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1  GENESIS


A bright full moon highlights a dull green hull of a large cargo transport jet blazing through a perfect night sky. High above a vast blanket of clouds below, the high shrill of its engines at near full power and the carpet of contrail-flow indicates not only is it cargo heavy, but its occupants are in a hurry to get to their destination.

Appearing normal on the outside, on inside the only normal thing is the cockpit. Everything afterwards, stations sections of computer consoles managing advanced bio-lab equipment.

At a dimly lit larger section completely housed in thick bio-glass, a team of scientists bustles around sleek equipment. Monitors flash with graphs, DNA sequences, and thermal readouts. The air hums with the quiet whir of machines keeping the vial samples in stasis. At the center of it all stands Dr. Victor Hadran, a sharp-featured man in his forties with a weathered, perpetual scowl etched across his face. His white coat is pristine despite the turbulence rattling the plane.

"Keep those vials steady," he snaps, his voice cutting through the drone of activity. "I won’t have them compromised because of shaky hands."

One of the younger scientists looks up nervously. "But Dr. Hadran, this turbulence is—"

"Nothing compared to what these samples are worth," Hadran interrupts, his glare icy. "If even one vial is damaged, this entire project is finished—and so are we. Do I make myself clear?"

The assistant nods hurriedly and goes back to securing the vials in their padded cases. Hadran moves to the main console, where lines of data scroll endlessly. His sharp eyes scan the screen, but his mind is clearly elsewhere. He mutters under his breath, almost too quiet to hear.

"Years of work... and now it’s all coming together. Let us hope humanity is ready."

The plane shuddered violently, a jarring shake that sent one of the younger scientists stumbling into the wall. Alarms blared, piercing through the otherwise steady hum of the lab. Dr. Hadran whipped around, his composure cracking for the first time.

“What now?” he barked, striding toward the cockpit door. “Stay with the specimens. No one moves unless I say so.”

The assistant nodded shakily, clutching the edge of a workstation as another wave of turbulence rocked the plane. Vials rattled in their cases, and one of the machines let out a soft beep, signaling a temperature fluctuation. The team scrambled to stabilize it, hands darting across panels like nervous birds.

Hadran wrenched open the cockpit door to find the pilots pale-faced and frantic, their hands dancing over switches and levers. Red lights blinked in rapid succession on the control panels.

“We just lost two engines about to lose a third,” the co-pilot said, his voice tight. “And flight controls are jammed. We’re—"

A deafening explosion cut him off. The plane lurched to the side, a violent jerk that threw Hadran against the doorframe. Smoke billowed from the right wing, visible through the cockpit window.

“What happened?” Hadran demanded, gripping the edge of a seat to stay upright.

The pilot’s knuckles turned white on the yoke. “Surface-to-air missile strike is what happened. We warned you this flight path takes us too close to every ground and naval conflict going on from the middle east to the North Sahara!

The scientist’s expression darkened. “Missile strike? You were supposed to avoid—” an engine explosion rocks the plane.

“You must have strayed into restricted airspace!” Hardon shouts.

“Everything around here is restricted space! We should’ve gone completely around like I told you!” the pilot snapped back.

“Everything on this plane is time sensitive, we... What is it?” Hadron looks at the pilot’s grim face.

Controls are failing—we can’t keep her up much longer.”

“No time for blame!” the co-pilot snapped. “If you want to live you and your people need to bail. Now.”

Hadran hesitated, his mind racing. He glanced back toward the lab, where his team worked feverishly to secure the specimens. Decades of research, priceless data—the culmination of everything he had devoted his life to—was now at the mercy of gravity and fire. A deep growl rumbled in the pit of his stomach, but his survival instincts took over.

“Execute Protocol Five on the vials... and the live subjects. Deploy the parachutes,” he ordered grimly, turning to return to the lab. “We abandon the plane.”

The pilots exchanged a glance but followed the command. Emergency sirens screamed as the cabin filled with the whoosh of depressurizing air. Hadran stormed into the lab, his coat whipping behind him like a cape.

“Evacuate!” he roared. “Everyone out now. The specimens stay locked. We’re executing Protocol Five, do not, under any circumstances—open the containers. We’ll try and salvage what’s left if anything makes it down”

“But, Doctor—”

“I said move!” His voice carried the kind of authority that brooked no argument.

One by one, the scientists grabbed parachutes and leapt from the plane, their screams swallowed by the howling wind. Hadran was the last to go, casting a final, lingering look at the glowing red light near the containers. It pulsed steadily, like a heartbeat.

With a resigned sigh, he tightened his parachute and jumped, vanishing into the dark sky.

Inside the plane at the primary control terminal, a flash on the screen: “Protocol Execute Failure due to system damage”

Outside, the plane continues to fly on its own until it’s out of their sight.

Moments later, it begins its death spiral toward the ground, flames licking at its tail. Two kilometers high before impact, an explosion ripped through the fuselage, sending three enormous containers shooting out with half-deployed parachutes. The cargo hurtled toward the Tanzanian wilderness, their descent illuminated by the fiery wreckage above.

In the distance, the shadowed peaks of Mount Kilimanjaro loomed, silent witnesses to the chaos.
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1.1  ​​SURVIVAL OF THE FITTESS
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One Year Later...

The sun hung low over the savanna, casting long, golden shadows across the land. At the edge of a shimmering waterhole, six months old Sero sat alone, his white coat dull and streaked with dirt. His bright blue eyes stared at the rippling water, empty and unfocused, as if the rhythm of the waves might lull him into forgetting.

The faint growls of distant predators and the occasional cry of birds filled the air, but he doesn’t flinch. His ears barely twitched as he gazed into the depths of the water. He knew what lurked there. He knew, and yet, for the first time, he didn’t care.

“They’re right,” he murmured to himself, his voice hoarse. “I don’t belong here. Not with them. Not anywhere.”

A single tear slipped down his cheek, and he angrily swiped it away with his paw. But no matter how hard he tried, the weight in his chest wouldn’t budge. Memories flash of his father, Makono, his blunt, brutal scorn, the other cubs’ taunts, and the pride’s wary glares replayed in his mind like a cruel joke.

His gaze dipped to the water’s edge. Movement beneath the surface caught his eye—the sleek shadow of a crocodile, its massive form cutting through the shallows. The croc glided with eerie grace, the ridges of its back just barely visible above the water.

Sero’s lips curled into a faint, humorless smile. “At least someone is happy to see me. And as everyone just loves to point out around here... See me very well you can.”

He rose to his feet, his legs trembling slightly. Slowly, deliberately, he padded toward the water. The cool mud squelched beneath his paws as he stepped in, the cold biting against his pads. He shivered but didn’t stop. The shadow beneath the surface shifted, drawn toward him like a predator sensing its prey.

The water reached his ankles, then his knees. Sero stopped for a moment, his breath catching in his throat. He glanced back at the shore, as if expecting someone—anyone—to stop him. But the empty savanna offered no comfort, no voices calling him back.

The croc surged closer, its jagged teeth gleaming as it slowly opened its massive jaws. And then launched forward, doing exactly what Nile Crocodiles do very well.

“Guess this is it,” Sero whispered.

Suddenly, a blur of motion shot across the water. Sero felt himself ripped sideways, a powerful force slamming into him and knocking him clear of the crocodile’s jaws. He tumbled through the mud, coughing and sputtering as a sharp growl echoed behind him.

“What are you doing, idiot?!” a voice hissed, low and urgent.

Sero blinked, dazed. He scrambled to his feet, mud clinging to his coat as he tried to make sense of what had happened. Standing in front of him was another cub, smaller but brimming with energy. The newcomer’s fur was caked in mud, masking much of her appearance, but the intensity in her amber eyes was unmistakable.

“Are you crazy?” the cub demanded, her voice a mix of anger and panic. “You can’t just walk into a croc’s mouth and expect a good outcome!”

Sero stared, stunned. “I—I didn’t ask you to save me.”

The cub’s eyes narrowed. “Well, you’re welcome anyway.”

Before Sero could respond, a guttural roar shattered the air. The crocodile, enraged by its missed meal, thrashed toward them. Its massive tail sent waves crashing to the shore, and its jaws snapped shut with a bone-chilling crack.

“Move!” the mud-caked cub shouted, darting forward and shoving Sero aside again as the croc lunged. Its teeth sank into the ground where they had been standing moments ago, tearing chunks of earth into the water.

Sero scrambled to his paws, his heart pounding. “What are you doing?! It’s coming back!”

“I know!” the cub barked, already circling to the croc’s side. “Stay behind me!”

The crocodile roared again, its eyes locking onto the smaller cub. It surged forward, jaws wide, but the mud-covered cub darted to the side, narrowly avoiding the strike. He let out a sharp snarl, swiping at the croc’s snout with his claws. The reptile reared back slightly, momentarily stunned.

“Now’s your chance! Run!” the cub shouted, her voice sharp and commanding.

Sero hesitated. His legs were frozen, rooted to the mud. The croc lunged again, and the mud-caked cub spun, slamming into Sero and forcing him to stumble backward toward the shore.

“Are you deaf? Go!” the cub growled.

This time, Sero obeyed. He bolted toward the safety of the trees, his paws slipping in the wet earth. He glanced back just in time to see the mud-caked cub leap clear of the croc’s snapping jaws, his movements agile and precise.

The smaller cub darted back to the shore moments later, panting heavily but grinning as if he’d just won a game. “Told you we’d make it,” the small cub said between breaths.

Sero stared at him, wide-eyed. “Who... who are you?”

The cub’s grin widened. “Just someone who doesn’t like seeing crocs win.”

Without waiting for a response, the cub turned and started walking away. The mud on his fur shifted slightly, but Sero was too shaken to notice the faint hints of stripes beneath the grime.

“Wait!” Sero called, his voice breaking. “Why did you help me?”

The cub paused, glancing over his shoulder. “Because I know what it feels like to be alone. Don’t waste it.”

And with that, the stranger disappeared into the tall grass, leaving Sero standing at the edge of the waterhole, his heart still racing.

Sero stood frozen at the water’s edge, the ripples of the crocodile’s failed strike still spreading across the surface. His breath came in shallow gasps, his chest rising and falling as if trying to make sense of what had just happened. The stranger’s words echoed in his mind.

“Because I know what it feels like to be alone...”

Sero frowned, his ears twitching toward the grasses where the mud-caked cub had disappeared. He wasn’t used to anyone sticking their neck out for him—not without some ulterior motive. For a brief moment, he considered following, but the tension in his legs kept him rooted in place.

His eyes fell back to the water, and a shiver ran through him. The crocodile had slipped beneath the surface, leaving only an ominous silence. He stepped away from the edge instinctively, the memory of its massive jaws too fresh to ignore. He shook himself, trying to dispel the weight of his thoughts.

“Why does he even care?” Sero muttered under his breath. “No one else does.”

The soft rustle of grass made his ears flick. He turned sharply, half-expecting the crocodile to have found a way onto land. Instead, he saw the mud-caked cub again, his face barely peeking through the reeds. He wasn’t walking away after all—he was watching.

“Still standing there, huh?” the cub said, stepping out of the tall grass. He carried himself with a confidence that felt out of place for his size, his amber eyes glinting with something between curiosity and amusement. “Not thinking of going back in the water, are you?”

Sero narrowed his eyes. “I wasn’t going to. What are you doing back?”

The cub shrugged, padding closer. “Had to make sure you weren’t planning to be lunch after all. You looked pretty determined back there.”

“I didn’t ask for your help,” Sero said defensively, though his voice wavered.

“No, you didn’t. That’s why it was help.” The cub grinned, his tail flicking lazily. “Anyway, it was fun.”

“Fun?” Sero’s voice rose in disbelief. “That thing almost ate us!”

The cub tilted her head, unbothered. “It didn’t, though. That’s what counts.” he paused, studying Sero for a moment. “You’re not like the others, are you?”

Sero stiffened. His fur bristled slightly, though he wasn’t sure why. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

The cub didn’t answer right away. Instead, he circled around Sero, his sharp eyes scanning as if searching for something. Sero stepped back uncomfortably.

“You don’t smell like them,” the cub said finally. “The lions.”

Sero’s jaw tightened. “I am a lion.”

The cub stopped in front of him, tilting his head again. “Sure. If you say so.”

Sero’s tail lashed behind him. He wasn’t sure why this stranger was getting under his skin so easily. “What do you know about me, anyway?”

“Not much,” the cub admitted with a shrug. “But you looked like you needed someone to pull you out of that mess. So, I did.”

Sero opened his mouth to argue, but no words came. He hated that this stranger was right—hated even more that he’d been vulnerable enough for it to be obvious.

“Who even are you?” Sero asked finally, his voice quieter now.

The cub grinned again, his teeth flashing in the dim light. “Name’s Zari. Don’t forget it.”

Sero frowned. “Zari, huh? And why are you out here?”

“Same reason you are, I guess,” he says cryptically. “Looking for something.”

Sero glanced away, his gaze drifting to the horizon. “And did you find it?”

Zari’s grin softened. For a moment, he didn’t answer. “Maybe.”

The two stood in silence for a while, the sun dipping lower behind the distant trees. The croc didn’t resurface, though the tension in the air lingered like a shadow.

Finally, Zari turned to leave, his muddy paws silent against the ground. “You’ll figure it out eventually,” he said over his shoulder.

“Figure what out?” Sero asked, though his voice lacked the bite from before.

Zari glanced back, his amber eyes catching the fading light. “What we both really are.”

And just like that, he was gone again, slipping into the tall grass as if he had never been there at all.

Sero stayed by the water’s edge a little longer, his mind turning over Zari’s words. What did he mean? What had he seen? The questions lingered like the fading light of the savanna, unanswered and heavy.

Later that evening, the savanna stretched into quiet twilight, the golden hues of day giving way to a soft, dusky purple. Sero lingered by the water’s edge, his reflection broken into shards by the ripples. He hadn’t moved far since Zari left. Part of him wanted to retreat into the tall grass, back to the pride’s camp—but the thought of his father’s scowl and the other cubs’ sneers made his stomach twist. He sighed, his head drooping.

“Wow. You’re still here?” a voice said, startling him.

Sero turned sharply, and there was Zari again, stepping out from the shadows as if he’d been watching all along. Mud still clung to his fur, but in the fading light, his eyes gleamed with curiosity.

“Do you always skulk around like that?” Sero asked, his tone defensive but lacking the usual bite.

“Only when I find something interesting,” he replied with a smirk. Zari padded closer, his steps unhurried. “What are you doing?”
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