him. 

An hour passed and I heard a bell start to ring. A deep clanging nautical bell that bashed the ears like loud steel drums. Primus stood, facing the door while I got off my bunk and stood next to him.

"Watch out, kid, this next bit will probably kill you unless you kill to live." He said, looking down at me from the side.

I felt calm though, for some reason. "Good luck Primus. I hope we meet again."

The door slammed open, and the guards started yelling.

"Out!! Upstairs and get in line!" 

We walked into a crowd of prisoners packing the tight corridor of the ship and were jostled up the stairs into the blinding early morning light. We all stood on the deck of the ship, lined with guards covered in black metal and holding weapons. The crowd of us were packed onto the wood deck of the ship and stood facing the front of two large metal pillars at the front of the ship with large electric cords and contraptions running along each side. The electricity started to hum. 

No dock... The boat couldn't just stop at the island and risk getting boarded by demigods, so this had to be a way to get us to the island, but how...?

Sparks began to fly across the pillars and soon gasses were being released by tubes on the side. I saw it now. A purple-black gaseous swirl. This was a pathetic but surprisingly impressive portal made by mechanical means. I looked to the shore some distance away and saw the swirling start there as well. I guess they could only power a short-ranged portal which is why we had to be so close to the island. 

"GO!" 

The guards in the back of the crowd of prisoners started pushing us all into the portal. Some prisoners resisted and started trying to make a break for it on the sides of the ship but were bludgeoned down by black metal clubs and pushed back into the panicked mob. I was jostled and pushed by a sea of prisoners, but we kept moving forward. I noticed the chains falling off the prisoners and onto the ship deck as they entered the portal. That was interesting.

I hugged my sword and dirk sheaths and pushed myself through the crowd until I could get through the portal. This was it. The beginning of the end.
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Chapter 3

[image: image]


"Get off my face, Dak..." 

"AUGH!" squeaked Dak, surprised I was awake. "We've talked about this, "I continued, "I could not possibly care less how interested you are in my eye boogers and am equally grossed out when you collect them after I leave the washroom."

"I don’t uh..." Dak stammered, "Anyway... Bud, my eyes don't do that. Why do yours excrete juice? Why does the juice harden? why does it matter if I keep it?" 

I don't answer. I just sigh and deliberately wash them off this time. 

Dak is a, um... man, I don't know, but she has slits all around her head, so her hearing is on point; it helps keep the store safe even at night, which has gotten more dangerous lately. "Flesh Haus" has had the nerve to move into the beginnings landing, making houses more like "try to survive the night huts."

Ever since I was captured, I knew what my profession was and how that would keep me alive down here. I'm a blacksmith; it helps that I stole the hammer of Hephaestus before I became a street urchin, but that’s hardly important to the story. Ok, so I'm the son of a god... who isn't these days. It's hardly something to brag about, although I'm pretty sure my other parent was also a god. Her name was "Gilgamesh" or something to that effect. The island here is only for demigods or beings of great power, and my being a god would conflict with that, but to my disfavor, I got stuck here because I don't exactly have the birth records. It didn't matter. I was weak enough to be captured and still hardly posed a threat. Besides being a fairly decent ethereal steel master (our little secret, nobody knows about the hammer) and a pathetic excuse for a telekinetic, I'm run-of-the-mill demigod material. Turns out that after my birth, whoever the mother was instantly left for bigger, better things, and my father Hephaestus gave me ten years before dumping me out on the street for lack of potential, which I suppose is understandable because most children at the age of ten completely reach their potential as gods (I'm not bitter).

"BUD!" Dak yells, "Someone broke through the first door! Stop daydreaming. I need help!" 

I figured this was either flesh haus or someone trying to steal from my shop. Whatever, we'd done this procedure time and time again. It wasn't new. I finished washing my eye boogers down the sink and stood a small distance behind Dak to man the swords. 

"There are five of us!" A weak voice whistled behind the main door, "Lay on the ground while we work, and we might not kill you!" They weren’t supposed to know I was there, but I couldn't help but snicker at the poor thing's lack of confidence. 

"YOU PICKED THE WRONG HOUSE!" Yelled Dak as her body lit up with electricity. The men busted through the door after several attempts to see a very angry lizard fish riddled with lightning and two fiery bastard swords spinning rapidly at her side. Imagine with me, if you will, two (not five) middle-aged men very vividly pissing themselves while pretending to hold their composure. For the sake of our bluff, I had to bite myself not to laugh. "Y.. y.. you... guys a.. are lucky!" The bandit with less urine visible stammered. "We'll be back with more men!" and they both hightailed back out the doors. I couldn't help it. I died laughing. We had never had such a feeble attempt like that before, and the results burned a picture in my mind that I'll never forget. 

"I'll get the store set up for morning" said Dak, who has absolutely zero sense of humor.

I'm pretty sure those guys were from a guild. There are plenty here, and most don’t even deserve to have their own names. I'm not part of any guild; I just run my business; it’s how we stay alive and out of trouble. Here on the island, there is a single entity known as "The Hive." The Hive controls the entire island, has robots called peaceforcers to keep us in line, and holds gladiator tournaments on occasion for god knows what reason (I'll explain later, don’t want to get you all confused so early on). Suffice to say, the peaceforcers, or porks as we call them (I'm probably the only one who calls them that), don't actually care what we do, so long as we don’t leave the island or tamper with The Hive's equipment. So, of course, we established order like a respectable society... it's every man for himself out here, and if you don't hold a job or follow a guild, you're screwed. 

The most pronounced guild (only because it’s the most feared) is the flesh haus. They are cannibals, with the philosophy of "just because it speaks English, doesn't mean it's the same species," and they've been right so far: as long as you cook your meat, nobody seems to get sick. You'd be surprised to see how many people are ok with that concept. we even have a meat market. Gods left this place a long time ago (officially my favorite joke on this island).

Prepping the store was going to have to wait. The newbies were being dumped off at the island today! Once a month, The Hive finds some new "volunteers" and literally dumps them out onto the island like cargo at the beginning shore. I might have a sick sense of humor, but I enjoy watching the whole thing roll out. One guy might fall off the portal whimpering while someone half his size "claims his meat," and then some crazy samurai chick lops the head off the meat claimer. it’s like live television. I'll even pull up a seat. But today was different; I had no idea what came over me, and my eyes drifted over to a newbie who I knew had to survive the portal drop. Besides Dak, I had never even remotely cared about new blood, so why this guy? At least Dak is a laser toad! She's helpful! This guy was just wearing some weird monk garb and was holding a couple weapons. Not an ideal candidate. But I was spellbound for whatever reason and reached out. The man stood to his feet, and his weapons began to circle him with my hand, which gave him a considerable distance between him and anyone else who dared approach the blades. It almost seemed like he knew what the plan was because this man confidently walked with the blades toward me while everyone else went about screaming and killing each other. He reached me; I sheathed his blades, and he sat next to me and began to watch the show as if we were long-lost pals... 

"Who the hell is this?" yelled Dak.
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Chapter 4
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Life on the island was... complicated. 

Too many people divided by morals or the lack thereof. Whichever way people behaved, there was always a reason to justify and explain. Even the cannibalism. Even though I didn't think it was right, all I could do was observe the frenzy and chaos that ensued on the beach as I sat with Bud and Dak, though I didn't know their names yet. I sat and watched creatures and people being recruited by groups of islanders, running off into the trees to find their own path or just killing each other. Some running, some begging, some murdering. Some of the deaths were gruesome and long, some clean and quick. It all depended on the reason for the kill. If it was for food, the kill was quick and clean. Best not to ruin the meat with pierced organs. But other deaths were in self-defense. The prisoners and islanders ranged in all sorts of ways. When the chaos died down and the bodies were dragged off, Dak, the giant lizard-looking guy behind me, growled and said, 

"We need to go before the porks get here."

"Well, I guess the excitement is over with anyway."

Bud turned and looked over at me. 

"You can stay with us tonight."

"WHAT. Absolutely not!! No way is that happening! What are you thinking?!"

Dak's yelling was intimidating with the sparks popping off her back.

Bud kept his eyes on me with a look that showed that he was used to the verbal torrent. When Dak had stopped for breath, Bud calmly said, 

"Because this guy can be trusted, now drop it."

Dak looked confused and upset, but she closed her mouth and stood in contempt.

"Fine. We'll do it your way. As usual..."

Bud started off toward the trees, and Dak and I followed, Dak eyeballing me and my sheathed weapons.

"I'm Bud, this is Dak. I'm sure you two will be great friends."

Bud laughed like he had told a joke while Dak quietly hissed.

I had never seen whatever creature Dak was, but she looked strong and fast and stood almost seven feet tall with yellow, black and blue scales painting her body with small pores covering her back, adding to the texture of her body. She was strong and her tail was long and calloused. Her row of white sharp teeth stood in stark contrast to her black eyes that poked out of her head.

The sand was warm as my feet pushed into it, and the heat radiated up through the cloth wrapping on my feet. The breeze was nice, and the salty air was refreshing. It was really a beautiful place with green plants and gorgeous blue waves washing up the shore with a melodic rhythm. I would be relaxed, but the horrors of the deaths of so many on the red-soaked beach were still fresh. I had never seen such brutal violence, though I was not ignorant of what creatures and people were capable of and had prepared for everything on my ride here when I had learned of what this place was. However, even in doing that, my mind was still in shock, and I slipped my right hand up into my sleeve so that Dak couldn't see it shake, though I'm sure she and Bud both heard my heart beating in my chest.

––––––––
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We arrived at a small wooden shack nestled between two large trees. Its small frame was dwarfed by the two large figures who lived in it. It was made of aging logs, bark, and moss falling from its rough edges. The roof bowed inward slightly on the right side as if it were on the verge of collapsing, and the cabin sat at the end of a well-worn trail through the trees about a half-mile from the beach. On the right of the cabin stood a stone forge built into the hillside, complete with a bellows and an anvil with a steel hammer. A workbench stood on rickety legs alongside the cabin, complete with leather, wood, and other materials. Bud stopped and turned around to face me.

"Look, I don't know who you are—"

Dak's eyes about popped from her sockets as they grew wide with surprise and what looked like disgust.

"WHAT IN THE FU—" Dak started.

"But you can stay the night here. It's the safest place you'll find on the island, thanks to Dak. She has a real knack for smelling the baddies before they get here. It's probably the smell of piss, to be honest..."

"YOU DON'T EVEN KNOW HIM?? Why is he staying here? Why can't he sleep outside?! I don't trust him, not one bit. You don't trust a single person, and yet you take one look at him, and that's it??"

Dak eyed me up and down continuously as we waited for Bud to reply. 

"He's staying inside. And hey, I trust you, don't I?" 

Bud opened the door, and I followed him inside with Dak close behind.

"Yes, but that was only after I killed all those people and taunted that peaceforcer for you!!"

Dak's skin seemed to glow a little as electric pops started to be heard.

"Hahahahah!! Yeah, that was so funny! I forgot you did that. Anyway, you can sleep in that corner beside the sink. It's warm enough here you shouldn't need anything tonight."

"Thank you so much. I am in your debt. My name is Gadjaska, but you may call me Gad." I said in gratitude.

"Hmph," Dak said as she left outside.

"So, Gad, tell me about this connection we felt because I have never felt that with anyone before."

"I have not felt this with anyone before as well," I said, deep in thought. 

I sat down next to the fire pit they had in the middle of the cabin as Gad stood at a rickety old pine table and began peeling fruits and vegetables from a bin he had by the sink.

"I am a Medi from the planet Fedar. It's a  reallysmall planet in the Fenzion cluster, and we—"

"I know about Fenzion," Bud said from his dinner preparation.

"I was taught all about Helia, with all of its planets and cultures and peoples, in my studies as a child. The gods hold knowledge in great esteem. It's a status thing with them, I swear. Medis, though, you guys are pretty interesting. The actual things you can do with your Medi powers, it seems like each year someone discovers something new. Quite the extensive chapter in my education. And your record-keeping is quite impressive too. If what I was taught is true, your planet holds your history intact and goes back for thousands of years. And you know what the kicker is? You guys are about the only ones that actually learn from your history and progress psychologically and emotionally. You guys are almost like baby gods."

"You know a lot about my people and about Medis. Perhaps you are the reason I'm here." I said. 

I watched him talk with an air of indifference. He was very intelligent and knew much more than he let on. I'm sure he knew about the power orbs if he knew that much about us after having been on this island for who knows how long. The gods and demigods lived a long time, indefinitely, until they were killed, and they trained and taught in an extensive way for many things. That's all anyone knew. No one knew the processes or techniques or anything else about how they were taught or passed down knowledge.

"I was about to ask you something similar," Bud said as he dropped a jumble of edible chunks of food onto a plate and placed it over the fire on a cooking rack that was elegantly made from reddish-brown steel, now blackened from the fire.  It stood on four legs that sat around the fire and held four rows or spokes that were spaced out evenly, from a couple of inches below the licking flames to higher above the flames. The four legs came together at the top to create a spiraling polished golden topper that gave it a great handle with which to move. Different levels for different types of cooking. Simple and elegant in design and function.

"How does a Medi come to a place like this? You had to have begged the guards to get on that boat, though I'm sure they didn't give two craps about bringing you here. All they care about is their pay and keeping us on the island. But my question is, why are you here? I would wonder if you were playing a trick on my brain with your Medi powers in order to get something from me, but I have nothing to give and no reason to distrust a single soul from Fedar. Medis hold no evil in their hearts by law and practice, as I'm sure you know."

"I
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