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“At last,” I breathe, taking the last step. “I made it. Now, where am I?” My sigh of relief vanishes as I stare at a stone wall in the middle of nowhere. After walking most of the day, enduring this barren landscape, my destination is a wall. “Great,” I mutter to myself. Wooden roofs peek over the top of this beige blockade. A little hope rises in my chest. Where there are roofs, there must be people, I realize. Approaching the middle of the wall, I notice a metal gate almost falling off its hinges. Is that for protection? I wonder. A sudden throaty noise draws my attention; my eyebrows raise at a balding, elderly man sleeping at the gate’s side. Maybe the citizens lack fear.
With caution, I walk over to the man and stare at him, waiting for him to notice me. He does not. Leaning against the wall, he sits with his eyes closed, his breathing slow. How long has he been here? I wonder. His clothes, as brown as the dirt beneath him, seem old, worn, filthy, and uncomfortable. Regardless, I think he can tell me where I am. I squat next to him, shaking his shoulder.
As soon as my hand touches him, he jolts upright, pushing me as hard as he can, which does not do more than push me into a seated position. “What do ya want?” he yells in a dusty voice. “Can’t ya see I’m trying to catch some shut-eye? Don’t you got any manners?”
“Apologies Old Man; I fear I do not understand your customs in this location,” I say, my voice sounding stiff. It is hard not being a little disappointed in myself. I spent the entire walk here working on how to communicate with others, since I felt there would be others at some point. Despite hours of practice, I could not prepare myself for how to talk to someone. Still, I am quite impressed with my vocabulary skills. I do not comprehend exactly what I am saying, but I am sure I am using the correct words and phrases. “Would you please disclose the name of your community? I am unfamiliar with this location, Old Man.”
His eyebrows and voice raise. “Don’t call me Old Man. The name’s Lee.” I can feel my face flushing from embarrassment. The last thing I wanted to do was offend him. I only called him Old Man because of the strange lettering in front of him, resting on his ragged shirt. From the moment I touched his shoulder, letters appeared, which I understood with little effort. It only makes sense that I would assume that was his name. Looking back at his shirt, my jaw drops at finding that Lee was now in front of him and Old Man was nowhere to be seen. 
The old man gives me a strange glance, saying, “You’re not from around here, are ya?”
“No, I do not hail from here,” I admit, shutting my mouth and looking at the ground. What was that?
“Well boy, you need to work on how to talk right. Talking ain’t about sounding proper. It’s about what ya mean; ya got that?” he replies. I do not understand him, in all honesty. I might have, at some point in my life, but not now. Still, I nod, not meeting his eyes.
“But to answer your question,” the gatekeeper continues, seeming a bit satisfied with my response. “This town here is called Aliyah, just a place in the middle of nowhere.” When I look back at him, I find his eyes narrowing at me. “Don’t you try any funny stuff. We don’t trust strangers around here. If you do anything, we’ll be on you like white on rice. You got that?”
I do not like his tone or what he is implying, but I smile and nod, all the same. Might as well be polite, even if he is being unpleasant. After all, I offended him first. “That will not be an issue; you have my word.” I stand up with a forced grin, turning my attention to the town. “I appreciate your assistance.” As I leave, the elderly man settles himself back against the wall and closes his eyes. It is like he never moved at all.
I pass through the open gate, entering the town. Over the archway, a sign appears that was not there a moment before. The words look crude, as if someone scratched them with their nails, but I can read it all the same. Welcome to Aliyah. A cold sensation races up my back as they vanish while I cross the archway. I need to add this to my list of questions, I decide, turning my attention to Aliyah.
Since I cannot remember being in a town before, I observe my surroundings with great care as I walk on the dirt road. However, after witnessing this one, I could not help feeling underwhelmed when all is said and done. Despite the large outer stone wall, the town itself is small. There could not be over fifty tiny, bland-colored buildings. Most of them seem to be residential housing, forming around a central town square. There are only three establishments here.
I identify what each one is with little difficulty, or what I assume they are. I could be wrong. The first one has a sign over the door I can somehow read. It says, “S&T’s.” The building is rather simple looking, even amongst the bland houses. Citizens are walking in and out from time to time. The ones that leave are who I find the most interesting. They seem more content than the ones entering. Also, some leave while carrying small brown bags.
The next place is not a building at all. It is nothing more than a table. A flashy colored cloth hangs over it, which covers the table keeping the hot sun off its wares. The citizens crowd around this small stand. All of them seem to be trying to reach the front. After reaching the front, they leave with small objects. They eat the tiny items with a smile on their faces. Food? I wonder, my hand reaching up to my stomach.
The final establishment is the strangest building in the entire town. It looks like it is on the verge of collapsing. The sign over the door has faded letters I cannot read. Boards cover the windows. It has a small wooden porch with holes in it. The awning sags. Rickety chairs sit on the edge, but it looks like no one has sat in them for a long time. The citizens are avoiding this building on purpose, I realize. Despite that, the entrance is open, but the only thing I can see inside is pitch-blackness.
Where should I go? I wonder at the square’s entrance. I had given little thought about what I would do once I reached this town, with only a few ideas bouncing in my head; still, I have not followed them to their possible conclusions. So far, the best idea I have is to ask around to find out what I can. Still, my social skills are not the best. Since I offended the elderly man, I doubt I could navigate a conversation well. But now is as good a time as ever to learn, I guess.
As luck would have it, the square is littered with the different people that call Aliyah home. Looking from one to the next, I expect the strange letters to appear on their shirts, but to my surprise, they remain bare. A smile crosses my face at this small comfort. Some might have time to talk; none of them seem to be in any hurry. True, I might offend some of them, but with enough practice, I might become skilled enough to learn something about this world I have found myself in. But who should I talk to first, I wonder, and what do I ask them? My list of questions grew by the moment.
Lacking any information about people, including those of this town, it is hard to say who is the perfect citizen to talk to is. I observe and notice that the cluster of people around the stand has a focus point: the young lady behind it. As soon as my gaze falls on her, I cannot help realizing how attractive she is, even in her bland, faded yellow dress. What do I understand about attractiveness? I wonder. However, I cannot pull my eyes from her. She seems to be the perfect first candidate, I realize, my cheeks becoming warm.
Every patron is speaking as loud as they can to gain the girl’s attention. If she has so much attention on her, she might have an idea of what is going on. Pressing my way through the dense masses, I approach the table. My shoulder bumps into a woman who appears to be twice the young woman’s age. As the woman turns, barking at me to back off, the strange lettering appears. It floats at her chest, just beneath a lock of her graying hair, just as it did with Old Man Lee. This time, it reads Indignant Woman.
“Back off,” she barks, a furious scowl on her face poking out of a faded green shawl. I oblige, backing off right into a taller gentleman. The words float on his chest, reading Tallish Man, which meet me at eye level. He says nothing, folding his arms and glaring down at me. An open tan shirt covers his otherwise bare chest. His message is the same as the Indignant Woman, and I back away quickly. 
To my chagrin, my hand bumps into a thin-faced boy who is not quite a man. “Buzz off,” he bites, revealing only a few teeth in his mouth, each drawn to a point. The words on his hole-filled shirt read, Arm Biter. In horror, I spin on my heel and flee from the crowd, coming to a stop by one of the dirty walls on a nearby building resting at the edge of the square. Leaning against it, I breathe heavily, collecting my thoughts.
The three I bumped into stare at me a little longer before turning back to the woman behind the stand. Just as they did, I notice that the strange lettering disappeared. What were these strange words that kept appearing? As my mind calmed from the initial surprise, the answer to why they appeared was clear. Everyone I come into contact with had them appear, but they did not show up around those I did not touch. Avoid touching anyone and the words will not reappear. 
Glancing back at the crowd, I gulp, knowing that pulling off such a feat would be impossible with so many people if I intended to reach the front of the crowd. My resolve shakes, wondering if I should drop the matter. The stand woman catches my eye again. There is something about her. I have to talk to her. So, I try again, plunging back into the masses. If I allow vanishing words to frighten me, I might as well give up now. Every step is a struggle due to how many people there are and how they are fiercely trying to reach the young lady’s direct line of sight. My body moves in a way where I avoid contact as much as possible, but the closer I draw, I realize that achieving no contact is impossible. Every so often, I bump into someone. Averting my gaze and ignoring any yelling is the only way to proceed forward. At last, I reach the front, holding my position against the masses, and prepare to speak with the lady and to see the floating words.
She moves fast, hardly stopping as she waits on each patron with ease. I wait for her to draw closer, open my mouth at the perfect opportunity and, to my surprise, nervousness holds my tongue in place. My stomach churns as I try to speak. Not a single word leaves my hanging jaw. Even if I do not grasp the proper etiquette of communication, I know what to say. Or at least I should, right? I convince myself. Right. Despite his attitude, I did not let the elderly man intimidate me. I should be able to talk with this woman, I declare.
Still, I cannot bring myself to speak, no matter what I have done to reach this point. To make matters worse, I can sense the young lady is aware of my presence. While she is busy talking to the people gathered around her stand, her eyes dart to me before going back to the others, but she does not address me. This intimidates me even more.
Regardless, I need to work through this. “H-hello,” I croak, my voice weak. I pause, waiting for a response, whatever it will be, but she does not say a word. Instead, she focuses on the other customers as if I had not spoken. I wait a moment longer, resisting the crowd’s desire for me to move along, and repeat, “Hello.” This time I try to sound more forceful. I stare at her, aiming my gaze for her eyes, hoping that this will get her attention.
Her eyes glance back in my direction. She looks me up and down, then focuses on her work again. Why is she ignoring me? I am trying to be polite. I glance at the other people to see why she is attending to them and not me. All around me, the customers hold out small metal coins eagerly. The young lady moves to each of them, exchanging her wares for their metal coins. Once the exchange is made, the patrons walk away, devouring what they received. The coins. The citizens with those coins not only receive the various items at her stand, but also her attention.
My hands dig into the pockets of my gray trousers, searching for the coins, but my hands come back empty. Is there a way for me to get them? I contemplate. My mind concocts a strategy of how to gain one of the metal circles. If I could bump into one of the other people, they might drop their coins, giving me the opportunity to grab one in the following chaos. However, I toss that idea aside without a second thought. Someone would realize what I did, and I doubt they would appreciate me taking something that belongs to them. Besides, to come into contact with someone would mean to face the disappearing lettering again. If that happens, I will lose my nerve.
Standing at the front of the line, I wonder what I should do. The lady moves from one customer to another, ignoring me. This is a waste of my time, I decide, sighing in defeat. There are other places to check too. Who knows, I might find someone there.
I walk away from the lady’s stand, sliding back through the masses, toward S&T’s. Does she even notice I am leaving? It is possible, but all I am is one face in the crowd to her. Without coins, she has no reason to pay attention to someone like me. S&T’s might have someone less focused on gaining something from me.
As I enter the building, walking in the only time no one is entering or exiting, I realize the lighting is dim, with only small fires and ajar windows creating any light. Tables fill the room, each of them surrounded by townspeople. There are far more people here than there were outside. I take in the crowd. They are just as varied as the people outside, but they are much quieter and calmer than their counterparts.
They seem to be upstanding individuals. I take a breath, approaching the first table I see. Before saying anything, I prepare myself for the vanishing words, which would appear. I wonder what they will call them. A young-looking, dark-haired couple is sitting at the table, dressed in cleaner, more colorful clothes than those around them. As soon as I approach, the young woman, wearing a red dress, looks at me with disapproval. She glances at the man in a blue suit, who asks in a less than friendly tone, “What do you want?”
The words Disgruntled Groom appear on his shirt and I freeze, but it was not the words that made me stop. It was their cold welcome. Mouth gaping, I stand in front of them, unable to string two syllables together. Why did I not think about what kind of questions I need to ask? What am I supposed to say? I take a deep, calming breath. It is okay. They are talking to you. It does not matter what I ask. “Uh-um,” I stutter at last. “W-well, I just wanted t-to ask who is in c-charge of this t-town.”
My body becomes tense as I wait for his reply. He could say anything, and this uncertainty makes me shift around in discomfort. When the Disgruntled Groom answers, he ignores my question. I am taken aback as he says, “Shouldn’t an Outsider like you be spending your time at the back of the restaurant? Better yet, why don’t you try making yourself scarce and go back to Hercule’s shop where you belong? I don’t want the likes of you ruining my dinner.” The woman, with the words Disgusted Bride appearing on her, gives me a scornful glance, then turns to the man with a smile of approval.
Their cold reception leaves a painful ache in my chest. Is everyone else going to be like them? Do not let them get to you, I coach myself. Keep trying. You only need to prove that you are one of them. The people outside were louder. That might help. “Well,” I ask, speaking louder. “Would you tell me a little about Hercule’s shop?”
Instead of answering me, they turn back to each other and have a small conversation amongst themselves, but I wait for them to return their attention to me. To my surprise, they do not even acknowledge my presence. My heart sinks. Who knew the locals could be this hostile. I had the faintest hope that the old man was a fluke, but it seems I was wrong. Do they hate strangers this much? 
Rejected, I walk away from the table. I know I am quitting too early. If I keep trying, I might learn something from them, but leaving is better than being ignored. I glance around the rest of the restaurant. Every other patron is giving me similar stares, some more hostile than others. It is doubtful that I will gain any better response from them. So, what do I do now? I wonder. What did he mean by the back of the restaurant?
Looking around the dim room, I see it in an instant. In the back corner, there is a door with a wooden sign marked in crude lettering, “Outsiders.” Who are these Outsiders? Why do these people not want anything to do with them? I glance around the quiet restaurant one more time in a vain attempt to find one local willing to talk. Only cold stares return. Might as well take that man’s advice, I admit. It does not seem like I am welcome here. Not wishing to stay a second longer, I hurry across the room and take my place in the back room.
As soon as I enter the door, I notice a change in the environment. The front of the building was quiet, but the back is far louder, reaching the levels of the masses outside. Unmatched tables and chairs fill the room, none of them arranged in any particular order. The light is even dimmer here, but from the doorway I can make out the clientele. Most of them are large, muscular men, garbed in furry clothes. All of them guzzle something from their own mugs, filled with bubbling drink. They laugh, enjoying themselves.
They push each other, clacking their glasses together, singing songs I did not know the words to, while trying to gain a woman’s attention, though there are few among them. The women are just as bad as the men. One dances on a table, another is downing drinks with two other men, and a third one tries to attract a man who was more interested in his mug than her.
Looking at them, I do not sense if any of them would be interested in talking with me. They are all caught up in their own activities. The locals outside ignored me, and they had nothing to do. These men, who are having fun, have no reason to waste their time talking with me…but I still have to try. I observe the room for a good starting place. At the back, there is a long table where most of the people seem to have gathered. Okay, we’ll start there. Just be one of them. I stand up straight, trying to appear as big as them, and walk over to a tall, slender man wearing a blue uniform, downing tall beverages near the end of the table. 
“Hello,” I greet the man. My voice is polite and calm. He does not even notice me. He might not hear me over the noise. Just be more forceful. “Hello,” I repeat firmer, raising my voice. That gets his attention. He turns and gives me an icy stare, revealing a scar on his mouth, accented off his pale skin.
“What do you want?” he growls, his dark teeth snarling at me. The letters spell out Enraged Drunk. My shoulders sag. Even the Outsiders are treating me like I do not belong. Perfect.
Still, he noticed me; he will talk. This is an opportunity that I cannot allow to pass. “I was just wondering how familiar you are with this area.” Despite sounding as friendly as I can, he does not seem impressed. He turns away from me and continues downing his drink.
I sigh, a little ball of annoyance welling up inside me. Do not give up, I encourage myself. Putting my hand on his shoulder, swelling my chest with boldness, I begin, “Could you please…” I did not even finish my question before he turns around, shoving me to the floor. I lie on my back, staring at him, my expression vacant. My annoyance vanishes, replaced by confusion. Was that called for?
“Listen newcomer,” he says, glaring at me. “You don’t just put your hands on someone around here unless you’re willing to get your teeth kicked in. You got it?” To accent his point, he cracks his knuckles against the table. I do not understand the implications of what that means, but I doubt I want to find out.
Nodding, I get up. He gives me a smug smile, turns away again, and returns to his drinking. Did anyone see that? I glance around, but no one noticed or cared. Engrossed in their drinks and surrounding company, they did not have time to waste on a helpless soul like me. I sigh, my shoulders slumping. These constant rejections are taking away my confidence. I am wasting my time, I realize in disappointment. No one will help me around here. I might as well leave. There might be a nearby town that might be more helpful.
I walk away when a voice says, “Hey, New Guy.” Ignoring the jovial, male voice, I keep walking. I wonder who the new guy is. “You,” he calls. “The one walking away.” I freeze. Could he be…“Yes, you. Come back. Zero wants to talk to you.” I spin around, hope rising inside me. Someone wants to talk! Now I am getting somewhere.
At the long table is the strangest looking individual I have ever seen, well, today. His physical features are normal, based on what I have seen so far. He has short, black hair. His face is a little pale with facial stubble along his jaw and chin. He seems to be young and looks about as tall as I am. But those were not his only characteristics; it is what he is wearing that makes him so strange. He is wearing a blue, form-fitting jumpsuit. A white headband wraps around his forehead. His shoes are wooden with little stilts. A long wooden pole rests on his back. I have a sense that his style is not normal dress, considering the other Outsiders dressed in the darker, furry clothes of black, brown, and gray, with odd colored patches on their elbows and shoulders.
He smiles and pats the chair next to him. “Have a seat, buddy. Zero’s glad to meet you,” he says in complete cheeriness. I pause. Based on how everyone has treated me since I entered this town, I do not have the faintest clue of what he could be up to; he might have something worse in mind. Regardless, I push those worries aside. He is the only one to welcome me, so I might as well trust him.
I walk over and take the seat next to him, nodding my thanks. “Um, Zero?” I ask, looking around for this Zero character.
He smiles, pointing to himself, saying, “Zero is Zero Sakanoue.” Sure enough, the name Zero Sakanoue displays itself on the blue uniform before vanishing. He takes a sip from a glass on the table. “But Zero wants to talk about you. What’s someone like you doing out here?” He looks me up and down. “You don’t seem to be the survival type, so Zero doubts you’re here just for a good time.”
“I have no reason,” I reply in all honesty.
Zero raises his right eyebrow. “How did you get here?”
“That is what I am wondering myself.” He gives me a stranger stare than he had a second ago, so I explain myself. It does not take long since there is not much to tell. A part of me wondered if telling this odd man everything is wise, but I cannot trade his kindness for lies. I need to talk about my problem if I am to gain any help; at least, that is what I think I need to do. I hope I am right.
He listens to everything, even the bits about the floating words. My audience only raises his eyebrows at that part but says nothing. Zero taps his lip as I finish my story. “So, you find yourself in the middle of nowhere, and you can’t remember anything?” I nod my head in affirmation. “Not even your name?” I nod again. Zero places his hand on his chin. “Wow. That is a dilemma. You have Zero’s sympathy.” He pauses. “If you don’t have a name, it’s impossible to order something from the store, date a young lady, and introductions can be a pain. Names are very important. It defines a person, regardless of its meaning. Think about it. Zero is just a number, and it has no value whatsoever. But Zero isn’t worthless.” He thumps his chest. “Zero is anything but that.”
I nod, even though I have no clue what he is talking about, but the passion in his voice makes his words powerful. If only I understood what he was trying to say. Looking down at my gray shirt, in particular at the beige suspenders draping over my shoulders, I realize that nothing is there, just like my memories. Zero leans back and says, “Zero thinks you need a temporary name, an alias to go by until you get your memory back. Does that sound good?”
I think about it for a moment. Though I do not care about replacement names, having a name would help me when I am trying to talk with others. Is that why everyone gave me such a cold shoulder? Could a name be the missing link? Can I gain their trust with a name? After my short contemplation, I nod, asking, “What would you have in mind?”
Zero bites his lip in thought. His fingers drum on the table and his knees bounce up and down on the stool. “Troy,” he muses. “No. It doesn’t fit. Too tough sounding. Rock. Nah, makes you sound dumb. Abigail. Nope, that’s a girl’s name. Too many people would make fun. Zero needs something that sounds normal but seems to define you.” He looks at me for a long time. Shifting in my seat, I turn my eyes away when his staring makes me uncomfortable. After being ignored, having someone’s attention is a tad overwhelming.
Without warning, Zero leaps up in his chair and yells, “Felix.” He slams his foot against the table in a frenzy. A few Outsiders glance his way but turn away without a second thought. Strange behavior like Zero’s must be normal for them. “That’s the perfect name for you,” he yells. “It’s basic. It has that special lack of appeal that when you find your memories, you won’t have an attachment to it.” He sits back down and smiles in triumph. “You may applaud Zero’s brilliance.”
“Felix,” I repeat to myself, thinking it over. For a name I have never heard before, it seems to fit. It rolls off the tongue. Who knows? My name might be Felix since it feels so natural. I guess only time will tell, but until then, this name will suffice. “I like it,” I admit, giving a nod of approval. As soon as I do, I glance down again as I see the name appearing on my shirt as if it were my own. For a single moment, it unsettles me, but it passes. Taking a deep breath, I accept that these strange vanishing names are a part of this world. No need to become so worked up over them.
“Zero believed you would,” he replies. He downs the rest of his drink and says, “Well, it’s time for Zero to be heading out.” He stands up and leaves.
“What?” I exclaim, my calm vanishing. He is leaving just like that? He gives someone he has not met before a name and leaves without another thought? I told him my story, and that is all he can do for me. Is he not going to give me any more help? There has to be more. Springing out of my chair, I chase after him. As I do, my chair falls to the side. A crashing sound follows me.
“Hey,” a voice roars, causing me to turn around. A large man is standing up with something dipping off of his clothes. Next to him are two knocked over chairs and a spilled drink, with its contents spilling off the table. Was that my fault? The man turns, his eyes glaring down on me. “You,” he yells, pointing a finger at me. Wrathful Drunk, the words say. “You made me knock my drink over.”
“I-I-a-e,” I stammer, trying to find something to say, but if any words were about to reach my tongue, I never said them as the strangest sensation overtakes me. In comparison, everything up to now was a child’s game.
Blinking, my vision grows blurry, making my hands reach up to my eyes. My stomach churns at this disorientation of my sight. One hand reaches to my mouth, as if it had to be there, to stop something inside from escaping. Desperate to gain control, deep breaths come in through my nose and exit my mouth. Sweat beads my forehead. My condition worsens. In my ears, I hear a deep voice bellow, booming inside my head. I pitch forward, dropping to my weakening knees. The hand covering my eye slides up to my moist forehead, trying to nurse the sudden throbbing as a booming Voice declares, Blaine issued a challenge. Do you accept?
A challenge? I wonder between the throbs. Following the Voice, a small ringing resounds every second within my ears. A groan passes through my lips. Looking back up, I almost scream. My vision is clearer, but it is not normal. I can see my aggressor, this Blaine, but not as he was. He is different. A large red silhouette surrounds him, giving him a dark menacing aura. My breath becomes sharp and I gasp, falling back. What am I supposed to do? Unsure of what was in front of me and with no ideas, my eyes dart around in desperation, looking for someone to help me, anything that could save me. 
“You understand what we do to people who make people spill their drinks?” the red- silhouetted man roars, stepping towards me, voice thick with malice. As he draws nearer, I realize that everything else in the dark room is the same, and everyone knows my predicament. One by one, the other Outsiders turn their attention to the commotion, but none of them seem interested in helping calm the situation. Instead, wicked grins appear on their faces. Some are laughing. I gulp. Something tells me they know something good was about to happen, and I will not like whatever it was.
“Hey, hey,” a familiar voice interrupts. To my sudden, surprised wonder, Zero appears next to me, patting my shoulder. “Why don’t we all calm down?” With confidence, he smiles at me, turning his attention to the large man. “Zero understands the age-old problem of the spilled drink, but it is poor form for you to go around threatening a man half your size. It was an accident, after all.”
“Whatcha trying to say, pretty boy?” Blaine replies, his red head looming over us.
“Oh, sorry. Zero is just saying that if you try to hurt his friend, you’ll be on a one-way trip to the cemetery. That is all he is trying to say.” What is he talking about? I freeze in fear, terrified of what the large man would do next.
The dinging noise stops, and for a brief moment, I smile. Anything different from my current predicament was an improvement. To my chagrin, the Voice returns, declaring, Challenge accepted. Zero vs. Blaine. My hands cover my ears, pressing against my head, hoping to block out the noise somehow. This was a pointless gesture. It was not an outside noise that needed silencing, but something inside my head. Still, the Voice did not continue, to my relief, but another noise takes its place in my ears.
The looming man laughs, and now I can see him as I did before my senses drove me to my knees. I am just in time to watch Blaine pulling a long, sharp-looking weapon from a belt on his waist. Spectators laugh in excitement while I gulp. Knowing nothing, I can tell that the sharp sides of the metal were something to avoid. He raises the object above his head with both hands. Zero stands still, not moving an inch. The smile on the weapon-wielding man’s face is greeted by the smirk of the smaller man beside me. The weapon strikes down on Zero. I shut my eyes. I do not want to see what happens next.
Everything goes quiet. I wait for the looming man to strike me next, but the blow never comes. What is going on? I wonder. I open my eyes, gasping at what I find. Zero is standing with the sharp object caught between his fingers. Nobody in the room believes what they are seeing. In particular, the man before us, who stands frozen in fear of who he attacked.
Zero shakes his head. “You know something?” he says, his smirk not leaving for a second. The bigger man gulps. “The problem with bar thugs is that they can never understand when they’re outclassed. There’s gotta be something in their brain that keeps them from understanding the gravity of the situation, and since that’s the case, allow Zero to break it down for you.” He looks Blaine in his fearful eyes and declares, “Zero is the main character of this story, and you are only the flea he squashes to show his strength.”
He twists his hand and the sharp weapon shatters. The pieces fall to the floor. The large man reels back in terror. Without hesitating, Zero takes one of his fingers and hits the man in the forehead. As soon as the small appendage makes contact, something flashes in front of Blaine. It looks like a green stick, or a pole, floating above him. An instant after Zero’s finger strikes, most of the green disappears, leaving only a small stub which fades from a green to a deep flashing red. The flash vanishes as Zero’s defeated foe collapses to the floor, the red silhouette vanishing. A girl shrieks. The room grows quiet. Everyone, including me, waits for the large man to get up in a rage, but he lies unmoving on the floor.
Everyone stares at Zero, terrified of the lean man, with their mouths hanging open. “Oh, don’t worry,” he says with a laugh. “He might wake up in a few hours. If his head is as hard as I think it is, he’ll be fine.” One by one, the spectators turn away, eager to return to their drinks and company, which was much quieter than before. Zero flashes a smile. “Guess that’s it for ol’ Zero.” He turns to leave again.
Zero wins with a Critical Hit, the booming voice returns, making me try to block out the noise again, but I keep my eyes open. As Zero passes me, I catch a new set of strange words floating. They levitate around him, most appearing above his head, vanishing as soon as they appear. Level up. Courage +1. Brawn +2. Tolerance +1. Friendship +1. This turn of events leaves me in silence as the surrounding room bustled with confusion, mirroring my own. With great effort, I shake off the shock of what I witnessed, turning to chase after him. Blinking, I realize my vision is back to its normal state, and I have no trouble chasing after him. 
There is so much I have to ask him. What happened there? What were those floating words? The green stick? Why did Blaine turn red? What was that voice? How did Zero win with such ease? Catching up to him, all the questions jumble together, fighting to be the first one out of my mouth. “Wait,” I yell, following him through the restaurant. “Are you really leaving?” A groan follows as I realize that I did not ask any of the questions dealing with the strangeness of this world.
“Yeah,” he replies, before I can ask a better question. “Zero didn’t plan to stay this long. Just grabbing a drink and cooling off; wanted to spend some time with some locals.” He ignores the glares of the quiet restaurant patrons as we pass through the front half of the building. “But Zero must admit, meeting you was the greatest highlight, well, next to trouncing that chump. That was fun.” He exits the restaurant without looking back.
“Can you help me a little more?” I plead, not giving up my chase. “There are so many things about this world that I do not know. For example,” but that was as far as I could go.
He cuts me off just as I was about to unleash the fury of questions inside my confused mind. “Zero gave you a name. He thinks that’s enough for now.”
“Wait,” I ask, a sense of urgency taking over me. Since waking up, this was the first person to listen to me. Deep down, I know that any answers I seek, he knows the answer to. I try to find some way of making him stay a little longer. “How did you do that a second ago?” I blurt, asking one of the many questions I have.
“How do you walk?” he asks, with a casual shrug of his shoulders. “You just do it. Zero’s been like this for longer than he can remember. One word of advice, you might need to learn how to do something like this. A scrawny guy like you won’t last long in a world as crazy as this.”
For a moment, all I can do is stare at him. That was his explanation? How can I learn anything from that? “Can I accompany you?” I might sound desperate at this point, but he is right; I do not understand how to take care of myself. Someone needs to help me, and he is the only person that took any interest in my well-being. He defended me; he gave me a name; I do not want him to just leave like this.
“Nope,” he says. “Where Zero is going, he can’t take others. Like you, he has a lot of self-discovery ahead. So far, he has traveled across land and sea, battled countless villains, and Zero knows the journey isn’t close to being over. The world is a big place. Who knows what’s in store?” He claps a hand on my shoulder and smiles a wide grin. “Don’t worry. You’ll find what you’re looking for, in time. Just keep looking for it. This world is full of surprises, more than you could imagine. Best of luck to you.” With that, he turns away from me, holding his thumb up to me in a gesture that has no meaning to me.
Then, he jumps up. He jumps above my head, springing to the restaurant’s roof, and jumping again into the air. I hear a slight whistling noise. Suddenly a cloud parts as a giant black and yellow bird soars through the air. It swoops down. Zero lands on its back with ease. With an excited shout, he rides off into the clouds, becoming a small blue speck, leaving me alone. I stand frozen, shocked at the abruptness and absurdity of his departure. He left just as easily as he had given me a name, and he rode a bird into the heavens, leaving me with more questions than answers. Just who was he?

