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            INTRO

         

         Conner sat amongst his comrades with his hands pressed together between his thighs. They had been travelling in a helicopter for the last few hours ready for their important mission, given to them by Queen Angel herself. The night was bitterly cold, freezing in fact, he thought as he shivered and pressed his head against the side of the flying vehicle, trying to look down at the world below but only seeing plains covered in darkness; they were passing only farmlands, forests and fields, far away from any civilisation.

         His team sitting around him all looked as cold as him. Feydon soldiers all trained to be the best in their field of expertise, he always admired how they were also a diverse team of different creatures. First there was the two humans, Richard and Vince. Richard was sitting upright with his arms crossed and his head back trying to find sleep through this cold night but wasn’t finding much luck. Conner knew this because he was still wearing his helmet and mask and was breathing smoothly, and normally this guy snored far too much for Conner to bear.

         Vince was sitting next to him with his rifle on his lap, inspecting it and checking for any dirt that could possibly jam it later. The whole team was equipped with these semi-automatic rifles but Vince was the sharpshooter, picked out for his talents that were needed for this team of specialists. Conner was concerned about using these weapons, forbidden for the last century after the Last Divide, and ever since being trained only a few days ago on how to use one had not really trusted them. But he knew his orders.

         The strength of the group were two soldiers, Breneth and Jordan, an ursa and a tigian. The tigian, Jordan, Conner had known for longer than anyone else. Tall with broad shoulders with dark black stripes down his coat of orange fur, he was a good friend and an old drinking buddy Conner had been lucky enough to be sharing a place in the special team with; but the ursa he barely knew at all. Ursas were at the moment divided from the rest of the world so seeing any around was rare. This creature truly was a bear, evolved from the beasts they used to be and now living alongside the other great creatures of Sphere. His fur was a complete coat of dark brown hair, thick like wire.

         Jinpac was an ageing porcus, the only member Conner didn’t understand. Not only was he, in his years, older than everybody else, but he also was a porcus, an evolved member of the pig family. Conner was not sure if he even liked the guy but he was the sergeant and Conner knew to respect him. Because of their snout nose the porcus helmet was shaped very differently from the others, but right now he didn’t wear it and sat with his face exposed. He had wisps of white hair for his eyebrows, matching his head hair, and sharp blue eyes. His pig-like nose was at first strange to look at but Connor was a very tolerant being and never asked about it nor ridiculed.

         Finally there was Suge, the human lieutenant of the group, and his faithful kingnine, Xer. Suge sat on the other side of the helicopter and also peered out of the window waiting just like the rest of the team, wanting to hurry up and finish this top secret mission the rest of the Feydon army didn’t even know about. Xer only sat with her head resting on her paws, a metal plate helmet fitted over her head comfortably, covering her eyes and turning them red. This was something all Feydon soldiers, and especially kingnines, were equipped with and it gave them the ability to see in infrared. Apart from the ursas, kingnines had the best noses, which made Xer the best tracker of the group. She was wide awake and staring out in Conner’s direction when he met her red eyes.

         “What are you staring at, little monkey?” she asked, finally breaking the silence. Everybody shifted slightly and looked at her, then looked over to Conner, the aeomon of the group.

         “You know I don’t like being called that, little doggy,” he countered, smiling at her.

         “Why don’t you come a little closer and call me that to my face?” she asked again.

         “And face your dog breath?” he sharply replied and watched her smile and even laugh a little. He noticed everybody around him snigger, all except the lieutenant and the sleeping Richard.

         “Always got to have the last word, don’t you, Conner? When a team of different creatures are put together, trust the monkey to be the jester.”

         He liked Xer, she may have been on four legs and answered only to her master, Suge, but he found a good connection with her – him as the cheeky, youngest of the group, known for being agile and quick, and her, who was quick to anger and feared by the rest, but to him more like an older sister.

         When Suge finally saw what he was looking for he looked back at his crew. “Okay, we’re here. Suit up, and someone wake up Richard.”

         
             

         

         Conner knew his mission but he was sceptical about it. In his briefing, they had mentioned that his target would be a leo. Naturally, Xer was the first to express her opinions on this matter and was excited that she could possibly be the chosen one of her kind to finally wipe the sphere of the last of the leos. Considering how the kingnines were originally created by the humans to rid the world of the evolved lions that had once owned the planet, she seemed the most eager to see this creature, more than the rest of the team. Conner, however, didn’t know what to believe; he had seen many things while on his journeys with some of the soldiers here but never in all his life had he seen a leo and so thought maybe this was either a mistake or an exercise.

         The helicopter flew down from the sky and soon the doors opened, blasting in the cold night air, and they looked down to see a train speeding through the night.

         “You think you can handle this mission, bud?!” Jordan the tigian shouted to him over the sound of the propellers when the helicopter flew down to nearly touch the top of the moving train.

         “Just watch me!” he shouted back.

         “Okay guys! Masks on!” Suge called to his crew and put on his own helmet, which covered his whole face like a mask.

         The helicopter pulled up as close to the train as it possibly could with the pilots calling in, “One minute!”

         “Okay. Go!” Suge shouted and one by one the team climbed out of the side of the flying vehicle and dived on top of the train. Conner was first to jump and leapt, hoping not to over or under estimate his jump and miss the train, and when he hit the top he reached out with his hands and pressed down on the metal roof and with special, strong, magnetic gloves could support his weight until he found his balance. Suge was the last to jump out, followed by Xer, who needed the team to catch her since she had a different body type than her companions. Once the team were aboard, the helicopter took off and they checked their weapons and turned the infrared on on their visors. Conner turned his mask on and suddenly the world changed around him. He had done many exercises in infrared and never admitted it but always admired how the world looked when looking at only heat. Suddenly the cold sky above him was black, darker than before, and the heat from his teammates shone out in orange and yellow. This was the world the kingnines see every day.

         “Remember, the target is the only important thing, all else is expendable,” Suge said. The train was noisy but he only needed to speak in a whisper since they now were all linked by their helmets with little microphones and, in their ears, speakers.

         “Let’s go.”

         “Yes, sir,” Conner said, cocked his rifle and followed his team to breach the train.

         
             

         

         The front of the train was their first destination. They quickly breached the doors and silently killed the train driver, opened the door and threw him out of the side of the train to have him scrape against the stony floor, ripping the poor guy to pieces. They left Jinpac the porcus to keep the train at a steady pace and stop it if needed and together they headed for the passenger carts. Jordan kicked the door in and flew in first, instantly seeing screaming people and scared passengers who had no idea what was going on, and with his silenced rifle quickly shot the cowards trying to escape.

         The ursa was the next to breach followed by Conner, who silently walked past with his rifle held high ignoring the coloured shapes of cowering people.

         “First cart clear.” He heard the voice of Jordan come through the little speaker in his ear.

         “Good, Richard and Vince, check the lower levels,” Suge ordered his team. “Breneth, you’re with me and Xer. Conner, you stay with Jordan and keep going forward.”

         “Yes sir.”

         With his back against the door and his hand on the handle Jordan waited for Conner and nodded when ready. Together they repeated the process of breaching the carts, shooting all who got in their way, and continued on their search for the leo. 

         “Remember, once you see the target, keep him alive, he’s mine,” he heard Xer say somewhere, still on the train.

         “Up yours,” Conner said as he sharply turned to check a corner and had to fire as a hiding, wannabe hero passenger tried to jump him and instead got a metal cap in his chest.

         They all felt the train tremble slightly and their ears all suddenly popped. “Guys, the train has just entered the Great Tunnel of Angland. We’ve got approximately twenty-five minutes before it comes back out of it,” Jinpac said, while still at the head of the train.

         “That’s ample time, thanks, Sergeant,” Suge said.

         The train shot through the tunnel in complete darkness. The lights of the train had been turned off and now the only ones who could see anything were the soldiers, all still on their mission.

         
             

         

         Five minutes passed and still no sign of their target but they still had much of the train to cover. Conner had to shoot a few passengers, something he wasn’t happy about – he had no quarrel with these people and it wasn’t anything personal. This was his mission and they got in his way so he had no choice. Still on the top floor Jordan and Conner searched the passenger carts one by one, silently, while they could. They came to another door but before they opened it Conner quickly knelt down, put his hand to his ear and pressed the button to switch on his microphone.

         “We’re coming up to the last of the carts now, so far nothing sighted. How are we doing on time, Sergeant?”

         He waited for a few seconds but got no reply. He looked up to Jordan and saw that his head was tilted slightly down waiting too for an answer from the porcus at the head of the train.

         “Sergeant? What is the ETA?” he asked again.

         Still no answer and this time Jordan shot him a glance.

         “His mic might be down,” he heard Vince say. 

         “Sergeant, this is Lieutenant Suge. Answer me.”

         When the lieutenant got no reply he said, “Xer, go to him.”

         “Yes, Master,” she said.

         “Continue on as normal everyone, the mission carries on as planned.”

         Jordan nodded and opened the door, pointing his rifle up at a now almost empty cart. They had passed the first class seats and were now in the darker parts of the train. Even in the infrared Conner could see stains of water, or possibly urine, on the cotton seats. Small blobs of light from passengers poked out of the top of their seats and the lights from outside in the tunnel passed them quickly, lighting up the train like a strobe light.

         “Move forward, buddy.”

         “Master! The sergeant is down! Sergeant Jinpac is down!” they both heard the voice of Xer shout through all of a sudden.

         “What!?” Suge said.

         “An arrow, Master. Poor bastard never knew what hit him, got an arrow right in the back of his head, pinned him right up against the wall of the train.”

         “Right, weapons free, people!” he ordered his men. “We got a vigilante on board!”

         Conner suddenly shot a worried glance at his tigian friend when another cry rang through his ear.

         “Ahhhh!” called the familiar voice of Richard.

         “Nooo!” called his partner, Vince, and gunfire rang through the whole of the train.

         “What’s happening!?” Suge called through.

         “Someone’s attacking us!”

         “Who, damn it?!”

         Vince made no reply but through his microphone the team heard a swift slicing sound and Vince gurgled on something then thumped as his body hit the floor and was silent. 

         “Vince! Vince! Everybody on me, now!”

         Conner’s heart suddenly skipped; no one had been expecting this to happen. They were supposed to be the silent killers on this train and now it looked like they were the hunted.

         On top of the train, while it sped through the tunnel with lights quickly passing like a strobe, the hooded archer ran along the roof. Its two knife weapons dripped with blood as it had quickly sliced the human’s throat and now targeted the rest of the squad.

         Conner, Jordan behind him, burst through the door to see the other three still alive.

         “What’s going on, sir?” Jordan asked.

         “I don’t know but we’re not quitting the mission now. You see anything moving, you fire at once!”

         “Yes, sir!”

         They all stood close by, staring around them, looking for anything, any type of body heat that would give their attacker away but saw nothing, everything was suddenly silent and no one made a sound.

         A door clicked and everyone shot a glance over and saw nothing.

         Suddenly Breneth’s nose twitched. “There is something on board, sir, I can smell it.”

         “You’re only smelling the passengers, Breneth,” Jordan said, holding up his rifle and looking around.

         “No, he’s right, I can smell something too,” Xer confirmed.

         “Maybe it’s cloaking its body heat,” Conner suggested and quickly took off his mask to see the world with his own eyes. He dropped his helmet to the floor and peered out into the dark train carriage and still saw nothing. Only lights passing quickly above them lit up the empty carriage around them. The passengers had mostly fled now, leaving them exposed. Conner couldn’t see anything but quickly heard the sound of something stretching, like the sound of plastic or wood bending, like the sound of a bow.

         An arrow was cast into the air and straight into the throat of the ursa, who choked, gurgled and fell to the floor struggling to breathe.

         “He’s in here with us!” Jordan screamed and fired in any direction, seeing nothing.

         “That’s impossible, we would be able to see it!” Suge corrected, but clearly seeing the dying ursa at his feet.

         Conner suddenly saw the figure at the end of the carriage – a hooded archer dressed in black with its hood covering its face.

         “It’s right there!” he called and lifted his rifle, but before he could fire, the shadowy archer leaped forward and twisted the lieutenant around, stabbed him in the back and held him as a shield that Conner fired up against, lighting up the train with every shot.

         Jordan took off his helmet, realising the infrared was blinding him, grabbed Conner and shoved him back.

         “Go to the target Conner! Leave me with him!”

         “No!” Conner said, stepping forward as the hooded archer dropped the dead lieutenant and now faced the tigian.

         “Come on!” Xer shouted and knocked him back with her head. She was suddenly frightened since she couldn’t remove her helmet and was completely helpless against the attacker, who could mask its body heat from her. She was blind to it.

         Conner could only watch as the tigian lifted his rifle to fire but the attacker was too fast and knocked his weapon aside, swiped its knife to one side and scratched Jordan’s arms.

         Jordan yelped in pain and looked down at this hooded stranger. Even in the brief moments of light he could not see into its hood and so knew nothing of what this was…too fast be a tigian, too strong to be a human.

         
             

         

         Conner and Xer ran back through the train carts, just aiming to finish off their target. People still crying in desperation and cowering in fear were now also astonished and confused as to why there were only two of these soldiers left and what they were looking for. Since he didn’t have his helmet on he had no idea of what was happening to Jordan, only hoping he was okay.

         “Let’s just kill the target and get off this train!” Xer suggested as they ran, her master dead but her mission still with a purpose.

         “Agreed. Lead the way.”

         
             

         

         Jordan swiped for the archer, whose such low stance suggested that it must have had some sort of training in a martial art that Jordan hadn’t ever seen in real life. He tried to swing but the archer was too fast and agile for him to hit. With the strobe effect above them it moved like lightning. Jordan saw the archer for only a fraction of a second before feeling pain across his body as he was cut and sliced, until he had no choice but to back up and draw out his knife. He held it up and peered out at the archer, who stood still now a few paces away. He knew its eyes saw from the dark void in its hood straight into his but all he could see were the shadows constantly shifting and changing around him as the lights above shot past them.

         “Come on then, you bastard!” he taunted the archer and waited as it dived forward for him. The tigians were strong but also known for their speed, and even though this archer was faster than Jordan, he managed to finally catch it and swing it to the floor, pressing it down hard, and started ripping its two knives away from its hands. He picked it up and pressed it against the wall, now defenceless, its two knives, bow and arrows all at the other end of the carriage and a knife to its throat.

         Jordan was finally about to rip its hood off and see what lay behind when it used the final trick it had up its sleeve. It grabbed Jordan’s wrist, the hand holding the knife, flung its other hand out to the side and a small ice axe attached to its arm flung out, which it caught and stabbed into Jordan’s shoulder.

         He screamed, let go of the knife and fell back. The archer didn’t waste any time but flung its other arm to its side, caught its second axe and jumped on top of the screaming tigian, then planted its axes in his chest, silencing the greater creature.

         
             

         

         Conner was panting now; he had no idea he and Xer were the last two left and now felt as terrified as the passengers. Who or whatever this archer was, it clearly was trained highly enough to take out a whole team of specialist soldiers from the Feydon army in a very short amount of time.

         They found their way almost to the back of the train now having no idea when they would reach the next stop, now just wanting to end the mission and leave while they still had their lives. The carriages were now cluttered with people all with their backs to the walls of the carriage knowing that Conner was the only one now still equipped with a forbidden weapon and wasn’t afraid to use it.

         Soon, though, Xer stopped and sniffed the air.

         “What’s up?” Conner asked from behind her.

         “There is another kingnine on this train, in the next cart.”

         “It might be our target, let’s go.”

         Conner opened the door into the last of the passenger carts and now found it had bloodstains along the floor. Xer sniffed the blood. “This is leo blood.” 

         “Good, let’s just kill the bastard and go.”

         They slowly took a couple steps forward, his rifle up to his cheek, wanting to find this thing as soon as possible. The blood around him was dry, maybe a few hours old now, but there was fresh blood soaked into one of the seats where his target had been only a few moments ago. A trail led them up to another door. He pointed to the door silently and crept forward, reaching out for the door handle, when the door snapped open.

         His heart jumped and, hoping to see the archer but instead only seeing another kingnine, he fired his weapon over the top of it.

         “Stay away from my master!” the kingnine shouted and pounced up at him. He dropped his weapon and screamed as the kingnine bit into him.

         “Stop it!” Xer called and bit into the kingnine, pulling him away and snarling, “Why, brother? Why attack us?”

         The second kingnine now stood back up and glared at both of them. Conner got back to his feet watching the second kingnine. It looked a little larger and younger than Xer, stronger and already had scratches and scars covering its body from previous fights. The strange thing, though, was that this kingnine was not fazed by the rifle now lying on the floor, like it had seen these weapons before and was not frightened of them.

         “Whoever you are, kingnine, just know that we are here to kill a leo. If you are a real kingnine then you would step aside and let us fulfil our duty.”

         “I would die first!” it quickly countered.

         “Stand aside, brother!” Xer said backing her comrade up and wanting to turn aside and leave it but feared turning her back on it.

         The tense atmosphere in the room suddenly exploded into confusion as a window smashed in from the outside and the hooded archer appeared again, landing right on top of Xer and stabbing its knife into the bottom of her throat like a hunter killing its prey. She died humanely and silently.

         Conner nearly screamed and fell back, crawling up to the door behind him, his rifle too far away now to reach for and he couldn’t take his eyes off the hooded archer, who now had murdered his entire team of special forces.

         The second kingnine stood there silent and sniffed the air, not fazed by the archer and instead, since he was also blind to it, just stood there, sniffed and listened, as if he knew this thing had been here all along but didn’t know what it was either.

         The archer stood up slowly and first looked over to the second kingnine. When it saw it wouldn’t be a problem it turned for the desperate aeomon.

         Conner yelped again in fright knowing his end was near and quickly turned and reached for the door, managing to close it in time before the archer caught him.

         As he locked the door Conner stood looking out of its small window and trembled as the archer stood with its shadowy face on the other side. Conner waited, staring at the cloaked figure before it turned and disappeared, passing the second kingnine without a second thought.

         Conner, his heart drumming, his hands shaking, sighed and tried to catch his breath back. He went to turn around, when he walked into a huge, armoured chest. The chest of a leo, an evolved lion, that towered over him and panted in pain, holding a wounded side. Before Conner could think of anything the leo grabbed him by his neck and lifted him off the floor. Conner struggled all he could but even though his target was weakened, this leo would always be stronger than an aeomon.

         “Please…” 

         Conner tried all he could to beg for mercy but the leo finally snarled and slammed his head to the ground and cracked his skull. Conner’s breathing slowed and he could only lie there dying and watching the leo open the door and step through.

         “Are you okay, Master?” the second kingnine asked the leo as it sat back down in agony.

         “Yeah, I’m fine Zou’,” the leo replied, but that was the last thing Conner ever heard as his heart stopped and he died on the floor.

         
             

         

         The archer ran to the very end of the train and jumped down into a cargo carriage it was using to hide in. With its mission complete it opened the door into the silent room and looked over its shoulder. The leo was safe but it still had some unfinished business to attend to. It reached out with a cream coloured, furry, clawed paw and closed the door.

      

   


   
      
         

            1

         

         Nightfall at the Bastard Camp was always quiet. The walls were so thick it was sound proof to the torture and screams of the tormented souls. The guards outside were no different; either because of boredom or because the truth of the place that they were paid handsomely to protect scared them into a silence every night. Most of the guards took their pay from the Bastards down in the Entertainment Corridors in the sub level of the complex but a few were decent enough to just get paid and leave during the day to be with their families and never speak of the horrors of what every night witnessed in that hellish place.

         Down in the darkest dungeons of the place lived the Bastards, kept in a giant dark hole with cellar doors above them leading into rooms where they would be molested, raped or even killed in gruesome ways and it all depended on how rich and crazy the paying customer was. This was all they ever knew though; they were not people. They accepted their life if they needed to survive. Outside the complex were long wooden huts. More Bastards were kept here but these were the prettier, even slightly educated Bastards. Some could even be nice enough to call themselves whores; these were the most expensive Bastards but the price comes with the quality. But these damned, poor souls were not prisoners here since a prisoner would have to know freedom to begin with. They had lived here all their lives and knew nothing else in the world. The real prisoner in this complex was contained in the first floor, away from the Bastards, in a dark room. The prisoner was tied in a crucified shape to a wall to keep him vertical, his hands bound either side of him and his feet only just touching the floor.

         The owner of this complex was a large tigian named Dimitiry Taylor, a rich, powerful and intellectual monster who made his riches originally as a common pimp but moved on to bigger things when had he gained his millions. He paid for this land in Angland out of his own pocket and now ruled this place like an emperor. People would come from all over the world to take advantage of the Bastards. Some were just like the usual punters he used to deal with as a pimp and would pay just to have sex with the pretty ones that lived outside in the huts. There were also the rich men who wanted to know what it felt like to kill a man and so would torture and kill the Bastards in the Entertainment Corridors. The more controversial and crazy men would come a little more rarely and kill the Bastards with tools, cut them open and have sex with their organs. These sorts of people never made it long outside because of their sick and perverted nature, but to him, so long as they paid, they were not judged. He even thought of himself as a saint and thought that giving these psychopaths the killing they wanted would prevent them from killing innocent people outside the camp. Killing the Bastards is something he would only stop when the numbers grew thin, then he would only cut his prices down and give a few months while the Bastards gave birth to more Bastards and in only a few years would rebuild his numbers again. Tigians lived longer than humans and so this time was nothing to him and the price drop always meant more business and so would actually make more money in this time.

         But he was also a collector of rare and valuable items. He once had a very special item that was stolen from him in his home mansion in Walshraw. One of the thieves was the very prisoner he had contained, which is why he wanted him away from the other Bastards. He needed this one alive.

         He stood staring out of a large window in his office. He always admired the view of his land and loved knowing he was successful in life. His vanity was one of his favourite things about himself.

         His door opened and a toned, armoured Feydon soldier walked in. He usually didn’t do business with any sort of army and kept himself away from the politics of war but this matter was different. He had been trading with this soldier recently to have his complex equipped with cannons and forbidden weapons recently remade. They were an excellent defence weapon to ensure the safety of his company from the law outside.

         “So, Baron, are you gonna let me kill this pest of mine yet?” the soldier asked him, referring to the prisoner.

         The baron didn’t like the man and despised the fact that even though he was a powerful tigian this man could kill him easily, but he also knew the soldier needed him too. He wanted the prisoner dead and he wanted to do it himself, and had been pestering him to kill the prisoner since he arrived.

         “No, Miles. I have told you countless times now. The prisoner shall not be harmed. He is my prisoner and I am waiting for him to break and tell me where my artefact is.”

         Miles sneered. He had been through this argument with the baron for two weeks now. He could kill the prisoner and still find this ‘artefact’ for the baron if he wanted it so much, but the baron was stubborn like all tigians and would not give in.

         “You know, you keep denying me this luxury; I’m just going to kill him anyway, then kill you after for standing in my way.”

         “And if you kill him my men will outnumber yours. You only have a small squad here, Miles. Not your whole army. My men will outnumber you and I have already given the orders to take all of your squad and throw you down with the Bastards. You will live like them and be treated like them if you so much as curse at us, then we will lobotomise you all and before you know it you will be fucked in the arse more times than you’ve had hot dinners.”

         Miles stood silent. As much as he didn’t like to admit it, the baron was right. Miles was good, very good, but he couldn’t take this whole complex on his own or with the small squad with him. He could kill the tigian but at a price that was frightening even for him.

         “To be honest, Miles, I don’t even know why you are still here. We have done good business, with myself buying some of the cannons from your army and you have brought a fine young woman to me in exchange for the office equipment you needed. You have used these and she has escaped and now you just linger here. Don’t you have other orders to attend to?”

         “Only my master will give me orders and he has said no word as of yet. Since my orders haven’t been updated yet I am here on my own free will to make sure your prisoner is dead. It’s personal.”

         “Well, you will be waiting for a long time, Miles, I assure you.”

         “We’ll see.”

         The door opened again and one of the Baron’s guards stood there, “Sir, there is someone coming to the gates.”

         “Another customer?” Dimitiry asked.

         “We’re not sure. We ask if you could check this one out for us.”

         The baron nodded with a pleased smile and thought to himself, excellent, another crazy, rich psychopath, probably wanting to murder a couple of Bastards. Business is good when the nights are cold and dark.

         
             

         

         The baron was led outside with Miles following out of interest to see how this process worked. Many of the people that came to the Bastard Camp were harmless but some were vicious and ruthless murderers and so the baron ensured that every time a real violent man came to the doors, a special welcome would be brought forward for the protection of his men.

         The sentry lights on either side of a fifteen foot metal gate shone down on a cloaked figure standing outside, his head down and the shadow of his hood covering his face.

         “Positions, men!” the baron called and waited for his men all to stand in a large semicircle around him and the gate. He never wanted anyone loose in his complex and so this was normal protocol. Some men also grabbed their bows, arrows and crossbows and went to certain spots from where they could fire immediately if needed.

         “Open the gates!” the baron called when everyone was ready.

         The gates opened electronically. The stranger waited in the dark and cold until the gates were fully opened. There was absolute silence.

         More Feydon soldiers ran out of the complex seeing the commotion and went to Miles.

         “What’s happening, Commander?”

         “I don’t know yet. Get your weapons ready though, guys, and bring out the cannons that were delivered here last week. I want one man on each and aimed at whoever this guy is.”

         “Yes, Commander!” they yelled and ran back to their own posts, waiting for further orders.

         The baron stood in the silence of the night staring at the stranger as he finally stepped forward slowly. His every step brought confusion and fear into the guards. Never had someone entered this place like this before, so slowly. He walked like death itself, not looking up at the armed guards above him like most of the crazies that came before. Normally they are the ones to strike fear into the crazies but there was something about this one that was different. 

         “That’s far enough!” the baron called out and waited as the stranger stopped. The two lights of the sentry towers shone down on this stranger as a spotlight in the dark. He still stood there, menacingly, waiting for the baron to continue.

         “State your business here!” he called again, strongly wanting to show his dominance in the situation.

         The stranger waited. “You have a prisoner with you!” The voice was female. “I want him!”

         The baron glared, trying to see through the stranger’s cloak but still only seeing into the black void of the shadow under the hood.

         “The prisoner is not for sale! He is my prisoner and he will be released when and where I see fit!”

         Miles had already seen enough. He knew exactly who this was and wondered how she was so bold all of a sudden. He raised his hand to the soldiers behind him and signalled them.

         “What are you doing, Miles!?” the baron shouted in shock.

         “You should have let me kill him when we had the chance. Boys, on my command…”

         The stranger finally looked up, seeing and hearing the voice of Miles.

         “Fire!”

         Instantly the cannons behind them lit up and their thunderous sound killed the silence of the night.

         The stranger lifted her hood revealing her face in the light. Her hair was as black as the night around them and her eyes were a perfect white, with no pupil nor iris but both eyes as white as the sclera, perfect white, absolute white.

         Even with the projectiles fired at her, the white eyed Acarlie showed no signs of fear to the small army that stood before her and only lifted her hand sharply with her fingers stretched out. The cannon balls and shrapnel speeding through the air all slammed into the large, blue, circular shields she summoned using her mastery of magnetism. Just like at the Battle of Hiro, she stopped these large, metal balls simply by ordering them to stop with a simple gesture of her hand. When they struck, the noise hit like lightning and the blue circles instantly appeared, lighting up the sky and disappearing as quickly as they came, leaving the projectiles to float harmlessly in front of her.

         The baron stared dumbfounded at what he was witnessing, as was every guard and soldier, who could only stand and watch, waiting for the next move.

         Acarlie breathed steadily; she was so calm and composed, almost like she wasn’t in her body at all. Her shoulders hunched forward, her head lowered and her breathing deepened as if she were controlling the energy inside her. Miles noticed the baron’s eyes widen watching this elementalist now acting differently from anything else he had ever seen. She slowly pulled back her still stretched out hand slightly and they all noticed the floating projectiles also moved slightly toward her. With a loud, animal-like scream she thrust her hand forward, then all the shrapnel and cannon fire she controlled now flew back in the direction from which they had come. At thrice the speed the cannons had fired them, they now shot like bullets back at the complex and crashed into the building causing instant damage to the complex.

         The baron shielded his eyes and turned in recoil as his precious building now only stood as a target for the powerful elementalist now enraged with so much anger it was like she was possessed by a demon of unspeakable power.

         “Keep firing!” the baron screamed to his men and together as a unit the soldiers and guards from the complex all lifted their weapons and fired towards the elementalist. 

         She shielded herself from more cannon fire and bullets from their rifles again by creating a large magnetic field around her so strong that nothing metallic could pass through but, instead, deflected off it to fly in every direction.

         When the soldiers all needed to reload, after carelessly all firing at once, she quickly threw her hands to the floor and used her Element of Ground to cause a spherequake to tremble and quake the ground beneath their feet. A wave of energy shot from under the ground itself and aimed at the complex again, hitting its target and causing part of the building to shake violently and start to collapse down into thick sheets of poisonous dust.

         “She’s going to kill the prisoner!” Dimitiry cried out over the sound of the destruction. “We must not let this happen!” He quickly pointed to her this time and ordered his men to charge.

         While drawing their weapons this time the men charged toward her.

         She stood strong and waited for the first to arrive, swinging his sword to kill her, and instead of using her shield, this time she held her arm out to block the attack. Her arm instantly turned to diamond when the attack struck and countered with a diamond fist; she heard the bone and cartilage break in the guard’s face and turned to the next guard instantly.

         
             

         

         As the battle waged on, more tried firing at their target but without the necessary training they were poor marksmen and either missed or hit their friends, who were now so close and personal with the white eyed Acarlie they risked being shot among the stray bullets.

         The ground kept shaking and parts of the complex still broke from their foundations and fell; in all this commotion nobody noticed another figure leap over the gate from a quiet corner and sprint toward the complex.

         Cannon balls still fell from the sky as more attempts on Acarlie’s life failed and crashed down into the ground around the figure’s feet, causing him to move continuously and duck and dive his way to the doors that were protected by a few guards still concentrating their attention on the elementalist. He ran wearing tight black leggings with a short brown cotton shirt and his scabbard tied to his back. When one guard finally saw the figure he tried to sound the alarm but instead found the figure’s sword inside his chest. The figure ripped out the sword causing blood to spray out and cover his comrades, who screamed when covered in their friend’s warm, oily blood. They again turned to attack their new foe but were blinded as the figure’s blade now burst out in a blaze of fire.

         Since Val had been captured in an attempt to rescue Acarlie from this complex two weeks previously, Dude had been in a constant programme of training and exercising formulated by the pirates. This obviously was nowhere near as long as what they wanted but since he was to carry out this part of the rescue mission on his own it was up to him to ensure he was fit and able if he were to succeed.

         He hated it, the last two weeks had been unbearable for him. He was given eight hours a night to sleep, but after that, it was a strict regime of exercising in the morning that would last through until the afternoon. He was given five small meals in his intervals of rest which would mostly only contain protein; he hated fish.

         Even on his days of rest he was made to perfect his katas, given to him by some of the pirates and Rezosa. These were the most painful lessons of all and the only time in his life he was thankful for the fact that he was mute and could not talk to her but instead just listened and did as instructed. The first couple of days were hell for him but he knew he had to do this if this plan was to succeed. Acarlie was far too distressed to train with him but the only piece of comfort he got was when Mitis, the blonde nurse from Toshiro, decided she would train alongside him. This was a relief for him. He had been there for her when she last needed somebody and now she was returning the favour. She was a slow learner at first but with a few lessons with Rezosa, the beautiful ex-sergeant of the Feydon army, she started learning more.

         After the two weeks, Dude’s body ached and needed a whole day to rest as much as he could but even in that short amount of time he could feel his body was stronger. He felt tense but strong and the time he spent practising weapons training with the pirates was now finally paying off as the guards before him all fell at his feet and he stood amongst blood and tissue, catching his breath and looking at his bloodstained hands. From the once frail, weak and bullied, self-hating aeomon, he was now turning into a deadly weapon. However, he was still unstable from his episode back in Donolan, and the two weeks of Rezosa, the person he lusted over, either barking orders at him or ignoring him completely didn’t help. He thanked Sphere, though, that Mitis was there.

         He held his chin to the sky and breathed in some of the dirty, dusty night air and slowed his heart down from the excitement, opened his eyes as another cannon ball smashed into the building and remembered who he was here for.

         He took his scabbard from his back and tied it to his waist for a quick and easy access to his sword and entered the building while the battle still raged on outside. He knew he had to be quick in getting Acarlie’s guide back.

         The staff from the building had all escaped and fled leaving the corridors empty for him, with only a couple of Feydon soldiers spotting him and, thankfully, believing themselves to be enough to stop him, rather than calling for support. As another two soldiers fell at his feet he reached the large metal door that led down to the Entertainment Corridors and he opened it to instantly smell the pungent reek of death, sweat and body waste. He gagged at first but knew Val must be down there and went to step down, when he heard a whimpering in a nearby room. He quickly kicked the door and when he couldn’t open it the macho way he preferred he turned the handle and found a receptionist cowering from him in a corner. He may have not have been able to kick the door open but this had managed to scare her a little more so he used this, drew his sword and held it to her chin. He knew he wouldn’t hurt this woman but she didn’t know this.

         “Purihoah!” he shouted to her.

         “What!?” she cried.

         “Purihoah! Ware ih purihoah!” he ordered again trying to pronounce his words as best as he could without a tongue.

         “I don’t know what you’re saying!” she suddenly wailed, crying.

         He knelt down this time to face her and opened his mouth to show her his severed tongue. Once she’d seen his tongue was missing he tried again.

         “Puurihh-oh-aa,” he tried one last time using his hand to try and force the correct words out.

         “What?” she sobbed. “P…prisoner?”

         “Hei!”

         “Upstairs! Please don’t hurt me!” she cried, but he didn’t answer and darted out of the room and left her there unharmed.

         “Their attacks are doing nothing to her!” cried Dimitiry as more of his men were ordered to their deaths in trying to overpower the white eyed Acarlie. 

         Miles was already drawing his blade Razor and quickly tilting it to the floor causing the oily gel to trickle down the edge and instantly dry and sharpen the blade, “That’s because all your men are incompetent fools! They’re guards, not soldiers.”

         “Then what do you suggest?”

         “I already gave you my suggestion, Baron! To lobotomise her when you had the chance, now she’s pissed off with what we have done to her. Just leave her to me!”

         He charged into Acarlie, knowing his Razor would be no use so instead used it as a distraction and threw it towards her. The blade cut through the dusty night as it spun in the air at her. Her head jerked as she saw it in the corner of her eye and instantly the sword stopped as it hit her magnetic shield. Miles knew this would happen and still ran in and dived toward her, spearing her into the ground, and went to punch her but was quickly thrown off. By swiftly swinging her hands to her left, she turned to her side and lifted from the floor, lowering the gravity, then strongly thrust her hands to her right and caused every guard within ten feet of her to fly backwards in a strong gust of thrown wind energy, giving her space to concentrate on the one she wanted.

         He quickly rolled back, sprang back up on his feet and waited for her to attack; and sure enough, when she went to kick him he turned, grabbed her leg and twisted, throwing her back to the floor, and lifted his knee to stamp on her throat but missed as she rolled to her side again and back onto her feet like a cat.

         He tried attacking her again but felt himself stopped immediately. She knew she was too slow to attack him physically and so turned to another option: she held out her hand and used her magnetism to grab his armour and lift him from the floor. 

         He cursed as he remembered what had happened last time and had forgotten to take his armour off but luck was on his side. Acarlie didn’t have enough time to finish him like before since the other guards were now back on her and she only had enough time to push her hand forward. Miles catapulted backwards and tumbled to the floor in a heap.

         
             

         

         Dude finally found the room he was looking for but a guard were standing on either side of it and they drew their weapons. He drew his sword Fireshaver from his side and blocked the first attack, kicked the second guard, turned and sliced down into the first’s chest, nimbly stepped aside and waited for the second to regain his stance and try again. With only two short and quick manoeuvres the second was also on the floor in agony but Dude didn’t have the time to finish them off and opened the door to find their prisoner.

         His knife was on a table stained with his own blood next to his staff, weapons Miles wanted to torture Val with, loving the irony that he would be tortured with his own weapons.

         His violet/purple cloak was at his side and the same bandages still covered his head, only leaving his mouth and right eye exposed.

         The bed he was on was tilted almost upright. His hands were stretched to either side and tied down, the rope tightly tied to his wrists burning and scratching them, leaving sore, red marks. His head hung down with his chin touching his chest. He was clearly unconscious and Dude tilted his head to see the bandages had recently dried, saw the water stains and hoped this didn’t cause any infection in his already broken face.

         Dude took Val’s knife and cut the ropes, threw his purple cloak over his shoulders and left his staff, only concentrating on trying to carry the wounded man out with his feet dragging across the floor.

         He managed to get back outside and saw the carnage and destruction the monster that was Acarlie was still doing to this complex and tried jogging away from them. He was halfway across the field when he heard a loud, snarling cry and turned to see Dimitiry Taylor, the baron himself, charging for him.

         Way back at the start of his journey Val and Dude had been made to steal the blade Fireshaver from this tigian, this highly evolved tiger, and had successfully managed to, and now he wanted his precious artefact back and dived into the aeomon. Dude had no choice but to drop Val and try to defend himself against the baron. An aeomon against a tigian? This kind of encounter only ever had one outcome in history.

         
             

         

         “Ah! Bitch!” Miles cursed as he got himself back to his feet. His back was sore and he needed to stretch after the fall he had just taken but it was nothing that could slow him down. He glared angrily at Acarlie as she still took on small waves of soldiers and guards one at a time without breaking a sweat. She moved like the whole thing was a game to her, with perfect technique and precise aim. With her eyes white, the person inside her body was gone and this meant that her emotionless body had brought her to a state of perfect concentration. He marvelled at her. This is the power his master had recently told him about. Right now the once sweet Acarlie was an effective weapon against even the strongest army. As this was just one elementalist, he wondered what could an army of them could do.

         But as much as he marvelled at her he still had his orders. She had to die and so he this time took off his armour and anything else metallic and charged for her again.

         She turned her concentration after punching one of the soldiers and saw Miles running. He looked up and saw deep into the perfect white eyes. There may have been no pupils in her eyes but he knew she, or it, saw him. Whatever it was, it wasn’t Acarlie.

         She held out her hand to attempt to copy her previous move but instead found it ineffective since Miles wore no metal and she now stepped back as Miles brought the fight to her with everything he had. They exchanged blows, fists and blocks, trying to outperform one another. Miles knew if this was the real Acarlie then he could easily defeat her. She wasn’t a fighter outside her precious Elemental Battles.

         He swung his arms and waited for her to block, parried her counters and punched her in the chest. As she recoiled in pain he thrust his leg to kick her again but flew up as she caught his leg and lifted it too high for his balance to cope with.

         More guards and soldiers tried again to jump on her but when she only lowered the gravity they rose off the ground and flew backwards as she commanded the elements around her to disperse her enemy.

         
             

         

         The baron Dimitiry Taylor didn’t wait for any monologues when he saw the aeomon and tried to kill him as quickly as possible. Unfortunately for Dude, the very blade he had strapped to his waist was the very reason that the baron wanted him dead. It also was the very reason why Val had not been executed immediately after being captured. After being bundled to the floor, Dude had to think fast before he found his head in the jaws of this superior creature and jabbed a fist at the baron’s throat. A cowardly move, but one that saved his life. As the baron choked, Dude scrambled away and drew Fireshaver. Immediately the red steel burst into flames, something that only enraged the baron even more since he was never able to succeed in doing this when he had owned this blade previously.

         Dude screamed over the sound of the excitement of the night and tried swinging his blade of fire toward the baron, who jumped back and tried parrying the katana away enough to grab the small aeomon and finish him off.

         The size difference of these two creatures was amazing; like a real David and Goliath they fought, Dude with speed, grace and agility and Dimitiry with enough strength to pull the aeomon’s joints out of their sockets.

         Dimitiry tried swinging for the aeomon, who ducked and rolled out of the way of his claws and, more importantly, his teeth. But Dude had a weapon of his own, a legendary blade that burned like fire and blinded its opponents before slicing them open. The baron swiped again while Dude ducked and swung a punch of his own. A punch that turned the baron’s cheek but nothing to do any real damage and the baron retaliated by backhanding Dude and swung a punch with his opposite hand which nearly knocked Dude’s head clean off. Dude fell to the floor and tumbled over. His neck hurt from the whiplash and his cheek felt swollen and fragile. The baron picked up the aeomon, who tightly gripped onto this blade still but was weak and still in shock from the heavy attack. The baron lifted him up by his neck and tilted it to an angle, smiling as he saw the white flesh of Dude’s neck, and bit into it.

         Dude screamed as his neck all the way down to his shoulder was now in this tigian’s mouth, his teeth puncturing his skin and drawing blood to trickle down his chest. Without a second thought Dude gathered all the strength he could muster and lifted Fireshaver, burning even more than usual, and thrust it into the tigian’s chest.

         With a blood-curdling scream the baron dropped the aeomon before having the chance to rip out his throat and instead left him with large tooth marks on his already scarred body and fell to his knees. Dude, once back on the floor, yanked Fireshaver out of the tigian’s chest and aimed it back down to pierce his sternum below his throat and forced the fiery blade down into the tigian’s chest.

         The baron’s eyes widened as he felt the hot steel burning his organs and his last thought was that of irony. Once he spoke of killing this aeomon and all for the very weapon now piercing his heart. His body convulsed and began to spasm before dying instantly before the aeomon, who drew Fireshaver back out of the baron’s body and wiped the blood on his cloak.

         Dude couldn’t believe it. What had he become? He was hated by his fellow people and aeomon since he had his tail removed but now he had succeeded in something that only a very few aeomon in all of history had done, win in a one on one fight against a tigian. Even though he did have a very special weapon on his side, the chance of this happening was still remarkable. He had no time to congratulate himself though as Val still lay on the floor. Dude took Fireshaver and its scabbard from his waist and strapped them to his back and turned, when something made him stop in his tracks. A strange feeling came over him he didn’t understand. Time seemed to stop. The night became silent and the destruction of Acarlie and the army now seemed many miles away. The night crept around him and smothered him in a void of silence. He felt an urge to turn around and when he did, the deceased body of the tigian lay before him with blood seeping out of his chest and soaking into the dusty ground. Something inside him wanted to cry. Tears begged to roll down his cheeks but his confusion denied him. A great, warm feeling of accomplishment swelled inside his chest and he felt like stabbing the dead tigian more and more. He knelt down to see into the dead eyes of the baron but still didn’t understand. He felt happy, like he had succeeded in something; maybe it was the fact that the baron was a tigian? No, he thought, it wasn’t that. It felt more like the satisfying feeling of vengeance, like long ago the baron took something from him. But if this was so, then what? Dude had first met the baron when he and Val stole Fireshaver. The baron captured him and nearly killed him; maybe it was this, he thought, but something still felt different. He was angry with the baron, a lifelong anger he never knew he carried until now, now he was dead by his hands. He felt accomplishment but also profound confusion as he never knew why. A cannon ball struck the floor and woke him from his thoughts and back to his responsibility. With one more look down at the puzzle before him he turned away. He would have to think about this later.

         
             

         

         Miles was thrown again by the white eyed Acarlie and got back to his feet with his team now staring at him for direction. None of them could attack the elementalist successfully and now even the guards had no idea where their boss had gone and were about to flee themselves.

         Miles spat blood onto the floor and looked up to see still the fighting soldiers and screamed for them to pull back.

         “Fire everything he have at her!” he ordered his men.

         “Everything?” they asked.

         “You heard me! Everything! All at once, let’s see how her elements can save her here!”

         They all ran back to their cannons and filled them with everything possible from cannon balls to chained balls, metal shrapnel and even rocks and rubble, piling in everything they had while the rest all reloaded their rifles and aimed at her.

         Acarlie, however, used this time to catch her breath back and hung her shoulders forward again and breathed deeply, like a beast.

         As soon as she saw them all readying their weapons she held her hands to the sky and in the blackness of this once peaceful night a bright white sphere of energy appeared above her head and grew as she held her hands to the sky.

         “Fire!” Miles screamed and pointed to her and they all fired everything they had and suddenly every rifle and cannon started belting out lethal rounds towards her.

         She screamed even louder now. Her voice echoed over the sound of the gunfire as all the flying ammunition now changed its course and flew straight into the white sphere above her head with a loud crack as they compacted closer and closer together. The ball of energy now even fizzed like electricity as she compacted all the elements around her closer and hummed louder and louder until the whirling sound was the only thing in existence. Finally, using a combination of all the energies she could gather within her body she released this ball toward the complex. The black sky now lit up into a blinding white light. The ground shook like a wave of water and rushed in front of the white sphere and when it reached the complex it exploded with a force no one had ever seen before. The whole complex didn’t know what hit it and suddenly was forced back into rubble. People caught up in this wave of energy were blown back like ants by a torturous child’s breath.

         Miles could only cover his eyes and hide under anything he could, realising this was the power his master spoke of, and still on a small scale.

         She stood there, her outstretched hands now tense and she screamed whilst still destroying the whole complex and massacring whoever was close enough.

         The building exploded into fires like a bomb had hit it and the underground Entertainment Corridors now also burst into flame as wild and flaming Bastards sprang out of their cells to scream and run wildly, falling to the ground burning.

         Finally, one last light lit up as the Scarlet Arise now arrived, firing more cannons back at the already missing complex that now stood like a sandcastle ruined by a child’s older sibling.

         There was nothing left but smoke and fire to remind the survivors of what once stood here – and all this destruction caused by one elementalist who had broken her conditioning and awoken the true power that lived inside every elementalist. Acarlie still stood panting, her hands still stretched out and her eyes still white, until she felt a hand touch her shoulder.

         “Acarlie!” said Zahied as he appeared from behind her. “We got him, Val’s safe!”

         As soon as she heard his name Acarlie’s eyes rolled back into her head and she collapsed into Zahied’s arms completely unconscious. Zahied caught her and ran back to the Scarlet Arise as the soldiers now crept out from their hiding places. Miles was one of these and he got to his feet, picking up Razor from the floor, while Zahied ran Acarlie back on board the ship as it started to lift from the ground.

         Miles was too late and was left standing defeated, staring up at Dude and Zahied as they looked down with the two unconscious companions in their arms.

         Fireshaver was still strapped to Dude’s back and a dead tigian lay at Miles’s feet. He looked down at the deceased evil baron and back to the wounded but still able aeomon, smiled and nodded as the ship took off.
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         The Great Forest of Angland gleamed in the morning sun. The morning dew soaked into the moss that covered the trees and decorated every leaf hanging from the trees and shone like tiny diamonds, reflecting the colours of the spectrum in the early hours of the morning.

         Two tigians trekked through this great and deep forest, one female with orange and black stripes over her fur, the other male with white and black stripes. He wore dark grey tigian-made leggings and over his chest wore only his standard, police issued, dark blue stab-proof vest, attached with black Velcro straps. He thought it useful since it had big, deep pockets down the chest and because the tightly woven materials within made it difficult for attackers using knives. His department called it the stab-proof vest and it made good armour. It wasn’t completely impenetrable but gave some security so he decided to keep it on on his journey. This land was foreign and alien for Keppal. His white and black fur suggested that he originated from a distant and cold environment called Glacias Terras. Not that he minded; he had left his home when he was still young and set out to make something of himself, becoming a police officer for the city of Toshiro, rising up the ranks until he was made a detective. Unfortunately, though, what had brought him this far away from his home and job was the disaster of Toshiro a few weeks previously, but still fresh on his mind. His team of officers had been killed alongside thousands of other people when what will be known now as The Great Storm of Toshiro destroyed his home and lifestyle. He believed that a young man named Val and his companions were responsible and he had now been given, by the Elemental Lord Zane himself, a special and top secret mission. He was to find this human, Val, who was a sacred guide and guardian for an elementalist named Acarlie. Once he found Acarlie and her team he was to stick close to them until he was near enough to Acarlie herself, then kill her. He believed her to be a menace and terrorist of the people of Sphere. A mission he was reluctant to achieve, but after murdering Dusty, the ursa of the team, with his bare hands, he realised now he was far too deep into this mission to back out. He despised murderers since his last job had been to catch and arrest them, but now he was one. He hated himself for this. There was nothing personal with Dusty, only that the large, evolved bear had found out about Keppal’s mission and needed to be silenced. Now Keppal marched with one of Acarlie’s closest companions, Sheeria, planning to stick close to her whilst she arranged travel back to Acarlie, then he would kill her. Then, once he was face to face with Acarlie he would wait until it was just him and her and then he would strike. He would kill this elementalist, relieve the world of this menace and become a hero, and maybe have his old life back. This, of course Sheeria was completely unaware of.

         She walked ahead of him through the thick forests, her feet crunching the dead leaves as she strode. She was bare footed and wore common tigian gowns tied tightly to her so they didn’t drag and tear on the forest; around and over them she wore her traveller’s cloak made of tigian velvets, soft, but hard to tear and the colour of warm, fresh blood; she wore her hood down to rest across her shoulders.

         After Donolan was attacked she lost her elementalist and her friends when they all split up to look for the nameless mute aeomon. Feydon attacked the city led by Zane and Queen Angel and once again lives were lost and another great city known for its elemental stadium was left in ruins. She needed to get back to her elementalist before she carried on with her pilgrimage, leaving Sheeria lost and without purpose in this world. Sheeria had already lost a previous life thanks to the humans who wiped out the leo species to near extinction and now risked losing another. She was reluctant about travelling through this forest for it meant facing her old tribe again, but this was the only way she could think of crossing the waters back over to Anavrin to get to the city of Chippenham, where Acarlie would surely go next.

         Together they marched through this thick forest. The soft mud on the hidden paths was gentle on their feet and the morning air was welcoming to their lungs. They had just slept, with Sheeria helping Keppal to build a temporary shelter by tying a large rectangular sheet at a sixty degree acute angle to four trees and sleeping under them.

         Keppal was wasn’t used to this sort of adventuring and found it hard to sleep, but eventually found a few hours. But he was still pleased to be back on the road.

         “Are you sure you still know the way?” he couldn’t help but ask whilst trekking closely behind her.

         “Yes of course I still do, it may have been a long time ago when I was last here…”

         “Remind me how long again now,” he cut in.

         “Well, let’s see, it was at the start of the Leo Divide, which dates back to something around a hundred years ago now.”

         “One hundred years? So how old are you?”

         Sheeria laughed. “Keppal, you have more manners than to ask a lady her age, don’t you?”

         Keppal smiled. “Forgive me, Sheeria, you just don’t look over a century that’s all.”

         “Well, thank you, Keppal. To tell the truth, I was very young when I lived here. I was a young mother who society would have frowned upon, but no matter how long ago it was, it was still my childhood here so my memory of this place will stay with me until I’m well over two hundred.”

         “You plan to live that long?” he asked.

         She laughed again and looked over her shoulder to him and smiled. “Of course I do, Keppal, doesn’t every tigian?”

         “I guess.” He nodded and smiled but when she turned around his smile turned to a frown and he thought again, how would he kill her, in her sleep? Did he really have it in him to kill her as she slept? He had to if he wanted to save the world from Acarlie.

         They eventually came to a crossroads with a wooden sign posted. A human skull decorated it, with red paint spelling “Go Back” on it.

         “How barbaric. What kind of place is this, Sheeria?” Keppal asked, astounded by this sign.

         Sheeria frowned and stepped closer.

         “Bloody kids,” she said to herself.

         “Sheeria?”

         She stepped up to the sign and took the skull from it and handed it to Keppal, “It’s plastic. A kid’s prank trying to empower the tigians and scare humans away. It’s signs like this that give our species a bad name.”

         Keppal looked at the harmless plastic skull in his hands and couldn’t help but smile again, admiring the way Sheeria handled this. She showed strength and wisdom beyond her years. He threw the skull aside and watched as Sheeria took to the road ahead, completely ignoring the plastic threat that would scare most people off.

         
             

         

         They walked in conversation for another hour until they finally came to another post. This one was only a small yellow flag pinned to a tree but when Sheeria examined it she frowned and turned to Keppal in concern.

         “This means we are entering archer space. This is now a hunting ground for my people so don’t make too much noise or you will scare off prey and piss my people off.”

         “Won’t this mean that they won’t know we’re coming?”

         She turned back around with her eyes to the trees. “Oh, they already know, Keppal.”

         “Really?”

         “Of course. This is their home. You don’t think they don’t know everything that happens in this forest?”

         “So what’s going to happen?”

         “No doubt they think we are both travellers trying to find this place and are planning to either lead us astray or kill us and call it an accident. Or they can just come down and speak to me in person!” She shouted the last part to the forest knowing her voice was heard by more than just Keppal.

         An arrow shot out from the trees and pierced the tree beside Sheeria. Keppal jumped suddenly but Sheeria looked more offended than scared.

         “Was that supposed to frighten me?! That was very immature and foolish! Show yourself immediately!”

         Keppal almost gasped at the way once again she completely ignored this obvious threat and instead lectured their stalker.

         Their stalker finally revealed himself as a tigian not much older than Keppal himself.

         “How did you know, tigian? I kept my movements to a minimum.”

         “Don’t give me that! Come here!” she demanded.

         The archer raised an eyebrow still with the bow and arrow in his hands. “And who do think you are, telling me what to do?” he countered.

         Sheeria ripped the arrow from the tree, stormed over to him and threw the arrow at his feet. “What kind of archer pulls stunts like this? Someone could have got seriously hurt!”

         “That might have been the intention,” he wittily replied.

         Sheeria wasted no time and raised her hand to strike the cheeky tigian but stopped when she realised he wouldn’t be alone.

         “Where are the rest of them?” she asked.

         The archer laughed and applauded her. “Wow, no one has ever seen through this trap. I applaud you, tigian.” He turned and shouted to the trees, “It’s okay guys, come down!”

         Suddenly another four archers appeared from their hiding places and sheathed their weapons.

         The tallest and broadest walked up to her.

         “No one outside this village has managed to see through our traps and warnings. I take it you must be from here.”

         “You thought right. My name is Sheeria Katsan and I used to be a member of this tribe long ago and have returned to speak to the council here.”

         Once she said her name they all fell silent; the leader even stuttered, “Katsan?”

         “Yes.” She glared at him, but more at the weapon he was equipped with. It looked almost electronic, a crossbow that worked on cogs that the tigians never used.

         “What’s that?” she asked, but the tigian ignored her question and ordered his men. “Okay, we’ll escort them to the village. Come Sheeria and your white companion. It’s this way.”

         “One thing first,” she quickly put in and turning to the first archer, who had fired the warning shot, backhanded him across his cheek.

         “That’s for firing at us! Sphere’s divide, you should have known better than to fire at unarmed travellers! What did you think you would achieve by firing at us?”

         The archer held his cheek. With the smile wiped from his face he looked now like a disciplined child and said nothing, completely gob-smacked she had struck him then lectured him too.

         Keppal still stood stunned and watched as Sheeria started walking away after not getting an answer out of him. He had greatly misjudged this tigian. She had just marched in after all these years, seen through all their defences and disciplined their best hunters in a matter of minutes, and now led the way back to her old village. He wondered why they had acted so strangely when she said her name and why they didn’t just kill her on the spot. He followed now out of curiosity to see what made this tigian so special.

         
             

         

         The ‘village’ of Rowsena finally revealed itself to be a magnificent town of wooden huts that stacked high into the trees. Keppal stared in disbelief at first. This looked more like a wooden city than a village or a town. The tree houses climbed high into the sky next to giant trees that acted more like buildings, skyscrapers. Great glass mirrors sat on the walls of each tree-house and masked their upper heights, with only the base visible to people below.

         “What the–,” Keppal began, dazzled by the size of the trees.

         “They’re just trees, Keppal,” Sheeria began. “A member of the Redwood family, largest trees in the world. We use them as support for our homes.”

         “How high do they go?” he asked, having to crank his neck to see the top of one.

         “I don’t know, I never thought to ask,” she shrugged, but noticed something else about this place that troubled her.

         She witnessed at the bottom of one of these great trees a kind of elevator, powered by a generator at the bottom that ran on cogs and steam. It screamed and whistled as a lever was pulled when a tigian stepped onto the elevator and a number of cogs and wheels began frantically turning. A pulley system that looped all the way up the tree and back down to the elevator next to it started turning, slowly pulling the elevator up past the small huts that acted as flats for the tigians.

         It was then that Sheeria noticed the change in the village she grew up in. It was so much more advanced from what she remembered. The tigians wore different clothing from the usual robes and garments. Some were even in suits with hats, reflecting the human and aeomon fashion sense, with pocket watches hanging from chains. Some were getting onto lizzier-pulled wagons and even a primitive form of M.V. (motorised vehicle) they had to wind up from a lever at the front, chugging like a steam train as they drove away.

         “What’s happened to this place?” she asked, bewildered, when her answer walked straight past her in the form of an aeomon wearing a fitted black suit and tie.

         “Aeomon?” She looked to the leader of the archers. “Since when did aeomon live here?”

         The archer gave her a warm smile. “For the last seventy years now. We have shared our home with them and they have returned the favour by helping us with their technology to help with our lives.”

         Sheeria looked back at her changed home. “When I was here it was so much more peaceful, primitive yes, but peaceful. How do the aeomon make your lives better here?”

         “With their know-how of machines similar to the humans’ but without the stress and pollution. Their machines all run either on steam or cogs and use very little electricity like the humans use. They are not as efficient as the human technology but we will gladly live side by side with these peaceful creatures rather than the ignorant and pompous humans any day.”

         “You’ll find life here is much better with small contraptions to help with some jobs,” the first archer said, breaking his silence to Sheeria since she struck him. “And everything they use here is recyclable and friendly to our forest. Everything we use, we give back to the forest to ensure its prosperity.”

         She wanted to criticise it. Her old home had now gone from the vision she remembered, but the experiences gained from leaving and living in a human world made her admit she was impressed. They had a perfect society here of tolerance between two species who lived in harmony with each other. Tigians walked past peacefully beside the smaller human-like aeomon, all dressed similarly and even waving and greeting each other like neighbours. The aeomon, all walking a little hunched with their monkey tails following behind them, waved back, tipped their hats and continued on happily.

         “So who is in charge, then?” she asked as they were led through the town of busy tigians and aeomon.

         “That would be Audie Katsan.”

         Sheeria’s ears pricked up. “Audie? Audie Katsan?”

         “Yes. We noticed you share the same name as him. Which is why we brought you here. Do you know him?”

         Even Keppal looked at her now to wait for her reply.

         “Yes, I know him. He is my brother.”

         
             

         

         Audie Katsan was a proud tigian in the prime ages of his life. He lived happily with his family and was the chief executive of the Rowsena people. He represented his tigian people and it was he who had decided to allow the aeomon to live with them. There was a small government that was elected and as a nation they still answered to the human President Sahota of Angland, but to this forest and the tigians living there he was the chief and had remained in power since he was elected at the beginning of his reign.

         He sat at his desk in his office at the top of one of the great trees with a view of the whole forest to his right. His office, like the rest of the village, was made mostly of wood but since the aeomon lived there his office reflected the aeomon technology. It was the aeomon who had found the idea of putting large mirrors on the outside walls of each tree-house to mask them from the outside. Each tree’s mirrors would reflect the other trees around it, effectively making it disappear. Inside every hut the tree would reach up through the centre. The huts were connected and clamped down tightly to the tree’s trunk in the centre with adjustable bolts to loosen when they became too tight and therefore allowed the tree to grow.

         Solar panels sat on top of the office and ran a small amount of electricity to a generator, which powered some of the small appliances in his office. One was a small wooden box by his side with a speaker, a small bell and a button on it.

         He was working on a folded out, large suitcase that opened to be a primitive form of laptop. The keyboard on the bottom had buttons like an old typewriter which he tapped constantly while working.

         A little red light appeared and a small bell chimed on top of the box diverting his attention away from his work. He pressed the button and spoke into it. “What is it, Synthia?” he asked.

         “Mister Katsan, sir, there is someone here to see you,” the voice of his receptionist replied.

         He pressed the button again. “I’m sorry, Synthia, but I have no appointments today and am very busy. Please take their name and arrange a suitable day for them, thank you.”

         “Actually, Mister Katsan, I think you may want to speak to this person now. She says she knows you personally.”

         He thought for a moment. This wasn’t his wife since Synthia would say and his mother had passed away years ago.

         “Okay then Synthia, send her in.” 

         His two sliding doors began jerking outwards run by a number of cogs, and there standing before him was a face he had thought he would never see again.

         He gasped, his heart jumped and his throat suddenly gagged. Her face showed signs of ageing but her eyes still had the same youthful glint that he remembered from all those years ago.

         She smiled when their eyes met for the first time in ninety-eight years.

         “Hello, brother.”

         Even her voice was the same; all this time and she hadn’t even picked up an accent.

         “Sheeria?” he said as he rose from his chair, walked over to her and welcomed her into his arms.

         “It’s been so long. I thought you were–”

         “Dead? No, I’m sorry little brother. I’m sorry it has taken me so long to contact you. I’m sorry I left without saying a word. I’m sorry for so many things I did to you.”

         Audie said nothing but kept his sister in his arms. Finally he let go. “A long time ago I would have sent you out of my office. Cast you away and left you to die for breaking my heart and leaving like you did but it has been so long now that it doesn’t matter. I may still be young for a tigian but old enough to know that life is too short for grudges. I’m just glad you are safe. Come, sit down with me.”

         “Thank you, Audie.”

         She remembered her little brother as only a cub when she left. The divide that killed her husband and child left her torn and needing to escape but knowing she left her family behind had hurt her. But now she saw her baby brother as a chief of the people she was filled with pride for him and shame for herself.

         He had so many questions for her but sat down and asked the question that had been burning on his mind for years now. 

         “Why, Sheeria?”

         “You know why, brother,” she answered bluntly.

         He stopped and remembered what few memories he had of his nephew and brother in law all those years ago. “I mean why did you not say anything? Not a word, a letter, nothing. You left me to pick up the pieces of a torn society on my own. The forest burned after the humans came before the divide was announced, the leaders and chiefs gone and my only family run away.”

         “And for that I’m sorry, brother. It hurt me more I assure you, but at the time I couldn’t stay.”

         “Where did you go? What happened to you?”

         “That is something I wanted to speak to you about. After travelling for a long time I found refuge and a home in Eloma. I became friends with an elder and became a trainer of elementalists. After years of sending more and more elementalists I had nurtured like a mother to their deaths I finally decided to become a guide for one them.”

         “You’re a guide? For who?” he asked amazed.

         “For a young human elementalist named Acarlie. Currently we are on a very important mission and need your help.”

         This time he frowned and leaned back in his chair, making a pyramid of his furry fingers.

         “Help? You are gone for all this time, saying not a word and now you arrive unannounced at my office and ask for help? You offend me, sister.”

         “I apologise, Audie, once I am done then I promise I will return as soon as I can and make up for the time I lost with you. I want to sit down, meet your family and speak to my little brother, proud of the great tigian he has become and what he has done for our home.”

         He paused again and avoided her stare, “This is not your home any more, Sheeria. You made that clear with your actions over the years. What makes you think I will just help you only for you to leave all over again?”

         She paused knowing he was right, this was what she was expecting from her only remaining family. “I don’t know, brother. If you will not treat me as family then I beg you to treat me as an old member of your tribe. I desperately need passage across the waters to Chippenham.”

         “So it is your intention to leave again?” he asked coldly. She could tell she offended him, and who could blame him? She hadn’t said a word for years and now asked for help from a brother she had left to fend for himself.

         “I…” she hung her head. “I don’t know what to say, brother.”

         He sat silently staring at her. She still hung her head and waited for him to speak. As much as it pained him to stare at his sister looking defeated in her chair of guilt and dishonour he couldn’t help but feel merciful.

         “If I treat you as an old member of the tribe then you will receive all the old customs. You know what this means, don’t you?”

         She looked up slightly. “Yes.”

         “And you are still willing?”

         “Yes, brother. I know I may seem selfish right now but you have no idea how important it is for me to be reunited with my elementalist.”

         “In that case you are dismissed. I will have everything arranged for the day.”

         “While I wait, brother, could I spend some time with my brother and his family? I would love to finally meet them.”

         This was what he had been waiting for all the while. He smiled and stood up from his chair, walked over to her and put his hands on her shoulders. “It would honour me, sister. This doesn’t change anything about–”

         “I know, brother. This is just important to me.” 

         “Then please speak to Synthia and speak to me when I finish today’s work.”

         
             

         

         Keppal was waiting outside when Sheeria finally emerged from the building.

         “How did it go?”

         She carried on walking and spoke over her shoulder. “I have to fight to the death to prove myself to the tribe.”

      

   


   
      
         

            3

         

         Edwin Townsend was finishing his shift. The hour was late but the lack of sunlight down in True Hiro made the day always night anyway. Only his body clock confirmed to him what time it was. The factory he worked in was almost empty. His fellow workers waved to him as they passed and allowed him to mop the last piece of the floor before he wheeled the mop bucket away, waved to his superiors, signed out and left the factory.

         He stepped out into the damp darkness he was so used to now and breathed the cold air and sighed, feeling he was finally free from the responsibilities of work. The dank streets were alive with people; Edwin recognised them all. Distant voices were heard from all around, passing traffic and street lamps caused the long shadows made by the people to scatter into the darkness. But as alive as the streets were to Edwin it still felt like a dead part of town. The tall, stone buildings surrounding him were all old and all too familiar, so much so that he knew exactly which window was broken in the abandoned building beside him and where the glass had shattered but had never been cleared and still lay scattered on the path. He knew when the deathly, oily smell from the take-away’s waste bin outside would hit him and exactly when it would leave him; it hadn’t been changed all month. He walked like a tired zombie, following the crowd of people in front of him, pulling his raincoat close to him against the bitter wind that was unforgiving and sharp. He stared at the ground while he marched and questioned his life, following the same crowd he did every day. He felt like an ant falling in line with the others, all perfectly identical to one another and all thinking in sync rather than with the individuality of the other species on the planet.

         The same old, dirty, stained tram arrived exactly when it always did and he sat down amongst the same faces and against a window. He pressed his head against the glass and in the darkness he could see his reflection staring right back at him. He was a tall and skinny young man. His skin was pale white, as everyone else’s, the total lack of sunlight saw to that. His face was gaunt and the only colour present was the dark blue bags under his tired eyes. His nose had been broken once years ago and it hooked slightly to one side. A small childhood fight with his best friend, Jacob, had caused him to fall straight into a lamp post; a small fight easily forgotten and a lesson learned about friendship. His hair was usually short but now looked a little overgrown. He had dark brown wisps starting to curl behind his ears and his fringe now reached down to his eyebrows in a messy fashion.

         The tram ascended a hill, a small ten seconds he always enjoyed on this journey since it always gave him the view of the underground city. Considering it was in perpetual darkness, True Hiro was a city that never slept. The city always brimmed with energy, both positive and negative. Crime was a certainty here but the people were accustomed to it by now, and screams of either anguish or happiness were always heard echoing from the walls of the tall, closed in, stone buildings bringing a sense of security to the public, but always with a pinch of caution. The hundred giant stone pillars stretched down as far as he could see until there was only a black void in the distance. The streets were decorated with lights, smoke and small fires; pollution was extracted through giant vents reaching way above them and clean, recycled air was always circulating around the city, but still the air was constantly stagnant and moist. The sky, taken from them by the rich folk that live in a magnificent city above them, he had only ever seen on the TV. This place was the gutter of Sphere, but it was his home.

         He finally reached the door of his rundown apartment and entered with another sigh of relief and hung his coat up. Now his work life was over his home responsibilities came into action and he walked upstairs to a room in which an elderly woman lay in her bed, staring into the television in the dark, the blue light from the TV flickering in her dark room. The woman was sickly pale and had taken a fever Edwin knew wouldn’t end well. But he found a tired smile when he greeted her.

         “I’m back, Gran.”

         The old, weak, bedridden woman smiled. “Ah, there you are, Edwin. I have been waiting for you to return. I got your friend Jacob to run to the bakery for me, look.” She smiled and pointed a skinny, bony finger at a fresh loaf of bread to the side of him.

         “It’s your favourite.”

         Edwin glanced and found the bread. “Oh, Gran, this stuff is expensive. You shouldn’t worry about buying this. It’s only bread.”

         He still cut himself a slice though, buttered it and bit into it. It was crunchy. He really did love this bread.

         She smiled, the colours of the flashing lights from the television reflecting off her white, stringy hair.

         “Don’t you worry about that, darling. A life like ours, you should learn to love the little things.”

         Her voice was beginning to become shaky, her condition was deteriorating. He sat down at the end of the bed.

         “How have you been today?” he asked her.

         “Oh, don’t worry about me, darling.” She took his hand; her touch was cold as ice to him. “I have lived long down here in the dark. The True Hiro Sickness has finally caught me. Remember when you last had it?” 

         The True Hiro Sickness was a common illness that the public got. It was the lack of sunlight that caused everyone to eventually grow weak and pale. Everyone suffered from it but some worse than others. It caused many deaths, especially in the young and the elderly.

         “That was a bit different, Gran. I was seventeen, they took me up to the hospital above us where I finally saw the sun and I was back in a month. They had me locked in the big hospital with hundreds of other Sickness patients, where I would sit in the sun for hours. They should send you there. All you need is some sunlight.”

         “Oh, I’m far too old for them to waste money and resources on me. You should know that by now.”

         As much as he wanted to prove her wrong he sighed, knowing she was all too right. She was too wise for her own good sometimes. She glanced out of the window and began telling him what she always said.

         “We live in a hard place, Edwin. The world forgets about us and gives us only what we need to survive, and that’s only if we work hard for it. People born here never leave, they only do what they can each day, and so you should make the best of it.”

         Edwin, however, was too tired now for her repeated counsel. “I know, Gran.” He covered a yawn with his wrist and took another bite of bread.

         “Then you would understand why I buy the bread you like so much.” She reached out with her cold hand and pressed his cheeks tightly together, lifting his smile up.

         “You should smile more, Edwin,” she said lightly and let go.

         His face dropped back to where it always did. “I don’t think I can, Gran, I don’t have your strength.” He finished his bread and stood up.

         All his life his gran had been like this. His mother had died birthing him and his father caught the Sickness when Edwin was only five. After that, when it looked like he would have to be moved down to the streets with the other orphans of the city, his father’s mother took him in; she was like a mother to him.

         “Then you should practise,” she suggested.

         “Practise?”

         “Yes, practise. Go look in the mirror and smile. Hold it there and keep doing it. People respond better to a smiling gentleman like yourself.”

         This time Edwin sighed and raised an eyebrow. Her counsel was strange sometimes.

         “I think you’ll find it’s the actions of a man that people respond to, Gran.”

         “True, but a man who helps with a smile will always be more appreciated than a man who helps but has the face of a smacked arse.”

         This made Edwin finally lighten up and laugh; he loved his gran, she always had some way or another to teach him things schools and the streets just couldn’t teach. Her counsel was strange, yes, but effective and always accurate.

         “I remember once telling a young aeomon the same thing. He always wore the same expression as you so I made him practise smiling. Every time I saw him I made him smile. He used to tell me it was the only time he ever did, so I took comfort in that. Even if it hurt his cheeks he smiled for me,” she explained, still with her shaky voice almost stuttering.

         “And what happened to him?” Edwin asked.

         Her head jogged slightly like it was balancing on her shoulders while she searched her memory and looked back at the television. “He caught the Sickness, went up top and I never saw him again.”

         The door downstairs was knocked four times lightly. Edwin knew this knock well. It was Jacob’s knock.

         “That will be Jacob, Gran. I’ll put this bread away for you and tell him I’m going have a quiet one in tonight.”

         “What did I just tell you about enjoying what you have, Edwin? Go out, go to the bar with your friends, and smile.”

         He was still tired but again took her advice. Jacob was waiting outside the door. He was Edwin’s age and like a brother to him; the two were inseparable but where Edwin lacked confidence sometimes Jacob made up for it. He stood slightly shorter than him but with spiky, gelled, black hair. He was also as pale as Edwin but with a more muscular build and more of a youthful energy to him.

         “Sup bro, are you coming out to play?” he asked sarcastically. Edwin had lived in that apartment all his life and that used to be like a catchphrase when they were younger.

         “Shut up, Jacob,” Edwin ordered while locking the door.

         “What’s up your arse?”

         Edwin rubbed the tiredness out of his blue eyes and sniffed, clearing his airways. “Nothing, just tired. Where are we going?”

         “Where do you think we’re going, dick? The bar.”

         Edwin took one more look at the window of his gran’s room, the blue, flickering light from her television lit up like a strobe.

         “Okay, lead the way.”

         
             

         

         Police tape surrounded the train stop in Tirendal, a small city in North Angland, miles north of Donolan. Crowds of people huddled around to witness the deceased being carried away on stretchers. It had quickly become the talk of the city, that a train had been hi-jacked by special soldiers and both they and many passengers had been slaughtered in a single night. News reporters and journalists reported a count of thirty deceased and many injured. One of which was a leo that was taken instantly to the Tirendal hospital after it was reported that it was injured.

         The soldiers that had been carried away were all taken away privately by Anglish soldiers under direct orders of President Sahota as soon as the words of the train disaster reached him.

         The ambulance that carried the leo raced back to the hospital with the now unconscious leo lying still with an oxygen mask over his face and a kingnine by his side.

         Raiden’s body reached the hospital’s doors, the rushing paramedics nearly breaking them down, then, quickly, the stretcher holding him was handed to the doctors, who needed the help of two tigians to push the stretcher along the long corridors of the hospital.

         Zoudiva now felt useless as he could do nothing that would help except to leave the doctors alone and not get in their way.

         The day seemed to go all too fast for Zoudiva until he was given time to wait, then suddenly it was like time stopped. Since he was a quadruped half wolf, half leo he had always been treated differently from all the other intelligent creatures of Sphere. He was used to the majority of it by now. Humans were his natural masters since it was they who genetically engineered the whole of his race in an attempt to wipe out the leo species in the Leo (Last) Divide that took place somewhere around a century ago. This meant that servitude of the humans was always a part of his life, he had been born into it; but unlike the leos and the elders, whose relationship was between both species as a whole, the kingnines answered to one human at a time. This was down to the fact that the humans always craved power and owning a kingnine was something only great men of wealth or power had the privilege of. Zoudiva was not very old even for his kind and so never saw the Leo Divide, as Raiden and Sheeria had, but knew from birth that the only reason he was brought into this world was to extinguish the leos and to serve the human master he was appointed to.

         He never looked at the world as a place of repression for his kind, but it was on days like today that he did notice that there may be some things wrong with their lifestyle. While in the hospital corridors he waited on the cold, hard floor since he could not simply sit in a chair like the rest of the world, and had to wait for hours while people rushed past either ignoring him or even looking down at him like he was a dirty mongrel and didn’t belong in the clean hospital in case he spread diseases.

         He sighed as yet another doctor walked past him and he continued to wait for any kind of news until a young boy walked over to him.

         Zoudiva looked up at the boy through his metal-plated helmet and red eyes that were given to every kingnine; it was part of the Feydon armour that helped them see in infrared. Around a colourful hallway of heats the boy stood before him in blue with orange cheeks and dark eyes.

         “May I help you, child?” he finally said after he knew the child wouldn’t simply walk away.

         The boy just looked like he had too many questions that burned in his mind. “What’s wrong with your voice?”

         Zoudiva couldn’t help but smile, this boy had obviously never heard a kingnine talk before or maybe this was the first time he had ever seen one in person.

         “This is how I always talk, child. This is how all kingnines talk, our voices are naturally deeper than yours.”

         “But you sound sick. My friend is a tigian and he does not have a voice like yours. You sound sick or like an old man,” the boy said, talking in quick, eager sentences, like many human children do. 

         “Yes, our voice is different from ursas’ and tigians’, child. I have heard many people say my voice even sounds like a whisper. It is because our mouths are shaped slightly differently from humans’ and tigians’.”

         “And what about your eyes? Are they really red?”

         Zoudiva chuckled a little at this naive child. “No, my eyes are brown, at least I hear they are. I have never seen them without my helmet. It is only my helmet that makes my eyes appear red. They don’t frighten you, do they?”

         “A little,” the boy shyly replied.

         “Then I shall close them for you.”

         Zoudiva closed his eyes and smiled. “How is that, child?”

         He heard the boy laugh. “Why are you here, sir?”

         “My master is hurt, child. I am here waiting for him and hoping he gets better.”

         Before he got a reply he felt the boy patting him on the head. He opened his eyes and saw the boy smiling.

         “You have ears like my dog,” the boy stated and lifted his hand from his head.
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