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INTRODUCTION





The night was old, dark and damp but the hour was early. The sun wouldn’t rise for another couple hours and the forest lay quiet and still as silence echoed throughout, only followed by the wind sweeping the trees gently, their leaves dancing to the song of silence. A cold breeze swept through the forest and onto an open field behind it. The sky opened waiting for the sunrise whilst the ground was damp from the morning dew. At the edge of the forest but not too far out into the open field, a man in a soldier’s uniform and body armour sat, but judging from his rugged unshaven look and the scruffy way he wore his armour he was no military man. A hex burner sat in front of him with a small fire keeping him warm while cooking a small pot he filled with water on top of it. Every now and then he added to the fire with small bits of leaves, sticks and a cube of wax, listening to the fire crackling the sticks and watching the water boil. His only companion and partner lay asleep near him turning and kicking, slowly waking to the soothing heat and sound of the welcoming fire to a cold morning.


After a few moments he added to the boiling water a mixture of vegetables he and his companion gathered the night before and a packet of dried vegetable powder to thicken and flavour the water. After pouring the powder into the pot he threw the packet onto the fire and with a small knife he cut the vegetables and let them all cook together in the small pot, stirring occasionally with his knife. After a moment of sitting quietly staring at the fire as if in a trance, in the corner of his eye he noticed his companion start to fidget more frequently and decided it was his time to wake up. He turned to him giving him a push with his leg rolling his partner over with enough force to wake him.


“Get up, ya bastard,” he croaked quietly. He’d not spoken since he woke up and without clearing his throat barely a whisper came out. His partner was a little younger than him with a lot less experience in his eyes. Not a very stocky guy but with enough youth and strength to pull his weight in an unforgiving world.


He woke up with a groan, sat up rubbing his face wrapped tightly in the uniform and armour he wore.


“It’s nearly ready,” the first man said referring to the pot of cooked vegetables now beginning to look like a stew. “If ya want some, you better get your cup out.”


In his bag, his partner found two big plastic cups with metal wire attached to the side as a handle. These sorts of cups were made this way for armies to use one cup to have soups and coffees to keep them going, as well as drinking or using to brush their teeth or shaving, needing only to wash and carry around one all-purpose cup. He handed them to his friend and stood up.


“I’m going to go around the bushes. I’ll be back in a second Mark.”


“I wouldn’t if I were you Scott. You’ll be pissing out all that hot water in you. You’ll be freezing. Wait until you get breakfast and a hot drink in you, then go,” Mark told his companion. Scott listening to his smart, wiser companion now sat back down. Scott looked up to Mark a lot as they had travelled around Sphere for some years now, as mercenaries of opportunity, petty thieves. They have been guarding each other’s backs for some years now. After endless mishaps, close shaves and lucky escapes they had grown fond of each other and learned to live as brothers. It was Scott who learned the most, always listening and looking up to Mark as a companion, a mentor and loving him like an older brother. Mark, now stirring the pot one final time then poured half of it in Scott’s cup then in his own and sat sipping the watery sludge with vegetable chunks in silence. It tasted horrible, too watery for his tastes but was hot, he only cared for that. Scott took out a clean spoon he kept in a small plastic baggy in his bag and started eating the chunks of vegetables before getting to the watery soup after. 


“It tastes good,” he implied but Mark did not answer. They both knew very well that it was horrible and his small attempt to complement his companion’s cooking failed. But no matter how bad it tasted it was breakfast and it would keep them going.


After they finished Mark poured some more bottled water into the pot and put it back on the fire to boil again while Scott with some bottled water of his own rinsed out their cups. After the water boiled again Mark pulled out another packet, this time containing some ground up coffee beans and shared them out evenly into the two cups again, disposing of the packet in the fire and pouring the water into the cups. The drink was far worse than breakfast, with no milk nor sugar they were left with hot, black coffee with small bits left in the cups from the meal floating on the top.


“Ughh,” Scott said at the taste of the horrible coffee, sucking in through his teeth, tasting it at the back of his throat. This time Mark noticed Scott’s reaction to the drink, smiling and letting out a small laugh at the screwed up face Scott made in disgust, “Yeah, it is pretty bad. Just drink it quickly and get it down ya, we leave soon.”


When they finished they packed up in a routine they had done many times before, with Mark extinguishing the fire and packing the hex burner in his bag, rinsing the pot and quickly scrubbing the bottom of it on the grass, ridding it of the carbon stain the naked flame had given it. Scott rinsed and cleaned the cups and his spoon then packing it back in its baggy. After everything was packed up Mark waited for Scott to relieve himself behind a bush. When he returned Mark looked at his companion, “Are you ready?” he asked.


“Run through it with me one last time, last night when you told me I was tired and missed some of it,” Scott replied.


“Ok,” said Mark. “Through this forest is the village of the small island of Walton. They mainly only trade with spices, food and knowledge and they only have guards that work on shifts through the night. They’re basically farmers themselves. They do have some trained soldiers, but they mainly work throughout the day, which is good for us. So, if we sneak in there nice and early in the morning when the night shift guards will be tired and before the soldiers have a chance to wake, we’ll be able to take as much spice or anything else of value as we can carry out no problem. Once we’re out we’ll make for the port on the other side of the island riding a lizzier where a pirate ship will meet us. Pay them and be off the island before anyone knows what’s missing. We’ll sell what we have at the pirate trading base in North Angland and then decide what we’ll do after we get our money, got it?”


“Got it, let’s go,” Scott said, then finished packing and without looking back they headed into the forest, bags empty apart from their cooking utensils ready to fill with all that Walton Village had to offer.




 





The two companions walked quickly through the cold and damp forest so they could reach their destination before the sun had a chance to rise and dry and heat everything it saw. The trees were tall and exotic in the hot continent they were walking in, but there were also many smaller, greener trees and endless bushes, vines and weeds, climbing up the trees and consuming them, turning the forest into a portrait of life, with all sorts of different plant life all living in a harmonic society with one another. They avoided the paths that ran through the forest deciding to stick to where they couldn’t be detected from possible scouts or guards. “So, what’s your plan once we finished with this job?” Scott asked his mentor.


“What do you mean?” replied Mark.


“I mean what are you going to do when this is over? You must have a plan? How are you going to retire?”


Mark stopped, looking confused at his companion, thinking for a second what to say. He finished his silence with, “I honestly don’t know”, he paused again. “I never really thought about it. When I was younger I always thought I would die doing what I do. I had a dream once. About owning land and farming, making it into a business. Maybe even write some books, telling the stories I’ve encountered. That we’ve encountered. I could change the names and places to protect us. I think a lot of people in the rich cities, even in Alpha the metropolis would enjoy hearing some of our mishaps and predicaments.”


“That’s not a bad idea.”


“Maybe not…” he paused again considering this proposal. “…Perhaps I will. After we finish this heist and I have time to rest. I’ll use my share and buy some land near Alpha in Septura. Very rich land there. I will do well.


“I’m getting tired and a little old of this lifestyle now. Soon I’ll only be slowing you down. What about you my friend? Will you work for me once this is over?”


“Sorry Mark, that does sound a good idea and one day I might take you up on it, but for now I’m happy with the life I lead, stealing and fighting. The women love adventurers and I love the women. No boring working life for me.”


Mark smiled at his naïve protégé. He couldn’t help but see himself as he was many years ago in Scott’s eyes. The fire of youth burned in his eyes, eager to make life as memorable as possible without regret. Enthusiasm for this next adventure ran clearly through him and the idea of drawing his blade, fighting the towns’ folk single handed and escaping gallantly excited him. While Mark, with all the excitement ran out and only getting the job done quickly and quietly remained. But he was right. He was getting too old for the lifestyle he was living, far too dangerous and it was pretty good luck that he was here even now to tell his tales. Now would be a good time to quit while he was ahead and still young enough to live the rest of his life in peace.


“One day you’ll learn,” he told him. “But until then let’s concentrate on what we’re doing.”




 





They carried on their journey through the forest, climbing over bushes and jumping over small ditches they encountered. After walking a short while they heard the sound of a twig snapping a few yards behind them. This made Mark stop in his tracks, crouching low. Scott followed, looking back to where they were moments ago, seeing nothing but trees and bushes. He looked back at Mark who was doing the same, trying to see if they were being followed.


“There’s no one ther–” Scott tried to say but was silenced by Mark instantly holding his hand up. His eyes fixed on the forest behind them. They waited, not moving a muscle, waiting for some movement to come from the bushes. A tense silence filled the forest. The only sound heard was the heavy breathing Scott couldn’t help but make. The silence was ended by another snap of a foot meeting the ground filled with twigs and crisp leaves crunching on the ground this time louder, heavier and more noticeable than a human foot. In the corner of his vision Mark saw movement and stood up in shock.


“Show yourself!” he called out to the stalker. Scott followed again, rising to his feet and standing beside his companion. They both thought along the same lines; there was only one of him and two of them. They could kill him silently and escape before anybody else knew.


A third step was made and out of the bushes came their stalker. A few yards away stood a beast. Its skin covered in a creamy fur, staring at them wildly with cat-like features. Its posture was like that of a human. The paws it stood on had ankles and its front paws had thumbs, all with long, sharp claws ready for combat. Although the beast looked as wild as a wolf, it wore clothing. A pair of torn old shorts covered it and its tailless behind and it left its top half open to the elements, showing them both its broad chest and pulsed biceps intimidatingly. It had a shaggy red mane that reached up from its chest and circled around its head and matched the ruby red eyes it had, staring at them with two long, horizontal, black pupils in the centre, narrowing at them. Mark noticed this and he thought maybe he could reason with it somehow. He had heard of these creatures before, a ‘Leo’ someone once said. A highly evolved lion, but what else he never knew. He thought quickly for a second, wondering what he could say to it, fear running through him, putting him off his line of thought. All the time the beast stared, waiting for one of them to make a move. Mark could see Scott almost paralysed with fear, with all colour gone from his face leaving it pale and white. He took a big breath sucking up all his courage against this beast, about to say something when Scott broke from his silence, drawing a short sword from its sheaf and diving toward the beast.


“No! Don’t!” Mark called out in vain as the beast, its scare tactic complete, simply stretched out at the small, stupid man running toward it. Stopping Scott in his tracks, grabbing him by his face and the arm he held the small weapon in. Snarling at the now terrified young man. It twisted his arm, throwing him to the floor and with an almighty roar ripping his arm out from his shoulder. Scott let out a blood curdling scream as his bloody arm was thrown down like a useless broken toy. The beast then bit deep into Scott’s throat, silencing him as its teeth sank into flesh, and with its mighty jaw whipped upwards, tearing away his throat. Scott, now unable to scream, gurgling from his own blood for only a couple of seconds, unable to take his last breath as his lungs began to fill, suddenly stopped moving. Mark could only stand in shock, watching his protégé and beloved companion, now nothing but a rag doll for the beast to discard as it done with his arm. Scott hit the floor in a bloody heap with a thump against the leaves and sticks on the ground. He would soon be consumed by the nature around him and forever a part of the forest. The beast’s eyes now fixed on Mark. Its jaw soaked in blood showing its teeth. They wanted him now.


There was now no more thought in Mark’s mind of persuading the beast. Only the instinct of survival, and his instinct told him to run. He turned and ran as quickly as he could, stumbling, but getting back to his feet as quickly as he fell, but he couldn’t help but hear the beast snort, with either disappointment that he didn’t fight or as a laugh realising he was now doing exactly what the beast wanted him to do. He ran toward the village. They didn’t know he was a thief, maybe they would help him but he only got about thirty yards away when he heard the beast give chase. He could hear every loud step the beast made getting closer. This made him try to run even faster but before long he could hear its heavy breathing and its steps now echoed in his ears like a charging bull. The beast leapt and landed on him, pushing him hard into the ground. He knew what this meant. Just about half an hour ago he was talking about his life after this next steal and now his life would end. No one would even bury him. With his only companion dead. No one would know they have died out here and would be left to rot if not consumed by this ravenous beast. Without any further thought he felt the sharp pain as the beast bit on the back of his head. He felt its teeth sink in and heard the grinding of its teeth against the bone of his skull. The beast then turned him over and pinned him to the floor. He looked it in its ruby red eyes. Every thought of survival came instantly to him. He could strike the beast quickly and try to run but fear and pain paralysed him. He could beg but how would beasts have any remorse and it was too late to play dead since he was looking it straight in its eyes. He lay for a few seconds in silence staring death in the face. The warm smell of blood from the beast’s breath filled his nose and the thundering sound of his own heartbeat echoed in his ears knowing that would be the last time he could hear it. Finally he closed his eyes in defeat, accepting his fate as the beast opened its jaw and sprang down, covering his vision.


All was black.
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The morning air was fresh and the remains of a small skyship was left in tattered ruins across an open field with a cliff looking north over the calm ocean and the forest to the south. Only the metal girders of the skyship remains lay broken and smouldering on the field like a burning skeleton. All the materials had burned away, turned from fire to ash and scattered in the night air. Cloth, plastic, wood, plaster and flesh had all sung the song of fire the night previously and no one heard. No one except the leo. The leo stood staring out at the seemingly ancient crash site wearing a dark green waistcoat with a brown underlay for insulation. A simple brown leather buckled belt sat around his waist which he tied the end of the belt in a knot. The belt held two small packs he used as pockets and for his legs he wore a pair of dark shorts and finally a light brown, sleeveless cloak made from thick wool, tying from his chest and hanging down to his knees. He was hunting deep in the forest when he first heard the ship flying over and crashing in the distance. He stood so far away but could hear the thumping of the propellers as they cut through the air and the droning sound of the ship’s thrusters and the fading call from the engines as the ship flew from his hearing. The forest was so quiet in the night, every singing cricket and owl could be heard and so the distant echo of the crash alerted the whole forest like an alarm. He knew however that as small as this island was the humans of the village south of the forest and their small ears would not be able to hear the frightening crash. He knew it was his responsibility to travel to the wreckage. Three hours and two kills later and he had reached it as the sun rose. The air was moist through the forest but here was dry. He could still smell the stench of burning flesh as he walked past the corpses, ashes and rubble. The humans would be waking soon and would notice what was left of the smoke. The fire had subsided by itself long before the walking lion had reached it. He walked proudly through the remains of the wreckage and deceased and stood like a symbol of life itself whilst surrounded by so much death. He couldn’t identify the bodies, since most were nothing but ashes the true number would always be unclear. He knelt down and touched some of the ashes, rubbed his furry, golden fingers together and watched as the ashes blew into the wind. This person would never be known. Not even the ship would be recorded nor recognised. This island was so much more primitive than the rest of the world. The leo sighed, stood up and sniffed the sky. There was nothing here, no survivors, no remains that could be recognised and the bodies barely even needing burying. That was all until he smelt a faint odour a few hundred yards away from the ship. He looked out to where his nose pointed and saw a distant tree overlooking the ocean.




 





The tree stood on the edge of a small cliff overlooking the ocean. A beautiful sunrise opened up the sky turning it shades of orange and red spreading far across a blue sky. There he sat, up against the tree clothed only in a pair of shorts. A metal pole lay up against his right shoulder. It was more like a staff, or a weapon than a pole. At nearly two metres in length with two hand-sized strips of gritted texture on either side of it where hands would hold it for grip and support. He was unconscious but breathing steadily. Slowly his eyes opened and he saw the sunrise, overwhelmed by its brilliance, only matched by its reflection in the calm sea turning it into an almost symmetrical portrait of wonder to his eyes. The sound of the sea moving steadily, crashing into the cliff below rhythmically and neighbouring gulls calling and crying to each other as they aimlessly flew soothed him as he listened. For several minutes he sat there resting. The heat of the warm sun against his half naked structure, listening to the sounds of life and staring out across the burning sky. His mind was blank and unable to make any thoughts, only taking in what its senses were telling it, like a computer turning on. He slowly gained more consciousness, hearing more sounds and seeing more out into the horizon. He then heard the sound of heavy footsteps behind him getting closer and before he had time to think what it could be, the footsteps stopped and in front of him stood a beast. It towered over him looking down at him. Its bottom jaw soaked in dry blood from a creature it possibly killed the night previously. It looked him straight in the eyes seeing no sign of a threat. It saw him not as food or an enemy but looked at him like it was concerned about an injured traveller. Although he only just woke up and was now looking deep in the ruby red eyes of a beast he felt no fear or discomfort and the beast saw this. Lying there still staring straight at it, like he was trying to figure out just what it was and why was it in front of him, staring back at him. The beast looked up and down at him looking for injuries before finally asking, “Are you dead?” Its voice was deep and powerful but its words were comforting to this confused young man. He was still too confused to answer, only looking around now, getting more and more feeling and consciousness. The beast then reached out his arms, taking hold of his head gently, telling him to relax. He tilted his head forward and checked the back of his head for injuries, marks or scratches. Nothing, not a dent nor bump lay on his skull. When the beast was satisfied with what he saw he slowly and gently put his head back up against the tree.


“You don’t seem to have any injuries but your presence here is still unclear to me, what’s your name boy?”


Boy was really the wrong word to use here. For he wasn’t a boy, rather a young man in the prime ages of his life. But still the young man was clueless as to what was going on.


“Name?” he replied answering his question with another.


“Yes, name. Everyone has a name,” the beast told him then putting his hand to his chest, tapping his fiery red mane that reached up to his head that poked out from his green waistcoat. “My name is Raiden. It’s what people call me if they want my attention or want to talk to me.” His words were subtle, like he was talking only to a small child. “You don’t have a name?”


Again the young man stared clueless at Raiden. He honestly didn’t know.


Raiden quickly glanced back at the smouldering remains of the skyship behind them and looked back down, “It can’t be amnesia, for you have no injury.” He paused thinking what to do. “How about I give you a name? Just until you get your old one back?” he suggested.


“Yes,” the young man said. “Please.”


“Ok. Well, I once had a brother. His name was Valadad. I would like to name you after him. I shall call you Val.”




 





Val, whilst still sitting up against the tree smiled and nodded in approval to his suggestion. Val, he thought to himself, “Yes, I like it, thank you,” he said to the beast and Raiden smiled down back at him. There were too many questions Raiden wanted to ask this strange young human but he was patient, Val looked to have many more questions to ask.


Val, now getting more movement in his body stretched out his arms looking at his hands. They were fur-less and much smaller than Raiden’s big beast-like paws. The more Val looked, the more he noticed how much smaller he was to Raiden and the only fur noticeable was the short, light brown hair on his head.


“We are different,” Val said pointing out the obvious but not understanding why.


Raiden looked a little sceptical for a moment but thought what anybody else would. The smell of the skyship reached his nose again and reminded him to be patient with this potential survivor.


“Yes we are. You are a Human and I am a Leo.”


“A what?”


“A Leo. A creature that evolved from an ancient wild animal called a lion. You do know what a lion is don’t you?”


Strangely enough Val did. He had a picture in his mind of a wild beast with cream fur and that walked on four legs and had a tail. As he pictured this animal more he noticed the similarities between it and Raiden in front of him. He had golden cream fur to match the lion’s and they each shared the redness of the long mane on the back of his head and around his neck. The facial features too but Raiden’s mouth was a little smaller than a lion’s but still had large sharp teeth. The same cat-like eyes with wildness burning through them looked down at him like two red rubies with small dashes of brown, cut in half by a vertical pupil.


“Yes, somehow I do know what a lion is. As do I know what a human is but there are differences between you and a lion’s–”


“That’s good,” Raiden interrupted. “You seem to be getting more and more back. Can you stand? I would like to take you back to the village near here. It’s a long walk but they will help you. They are good people. Follow me,” Raiden told him picking him up slowly. “I will tell you all about leos on the way.”


Val tried to stand but his legs were still too weak to lift his weight. He stumbled back down to the floor but with this Raiden picked him up and threw him over his shoulder with ease, like he didn’t weigh anything at all. He then picked up the staff lying on the floor and walked back toward the village.


“We must pass a forest on the way Val. It won’t take long,” he told him. His voice was still very strong and deep but now Val thought this normal since he never heard anybody else talk before. They turned and Val saw the field behind him, the skeletal girders reaching up from the ground like long bony fingers and littered with ashes and burned materials.


“What is that?” Val asked from Raiden’s shoulder.


Raiden sighed and started walking towards it, “I was hoping you could tell me that. Like where this ship had come from, how many people were on board and where it was heading.”


“Ship?” Val asked again.


Raiden shook his head in contempt, “Never mind.”




 





With Val over Raiden’s shoulder he could only see the back of his feet move across the dirt and leaves of the forest once they passed the crash site. He stared at them thinking of the lion again.


“So tell me about your kind then Raiden,” he said wanting to make conversation. Raiden walked in silence for a few metres carrying the confused Val. Something felt a little tense in that moment. He seemed like a closed shell all of a sudden and a little irritated at the question but Val thought maybe this was Raiden’s character, quiet and reserved.


“Very well,” he said finally. “We were once big wild beasts but just like you evolved from creatures called apes. We evolved from lions. Our bloodline and ancestry is lion, we are lions. Just like you we first lost our tails and started walking on two legs developing ankles and feet like yours. Using our front paws as hands then developed thumbs, again like yours and soon we even started to develop smaller mouths and tongues enabling us to communicate with the other creatures on Sphere.”


“There are more?” Val asked, now interested in the answer.


Raiden grunted with this question. “Yes there are. You will learn about them soon enough. Let’s stay on one topic at a time shall we?” he suggested. He then put Val down on his feet.


Val staggered a little before finding his balance like a new born fawn and thanked Raiden for the lift. Raiden simply nodded and carried on walking leaving Val to catch up behind him. They walked for an hour and a half when Val saw on the floor a bloody hand and beside it the body of its owner with a gaping hole in its throat. Raiden walked past this not caring for it or its terrible smell.


“Don’t be afraid. He was a thief. He and his companion planned on stealing from the village I protect. I stayed out last night tracking them down. I heard them plan a robbery of the village, stalked them down and…” he stopped his sentence not really wanting to explain to Val what was obvious to him.


“Ok, I’m sorry… where is his companion?”


“Over there,” Raiden pointed over to a second body a few yards away lying on the floor behind a shrub.


“Where’s his head gone?” Val asked but again Raiden did not answer leaving Val to assume the worst.


Val trusted Raiden and even after learning that only a couple of hours ago he brutally murdered two full grown men. He then understood why Raiden’s bottom jaw was soaked in dry blood. He bit that guy’s head right off. But even though stacked up with this hideous fact, Val only trusted Raiden even more. He felt safe. He was walking with a highly evolved murderous lion with the strength to rip a man’s arm off. What could be safer? Raiden then got to a path and quickly explained that the village was near and started walking a little faster toward it. Val had to jog a little to catch up with him. Even though his incredible size Raiden was quite fast but Val having more to his movement and balance had no difficulty catching up.




 





They followed the path out of the forest and into blissfully hot sunshine shining down upon a strong wooden bridge either side of two hills of stone. Trees, bushes and moss surrounded them, looking over a river running clear and falling from the hill into a small blue lake, then running its course further down the river through the forest before finally meeting its final destination in the sea on the other side of the island. Val couldn’t help but stand and stare in wonder at the sight of this tropical haven, smelling the clean fresh water in the air and feeling the sun almost burn his face if it wasn’t sprayed by the falling water as they passed it walking over the bridge. But Raiden wasn’t as keen as Val was to stand and watch the water fall.


“Val! Come, I can’t wait forever. I got to report back to the village. They have to know of the thieves trying to steal from them while they sleep, the crashed skyship and the strange, nameless, mindless, half naked young man who seems to be obsessed with water,” Raiden called over in a sarcastic tone.


Val read this instantly knowing that Raiden meant nothing by this and took it as his cue.


“I’m coming Raiden, sorry, wait up!”


They walked over the hill and followed the path around across acres of green plains. In the distance Val could see hundreds of trees as far as he could see hiding a village within it. He could see some huts and buildings of wood and stone that stood out more than others. They had reached the village on the island of Walton. But something else caught Val’s attention. Now out of the forest Val had a good sight of the sky now bright blue but within the sky were two round, white things that sat perfectly still in the sky. One was much larger than the other, close enough to see huge crater sized holes in it.


He pointed to them asking, “What are they Raiden? That one is huge.”


Raiden looked up and smiled replying, “They’re Satellites Val, Moons. They circle sphere forever. The closest one keeps the tides in the ocean moving by gravity.”


Val didn’t really understand what that meant but decided not to ask any more on the topic thinking Raiden would soon be tired of his questions.




 





As they approached, a young man riding what looked like a big, two legged lizard approached them. The lizard had a big tail behind it that swung left and right as it ran giving it balance. With only having two small arms in front of it and a saddle on its back carrying the man. Val stopped when it arrived. The man giving a nod of recognition to Raiden, Raiden returning the nod and the man calling, “Good morning Raiden! Who is that with you? He looks cold.”


“His name is Val. I’m taking him back to the village. He may need medical assistance.”


“Very well Raiden. I shall ride back to the village and tell them to open the gates. I shall meet you there,” and with that he and the lizard turned and sprinted back toward the village.


“What was that thing he was riding Raiden?” Val couldn’t help but ask after their encounter with the strange creature.


“It is called a Lizzier. It’s the best and fastest means of transport we have around these islands. They are a very ancient creature to Sphere. They are reptiles. There are lots of them here in many different sizes and shapes.”


“Really?” Val asked. 


“Yes. Most people actually have phobias of them because they look carnivorous when actually they’re harmless. They are herbivores.”


“Then why do they look carnivorous? I can understand why people are scared of them.”


“Nobody knows for sure, that’s just the way they are. Some people say they were once carnivores and soon adapted to eating leaves and herbs. I however believe that it is a defensive thing. They look like predators then no predator will go for them.”


“That makes sense.”


“Thanks. Most of the species live in foreign islands and some say that in a place called The Forgotten Islands, huge and carnivorous cousins of them live there. They are known as Dinosaurs or more commonly known simply as giant lizards. But no one can say for sure because no one ever goes over to that remote part of Sphere. Hence why it is called The Forgotten Islands.”


There was that word again, Val thought, Sphere? He heard Raiden mention it before.


“What is Sphere, Raiden?” he asked.


Raiden turned to him and gave him a look as if he had asked a really stupid question but he was patient with him and answered.


“Sphere is everything and everywhere. It is the air you breathe, the ground you walk on and the people you talk to. It is the planet that is home to every being on it.”


Val understood clearly now what Sphere was and now understood what a dumb question that was but he thought it had to be asked sooner or later. Better sooner than later though to save him from looking like a fool but then again there were going to be lots of things he would look foolish for not knowing. This made him glad again he was in the company of Raiden. He scratched his head and bit his lip thinking too hard about it before finally catching up with Raiden again who had moved on ahead again.


“Damn he moves fast,” he said under his breath to himself. They reached the village gates soon after. A huge wooden wall, countless logs and tree stumps far too tall for humans to climb over stretched as far as Val could see protecting the village from anything that may threaten it from outside. The gate was also tall and heavy, operated by a mechanical device on the inside turning cogs and lifting the gate door high enough for the two to enter. Waiting for them was the lizard and the rider who dismounted and welcomed Val and Raiden then ordered for the gate to be closed again. Val looked around him at the village. Many huts everywhere were all made from wood and stone with moss over every roof to blend in with the green grass underneath and farming land for what looked like miles spread out into the horizon. Many farmers who had woken early and began their daily work. Children helped as well while the younger children ran around loudly and wildly with glee. There was a very welcoming smell of food cooking, bread and possibly soups of vegetables, meat and spices in the air. In the distance Val could see a tall building almost like a castle, with great stone pillars reaching up supporting the roof made of metal, wood and stone. A courtyard in front of it with many of what looked like soldiers standing in a big square spaced apart from each other evenly by a couple of steps. In perfect timing the soldiers stepped forward and punched in front of them again and again, turning in a pattern simultaneously throwing punches and kicks. They all looked professional and well-disciplined in their training.


“This way boy,” Raiden said nudging him out of his concentration and the rider led them down towards the practising soldiers. When they were spotted, the soldiers were stopped by their superior. A huge man in size who stood a foot taller than Val and the rider (still only a dwarf to the leo though). The man smiled at the sight of Raiden and walked over to them.


“Good morning Raiden,” he said in a loud and confident voice. “How did your night in the sticks go? What’s your report?” Then looking at Val and adding, “Why is there a half-naked man in my courtyard and in this fine village? You know how we disapprove of outsiders.”


Whether this was supposed to scare Val or not he never knew but Raiden showed no sign of fear. He stood straight adding another couple more inches to his height putting his chin up until it was just above the man’s head.


“Sergeant, this boy I found lying up against a tree on the coast of the island wearing what you see now. He seems to have no memory of anything. He didn’t even have a name sergeant. Last night in the dead of night I heard the sound of a skyship hitting the ground, it almost landed in the ocean but instead crashed in a field on the cliff-side. The number of deceased is unconfirmed sir but I suggest you send a team out to investigate properly.”


“This sounds serious Raiden. Do you have any idea of where the ship was from?”


“No sir. I got to the site too late. It sits on the north edge of the island. I found nothing but this man sitting uninjured nearby. Also, this was also in his possession.” He gave the staff to the sergeant who looked at it closely.


“It looks to be Septurian. I believe it was possibly made before the Leo Divide, very finely made. Where did you get this son?” The sergeant asked Val but it was Raiden who answered.


“Sergeant, I’m afraid the boy doesn’t know where he got it from. I suggest some medical assistance for him while I give you my full report. There is news I must give you regarding the outsiders you predicted would come.”


“Very well. I shall see to it that the boy gets checked out by the doc.”


“One more thing sergeant…”


“What is it Raiden?”


“The boy. His name…is Val.”


The sergeant nodded adding, “After you brother. Very well,” then he looked over to Val again. “That’s a big name to live up to Val. Raiden must have high expectations of you to name you after Valadad. Best not let him down. Now go with this man,” he gestured to the man on the lizzier beside him, “he will take you to the village doctor. Once you have been cleared by him come back and meet me inside the building you see behind me. Raiden and I have some business to discuss.”




 





The rider the sergeant referred to then took Val away and led him across the village where Val caught more sights of the working village once more. They walked for what must have been an hour across the fields and on the paths provided. Val soon became a little cold for the first time in the exotic heat. His feet began to hurt having no shoes to protect his feet from the pebbles and sticks and he started to feel hungry. The rider soon started to notice his aches and after a long time of telling him about the village, the farmers and his and Raiden’s job of being a scout to the island he promised him that some food and clothes would be given to him by the doctor.


They reached the doctors at last. A building that looked incredibly clean and modern and it stood out from all the other buildings surrounding it.


“You’ll find that even though this island and village is behind with the technology all the other cities around the world have, our clinic and hospital is the exception. We regularly get new supplies of medicine and parts to mend broken machinery so we never go without. Don’t let the paths of stones and sticks make you think that we’re a primitive society. After living in Alpha, the metropolis I personally think this is the best place on Sphere,” the rider explained to Val as they walked in but Val was not really interested. He felt better after standing in an air conditioned room with a smooth clean floor to walk on and comfortable chairs he sat on.


As the rider went to find a doctor, Val sat in a chair waiting next to an older man looking at him. His skin was considerably darker than Val’s and Val couldn’t help but stare. The man sat with his arms crossed dressed in blue robes of cheap but reliable cottons and a bushy black beard around his face. His hair was short but thick like wire with small grey hairs growing through suggesting wisdom to his otherwise strong posture.


“What’s the matter, never seen a black guy before?” the man said in a harsh tone but Val never answered, just looked back at him worried that he offended him. The man saw that Val never meant anything by it and realised he had scared the poor, half naked boy.


“You really haven’t have you? I’m sorry lad. I never meant to frighten you. To be honest I was a little nervous of some naked guy staring at me myself,” he tried to joke making Val let out a small laugh.


“Yeah, I’m sorry about that. My name is Val.”


“I’m Zahied, nice to meet you.” He stuck out his hand and held firmly as Val shook it. “So why are you here Val, lost your clothes?”


“I don’t know, I woke up like this and was brought here. I don’t really know what’s going on.”


“You must have had a good night out,” Zahied said jokingly but Val looked confused.


“Whenever I have a really good night out I end up lying naked somewhere with no memory of the night before, don’t feel so bad kid,” he tried to make Val feel better by getting him to laugh but it was no use.


“It’s a little different than that, it’s not that I don’t remember last night, I don’t remember anything–”


“Mister Val,” then come the voice of a doctor, “I’ve just been told of your condition and you’ve been moved up to the top of the queue. Please come this way.”


Val followed him hearing Zahied moaning behind him and calling, “How’s that fair!” but took no notice and continued forward hoping the doctors here would be able to answer the question for him once and for all.
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The small town of Eloma was more like a village than a town although it had all the requirements to be classed as a town like streets, a town centre; schools, hospital, town parks, many houses made of bricks and stone and concrete and roads connecting them all into the civil society.


Only because the size of this town was so small it made it look like a village and the miles of farmland and fields that surrounded it. This small place even though it wasn’t a major city of Sphere had its own arena in the centre of it standing tall like a coliseum made of stone and marble. The stands were full of the whole town waiting patiently, the noise of every voice echoed around the stands like a football stadium before kick-off. Performers were welcoming the crowd with acrobatics the crowd clapped and cheered to. Dancers followed and performed their trained dance to loud music with the crowd clapping to the rhythm and cheering their applause once they finished as the main attraction would soon begin.


Below the stands, hidden in the stadium was a small dark room with the only light being from candles lit around the room, the small flames from the candles sitting comfortably and making the shadows dance around them.




 





There on the cold stone floor was a young woman, sitting on her ankles with her hands on her thighs silently. Her head bowed down and her eyes closed. Her long, dark black, silky, shoulder length hair hid her face while her head bowed. Her beauty was matched by no one in the land and even though she was only clothed in dark rags of a simple vest and black leggings her toned body made it look presentable and fashionable.


She sat there in a trance for several minutes in mediation until the door opened behind her. A female tigian walked in not saying a word at first but the young girl knew she would enter and didn’t react. The female tigian then stood behind her, dressed in a white kimono decorated with black flowers and gently rubbed the girl’s shoulders with her orange, furry hands and said, “It’s time, are you ready?”


The young woman took one last breath and looked up to the wall facing her, opened her eyes, “Yes, as ready as I’m ever going to be.”


She then stood up and faced the tigian. She only stood to the highly evolved tiger’s breast and looked up to her as a sister and a mother. The tigian had the warmest, apple green eyes she knew, covered with a furry face with orange and black stripes circling around her face with a black nose. She had small patches of white fur around her eyes and above her lips that reached around to her wide, furry cheeks.


“I’ve been training for far too long now. Now has to be my time. What do you think? Do you think I am ready?”


The tigian smiled warmly and said, “You have always been ready, that is why I have been so supportive of you.”


She reached over and rubbed the girl’s soft white cheeks gently with the back of her furry hand. Her eyes were a dark brown with deep black pupils to match her silky hair. Her features were small, like her nose and pink lips, all apart from her eyes which shone with a youthful potential and intelligence.


“Yes you have, and I thank you for it.”


“Now go out there and show them what you are made of,” the tigian said then stood aside for the girl to exit. But just before she had a chance to walk out the room the tigian said, “One more thing…”


The girl turned around.


“… If you should succeed, allow me to be your Guide.”


The girl smiled then, “Of course. Wish me luck.”


Then without any more time to lose she walked down the hall and to a man standing up against a tall metal door; the screams and chants of the audience waiting the other side of it.


The man went to open the door, “Good luck, I’m rooting for you,” he said.


“Thank you.”


He opened the door revealing the centre of the stadium. The roar of the audience now shook the stands as she walked on to the dusty arena of dried, dead grass under a blue sky littered with white clouds.




 





There she stood with the screaming audience all around her, chanting her name over and over. An uneasy sense of nervousness came over her as she stood there on the dusty arena amongst the crowd of people who had come to see her fight. She knew she could not let them down. On the other side of the arena another door opened and a young man walked out. The audience in the stands screams now doubled with excitement and a whole new vibe filled the arena. They both knew each other and so walked over to one another. Her feet tingled in excitement as she slowly edged toward him. Every step she took she felt the excitement of the crowd like a vibration running through her body and her own sense of nervousness set in as she edged closer to who would be her first real opponent. She knew that soon they would be fighting in battle but believed in herself and controlled her feelings as she now stood before him, staring him in the eye. The young man was taller than her and bigger with strong shoulders. He had an excited look on his face as did she, with short, curly ginger hair. So the whole audience could see, they bowed to one another and shook hands.


“May the best man win,” the ginger man said.


“Woman,” she joked as she shook his hand. He laughed with her jest then they both turned around and took twenty steps back and turned again.


She stood there staring at him. He was staring back and knew he was just as nervous as she was and the crowd stayed completely silent now, eager for the battle to start but waiting for the announcer to arrive. Then like an invisible door was in the centre of the stadium a tall square beam of light came from nowhere exposing a blinding white light and out from the strange door stepped a familiar figure, the girl’s master and mentor, the announcer of this fight. The hunched, wrinkly creature stood dressed in brown robes the colour of dust, with stringy grey hair and a large nose that all the elders possessed. He now stood in the centre of the stadium between the two fighters and waited as the crowd applauded his entrance. The elderly figure stood still and waited for the door to disappear again before lifting his hands high. As soon as he dropped them the stadium was suddenly quiet. This was like he commanded total silence from the crowd or that he somehow cut out all the noise. He did this so that he could shout loud so the people unfortunate enough to sit way at the back could hear what he was saying without amplifying his voice. The creature was an elder, a very spiritual, intelligent creature to Sphere that was often even accused of magic in a more ignorant world.


“My fellow companions, townspeople of Eloma, city men from Hiro and travellers from your distant homes! Today is a special day for this town for it is the day that my two star pupils would battle for the chance of their pilgrimage if they so choose to go!


“As we all know the pilgrimage is a sacred task that only few cities have the privilege to compete against and it has been far too long since an elementalist from our small town has succeeded in this pilgrimage to become the Elemental Lord! That is why with my latest pupils I have taught them a different way, a way that might benefit them on their journey!


“So without any more delay I would like you to put your hands together for on my left side, a young man I found to be a good fighter and has made an excellent pupil, Elementalist Barry!” He waited for the crowd to clap and whistle before he continued.


“And on my right, a girl I have hand picked out and trained since birth. Born and raised here in Eloma, Elementalist Acarlie!”


The ground then roared for them both. Acarlie looked up at them all clapping, whistling and waving. The hunched figure put his hand up again and silenced the crowd again, then opened a door out of thin air as he did before with only a gesture of his elder hand and said.


“When I walk through and the light door closes the battle begins!”


He then walked through the door and disappeared and reappeared high in the stadium in a special seat where he had the best view.


Acarlie watched as the door slowly disappeared and then looked at her opponent Barry.


She felt a cold chill of excitement and nervousness all at the same time as she realised the battle had begun.




 





At first they both stood still listening to the roar of the crowd but it was Barry to make the first move. He took a step forward and bent his knees lowering his stance, then circled his hands around from his left to right then waving his hands like the wind, and as he did this the dust around his feet began to rise and circle around him, centring him in the middle.


Acarlie stood still and relaxed herself and slowly lifted her right hand to her chest with her first two fingers pointing upwards. Just like Barry’s combat stance the dust around her feet rose and spiralled around her. She took a breath then took a step back turning around in a circle and elegantly waved her arms in a spiral motion then pulled them to her chest and pushed out causing the spiral of dust to explode around her and send small dust clouds to fly all around the stadium like a miniature galaxy of dust sparkling in the air. This instantly pleased the crowd as they screamed in joy.




 





Barry made the first combat move and with his hands risen, controlling the wind and dust around him then all with gestures of his hand turned the dust circling him into a ball of moving dust particles. He pulled his hands to his chest and when he suddenly pushed them out the dust ball, as if fired from a gun started speeding toward Acarlie who only lifted her right hand again and swiftly swung it to her right side and the ball deflected off her and charged into a wall, exploding and again pleasing the crowd. But as she did this she looked over to Barry again to see that he was charging toward her. He jumped at a height and length that was unnatural for any normal person and stretched out his leg, kicking her in the chest and knocking her backward. As she fell to the floor she rolled on her back and flipped herself back on her feet, but Barry was already there swinging his fist toward her. She raised her arm, blocking his attacks again and again, trying to wear him out before attacking him herself but he was relentless and a very strong fighter.


They carried on fighting and the crowd roared and screamed constantly throughout and even the elder above them clapped and cheered, proud of his two star pupils. Acarlie often had to roll out of the way of Barry’s attacks, which she was very good at because she was very agile and swift. He was slow and bulkier than her and because they had been training together for years now, she was very aware of how he fights.


Excitement swelled through the crowd constantly, because like a lot of people throughout Sphere, an Elemental Battle was a rarity and considered the most enjoyed sport because it only happened once in every couple years because of the elementalists’ training. But it was because of their training together she was also holding back being fully aware of how strong Barry was. This was an important fight for her and she couldn’t afford to lose.


The crowd then realised what the elder was saying about their new training technique. They had mastered the technique of hand to hand combat rather than just controlling the Element of Wind. It was a spectacular fight for anybody else to see considering it was between a boy and a girl, but of course they were no ordinary people, they were elementalists.




 





Every now and again Acarlie managed to knock Barry down to the floor but before she could execute any move from there, he always managed to kick at her and scramble to his feet. He thrust himself forward, shouldering her and forcing her back against the stone wall of the arena. She hit the wall hard, slamming her back against it and cracking the back of her head. She felt dazed for no longer than a few seconds and shook off the pain in her head to see Barry charging her again. She side stepped and grabbed Barry, pivoted and threw him to the ground over her hip and finished by punching him in his nose. She grew up knowing and training with him and loved him like a brother and so could not pull herself to use her full power but enough to make him feel it. He however thought differently and kicked from the floor and smashed his foot in the side of her face. As she stumbled back he jumped up and swung his leg around trying to catch the bottom of her legs. His foot swiped and tripped her and again she fell hard. He then jumped on top of her, trying to use his manly weight and strength to win this fight but as he jumped she threw her hand to the sky, a force of strong wind blew upwards from the ground. Dust and dirt picked up and threw him straight back against the wall.


The crowd screamed as soon as they saw the elemental power they both represented with joy and excitement. Acarlie rolled back and got to her feet while Barry slowly forced himself back up and caught his breath back before following her back away from the circular wall. She tried to kick him again but he dodged and punched. She parried and turned, bringing her elbow up to strike the back of his head and pushed him away. He jumped toward her and tried kicking her then blocking her counter attacks, before successfully kicking her back a step, then instead of attacking he only threw out an empty hand and suddenly Acarlie was flying backward to crash on the floor on her back yards away.


She groaned as she turned over to pick herself up and when she was on her feet she felt a terrible strong gust of wind blowing against her. A gale force wind throwing her black hair back and stepping her back and shielding her eyes. When she looked up she saw Barry standing, his arms stretched out with a look of extreme concentration on his face because he was controlling this wind trying to knock her back. She then pushed her own arms forward and the wind then changed direction and headed for Barry. They both fought trying to push the wind in each other’s direction and Acarlie saw that in the middle of them both was a small cyclone made from both forces of wind in each direction spinning clockwise between them. Whilst holding both hands forward she kept one hand up, pushing the wind and with her free hand started waving it back and forward, spinning the cyclone between them faster and faster. Soon it started gaining size and she noticed Barry was starting to weaken from this force battle. She then pulled both hands to one side and wanting to throw the spinning cyclone and all the other wind energy toward Barry. It was like it weighed a ton as she tried to step forward and push it though, screaming as she did, forcing her hand forward like she took all the energy and forced it all back to Barry, falling to her knees in weakness as she did. Barry then took off and flew all the way across the arena, the audience gasped as he struck the wall with an almighty thud exploding all the dust around him to scatter slowly on the audience. He tried to stand and get to his feet but when he stood and looked over at Acarlie still kneeling on the floor catching her breath back he fell to his knees and then fell face down on the floor.


The stadium was deftly silent again still marvelling at all the dust falling over them. Acarlie stood up in this silence. She saw that Barry was not getting back up and turned over to the elder. The elder lifted his hand and shouted, “We have a winner!” and the crowd screamed and cheered, whistled and stamped their feet. The whole stadium shook while Acarlie stood smiling and waving at the crowd. The feeling she encountered then she knew she would never feel again. She had won and now had the chance of going on the Elementalists’ Pilgrimage. A dream she had wanted for so long and now the roar of the satisfied crowd had confirmed that for her. She would leave this town where she had spent her whole life in endless training and now could see the world and represent her town and school in the League of Elementalists. A true dream unfolding around her and the excitement she felt was magnified with all her people around her screaming and shouting and cheering, calling her name and praising her.




 





Some medics then came into the stadium and started treating Barry, sitting him up, treating his cuts and bruises, giving him water and lifting him to his feet and helping him toward Acarlie. He shook her hand and held it high for the audience to see he wasn’t sour for loosing and hugged her and said to her, “I should have known better not to challenge you against a battle of element. Physical wise, I think I could have had you, but not using our element, congratulations.”


“Thank you Barry, I thought you had me there though, I honestly did.”


The elder then silenced the crowd again and shouted.


“Congratulations Acarlie. You have defeated Barry and been declared the High Elementalist of Eloma and being High Elementalist you get the choice. Do you want to stay here and study the Element of Wind and fight off any other elementalist on their pilgrimage or do you want to go on your own pilgrimage knowing the dangers of it and leave Barry here to study and become our protector?”


Acarlie looked up and shouted, “Barry would make a fine protector and with more study would be more mastered in the Element of Wind than I. I wish to go on my journey as an Elementalist to face the other nations and to bring honour back to Eloma as the Elemental Lord!”


The crowd cheered again of this statement and started chanting, “Honour to Eloma! Honour to Eloma!”


“So who do you choose to be your Guide and Sacred Guardian on this journey Acarlie?”


“I wish my Guide to be my friend and physical training partner, Tigian Sheeria Katsan!”


“Very well, go back inside now I shall speak to you soon, both of you.”


The crowd cheered them both out of the arena and when she got back into the candle light room, Sheeria, the tigian she spoke to before was waiting for her, embraced her in her arms and congratulated her.




 





Acarlie was in her room in an underground section for the students of the arena, which was actually the elemental school, packing some bags eagerly waiting to venture on her pilgrimage she had been training for so many years for, when Sheeria walked in. She had some bags packed of her own and was as excited as Acarlie. She however was much older and more mature than Acarlie and never showed it.


“Remember you still have your leaving party tonight Acarlie. The local townspeople won’t have you leaving without seeing you away. You are an important member of this community now. You may even have more say than the mayor himself because of your title.”


“I know, isn’t it exciting Sheeria? Finally after twenty-two years of training I can finally leave this place and go and see the world.”


“You mean you want to leave this place that much?”


“Sheeria, I have lived here all my life, brought up by Elder Argo to never leave this town and train, train and train. I have been dreaming of leaving this place for years now.”


“I know but…”


“No, you don’t know, you come from Angland and have seen the other cities around the world. I have not seen outside of this town. It has become a prison to me. I’ve heard so many stories about the world outside it but I can only imagine what it is really like.”


“But you know the danger of going on this pilgrimage don’t you? You may never return. No one who has returned from a pilgrimage in decades, don’t you think that’s putting a lot of pressure on you?”


“If the worst happens I would die happy knowing that I have had the chance to live the Elementalists’ dream of journeying onto victory. I feel sorry for Barry; if he feels the same way I did I’m sure he feels sorry that he will have to wait before he ever gets another chance to go.”


“It may not even be that long though, that’s what I’m trying to say child, decades of elementalists from Eloma and not one made history, not one made it to the end, not even to the E.L. Also do you know who you will be up against? Zane; the proclaimed greatest elementalist that ever lived. How do you think you will ever beat him?”


“You know, you’re an Elementalist’s Guide and Guardian now and are supposed to be more supportive Sheeria,” Acarlie raised her eyebrow and cocked her head to a side.


Sheeria then bowed her head in shame, “I know Acarlie, I just care about you that’s all. I have been training you for years.”


Acarlie stepped forward and reached up for the tigian and wrapped her skinny arms around Sheeria’s thick, furry neck and embraced her. “Then protect me on my journey. You look after me outside the arena.”


Sheeria smiled warmly when the young human was in her arms. Acarlie was very dear to her and worried often while looking after her. She herself had seen Acarlie grow since she was first born and had been there like a mother herself watching her grow and prosper into becoming the High Elementalist of Eloma, “What about you?”


“I’ll look after myself in the arena. Now help me pack please.”


“Ok then, you know you’re going on a pilgrimage not a holiday. You can’t take so much, you’ll never be able to pack it all. Look, what is this?” she said picking up a suitcase full of clothes and accessories. “You must have your whole wardrobe in here. No, take it all out.”


“But what about when I speak to the kings, queens, presidents and prime ministers of nations? I can’t see them while dressed in my combat gear. They will laugh me out of the city.”


“That’s why you will take one pair of presentable clothing, keep it separate from the others and wash and iron it when we have been given sanctuary by the city’s leaders. Look, how about this one?”


“No, I don’t like that one, it’s too short. I find it hard to walk in.”


“Ok then, how about this?” Sheeria held up another dress.


“That has a hole in it!”


“This?”


“This too much like your kimono.”


“Ok, you can’t argue with this though. Master Elder Argo bought you this on your last birthday.”


“No, it’s red.”


“What’s wrong with red?”


“It’s just that red is more of a colour that represents fire. I feel elementalists who study the Element of Fire should wear that.”


“Oh, so you want to wear a colour that represents your element? I’m sorry Acarlie but you’re not standing in front of world leaders in a see-through dress.”


Acarlie nearly screamed with the thought of that and burst out laughing. Sheeria then pulled out a number of other suits, dresses and outfits with Acarlie continuing to point out little things about them which she never liked about them for a full twenty minutes before finding the clothes she wanted to wear.




 





When they were all done packing Sheeria took the bags out to the stables across town while Acarlie waited in her room taking one last look at it. Acarlie would have been known as a sensible girl if she lived on Earth. Smart, beautiful and a model pupil for any tutoring she could have been taught but because of her upbringing in Eloma and being stuck in there all her life and being under the watchful eyes of tutors and elders she couldn’t help but be a little naïve in some of her actions. The world outside enchanted her as it would for anybody else in her shoes but she never let her dream get in the way of her study and training. She would still keep her youthful innocence but slightly mischievous character when outside classes when with Barry or her younger elemental apprentices but when faced with it would always do her task before anything else and that is what the teachers loved about her the most.


Soon after Barry walked in. He looked upset like Acarlie thought he would, but he had a smile on his face.


“The celebrations are just starting now Acarlie so I might not be able to see you again for a while. I just wanted to come and see you while I still have the time and congratulate you again.”


Acarlie moved over to him and gave him a hug.


“I don’t know what to say Barry, I’m sorry. I had a feeling that you wanted to leave this place as much as I did.”


“I’m not upset,” Barry lied. “I’m happy for you, I’m still an elementalist and I will continue my training. I just want to wish you luck. We’ve grown up together and you’re like a little sister to me so just promise me you will come back. Promise me you will come back and have that rematch,” he smiled at her.


She then gave him a kiss on the cheek, “I promise I’ll come back but you got to promise me that you will take care of Elder Argo and the town.”


He laughed and said, “Ok, I promise. Now come with me, the celebrations have started.”

















3





Val walked out of the doctor’s office feeling unsatisfied with the answers the doctor could not supply. With half an hour of scans and checks the doctor came up with nothing and could only present to Val that he was the picture of health, normally a welcoming outcome but now only brought forward more questions for Val.


The hospital did however manage to dress him a little more than before. He was now only dressed in a light blue surgical gown but even though he had a little more clothing on Val still couldn’t help but feel a little cold as he followed the rider back through the village to meet Raiden and the sergeant back at the military headquarters. The sun, still high in the early sky now was reaching higher meaning noon would come soon. He couldn’t stop thinking about how the doctor couldn’t help him, and wondered why all this was happening.


If he was so well he wondered why he could not remember anything that happened before this morning. What happened at the ship wreck where Raiden found him? Who was he really? So many more questions flowed through his mind and stayed there repeating like an irritating record caught in a cycle, who am I?Where am I from? Why don’t I have any injuries? Why are these people helping me and why am I here?


Soon he had to blank them out by making conversation with the rider again. He asked him about Alpha, the city where he said he came from and the rider began to tell him of his adventure after being exiled from the city and his family. How he and his friend searched for his sister around the great cities of Sphere before finally finding a home here and settling down on his own (but that’s a story for another day readers).


They walked under the warm sun with only a slight brisk breeze to creep under his gown and make his skin crawl. He was happy that the air soon became warm and welcomed the light breeze eventually. The grass around him were all of now dry but fresh, sharp like daggers but softer than butter, sitting on the ground like the Sphere’s green hair. Soon not even the path irritated his feet. He felt his soles harden and made it easier to walk up to the gates of the village entrance again, past the small huts of marble, wood and plaster, decorated with cotton curtains and some with only sheets to cover the doors.




 





Eventually they got back to the headquarters and the soldiers were now not in the courtyard practising but inside, resting and chatting to each other quietly. When one of them saw Val and the rider he escorted them in a small office, away from the chatting soldiers. He knocked on the door and poked his head in muttering something and Val heard the strong voice of the sergeant say, “Send him in,” and the soldier pulled his head back through the door telling Val to enter and sending the rider away.


Val said a quick thank you and goodbye to the rider, who shook his hand replying, “That’s ok pal, we’ll meet again,” before leaving and letting Val open the door to the office.


The office was big and neat, with two comfortable looking sofas against a wall and bookshelves full of books and magazines. The sergeant sat behind a desk with Raiden standing behind him with folded arms, both of them looked at Val.


“Take a seat please,” the sergeant said with his hand out pointing to a chair in front of his desk.


Val sat reluctantly looking up to Raiden anxious as to what they summoned him in for. The staff that was beside him when he woke was lying on the desk in front of him. He then knew whatever they called him in for, this would be the main point of discussion.


Raiden uncrossed his arms and began talking softly, seeing the nervous Val, “Welcome back Val. Sergeant Theydon and I have done some research on the staff and we have found some information that might shed some light on your past.” 


Val smiled then, moving to the edge of his chair eager to know but Raiden and Theydon didn’t seem so happy, they glanced at each other then Theydon said,


“The staff is from the continent Septura. Made by the finest weapon smiths in Alpha in a country called Feydon and considering how Alpha is much more advanced than the other cities around the world, I’d say this is probably one of the finest quality staffs ever made. The last time anybody saw one was last year when Feydon’s army conquered a small country called Decrenia. The people from that country took a last stand in the Battle of Osiris…”


When Theydon said this Raiden looked down to the floor feeling discomfort to his words but Theydon then explained as Raiden stood silent, his head lowered, “You see we and everyone else on Sphere know of the Battle of Osiris. The people of Decrenia didn’t have a chance. Some countries even sent some troops themselves to help them but it was all over in a single night. That was a terrible day for many families around the sphere. Feydon slaughtered the entire army as well as many soldiers from around the globe that lent their strength to Osiris’s cause.


“So you see why everyone mourns that day. Especially Raiden, for you see that was the battle that took Raiden’s brother’s life away from him. Possibly even from a weapon similar to the one before you. This only leads us to the conclusion that you must have been in that battle and considering that you have one of the enemy’s weapons, we think that you must be from Alpha… and therefore an enemy of the united nations of Sphere….”




 





Val sat stunned by this news and a little scared as to what would happen to him.


“Because we don’t know if you’re from Alpha or not and the fact that you have no memory means that we won’t treat you as a prisoner of war but you must understand that this is a very serious and delicate situation. You have shown up claiming that you have no memory, but since the results from the doctors have proved to us that there is nothing wrong with you physically nor mentally, it makes us think that maybe–”


“I’m not lying!”


“That’s just it Mister Val or whatever your name is. We don’t know that. Feydon has tried a lot of dirty tricks to win battles and it wouldn’t surprise me that they would send a soldier to infiltrate our small island by acting as a mysterious traveller with memory loss.”


“We have however thought of a way that might prove what country you came from,” Raiden then said. “I have seen many fighting styles in my life and considering how you woke with a weapon means you must know how to fight. You may have no memory but you do know how to speak, walk, eat and so on. So I would like to see how you fight. I think fighting is instinct and for a soldier, the style you fight will be conditioned into your mind and might tell me where you have been trained.”


This stunned Val even more, “You want me to fight?”


“Yes we do. It may be the only way to prove to us if you are friend or foe. My men have been informed and have been preparing for your fight while you have been away. Now if you would like to follow me Val. Oh, and here, you will need your staff back,” Theydon said giving him his staff back.




 





A little arena was made out for him by the time they got out of the office and into a main hall of the complex. A circle of men surrounded the hall with a single soldier standing in the middle awaiting his competitor. The crowd opened up to let in the increasingly nervous Val, while Raiden and sergeant Theydon walked up a small flight of stairs round the side of the hall and on to a corridor that overlooked the hall from above. Val’s opponent was given a pair of Tonfa. A wooden martial arts weapon held in each hand, a wooden handle that attached to a long arm that reached from the holder’s fist to behind their elbow.


“Rules of engagement!” Theydon called down to the two fighters. “This is no more than a sparring exercise to see Val’s fighting skills. So I want to see no foul play, no attacks to the eyes, groin, back or throat. No one is to step in. No one is to throw in any weapons, nor pass back weapons that may be lost. No one is to cheer anyone on. There is no winner nor looser in this fight and most important of all… the fight is over when the opponent taps out or is given the chance to surrender or when I call for the fight to be over. I don’t want any unconscious people to send to the medic or any broken bones to send to the doctors. Do I make myself clear!?” His words were sharp and harsh so the fighters would understand.


“Crystal clear, Sergeant!”


“What about you Mister Val, do you understand the rules I have given you?”


“Yes but I still don’t see how this would settle–”


“Then we are ready. The fight begins now!”




 





At those words his opponent began walking around him slowly. Val was still confused and couldn’t believe that he was now in this predicament and wasn’t ready for when the fighter threw a punch into his stomach. The hard wooden end of the Tonfa struck hard on him and instantly sent him onto his knees and as he looked up he saw the fighter raising his arm across his ear ready to bring it down, chopping it onto his head. Val quickly rolled to his side narrowly avoiding the potentially painful attack. As he got up he looked into the eyes of his opponent, staring back at him with expert concentration. Not taking his eyes off him for a second. As his opponent circled around him again, Val began to think how he would beat such an opponent. This fighter was no amateur. He knew what he was doing and was professional enough not to take Val down quickly but to take his time and seek out Val’s skill in combat. He came in for another attack but this time Val saw it coming and managed to slide to an open side. Again and again his opponent swung his pair of Tonfa and went to kick him occasionally but Val quickly learned to move aside and wait for another attack. He looked up briskly to see Theydon and Raiden watching him, waiting for him to finally make some attack but he didn’t; he was too scared to make any offensive moves. He just kept moving and dodging but soon his opponent’s attacks were coming more frequently and violently being aware of Val’s quick movements and fear to strike. Val was caught with a kick to his side and began getting suddenly pummelled with attacks high and low of his body. He fell to the floor and his opponent quickly jumped on him but Val scrambled away, kicking him aside, giving him time to jump to his feet. Enough is enough Val thought and as he began to get his breath back he gripped onto his staff with both hands, adrenaline pulsing through him and pain thumping over his bruises. He never felt so alive then as pure energy flowed around his body giving him concentration. His opponent saw this and stood in a defensive stance. He gave Val a wink and a nod as if to say, ‘Let’s see what you got.’




 





Val then was first to strike and again swinging his staff high and low, moving back and blocking when he needed to. He found it quite easy to block with his staff and found that his concentration on the fight was helping him manoeuvre around him. Now they looked like fighters training in combat, rather than the one-sided beating Val was on the receiving end of.


He swung the staff around gripping with both hands giving it support and precision and even managed to get a couple of kicks into his opponent’s side. Ducking, blocking, back stepping; jumping, turning and striking whenever a chance arose. Val found he must have a skill in him all this time just like Raiden said he would, deep in his subconscious, buried in conditioning was the ability to fight in combat. But there was no mistake, his opponent was holding back and when he decided to make his move he did, then came in with quick attacks constantly.


This time Val was much more ready and didn’t go down straight away, blocking successfully with his staff and even striking hard on his opponent’s head leaving the crowd surrounding them to gasp. 


His opponent fell to his knees holding his head but this fight wasn’t over. Before Val had a chance to finish him off his opponent swung his leg around catching the back of Val’s ankles making him fall hard on his back. He dropped his staff and heard it roll away and before he had a chance to look around and pick it up his opponent jumped on him punching him in his face twice. He tried to reach for his staff by putting his hand out looking for it with the other hand trying desperately to stop the fists of his attacker. Suddenly he felt the cold metal of his staff in his grasp. He swung it up quickly catching the fighter on top of him by surprise and rolled over on top of him. The tables were now turned and Val was on top of his opponent but this time Val had his weapon where his opponent dropped his when he pounced on Val. Val with his knees on his chest didn’t punch him or strike him with his weapon, they both knew Val was the victor. Val raised his fist but instead of striking down he looked up to Theydon and Raiden who were both looking shocked.


“Fighters stop! The fight is over. To your feet soldiers!” he called down and Val stood up helping his opponent to his feet.




 





Theydon and Raiden appeared again from upstairs and walked into the circle of men.


Both eyes fixed on Val. Raiden with a look of puzzlement and Theydon just looked shocked. Theydon looked Val in the eyes, confusion overwhelming him then said, “How…did you do that?” he asked sounding too dumbstruck to speak.


“How did I do what?”


“You know damn well what it was Val!” Raiden shouted in who clearly sounded disinterested in games and got straight to the point. “Your staff! How did you pick it up like that?”


“I don’t understand Raiden. I just reached out and found it on the floor and took it.”


“Don’t play dumb boy. You were lying right here and your staff was all the way over there,” he said pointing to a spot on the floor where his staff had rolled away when he fell. Raiden was right. From where Val was lying and with someone on top of him it would have been impossible for any man or beast to reach where his staff was lying, far away from any man’s reach. Val stood still trying to understand what had happened and tried to remember how he did it. One of the soldiers stepped up in Val’s defence and said, “He reached out and the staff just appeared in his hand sir. It was like he was summoning it to his hand from the spot where it lay. It didn’t even move from where it was. It just disappeared…right into his hand. I’ve never seen anything like it before.”


Raiden listened to him and looked back at Val, staring into him trying to tell whether he was hiding something. But he trusted Val, walked over to him and took his staff away from him and took a couple of steps back.


“Let’s see you do it again then Val. Take your staff away from me.”


Val stepped forward and reached out to take it from him.


“You misunderstand me Val. Take the staff from where you stand, just like you did before.”


“How can I? I don’t even know how I did it in the first place.”


“Just like the man said. Reach out your hand and call your staff. You done it once, we all saw you do it.”


Val did as he was instructed and put his hand out. He held up his hand for a minute, staring at his hand, the staff, Raiden, and back down to his hand. He tried opening and closing his hand a couple of times before giving up on that idea.


He then heard Raiden giving him a little support, “Come on Val, I know you can do it, just like before. Focus and take the staff to your grip.”


Then it happened, just like when it was lying on the floor his staff disappeared from Raiden’s grip and instantly appeared in Val’s. Not even a trace of dust was seen now in Raiden’s fist but nothing but air. In only a split second it was like the staff vanished through a split in the illusionary sheet of reality and teleported straight into Val’s hand again. 




 





Everyone gasped at once in marvel at what they all had just seen. There was no such thing as magic on Sphere, even the great elementalists could soon explain how they could perform their tricks but this was new and unseen, only by the small few who just witnessed.


Val, looking the most shocked looked up to Raiden who was smiling, then crossed his arms in triumph and nodded. Theydon was the first to speak then, smiling at Val, “Wow. Whatever that was, that was amazing,” he then walked over to Raiden and whispered something in his ear. Raiden nodded and whispered back. Theydon nodded and turned around standing beside Raiden and looked back at Val.


“I am pleased to inform everyone here that after the fighting technique Val had shown us. We are happy with what we have seen. Though Val does have some fight in him somewhere, there is definitely nothing from Alpha’s or Feydon’s teachings.


“However you do definitely have something from the continent Septura in you but we can confirm it is not from the enemy. And so Val, we would be pleased if you would join us and become a Walton Warrior. Protector of Walton under the service of his majesty King Kerry, ruler of the country Racoves.”


Val nodded instantly and Theydon called one of his men to find a uniform for him.


Moments later the man returned saying, “Sorry sir, I could only find some light lizzier armour and a traveller’s cloak.”


“Very well, everyone I want you all to help Val into his armour while Raiden and I consult. The elders sent me a message today summoning me on important business and since seeing the marvels and mysteries of Mister Val. I think he should be the one to see them. So make him look presentable.”




 





Val was then moved aside by all Theydon’s men gathering around him taking off the gown and sandals the hospital had given him shortly before, firstly giving him a simple black T-shirt and measuring and fitting on some light armour made of lizzier skin. It was a dark green, scaled material which looked like it could withstand some melee attacks that covered the most of Val’s chest and it had little shoulder pads made of metal which fitted him well. Then he was given a pair of dark trousers which he fitted over his shorts. They tucked his shirt in and pulled some of the straps on the back of his armour tight and tightened the buckles. They even brought in some pairs of socks which he put on and they gave him some more telling him to keep them clean and dry at all times and were telling him stories of theirs about not looking after their feet and the consequences they endured because of it, all while they were fitting on some steel toe-capped boots that came up just to his ankle, tying them and tucking in neatly while he sat on a table watching.




 





He stood up and walked around a couple of steps instantly liking the new outfit. Punching the padded bits in his armour and swinging his arms around. He found that he had much room for his agile physique. The armour wasn’t constricting at all for him. Which he knew would become handy in the future. Then finally he was given the traveller’s cloak. A well-crafted, hooded and sleeved long, thick cotton cloak that reached just past his knees. The clock was surprisingly mauve-purple, black and blue with an outline of finely woven yellow and red lines into the outline of the cloak and decorating the cloak with little diamond shapes and zigzag lines all over it; reaching from the bottom and all the way around the tip of the hood and back down the other side. This cloak wore like a Gi or a dressing gown but longer, and reaching down past his knees, the material was thick and looked waterproof with a hood and a lot more finely made. Val wondered how they got this type of cloak because it didn’t suit the rest of the armour they gave him and he didn’t see any of them wearing one.


When he asked they just told him that the cloak had been in the lost and found bin for ages and never thought to be thrown out. 


A moment or so after he was geared up Theydon came back in and lined his men up.


“That’s better Val, looking like a warrior now, how does it feel?”


“It feels good, thank you sir.”


“No no Val. You don’t call me sir yet. You look like one of us but you’re not yet officially signed up and so before we do that I have a small assignment for you.”


“Assignment?”


“Well really it’s more like a request. You must travel to the end of the island to see the elders. Raiden will be your guide. You will see what it is they want from us and it’s a perfect time for you to ask them any questions regarding yourself and your staff.


“The elders are the wisest beings on all of Sphere but I’m sure you already know that. I’m sure they can help. Raiden will fill you in along the way. Is everything clear Val?”


“Yes sir…I mean, yes Theydon. I’ll go now, where is Raiden?”


“He is around the back preparing the lizziers and some rations. It will only be a day’s journey there and back so you will need supplies. Go now Val and I will see you tomorrow as soon as you get back.”


Val nodded as he walked to the back of the hall. Before he left he turned around and looked at Theydon and his men all standing at attention. Bowed his head and said clearly, “Thank you all. I shall see you soon,” and with that he turned and headed for the back door.




 





Val found Raiden outside packing bags on to a saddle on each of the two lizziers’ backs, one much bigger than the other and was clear that this would be Raiden’s ride, the other being too small to hold his stature. Raiden looked around and saw Val approaching and nodded in agreement at Val’s new uniform and look and rubbed his fingers down his read mane under his chin like a beard.


“Looking better kid, at least you don’t look like an outsider anymore. We can make our journey now. It’s not too far if we ride quickly. We can get there by sundown if there is nothing blocking our path. Now I’ll give you a minute to acquaint yourself with your lizzier. Her name is Domieneo, she is only young and so if you want to ride her you have to let her know who you are first,” he said bringing Val toward the young, horse sized lizard. She stood before him standing upright and strong, she had an elegance about her presence as well as looking fast and swift while Raiden’s lizzier looked much older, stronger and wiser, like he had been close to Raiden for a while now. He held out his hand a little hesitant at first and stroked the top of her head and he could feel that she felt the same way pulling away at first but he kept his hand out and waited until she came back. She let him pet her head for a short while before standing upright again, stretching out her neck and letting out a small high pitched cry. Val couldn’t help but think that if she were much smaller that cry would have been like a bird’s tweet, short and sweet.


She then stood much closer to Val and rubbed her head against his shoulder.


“She likes you Val, lizziers are very loyal creatures but are picky about who they give their loyalty to. My Bluey here took a whole month of training and riding before he finally accepted me as his owner. He used to run away from me at first and then throw me off his back.”


He said rubbing Bluey’s head then adding, “So make sure you treat her well, keep her clean and fed and you’ll find that she will have her own little bits about herself you will have to learn in order to keep her happy. If you mistreat her, she will leave you and if she does it in the middle of an open plain, or desert you’re finished.”


“I will Raiden, don’t worry. So they can run through deserts as well then?” Val asked.


“Yes, because they’re lizards they can survive a longer time without water than other creatures,” Raiden said mounting on to the back of Bluey. “Now grab onto the saddle and pull yourself on.”


Val tried to pull himself up but couldn’t get the technique of swinging his leg around and fell. Raiden, whilst laughing didn’t bother to help him. He thought to himself that the boy must learn to do this on his own. Val tried a couple more times unsuccessfully before Domieneo ran around the back of him, put her head between his legs and lifted him up on her back herself. This made Val nearly fall again but managed to control himself this time and sat triumphantly on the saddle. He then took the reins and followed Raiden.


The gates opened again and they were both out of the village and Val finally saw how fast the lizziers actually were. Raiden wasn’t lying when he said they were the fastest means of transport. It took a while for Val to understand how to rock in timing with Domieneo and within the first couple of hours he mastered it, but thought it would take a while before the pain on the bottom of his back would pass. He still found the whole experience very strange and at certain times had to cling on tight but Domieneo was gentle with him and slowed down from time to time, only speeding up to catch up with Raiden and Bluey.




 





It was now nearing sun down and the lizziers were now marching along after resting for an hour. Val was still captivated by the sight of the island. Even when coming to the end of an evening with a cold wind starting to settle over the desolate land of endless trees and rocks as far as the eye could see, Val could still sense something enchanting about the land. Like even though there was not a single man-made object in sight, there was this ever going presence to it, like a valley that never sleeps. All he could hear was the sound of the land, as if the wind was passing messages from one rock to the next and the trees twisting and turning, longing to be with their distant family of trees so far away but unable to move from the spot where they lay. The sunlight now dying turning the scene into a shade of aqua blue and before long the setting sun changed the horizon orange then a fiery red before leaving it dark and one by one the stars lit up the sky. A stream flowed quietly beside them with deer and other small creatures breaking their journey for water, taking no notice of these great lizards walking past them. This place seemed so beautiful to Val and the silence soothed him while he wondered if the rest of Sphere was like this place as well.




 





Soon Val felt the urge to ask how much longer it would be before they arrived.


“The elders’ village is not too far now, we are nearly there,” Raiden answered him.


“Who are the elders anyway Raiden?” Val asked again.


“You don’t know the elders Val? This is strange, you seem to know so much, even with ancient animals like lions but you have no knowledge of elders?”


Val shrugged and waited for Raiden to raise an eyebrow and continue, “Really the correct question should be what are the elders?”


“What do you mean?”


“You may think by the name of ‘Elders’ that they are elderly humans, when really they are not. They are actually their own species. They’re known as Elders because they are the oldest intelligent beings on Sphere; even older than humans but their wisdom and intelligence is different from what humans would consider as intelligent.”


“What do you mean?”


“You’re a human Val, you wouldn’t understand. Even I don’t understand, but let me put in the way I was told as a cub. To survive, humans rely on science and mathematics, formulas and equations that engineer the universe while the elders rely on the forces of Sphere to help them survive. For instance, to live in a cold environment humans would build a big shelter, conserve their heat and wear protective clothing while the elders might heat their surroundings up or cool their body temperature down,” Raiden tried explaining to him.


“How can they do that? That’s impossible without the proper equipment. Do they use magic or something?” Val asked intrigued by these creatures. 


“I told you, I don’t know, the same as I don’t know how humans ever built big mechanical machines; we leos were bred for battle.”


As they continued talking, the village now came into sight. Only a few small wooded huts sat together at the bottom of a hill with small camp fires burning, lighting up in the darkness.


“You say they are their own species? What do you mean by that? You say that you evolved from lions. What did they evolve from?” Val asked again as they approached the village.


“No one really knows, they are older than humans and even they don’t know. They are mammal though. Although if you asked me I would say they are most like a frog.”


“How can you say that? That’s not a mammal?”


Raiden just nodded then and dismounted his lizzier and Val followed, walking into the village and was greeted by the elders.
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At first look the elders looked like Raiden suggested they would, but after seeing them closer Val understood why he thought that. Their head and nose was shaped similar to a frog’s, with a big jaw and black dotted eyes. They had bushy white eyebrows and fair white hair on a flat head. They all walked slowly with a slight hunch, even the tallest could not stand taller than six feet and all clothed in old robes. Even though Elders were just the name for the species, they all looked very old; like what a human would if he reached the age of one hundred. They smelt of the planet, of fresh air, water and sand and all walked slowly but with a humble modesty to them. The closest one to them looked the oldest, her face covered in leathery wrinkles and carrying a long stick she was using as a walking cane. Val could see her hand carrying the cane and noticed that they all only had four stubby digits on each hand.


“Welcome back Raiden, it is nice to see you again. I see my message reached Theydon in time, and who is this boy with you? He looks new and I have never seen him in the village before.” The elder spoke with such a soft female, elderly voice which made Val feel comforted and he knew he would have a better welcome than he did back at the village. Raiden stood forward then got down on one knee and bowed in front of the elder. This wasn’t like when Raiden was reporting to Theydon and had to behave with such etiquette, rather this was like he wanted to bow down to her, like he had done all his life and did it without thinking. This was an unusual sight for him seeing a creature as magnificent and strong as a leo bowing down to a frail looking creature with such love and loyalty. He couldn’t help but admire Raiden for this, normally in the animal kingdom a bigger creature would attack and eat such a smaller prey. 


“Elder Amber Pulaguy,” Raiden began with his head still bowed, “your message reached Sergeant Theydon well. He sent me and I left as soon as I could. I also brought this boy with me in the hopes that you could shed some light on him.”


He then started telling her about Val’s problem. How he had no memory, no name, yet he had known some other things and the mystery behind the staff that he could summon to his hand.


He then rose and stood beside Val while that elder thought for a minute.


“Hmm…some facts in your words are familiar to me, thank you for bringing them to my attention Master Raiden. I will have an answer for you shortly,” she said then shuffled toward Val, looking at him with a nurse’s concern and said to him in a comforting tone, “Don’t worry Val, you are in good hands now, my name is Amber Pulaguy.”


She reached out and put a soft hand on his shoulder and squeezed lovingly like she had known him for years. Val didn’t know what to say or do so he just did as Raiden did and bowed on one knee and said as formally as he could so he couldn’t offend her, “Thank you Elder Amber Pulaguy, I am humbled by your hospitality.”


Her hand went from his shoulder to rub the top of his bowed head and gently ruffled his brown hair, “You’re very welcome young Val, now rise and follow me, both of you. I have something urgent I have to show to you that you have to tell the village council. Come, your lizziers will be well rested and fed as will you. This way please.”




 





They were both led into a magnificently large hut, there wasn’t much inside spare the dirt under their feet and leather skins surrounding them from the night outside though. Val could tell that elders didn’t have the need for belongings such as humans do. In the middle was a fireplace with unburned wood waiting to be lit. Val watched in amazement as the elder walked past it and raised her hand toward the fire and suddenly the fire was ablaze. She didn’t rub sticks together nor use any flint or start it with matches. She simply lifted her hand and the fire started according to the level of her gesture. Val found this incredibly amazing but looked over to Raiden who had obviously seen this before didn’t even flinch nor even look at the fire. The elder then sent away two more elders for refreshments for the two travellers and then turned toward them.


“I’m afraid I have some terrible, dire news, news that involves the whole of Sphere.”


“What is this news?” Raiden then asked.


“I know that you won’t understand it at first, but there is a terrible darkness in the depths of outer space that is slowly edging toward our planet. I first noticed it last night while I was communicating with the planet in prayer and meditation. The planet is deeply scared of such a threat, for this darkness is an unstoppable force of extreme gravity that would crush the whole planet if it got close enough.”


Amber looked at them both and saw they were both riddled with confusion. The other elders returned with some bread for the two confused travellers.


“I don’t understand Elder, what is this darkness you speak of? I have never heard of such a force. Also if you have seen this vision would not the High Elders of Chippenham have seen this too? Is this a problem to bring to our small island?” Raiden said wiping his mouth awaiting an answer.


Amber smiled, “Yes I know young Raiden. I’m afraid that my skills for seeing through the eyes of Sphere have not left me yet and I honestly cannot say if the new High Elders have witnessed this plague yet. That is why I sent for you immediately, we cannot afford to simply ignore this and assume the rest of the world will settle this problem for us. Since I cannot explain, I will show you instead. Stand where you are and together we elders will show you what is coming,” Amber told them. The elders all stood in a perfect circle around the fire and started chanting and murmuring to themselves each with their hands raised.


 “What’s happening Raiden? Why are they all chanting? What are they trying to do?” Val whispered to Raiden, who just shushed him and said, “I don’t know Val, just stand still and wait and see.”


The fire began burning brighter and brighter and then even Raiden couldn’t help but stare into it. It rose so high it nearly reached the roof of the hut and started burning an electric blue that warmed the hut. The colour tinted the inside the hut with a pale blue that was soothing to the eyes and pleasing to look at.




 





Within a couple of seconds all Val could see was the burning blue fire and was unable to even hear the chants of the elders as the most unusual sensation came over him. He suddenly felt like he was flying straight upwards in the sky at a great speed. His stomach dropped and he felt paralysed by the force of it. This felt like he was falling to the ground at an extremely high speed from high up and upside down. He felt scared and paralysed and wanted to open his eyes and be back comfortably on the floor. In a second it had stopped though and he found himself standing next to Raiden in what looked to be outer space. He could see the planet Sphere before him, sitting amazingly still in space. The two moons far away and even the sun was just a big star surrounded by millions among millions of smaller stars all around them. He almost had a heart attack at this experience and he saw that even Raiden was uncomfortable. Val suddenly got into a panic and started breathing heavily, “We’re in space Raiden! What’s going on?” he started shouting.


Out of nowhere like a god-like figure, the voice of Amber came echoing through the heavens.


“Don’t be scared Val, you’re not in space. You are still standing in our hut with your feet firmly to the ground. You should be able to feel the floor under your feet. In space you would be weightless and therefore floating, as well as being unable to breathe. We elders have simply put the image in your mind that you are in space so you can see what we are trying to show you.”


Val then caught his breathing pattern back and looked around. Amber was right. He could breathe fine and realised that he wasn’t in space at all and took the time to take in the most beautiful view.




 





It was like they were standing in a three-dimensional environment. Everywhere he looked he saw stars glistening in the darkness. Even below where his feet stood he looked down and saw into the abyss below of countless stars so small and close they looked like tiny diamonds floating motionless in an everlasting dark sky. There were some distant planets in their solar system but were so small Val could not tell if they were only neighbouring stars to blend in with the others, so small and many they seemed to sparkle like dust in the light.


“Now if you will stand still we will show you what is coming toward the sphere,” the voice came again and once again the awkward sensation happened as the whole scenery shifted around and flew miles into the distance, like a strange roller coaster ride. Val jumped down to the floor as it turned and shot forward believing that he would fall down but Raiden just stood still with his arms crossed and his eyes closed understanding that it was only an illusion. All the stars turned into long thin streams of light as they flew past them before they stopped again and Val could rise to his feet again.


There it was standing before them. The darkness Amber was talking about. In the middle of their view this thing was so massive they couldn’t see past it nor around it and they were less than microscopic particles standing before a planet compared to it. They were dwarfed so much by this thing that it was like heaven itself and everything in it could fit in this thing a million times over and still have far too much room. As far as they could see was the light of a neighbouring star swirling around, being slowly sucked into the centre where a perfect line was piercing out from the centre of it with so much light it was blinding to look at. This thing must have been the most unstoppable force in the whole universe. Not even light escaped from its gravitational force. That’s how big this thing was. Even the sight of it made Val’s stomach drop, his knees weak and his blood chill and shiver through his body at such a monstrous sight.


“This thing is what is known as a Black Hole and is on a collision course for Sphere,” Amber’s voice came again, “such a thing should never happen. If this thing were even close to the planet it would crush it down to the size of a pea in less than a second and Sphere and every living being would be perished. Let me show you what I mean,” and with these words, they and the black hole started speeding toward the planet in the direction in which they came. When the sphere was in sight it was so small that it was only a small dot in the night sky.


“Firstly, the solar system’s gravitational pull would collapse and Sphere would fly away from the sun, freezing instantly and killing everything,” Amber began. “Then this would happen…”


They then watched as all the materials that made up the planet started breaking away and started flying toward the black hole. This process was very quick like Amber said it would and before Val could blink, it was gone, so were the moons and soon the sun, leaving nothing left but the hole. Sitting silently and eerie, alone in the darkness.


“Such a devastating blow to existence. Surely nothing can stop such a disaster awaiting the planet,” Raiden said, closing his eyes and lowering his head.




 





Then just like they were dreaming their eyes opened and they were standing back in the hut. Val felt sick with this sensation and nearly had to run out of the hut to vomit but managed to control himself. Amber started the conversation again, “Now you have seen what is coming you must warn the council of the village. You will be given a bed tonight and you will leave first thing in the morning.”


“No, we will leave immediately. Such news should not be left while we sleep,” Raiden said. 


“But you only just got here. At least rest a while and eat. Your lizziers need rest too. If you go now they won’t have the energy to get you home.”


“Yes Elder Amber,” Raiden then nodded, “we will rest for half an hour and then leave. If we leave then we can sleep in the village and call the council together first thing in the morning. Will you join us?”
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