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PROLOGUE
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The world was comprised into four distinct territories all ruled by contrasting alliances all yearning for the ultimate prize. 

Power.

LION

The first clan is unanimously ruled by the Leon family who are known to be fierce in nature. They are situated in the North boasting the largest area for their colossal kingdom. Stoic and ethical, they go about ruling their land with dignity and honour. In charge is the Honourable King Rufus who is highly respected by all within and outside their own territory. This is due to his strong demeanour through times of hardship and his gentle face through peaceful lapses when they occurred. His wife Laila is also extremely likeable and radiates warmth through her appearances with subjects of the Lion Clan. Also, during times of conflict, she has never shied away from her responsibilities and held out a brave face resulting in affection from her subjects. They were given this title of The Lion Clan due to the whole Kingdoms’ extreme likeness towards these majestic creatures and while attending the Assembly of Might the royals typically play the role of leaders. This is a yearly conference in which all the leaders and their families attend and discuss the happenings of the previous year. Their main objective is to rectify past errors while ultimately maintaining peace between all the clans.  

The Leon Family also has an additional family member through a supposed teen who remains anonymous to the public. The individual will remain the only heir to the throne as there possibly cannot be any more royal offspring. The subjects of the Lion Clan only know of the existence of this offspring through speeches where Queen Laila talks about the experience of motherhood. But both the King and Queen have confirmed that the identity of the heir will be revealed during The Assembly of Might. The public are oblivious of the true character and intentions of this future monarch but hold out hope that he or she will be as noble as their parents.

Despite this upstanding family looking over their land, there is a peculiar presence through King Rufus’ assistant Landor Namir. He wears a cloak during public events which has personified himself as mysterious to the public. It is abundantly clear that he has ulterior motives. 

TIGER

Controlling the south of the Globe is the Lao family who boast the second largest dynasty in the world after The Lion Clan. They are polar opposites to their counterparts and are extremely dangerous and uncontrollable. Their King Aidan is an evil cripple who loves torture and other forms of cruelty. Due to this tyrannic behaviour, he is simply seen as an outcast during the Assembly of Might. His family are no different as his wife Claudia and children Aidan Jr and Claudia Jr adopt this same attitude and proceed to be the most despicable humans in the land.

They often torture their subjects through a cruel game called Swinging Swords. The game occurs in a vast and deafening colosseum. The game’s premise consists of 30 peasants fighting for their lives. There are 5 teams of 6 who are spaced equally around a centre point which has an array of different axes, swords and bows and arrows. However, guarding the centre point is an obstacle course of swinging swords. It requires time and patience as swords are swinging through the air at all times which are connected to a glass roof blocking the path to the centre. The swords are placed on wooden chips in between each glass pane standing a single human’s length away from each other allowing a player to stop and look in between swords. It is the ultimate game of patience, and each team must hatch a plan to be able to get the whole team across. 

Even if a team is able to reach the centre before their opponents, the game doesn’t end as they are then instructed to kill all remaining players (including their own team) who have not already been killed by the swords. This is done through the plethora of weapons at the teams’ disposal. This cruel twist was added by the Lao family as they adore death virtually characterising them as borderline psychotic.

Due to their love of torture and killing, they are despised by their population and the rest of the world. Despite all these villainous characteristics their worst quality is their cruel treatment of tigers. Contrasting the Lion Clan’s love for their pets the Lao family insist on terrorising the poor beasts and killing them for the acquisition of money through their body parts. Dubbed The Tiger Clan They also adore keeping the strongest of the streak in cages and treating them like slaves. This wicked behaviour makes them everyone’s number one enemy.

CHEETAH

Occupying the East is The Cheetah Clan ruled by the Askari Family. They have the richest history out of all the royal families. Their King Alfred Askari is seen as a noble old man who has had a long life of wisdom. However, he has made a lot of mistakes in the past. He is respected by some of his people for his longevity, but many want to overthrow him and crown a young leader. This is also fuelled by the fact that his son Swift Askari is a deeply troubled individual, so they want to completely cut ties with the King’s family. Swift claims he can talk to the dead and this can be attributed to Swift losing his mother and two older sisters when he was only 14 years old. It scarred him for life, and he has never looked at anything in the same light again. He hasn’t made any public appearances in years but makes the odd squeak increasing the publics’ distaste towards him. The King has made many mistakes during his reign but the main problem the public have with him is that he still denies any involvement in the murder of his wife and two daughters which has subsequently hampered his image in the eyes of his people. Many are led to believe that he got his wife and children killed as they started to become more vocal in their final days, but the truth is yet to be revealed. 

They get their name The Cheetah Clan as they are affiliated with Cheetahs. Rather than seeing them as pets or slaves they simply see them as acquaintances. Most of the people in the clan train and feed them accordingly but don’t take them into their homes like The Lion Clan. They simply live alongside them and treat them as neighbours allowing them to roam freely through their land. Due to this attitude both the humans and Cheetahs have a mutual love for each other which limits any attacks between the 2 affiliates. 

LEOPARD

The Leopard Clan are situated in the West ruled by the ‘’perfect’’ Chui family. The clan is led by Queen Neveah, and she is seen by all as a strong female leader which is rare in the land. She is viewed by all as dauntless while also displaying altruism to the poor and needy. This selfless image has been developed over her 5-year reign where she has helped fortify the clans’ city and increase orphanages and food banks.

Her kingdom starting out as the smallest out of all her compatriots has not stopped The Leopard Clan from being the rapid grower that they are. At their rate in acquiring resources, they will not only reach all the other clans in sheer magnitude, but their dominion will rival all the other clans combined. They are the fastest growing in population and land due to their Queen’s ‘’perfect’’ image and clean slate. Despite this, she has not started a family as she wants to keep her power and not hand it to a man after marriage. This is seen as commendable by the world leaders and makes her a global icon. Behind this, is the fact that before her reign all of her family members except her mother seemingly vanished off the face of globe garnering suspicion, however this has been swept up under the carpet now due to recency bias. This ‘’perfect’’ perception helps gather audiences to her biennial inspirational talks. She preaches her story and struggles which raises her status further in the eyes of her minions tilting them into fanaticism. Her esteemed supporters obsess over her ‘’incredible’’ personality and ‘’rags to riches’’ tale of breaking social norms. 

As for the public under her rule, many male subjects fantasise about being by her side and potentially spending the night with her, but these are just the crazy ones. The minority of public who haven’t turned into zombies suspect foul play in her dealings and can see through the pretty image. This is helped by their pet Leopards who have not been sighted since Queen Neveah’s rule began. They were named The Leopard Clan in a similar way to The Cheetah Clan due to their acquaintance mood towards their feline friends. Freely roaming the streets and assisting the common folk, these clever beasts have not been spotted by any alive, generating speculation to the minority. Many who love her brush over this fact, but the real investigators sense all is not as it seems.

BRIEF MAP OVERVIEW
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CHAPTER I: ASSEMBLY OF MIGHT

PART I: YOUNG LOVE

[image: ]




There she was. Right across the hall. Sitting in her red dress and heart shaped earrings. Dressed modestly but with a hint of mystery. Her fair skin shining in the beaming rays of sunshine. Her hair covered in a red bonnet resembling little red riding hood. All that’s left was a red cape to top it all off, but he remained completely enchanted making it seem as if he was under a spell. Despite there being over 50 people at the function she was the only person he cared about seeing.

After about 2 minutes of staring, garnering a few weird looks from others she stood up. His eyes which that were fixated on her top half immediately shifted to her bottom half where he saw that the dress extended to beneath her ankles shrouding more mystery. She also donned bright orange shoes which seemed to be a questionable decision, but he remained locked in. She could wear anything, and she’d look good in his eyes. 

Then she glanced towards his direction and began walking towards him. Alarm bells rang in his mind, and he began to fear the worst. Had he blown it? Would she see him as a creep? Could he ever live this down? She attempted to dodge the ongoing hustle and bustle to make it close to him but had to make a few stops due to ageing aristocrats.  While his imminent doom was just moments away, he had not formulated a plan on what to say to turn this around, so he just prepared for the worst. 

“Hey stalker” she said in a breezy manner. He had immediately lost. But he didn’t care as she looked even better up close. After looking for another few seconds he plucked up the courage to apologise 

“I’m sorry for my creepy staring. It’s just that you’re beautiful and I could not control myself.” He then directly looked down and hung his head in shame. To his surprise, an arm touched him on his shoulder, and he looked up and saw her blushing.

” It’s OK. I liked the attention” she remarked in a soft voice. “And anyway, who could blame you?” They both began chuckling to each other. His shame transitioned into genuine joy and a smile beamed from his face. He has now won. Butterflies emerged in his stomach during the laughter, but a klaxon interrupted them as it bellowed through the room. A voice from behind them shouted “The Assembly of Might will now commence.” 

She rapidly turned around with a sense of caution as if she was rushing to be somewhere. As she began walking away, he stood up and tapped her on her shoulder. “What’s your name? If you don’t mind me asking.” 

She cheerfully grinned and replied “Sonya”. 

“What a beautiful name. Mine is Swift.” Her cute smile intensified, and she then turned and hurried back to her seat. Swift knew that she was the one and he sat back in his seat with an animated smile awaiting the start of the conference.
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PART II: ALARMING ANNOUNCEMENT
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A minute following the announcement, King Rufus and his assistant Landor Namir walked in. High King Rufus was dressed in a gold cloak as usual with a crown on the top of his head. The crown had a small Lion’s head engraved into the forehead part of the crown. His assistant wore a black cloak which extended beyond his ankles encapsulating his whole body. He walked with a slight limp as he followed the King to the main stage. As they walked, everyone in hall applauded with a standing ovation.

As King Rufus readied himself to begin his speech atop the stage, his assistant Landor had a peculiar grin on his face which alarmed some people in the crowd as he had never even smiled during any public appearance.  This caused some members to theorise the reason behind his recent state through whispers. However, the room then fell silent, and King Rufus addressed the room with his 6-inch voice enhancer which rested on a stand. The voice enhancer was essentially a thin line resembling a snake’s body which resting on a stand. It had a small box at the end of the line which is where his voice travelled into. It was powered by sunlight, so the main compartment stood out in the courtyard connecting to the main system through a long and thin leather cord. Rufus held the thin line with his left hand and announced through the voice box “Welcome All to the Assembly of Might. The last time we did this ‘’someone’’ ended up declaring war on the whole state because of the gassy room. It was definitely because of those spicy chicken strips.” He said with a cheeky grin on his face and most of the audience chuckled loudly except King Aidan. In fact, all of the Tiger clan representatives rolled their eyes and stared with disgust. “Anyway, let’s hope that doesn’t happen again. We have a lot to cover this time and that calls for extra days which I’m sure everyone will love. Instead of our usual 3 days I will have to extend it to a whole week.” The hall erupted in retaliation, and it took the organisers 5 minutes to calm everyone down. The main culprits who were borderline shouting were Queen Neveah and King Aidan and all of their compatriots residing from the Leopard and Tiger clans respectively.

“EVERYONE! SHUT YOUR TRAPS!” King Rufus lost his temper which was unlike him. Everyone sat back in their seats and the whole room shifted into a library. King Rufus subsequently lifted his right arm as a gesture to resume the conference. “I will only keep you for a short while now. First thing on the agenda is an important change in our world. Since King Aidan introduced  The Tiger Clan’s annual event Swinging Swords the competitors have primarily been peasants. This year we will make a change. Instead of peasants participating each clan will have to nominate high ranking champions from their clan with one having to be a member of their respective royal family.  The whole hall descended into chaos!

“Darling, what is this?” Queen Laila exclaimed. His own wife questioning the decision caused King Rufus to lose composure for a moment.

However, then King Alfred of the Cheetahs shouted at the top of his lungs. “Have you lost your damn mind! Putting our own family members at risk for this absurd game!!” A few others from various different parts of the room expressed their disgust towards the announcement. However, the whole Tiger Clan smirked as the chaos turned into violence. Glasses started being thrown towards the stage and drink spilled all over the venue. Food splattered everywhere. Knives and forks flung across the room causing slight scratches on the faces of some members. Luxury Chicken was launched across the room by the snobby royal children of the Tiger Clan. Swift attempted to duck out of an approaching splat of sauce, but that plan immediately fell apart and he stood drenched in various different mayonnaises and delicious sriracha sauce. Sonya just watched the mayhem escalate but she did turn to look at Swift and they locked eyes, both still starstruck from their previous meeting. They simply smiled to each other. However, when Sonya saw his current predicament, she let out a chuckle which Swift matched. Even the representatives of the Lion Clan sat frozen in their seats. They normally agree with their gracious King but now remained senseless following the news. “This cannot be my husband’s doing! There is something wrong with him and we need to find out” Queen Laila whispered to other members. 

All the other Royals began hiding behind their security staff just as the main leaders all began to stand up and pace towards Rufus in a confrontational manner. Queen Neveah cat walked towards the stage in her 6-inch heels. Her whole face displayed a tomato red tone indicating that she was mortified by the whole ordeal. She might have actually felt sympathy for all the staff who prepared high quality food which was being thrown everywhere completely wasted. Coincidentally, she wasn’t changing her stance and was undoubtedly annoyed by the saucy banana peel that sat on top of her hair staining her makeup and cosmetics which were prepared before entering the hall. Her makeup instead glowed in a strong yellow shade and mascara dripped down her face, possibly because of the impact of the rotten banana, depicting her as a scary witch.

King Aidan walked with his usual limp and walking stick but had a mischievous smile on his face as if he was behind all of this. His slouch held his small figure in place, and he had slick black hair which was combed back. It was obviously dyed as the rest of his body resembled a 100+ year old grandma. Wrinkles and spots were prevalent throughout his body. He also wore a luxury gold cloak with sparkled sequins shining in the sun lit hall. His walking stick was not a walking stick at all. It was a staff golden in colour, and it was so tall it eclipsed him in height. Still, he held it with a small weak hand and with a hint of curiosity to the events unfolding before him.

The final royal King Alfred stomped towards the stage in pure anger. Anger towards the proposal and anger towards Rufus for agreeing to it. His closest friend’s announcement broke his heart and instead filled it with hatred. He hated that he could be forced to send one of his close friends or even his son into a death trap. It was a ludicrous proposal and one that he had to retaliate against for the overall health and safety of his remaining family and clan. His stoic figure transitioned into one of worry and he picked up his pace towards the lion’s den.

All 3 royals with different reasons walked in unison to confront the Leader of the pack about his proposal. 

BOOM!

A klaxon deafened the perpetrators’ ears. They held their ears tight until Aidan fell to the ground in agony. “SIT DOWN YOU UNGRATEFUL SWINES!” Rufus shouted at the top of his lungs. Aidan fell and subsequently stumbled back to his feet with the aid of a sitting Tiger Clan aristocrat. All three royals doubled back and quickened their feet back to their homely seats in fear. After they reached their seats, Rufus continued.” THE NEXT PERSON TO EVEN SPEAK WILL HAVE THEIR HEAD CHOPPED OFF AND FED TO THE LIONS.” King Rufus’s eyes were bloodshot red and his face a stark difference it was moments ago. Veins visible on the side of his face looking like they were about to pop.  His tone had changed and not for the better. All the leaders raced back to their seats in fear, and everyone sat in silence for a few minutes. “Anyone who disagrees with my decision relay this concern to their King or Queen. In the Royals Suite, an urgent Royals Meeting will occur in 15 minutes where we will discuss everything that has happened here. All the troublemakers will be dealt with, and force will be applied if necessary. To all those who stayed civil enjoy our many facilities in our mansion. It has everything you could ever imagine. Enjoy.”  Dropping his hand on the voice enhancer, King Rufus then stormed out of the Conference with purpose. His face still eliciting extreme anger. His assistant Landor followed him and walked behind him with his grin turning into a strange smirk. Members of the audience stood puzzled while looking at him leave but one thing was for sure. There was something wrong with the normally pious King and the assistant had to have something to do with it.
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PART III: THE MANSION
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To call it a mansion was a severe understatement. The mansion of Power closely resembled a palace fit for a giant. It was named as a mansion when it was originally built, but in the modern day it has been refurbished dozens of times and extended beyond the original creators’ imagination. Francis Furr’s statue stands outside the establishment as a huge staple of the modern world. He is widely recognised as the creators of the clans and as the past overseer of all of the parliamentary buildings in Centray. This is roughly the centre of the world geographically and is seen as the capital of the world flourishing in trade centres and wealth. Centray was also a product of the Ultimate leader’s mind, and it has exceeded his expectation as it is now the hub of everything that happens. His ideas revolutionised the world, but Francis Furr’s creations have stood the test of time and remain stronger than ever.

The Modern Mansion of Power stands at a whopping 100 feet and its estate exceeds 16 acres. The mansion’s exterior has 500 windows all assigned to a huge luxury room which can easily fit 15 people. There are 50 floors of these grandeur suites. The luxury rooms are identical to each other from their décor to the placement of furniture. The rooms have 3 to 4 king sized beds an arm’s length away from each other. The cabinets which are placed in between have an array of fruits such as green plums, bright red apples and bananas the size of an arm. These are served in a diamond crested plate and placed on an emerald table. Money isn’t a problem for these people, so theft isn’t a problem. They possess tenfold more wealth than what the room is valued at if not more. The staff remain the biggest problem as they come from poorer backgrounds than these aristocrats so the thousands of staff members on duty always get thoroughly checked. However, this doesn’t stop the smartest of the bunch.

Positioned under the rooms is a lobby the size of an entire floor of this grand ‘hotel’ with multiple check in desks scattered across the ground floor. Also tailing off of the main lobby is the Conference Hall in which The Assembly of Might takes place. Normally a sophisticated landscape, it was now a frenzied zoo. Splatters of Mayo, sriracha and ketchup sauces resided in all parts of the hall. Kilos of Chicken, lamb and beef lay wasted on the floor drying out on the patio in the scorching sun. Half of all the fans that cooled the room previously were now laying broken on the floor with no function left in their systems. The metal parts of the fans had been flung across the room during the anarchy, and some are now painted with streaks of blood. It was a miracle no one was severed to death.

Glass pieces painted the marble floor of the conference room and now lay as a potential hazard for all bare footers passing through the hall. The snobby elitists that caused this unprecedented mess had dispersed and left the premises. Enjoying their many luxuries in their personal rooms with no care for what they had caused and no sense of responsibility. It reeked of entitlement in the sense that the wealthy can cause any problem, and the rest of the population must adhere and fix the problem. The hall was left deserted apart from one person who took it upon himself to at least begin fixing the broken class system and help the forthcoming cleaners.

Swift had begun sweeping up glass with a dustpan and brush and relaying the glass that gathered in the dustpan to the nearby litter box. He completed this ten times until he felt a tap on his back. When he turned to see who it was, he was surprised as it was Sonya with a smile on her face. “Whatcha doing?” Sonya asked in a chirpy voice. 

“Cleaning up this mess, why are these people such monsters” Swift scoffed as he uttered the second statement until Sonya countered with an instant response. “Aren’t we a part of these people? We are rich. That’s why we’re here.” 

Swift chuckled under his breath and replied “That’s not what I mean. These people are savages and just act like animals at any given opportunity. Just look at the room and my clothes.” He pointed at his mayo filled sriracha sauce shirt. What was once white had been altered forever. 

Sonya responded with humour “If we added two bread buns on either side, you’d make a delicious burger.” She laughed audibly at her own awful joke, and this caused Swift to chuckle lightly. 

“Are you laughing at your own joke? You’re such a loser” Swift quipped. His smile intensified as they spent the next minute chuckling to each other. After a minute of being smitten with each other Swift returned to his duties and began sweeping up the floor. Sonya joined in by picking up the broken fan pieces and placing them into the bin.

They continued this for another 15 minutes until the cleaning crew showed up. They had an abundance of cleaning equipment on standby and requested for Swift and Sonya to step aside. They both exited the room together and picked up a white bun which was being served at the counters in the main hall. It had a white hard outer layer resembling a snowball with soft white sprinkles dabbed around the outside. The inner layer of the confectionary was stuffed with a gooey and warm brown liquid. “Mmmm! This is delicious what is the brown thing? It tastes so good” Swift remarked gleefully while glancing at Sonya. 

“I don’t really know; I just know the caterers called it melted cocoa. Explorers found out about it recently. It’s the best thing I’ve ever tasted.” Swift nodded in agreement with Sonya. Over the next several minutes they both enjoyed each other’s company while indulging in the appetizing delight climbing the stairs of the momentous manor. While walking they both agreed that someone needed to discover a better way of getting up these ludicrous stairs. Anything that could help them skip the feeling of climbing stairs was a win especially in a place as huge as this. Knees bent and heavily breathing like a pair of dogs, they reached Swift’s floor. “I’ll have to leave you now. My father must be wondering where I’ve been. I really enjoyed this though, Hope we can do this again sometime.” Swift asked in between taking huge breaths. He felt butterflies in his stomach while awaiting the answer.  

Sonya, still kneeling down looking like she was about to die, responded with “Of course, I’d love to.” Swift grinned like a Cheshire cat and then watched Sonya climb up one flight of stairs. 

While watching her climb that flight of stairs a thought popped up in his mind, so he called Sonya before she got out his sight and caught up to her. “I wanted to ask what your last name was. You know I’m from the Askari family from where I was sitting during the Assembly, but I couldn’t quite tell where you’re from.” Sonya stood bewildered by the question but then plucked up the courage to respond. 

“I’m not supposed to say this to anyone, but my last name is Leon”. Following her final statement, she dashed up the stairs out of sight as if she was upset by something. Swift stood rooted to the spot with alarm bells ringing in his mind. All he could think of was the name Leon. That’s High King Rufus’s name he said in his mind. She’s the secret child. Why her? He called out in his conscience. He knew that he was in trouble and couldn’t help to think of what will happen to him or her. He was breaking the law talking to her because free mixing between clans was illegal and punishable by death. The law was that you could only marry people within your clan and this law was passed down by the creator of the clans Francis Furr to stop unnecessary conflict. His heart was opposing this as he knew he had caught feelings for her even if they had known each other for a short time. After a few minutes of contemplating in his mind Swift turned back to go to his room unsure of what was going to happen next. But one thing’s for sure, he wasn’t going to give up.
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PART IV: ROYALS MEETING
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The Royals suite essentially stands as an ensuite positioned behind the front stage of The Assembly of Might Conference Hall with a double door leading into the luxurious room. Now guarded by 2 royal guards standing outside, the royals sat inside the room awaiting the start. They sat around a lengthy rectangular table with High King Rufus and King Alfred sitting opposite each other on the smaller sides because of their experience. King Aidan and Queen Neveah sat on the longer sides and the King’s assistant Landor Namir stood leaning on the wall behind Rufus which all of the other royals despised. High King Rufus was now ready to begin. 

“We are here because of him, and we have a world to rule so what was all that nonsense about earlier?” King Rufus remarked in a stern voice while pointing to a portrait of Francis Furr. “He would not have let the acts of treason go unscathed in his time so WHY SHOULD I? I am your High King, and I DEMAND RESPECT!” King Rufus yelled this at the top of his lungs and briefly glanced at all the other royals. After Rufus settled down, he sat straight in his chair and silently read the list of demands his fellow nobles conveyed. Queen Neveah demanded that she required more land for her ever-growing empire and more wealth to be distributed to her to glamorise her existing district. King Aidan’s demand was for his swinging swords game to be altered slightly. The call was for the new variation of the game to be revoked because of the backlash. But instead, there will be only one royal participating in the games with the remaining contestants peasants again and that would be decided by a ballot. The names of a select few Royal Members will have their names written on a piece of paper and be picked out essentially turning it into a game of chance. Rufus read both of these demands with complete concentration until he reached Alfred’s demand:

What happened to you, my friend? I want the real you back. Stop this nonsense and come back.

While reading this he kept a stone-cold poker face not giving anything away. Following reading the list of demands he cleared his throat and announced “I have read all of your demands, and I am taking them into account. Neveah yours is asking too much from me so I’ll have to decline but if it becomes critical and you have proof of the situation, I will grant this.” Neveah took this in and scowled at the Lion King. Rufus ignored this and continued “The excessive use of Royals in the Swinging Swords event will be eradicated limiting it down to only one Royal in the game which will be decided by a draw. The pot will now include every single royal no matter the age.” King Alfred’s face lay his face in his palms and let out a loud sigh expressing his disgust. Rufus stopped his speech and stared with fuelled up rage. Alfred still kept his head in his hands wondering why he hadn’t been berated but to his shock he glanced upwards at Landor Namir whispering in the King’s ear. Aidan and Neveah clearly bothered by the awkwardness remained inaudible with aghast expressions. The sight of the assistant whispering secrets to the ruler rubbed Alfred the wrong way. His expression changed from sadness to rage. He was ready to risk it all to get his friend back.

“WHY IS HE HERE?” King Alfred snapped. He shot up from his chair and put both his hands on the table as if he was preparing for another confrontation. “He isn’t royalty so why is he here? That snake shouldn’t be anywhere near this room so why is he mixing with royalty? What is he telling you! Answer me, Rufus!” As a response Rufus’s eyes turned bloodshot red glaring at Alfred for his snap. Neveah and Aidan sat rooted to their seats glancing from left to right at both ends of the table. “What you’re proposing is malarky. Putting our own flesh and blood in this ballot in the name of sport is backwards and just can’t happen. I just want my friend –” 

“GET OUT! Raising your voice at your superior, are you OK?” Rufus was out of his chair and animated with his arms aggressively pointing towards Alfred. “You’re lucky I’m not executing you and your whole clan for this. Leave from here right now and don’t return. If I see you again, I’ll slice you myself and feed you to your cheetahs!”

Alfred’s expression transitioned into one of guilt. With tears in his eyes, he pleaded “What have they done to you? I do not recognise the hero that used to rule us. The acts of charity you used to do. The way you helped me after my wife and daughters died. I don’t recognise that man in you anymore.”  Everyone in the room shifted their eyes towards Rufus studying his face. However, King Rufus stood frozen in his spot contemplating his actions. The tear-filled statement that his friend gave him clearly touched on his heart as he also began tearing up. After a few seconds of light tearing, he looked up at Alfred “I am sorry for the outburst friend, but the plans will go ahead, and we will prepare the pot tonight on the Royal to participate. The results will be revealed tomorrow, and they will compete in Swinging Swords which will happen in a fortnight.” Rufus flatly announced. 

His tears dried up almost immediately as if he was a robot. There was clearly something wrong with him. Landor started whispering in his ear again while Neveah and Aidan started conversing also. Alfred sat in thought for a moment then began wiping away his own tears using a cloth. After doing this he looked at Neveah and Aidan and simply smiled before calling to Rufus “I think I need to rest now so please excuse me.” Without a response he graciously stood up and walked towards the door. Just before turning the doorknob, he turned back and gave Rufus a sincere look and gave a dirty look to the slimy assistant. This heartfelt gesture made Rufus smile for a brief second, but he then returned to his cold look as if he was being manipulated. This alarmed Alfred but he let it go. He then turned back and purposefully walked out of the room with a new objective in his mind: How to get his friend back from the clutches of the assistant.
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CHAPTER II: OPERATION - FIND THE TRUTH

PART I: PAST TRAUMA
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Alfred walked into his luxurious dorm with a new sense of purpose. His head dazzled by the mysterious figure of Landor Namir. Who was he? And how did he become a high-ranking member in the kingdom. “Son. How are you doing?” Swift also sat in the same sense of bedazzlement upon the revelation he had just discovered. Both Father and Son in over their heads contemplating their recent escapades. “I’m good ­­­– father I think.” Alfred froze for a moment but then proceeded to fill his diamond encrusted glass with crystal clear water. After gulping down the glass in one sip he sat down on the colossal bed alongside his son’s and looked at Swift worriedly. Swift crouched down while sitting on the bed and stared at the ground in thought. This was now Alfred’s most important task.

“Son what is the matter? Are you getting those nightmares again?” 

Upon hearing this Swift swung his head upwards and looked at his father. “It’s not that – I get those anyway.”

“Why are we here father? Everyone’s fake and just awful to be around. And I know you’re hiding something about Moth– “

Alfred interrupted his son. “Stop right there! You know how your mother and sisters died was a terrible accident. They were visiting an orphanage, and the kitchen caught fire burning the whole place down. All of the people died that day not just our family. You know this- I’ve told you it a million times.” Swift was now visibly distressed with tears in his eyes. His hands twitched uncontrollably, and legs shook with immense speed. Alfred stood up and sat next to Swift embracing him with a hug and reassuring him that everything will be okay. Alfred also with slight tears in his eyes pulled out of the hug and just looked at his son. Swift now with a hardened expression blurted out “I know you’re lying! EVERYONE KNOWS YOU’RE LYING!” Swift shouted at the top of his lungs possibly waking up the whole floor. “You’re hiding something because it definitely wasn’t an accident. You probably killed them yourself.” Alfred, in an act of pure rage, retaliated through an attempt to slap his own son. Swift dodged the slap at the last second and jumped up and dashed to the other side of the room with a grimace on his face.

“I’m sorry son. I didn’t mean tha–” 

Swift interjected with a harrowing statement “If they did burn where were their bodies huh? Everyone knows you’re lying so out with it. I’m your SON! And you’ve fed me this story for 5 flipping years.” Swift broke the diamond encrusted plate positioned on the table with a flailing hand and attempted to begin ravaging other novelties in the room. Attempting to calm the situation down Alfred stood up and stared directly at Swift with his palms facing him. “STOP! I’ll tell you the truth but don’t expect to like it.” Swift cooperated and sat down next to his father awaiting the biggest revelation he’d ever encountered.

Alfred sat with his son explaining everything from the beginning of that fateful day. 

He was visiting a resident of the Lion Clan who had been hit by a terminal illness while his wife and 2 daughters visited an orphanage. An hour into his visit with the long serving member of the community an orphan came running banging the door down. “HELP! HELP! Your honour, the orphanage has caught fire.” Alfred shook by the statement sprinted out of the house worried for his family’s safety. When he reached the burning orphanage, he explained to his son how he was overwhelmed by the sheer horror that he was witnessing. Pitch black smoke engulfed the orphanage with burned children’s bodies scattered along the burning courtyard. Watching all of the people attempt to get through the flames to help the unfortunate children broke Alfred’s heart so he helped as best he could by bringing in barrels of water to simmer down the colossal blaze. 

After a section based on the side opened up Alfred sprinted into the fire. Screams relayed from behind and his own aides tried to follow but most were blocked off by other bystanders. It was too dangerous, and Alfred went in by his own accord. Relaying the screams, he explained to his son how he felt like his whole body was burning because of the indescribable heat. However, all that really got burned was his left shoulder which he stopped with his garments as soon as he made it to the backyard. 

Reaching the backyard, he saw that nothing was burning back here but he spotted three bodies on the ground 15 metres away from him.  2 of the bodies had their heads detached from them. The third also didn’t have a head connected but that head wasn’t on the ground. It was in the mouth of a black panther. The creature had pitch black fur and razor-sharp claws. Sitting at around 20 inches with its height (If it was standing its height would’ve been ludicrous) the size of its body horizontally was at least six feet. Its teeth resembled daggers eating into the head of the victim like it was a chew toy. Alfred jogged about 5 metres forward and upon closer inspection he realised that the 3 bodies were his families’. His 2 daughters who have had their heads bitten off and his own dear wife being played with as if she was an insignificant toy piece. His explanation about his reaction was “If the devil completely took you over. Nothing mattered anymore except revenge.” Alfred drew his sword and briefly placed it into the fire to transition it into a burning sword. He then rushed towards the man killing cat and the cat immediately dropped the head and fled. Alfred stared at the scene out of a nightmare. His family shattered and the people dearest to him murdered in cold blood. The sheer terror he encountered was more than any other man could ever handle. Most of the orphaned children passed away that day as did his loving family.

After finishing the story Alfred simply sighed and wiped away his tears. He wept during the whole retelling as did his son. “I never told you this so I could protect you.” Swift peered at his broken father with strained red eyes. His mind racing and body devoid of feeling. The bed lay drenched with tears and all Swift could feel was sympathy for his only living family member.  

“Sorry. I’m so sorry. You shouldn’t have had to face this alone.” Swift stared at the ground whimpering between speech. “I should’ve been there to protect them.” 

Completely taken back by the statement Alfred hugged his son and reassured him. “You had a cold, and you were a child. It’s not your fault son so please don’t blame yourself. For me.” Swift blubbered uncontrollably for a few moments then Alfred reassured him that everything would be okay. They both went to their beds, switched off the lights and Alfred slept instantly. However Swift lay there in thought replaying the same few questions in his head. Why did all those innocent children burn? Why was his family targeted? And who murdered all of these people? 

After an hour of deep thought Swift closed his eyes and next thing, he knew it was morning. The sun beamed while his heart blackened. His father walked out of the bathroom when he asked him: “You said it was a panther. Where do they belong?” 

Alfred sat at the end of the bed where his son’s legs sat and began deliberating what happened next. “A black panther was either a leopard or jaguar.  I described the cat to one of our researchers and he confirmed it was a leopard.” Swift’s blackened heart grew, and he instantly loathed the whole of the Leopard Clan. Those murderous thugs killed his family and ruined his father’s reputation in the eyes of the public. “If you knew it was the Leopard clan, why did you let everyone think you murdered mother and Laila and Kaila.” Swift asked. 

Alfred explained “As soon as the fire stopped, I cordoned off the area and hid the bodies. No one could know how they died. I went straight to Centray met Rufus and told him. He helped me so much after they passed away and for that I owe him my life. If he never talked me down, I would’ve started a war there and then.  The leopards haven’t been sighted in years you see, so it couldn’t be anyone from the leopard clan. It had to be somebody from the outside and that’s who I’ve been looking for these past few years.” Alfred stopped for a breath then continued. “I’m scared I’m going to lose a friend now because the Rufus you see now isn’t the same Rufus as back then. There’s something controlling him, and it has to be his assistant. Ever since that crook got the job these awful things have been happening.”

“Don’t worry father I’ll help. We’ll get all of them. You’ve got me on your team now.” Swift smiled and Alfred responded with the same gesture. He had gotten a lot off his chest, and he was ready to let loose on all of his enemies. “I’ve got a plan to get our King back.” Swift knew he had to get to King Rufus through his new love, whether he liked it or not. 

“Let’s do it!” Alfred replied.
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PART II: RAMPAGING RUFUS
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The sun shone bright at dawn releasing its beams all over Centray. The city sparkled in the light despite it not being the brightest of days. A hostile environment was developing with all the Clans being notified that today was going to be the day of the ballot. One name will be picked out of an odd 50 participants to risk their lives in the name of entertainment. This caused all members to be at odds with each other with intense stares being shared around all the clans. It was every clan for themselves. 

The ballot was going to commence at 3pm sharp so The Askaris had time to find out what was really going on. Alfred walked up to the Lion Clan’s floor in an attempt to summon Rufus’s wife Laila. He needed to get some information on his King’s recent behaviour. As he entered the floor departing the stairs, 2 guards stopped him. “The King is preparing for the ballot in 2 hours, and he must not be disturbed. So, leave!” The 2 guards gestured their arms in a cross shape to illustrate that no one can pass. 

Alfred, obviously perplexed, kept his cool and tried to negotiate “Your King is not well! There’s something seriously wrong with him and if I don’t do anything he could kill himself.” He made up the last part to throw some jeopardy in it and force the guards to reconsider. They both immediately went into a huddle and began deliberating with each other. Alfred fiddled with his thumbs and stood restless. The guards both equal in height, stood much shorter than Alfred and seemed much more to be piles of lard rather than seasoned soldiers. They were covered in shining armour and had swords ready as part of their outfits in case danger arose. Fighting his way through was not an option. After a few minutes of waiting and having enough of the guards’ never ending conversation Alfred blurted out “Look whatever your names are. Let me through I need to see my friend.” 

They both lifted their heads and glanced back at Alfred and announced “You’re really rude aren’t you. my name is Pat and my brother’s name here is Matt and we haven’t got to our decision yet.”  

Alfred stunned by the idiocy of the 2 guards shouted “I’ve told you that your King could be in danger and you’re here whispering like imbeciles- “Alfred was cut off by an alarming scream which came from one of the rooms in the hall. Pat and Matt dashed down the hallway with Alfred following and they all stopped outside the King’s room. Another voice from inside the room shouted “HELP! HE’S KILLING HIMSELF!” Alfred’s worst nightmare was coming true.

Alfred pushed past Pat and Matt and slammed the door open. Pat and Matt grunted while he did this and saw it as rude in their feeble minds. Alfred sprinted down the 3-metre hallway into a mansion sized living space. It made his own room look like a storage room in comparison. But there were destroyed deluxe items scattered everywhere. Diamond encrusted glasses stained the marble floor with an obscene amount of finery ripped into pieces. The balcony sliding door window had a human sized gaping hole with shattered glass littering the ground. It was a madhouse. When Alfred took a few more steps forward he peered around the corner on his left-hand side and spotted his friend Rufus bashing his head on the wall repeatedly. A pool of blood stained the ground under him while 2 women tried to get him to stop.

Queen Laila and a 20 or so year old were holding on to his arms trying to restrain him. Teardrops rolled down both their faces as they struggled to hold the high King. Alfred glanced at the scene for a second then impulsively darted towards the scene. He shouted out “MOVE! OUT OF THE WAY!” The 2 ladies listened and as Alfred reached his friend, he put his arms around him and wrestled him to the ground. Rufus, who was clearly off his head tried resisting with his bloodshot eyes, but Alfred stayed strong. After winning the physical battle Alfred put Rufus’ arms around his back as if he was being arrested and shouted out at one of the useless guards “OI YOU! GET SOME ROPE!” Pat was overwhelmed by the situation and paused for a moment but then ran out of the room in search for a piece of rope. All the while, his King yelled obscenities and shrieked at the top of his lungs attracting spectators outside the room. Alfred pointed at the girl he didn’t recognise and instructed “You! Close the door, stand outside and don’t let anyone in.” The girl obliged and set out to do so despite her distressed demeanour.

Alfred stayed on top of his dear friend holding him down limiting his chances of escaping but slowly he wore out. After a minute of struggling the zombified Rufus managed to free one of his arms and he immediately punched Alfred in his crown jewels. Alfred let his grip go as he instinctively put his hands between his legs letting out a scream of agonising pain. Rufus pushed the man in pain over and began making his way towards his wife Laila who was sitting on the other side of the room trying to forget about everything. His boots smashed the floor as he stomped towards his wife with bloodshot eyes and an unsettling smile. Shards of glass shattered as he tramped. Blood dripped onto the floor creating a line of blood staining the sun lit room. “SIR! Stop.” Matt called out. “In the name of the law do not take another step towards Queen Laila.” He drew his sword out in an attempt to calm the situation down. However, Rufus refused to stop. He carried on stomping until he came in close quarters with Matt. Matt’s bluff failed as alarm bells rang in his mind. He couldn’t strike his King. How could he? It would be an act of treason. He conceded and dropped his sword. In a split-second Rufus sensed his indecision  and grabbed Matt from his neck like a ragdoll and threw him back where Alfred still laid on the ground. With no more obstacles he had a clear path to Laila.

Laila took one peek at this devilish shell which was once her husband and prepared herself. She grabbed a large shard of glass off the floor waiting for the right moment to attack. 

SWIPE!

Laila cut her husband’s arm expecting a reaction, but he didn’t even flinch. In response he clutched her neck beginning to choke her out. “You didn’t let me do it.” Rufus cried out. “You just had to call them. And now you’re going to pay!” 

Laila struggled for breath as she began flailing her arms around.  “Help” she croaked while looking in the direction Alfred and Matt lay in earlier. But no one occupied that space now. Her eyes began giving out as she flickered in glances of light. Rufus’s veins popped out of his skin illuminating his red-hot skin with blinding green. Sweat rolled down his soon to be murderous arms with him staring into his wife’s eyes. Her brown doe eyes glistened in the sunlight as her innocent life was going to be taken.

PSSSSS! 2 needles pricked both of Rampaging Rufus’ arms with both earlier victims handling them. Rufus’s strength slowly gave out and his grip weakened. Laila held on and when her neck was finally free, she released struggled breaths. Rufus fell to the ground unconscious. Alfred and Matt immediately attended to Laila and despite her neck skin appearing discoloured and damaged she remained fine. After confirming her health, both men hoisted and then plonked unconscious Rufus back onto the king-sized bed and let him lay there dormant until a few minutes passed. Clueless Pat waddled in with the piece of rope after taking what seemed like an age, but he did not return alone. He brought leading Doctor Adam and The Lion Clan’s own General Swanks to inspect the King and the damage he caused. They all tied up Rufus and were ready to uncover the truth about the condition of their troubled and savage leader.
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PART III: CONNIVING CONSPIRACY
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Before Alfred went up to the Lion’s den, both him and his son Swift discussed what to do. Alfred insisted that he needed to meet with Queen Laila to relay his concerns and Swift, who wanted to keep his father in the dark about Sonya agreed to tail the shady assistant Landor Namir. So that’s what he did.

Approximately five minutes after his father left, Swift departed the floor waving at familiar clan members and other folk. When he reached the bottom of the stairs, he was immediately distracted by the cocoa filled snowball. He hadn’t eaten anything all morning and conceded to the idea of indulging himself in the delicacy. Stepping towards the cart, he was all but ready to munch on the snack but in the corner of his eye he spotted Landor Namir walking hastily in his ridiculous cloak. He weighed his options and to his misfortune he tailed Landor Namir keeping a 10-metre distance away while his stomach rumbled in an uncontrollable fashion.

Namir cut across the huge hallway and walked to the kitchen where the cooks were preparing food for the upcoming function. They prepared a dozen chicken pieces splattered with a secret red-hot sauce, truckloads of Cajun potatoes covered in all sorts of greenery and the earlier cocoa snowball which was to be drizzled in a special pink custard. The simple but delicious menu enticed Swift even more and his stomach was suffering. Gurgling like an awakened beast. As Namir reached the end of the kitchen, he came across a small and dark hallway which was detached from the rest of the mansion.  Swift reluctantly followed him into the hallway but then his target took a left turn and came across a murky stretch, so he followed suit. Moss grew on tainted windows while the tiles on the floor had multiple cracks in them. It looked as if something huge dismantled the floor through sheer weight. The hallway was pitch black with curtains encompassing the area. The only light source shined from Namir’s hand candle. Shaped like a lantern with its metal outer layer, it was powered by a long candle inside which produced a satisfying amount of light. The old-style red curtains in the complex stood high and after every 10 yards there was a little flap as they were actually covering an abnormally long window. Every 10 yards there was a break in the curtains so Swift felt he had the opportunity to hide if his identity became compromised. 

Swift shadowed the left turn that Namir took while keeping his distance by staying five metres behind him. After about 30 seconds of walking the stretch Swift accidentally kicked an old food tin and the noise accumulated alerted Namir. Swift rapidly shimmied towards the curtain and luckily, he was at the end of one of them and subsequently covered himself behind the curtain. Namir standing frozen turned around after about ten seconds and saw a curtain still moving due to motion. “Now what do we have here?” Namir asked with a mischievous smile. As the cloaked figure neared the curtain Swift profusely sweated and was terrified of what this could lead to. Namir swayed the curtain outwards and looked behind it but to his surprise no one stood there. Swept by confusion he looked at all of the surrounding area and to his dismay found nothing. He muttered a few words to himself and then continued to walk on with urgency now. Swift who got out of a sticky situation came out of the same place he stood before.

As Namir went to open the curtain up Swift quietly snuck out of the curtain utilising the opposite side and while the curtain enveloped Swift’s target, he himself stood in the open just 2 yards away from the curtain. When Namir began muttering to himself and checking all the other curtains Swift went back in ensuring that he made as less noise as possible. Namir after walking the opposite way checked all the other curtains came out the other side and Swift sighed with relief.

Namir continued his route. Another left, then right into identical hallways with Swift following close behind staying more cautious than last time and dodging items on the floor. At the end of the stretch stood they reached a pitch-black door that Namir knocked. “Open up, It’s me”. Swift hid behind another curtain in anticipation of who it was going to be. After no response he began knocking again and again. “Calm down! What is wrong with you?” a lady replied in annoyance. The door creaked open. “Were you followed?” she asked. 

When Namir warned that he heard something she instructed him. “You go inside, I’ll have a quick look around.” She took the hand candle and proceeded to look at the nearby area. Luckily Swift stood over 15 metres away due to his intuition when he spotted the door. As a result of this he couldn’t recognise his hunter’s face when he looked through the flap, but he recognised the six-inch heels she wore. He would never miss them anywhere. It was Queen Neveah of the Leopard Clan and as soon as she returned back in the room and closed the door Swift reappeared in a new state of confusion. “What is she doing here?” Swift asked himself. In that moment he knew that he had to relay that information back to his father, so he turned back and set off crouching down in a sneaky manner and his eyes adjusted in time to quickly move.

He took a left as he was departing the complex but before he took the right onto the first hallway, he overheard a peculiar snarl. After a few more snarls occurred he pinpointed the origin of the sound which emerged from a red door in the corner which was previously hidden by a curtain. His curiosity got the better of him and he couldn’t leave without seeing the origin of the sound. As Swift neared the door the snarls grew in volume and occurred every 5 seconds compared to the 10 seconds earlier. Swift placed his right hand on the knob of the door and took a deep breath. He twisted the knob anti clockwise and pushed the door open to a darkened room and the snarls suddenly halted. He peered at the empty room then walked in. Despite it being extremely dark his eyes had already adjusted to the conditions, and he saw something huge and pitch black in the corner. He took 3 steps inward and saw a lamp which he could light on his right-hand side. He began lighting the match and adding it to the small lamp. When the light overcame the room, it was there. Lying facing the other way. It started turning its ash body around and the paws moved closer to Swift. When it completely turned its head its emerald, green eyes were illuminated. Its razor-sharp teeth stood at 7 inches long with its width. The black paws were 10 times the size of an ordinary cats’ and the white claws were razor thin and looked like they could easily break a human body. 

The creature was the epitome of darkness and for Swift especially. It was the demonic murderer that took his family away and the one his father described. It had to be he thought, and it sat there staring into his eyes ready to add him to its kill list. Swift cowered under the beast that stood bigger than him as he felt like an ant. It let out a deafening growl and Swift screamed and stumbled back as it advanced towards him. He was at the foot of the door when the monster tried reaching him and he sat on the ground waiting for his demise letting out life ending screams. But a chain clinked, and the Black Panther stood struggling to reach him being a metre away. It was chained up and it continued growling wanting to take Swift’s head off. Instinctively, he took the lucky escape and began sprinting as fast as he could before more noises originated where he just escaped from. Queen Neveah and Namir were coming to catch him, so he went into the first hallway he entered and bolted in the direction of the kitchen. He heard shouts of “Who is it?” and “You shouldn’t have been followed” at the location of the door while he entered the kitchen breezing past the kitchen staff and towards the stairs. He needed to let his father know that the devil was close and waiting to strike.
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PART IV: THE TERRIBLE TRUTH
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Leading Doctor Adam inspected the damage in Rufus’ room. He analysed the two syringes with great care. After that, he looked at Rufus who lay knocked out on the bed. And then he spotted a purple like substance which stained the bed Rufus lay on “How was he knocked out?” asked Doctor Adam.

The exhausted Alfred who sat on the floor replied “there were two syringes in the bedside drawer labelled medicine. Me and Matt saw them and had to do something. He was going to kill her!” 

Adam had a closer look at the used syringes and took off his glasses, stroked his grey beard and began “Our high King Rufus has been hit by a case of the purple poppy. And he was injected by you two with what seems like some type of temporary antidote to lessen its impact.” The whole room scratched their heads and 

Alfred asked, “What is that?”

Adam continued “The petals of the purple poppy possess the ability to potentially cause a person to lose control of their mind. It can be broken and turned into what is essentially a hypnotic drug. The victim moves like a zombie and a person is able to give it orders. This can lead to some serious crimes and many accounts during the years have even stated that it has led to suicide. For me to even see this on our beloved King shouldn’t be possible. A usurper has infiltrated the Throne and obviously wanted him to murder his wife and then commit suicide.”

Everyone sat in the room frozen in their seats stunned by what had just been said. For a minute complete silence ensued but Queen Laila broke the silence “Who could have made my husband this monster?” 

Alfred turned his attention to the now unconscious Rufus, then turned to everyone and exclaimed “NAMIR!” His expression shifted to one of anger. “He’s the only one who could have done this. That treacherous swine could have been the only one with access to Rufus and since he’s come all these bad things have happened.”

General Swanks interjected “Sir, settle down. This accusation is one of treason, so we need to have level heads about this. I personally don’t think it could be him because the King picked his assistant out himself all that time back and he has been a faithful servant since. We need to have a full-blown investigation before we point fingers.”

Alfred jumped out of his seat seemingly offended by Swanks. Everyone sat on their edge of the seats waiting for what he was going to do next but instead he took a deep breath and sat back down. “King Alfred’s suspicions are not misguided” Doctor Adam explained. “The powder of the crushed purple poppy can linger in a drink our High King could have taken. And the orders given to end his own life had to be given to him by someone in close quarters, so Namir has to be our prime suspect at this time.” Doctor Adam turned his head to Laila who was receiving treatment for her injuries from nurses. “Has our King been drinking any drinks purple in colour recently.” Queen Laila’s sad expression from the whole ordeal intensified and she bowed her head down.

“His all-time favourite beverage is blueberry juice that is extremely purple. Poor Rufus he must have had it by accident. That monster.” Laila burst into uncontrollable tears and the 2 nurses who had been attending to her stopped and comforted her with hugs. 

As for Rufus, he still lay dormant as if he was a lifeless body. His head still bloody but bandaged since the ordeal with the rest of his body tomato red. He was in bad shape and Adam knew it, so he required his subordinates to attempt to get Rufus back to tip-top condition. General Swanks sent the 2 doofuses’ Pat and Matt to retrieve the support staff, so they opened the door and found Sonya still standing guard. The ever-growing crowd were camped outside the door demanding answers. Shouts of “We want our King!” and “Show us he is OK” emerged from the restless congregation of Lion Clan members. Sonya had been struggling to calm them down (albeit they weren’t aware of the fact she was the King’s own blood) until the laughable twins appeared. “I’m going to need a sword please. They’re getting a bit feisty now.” 

Both Pat and Matt huffed and puffed like small children and kept saying to each other “You do it” and “No you do it.” What was meant to last seconds reached nearly a minute and Sonya’s chuckles turned into concern. The crowd was starting to inch closer to the door and she required a weapon if not two. 

“You know what you babies. Give me both swords, I do have 2 hands after all. If you don’t, I’ll let your General Swanks know and you’ll both be in the deep end.” They both reluctantly agreed and gave their swords as they sensed they won’t face any danger on the way down towards the bottom of the stairs. “I’ll give you your toys back when you return.” Sonya gave a cheeky smile and then they were on their way. Her attention shifted to the crowd and bellowed “Next person to come near this door will be getting not one but two swords through their skull. DO YOU UNDERSTAND?” The crowd begrudgingly backed off but continued their appeals even from a little distance.

As both brothers walked down the exhaustible twisting stairs they began conversing. “Why are we such losers?” Pat asked his brother.

“We’re not. We’re winners if anything. Our job was guarding the King, not everyone can say that in our clan or even here in Centray.” Matt replied to attempt to cheer his brother up. 

“But he turned into a zombie and tried to kill his wife. If anything, we failed our job making us even worse losers.” Pat answered back. 

“And how were we to know that? Getting up to this level is an honour you know.” Matt clapped back in an attempt to now convince himself as well as his brambling brother.

“But we didn’t work for this. Mother and Father didn’t want us anymore. Father called me a waste of space for getting scared of a spider and mother told you get out of the house and lose some weight before coming back home. King Rufus hired us to help him not guard him. We probably got too annoying, so he told us to guard him. If anything, we’re the worst losers ever because we didn’t work for anything.” Matt walked slower and began breathing heavier and touching his potbelly which was hidden under the suit of armour. Partially because he was tired but also because he was in thought. He then sighed as they stopped at the bottom of the stairs and said flatly “Ah. We are losers.”

Upon the revelation they both acknowledged, Swift came dashing towards the stairs and came to the 2 simpletons and rocked Pat back and forth and quizzed them both urgently. “WHERE IS MY FATHER? Where is King Alfred? Do you know? Tell me now.” Swift, drenched in sweat required answers and fast however the cat had got the 2 buffoons’ tongues, and they were too stunned to speak. After about 30 seconds, they both blurted out “The Top Floor” and Swift with no care began running up the stairs with urgency. 

The 2 brothers required a few seconds to compose themselves and after a short period of silence Matt said with annoyance “Sheesh. What a smelly man.” Pat chimed in “For a royal he really needs to have better hygiene. Phew.” They both chuckled and made their way towards the relief team for King Rufus.

Meanwhile Swift struggled up the stairs as he had already run an obscene amount. But adrenaline kicked in and despite his fatigue he reached the top in what will be record time. At the top he found a mob of about 30 people at the end of the hallway, and he immediately knew his father must be there. When he reached the mob, he had to push through them to get to the door quickly and saw Sonya handling two swords. They both smiled at each other upon their eyes meeting and Swift forgot for a moment what he had just witnessed as he got lost in her eyes. But he recovered and shouted over the commotion to Sonya “Please let me through Sonya! I need to see my father. I’ve seen something terrible.” Sonya conceded and let him through while also being concerned for what he had witnessed. When he was about to open the door, she kissed him on the cheek and despite her sad eyes she attempted a smile to comfort him as his face didn’t shine as it did earlier. Swift smiled back and then entered the room and saw Laila still sobbing on the chair, his father sipping a glass of water and discussing with General Swanks. He also spotted Doctor Adam inspecting King Rufus’ body. “Father, It’s here. That Panther you talked about. It’s here in the Mansion of Power.  It’s going to kill us all.” Swift fell on his knees to the ground in exhaustion but also in despair and his eyes couldn’t produce tears, probably because of the amount he’d sweated but they displayed severe trauma. Alfred, concerned for the wellbeing of his and son and shocked by the bombshell he’s just delivered, got up out of his seat, lifted Swift up and hugged him with love. “It’s Ok son.” He whispered in his ear. 

“It was Namir. I saw him with Queen Neveah not far from it.” Swift revealed.

The whole room astonished by this information stayed silent and observed Swift’s condition as a first priority. After about a minute of hugging Alfred kissed his son’s forehead and asked if he was feeling ok now. Swift nodded so then Alfred turned to General Swanks and declared “Let’s go arrest that son of a....” 
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PART V: ATTEMPTED ARREST
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The relief team eventually made it to the room, and they brought kit for Doctor Adam to help Rufus recover. Alfred waited as Swanks departed to fetch cavalry and they also needed closure on whether their King would be okay. “There is a bit of trauma to the head, but luckily no internal damage occurred, so he just requires a lot of rest to get back to normal.”

Relief scattered around the room and just as that was said Swanks entered the room with five of his best soldiers. The grandfather clock in the room struck 3 and it was voting time. “He will be preparing the pot for the draw. We’ll go straight into the Hall and arrest him there.” Alfred instructed. The crowd that was camped outside had already departed ten minutes earlier to make it for the crucial result. One of their lives was going to be put in danger so they had to be there.

Sonya was now inside the room, and she insisted that she goes down with everyone. “Your father needs us both here Sonya” Laila called out. Those in the room who were already not familiar with the secret gasped but continued. 

Alfred reassured Sonya “Stay with your father Child. He needs you more than anyone right now.” Sonya reluctantly agreed and kissed her father on the forehead as both mother and daughter sat close to a hurt but responding Rufus. Alfred, alongside his son, departed the room with General Swanks and five of his best soldiers with Pat and Matt being left behind in the room. They had a determined look about them as they walked down the stairs with the certainty that they were going to get justice.

Meanwhile in the Great Hall where the Assembly of Might was held there were a few absentees but everyone else was in attendance. “Welcome everyone, to the Ballot for the Swinging Swords Event which will take place in a fortnight. As you know one of you Royals will be at risk of competing to exercise fairness for the commonfolk. Our Dear King has not been able to attend today so I will take over as organiser.” Everyone sat in silence as they listened to this shadowy figure organise a treacherous event. Most of them in that room opposed the idea of even holding this deathly tournament but had to keep their views to themselves to respect the King.

“Where is our King?” a Lion Clan member shouted out. 

Namir turned to the person sitting and explained “Unfortunately our King is not feeling well at this time. Something about his head.” 

CREAKKK!

Namir was interrupted by the 2 doors to the Hall being slammed with immense velocity. Everyone in the room diverted their attention to the latecomers as they walked towards the main stage with confidence. Murmurs rang in the air and Namir who was positioned above the 6-inch voice projector took a step back. His face displayed annoyance at the situation he found himself in. About halfway of the way to the Main Hall General Swanks of the Lion Clan yelled “Landor Namir! You are hereby under arrest on the suspicion of attempting to infiltrate the throne through mind control. You are also under arrest on the suspicion of murdering Delilah, Laila and Kaila Askari.” Swanks gave Alfred a sympathetic look when uttering his wife and daughters’ names. 

The whole room erupted in volume and stared at Namir with loathing eyes. “My General and my King Alfred, I apologise but both these things can’t have been me.” Namir answered in a polite manner. 

“I have been preparing this event for some time under the instruction of our Dear King, so I’ve been with him for less time. As for the tragedy that befell King Alfred’s family. That can’t have been me. Look at Me. In what world could I have murdered those innocent lives as I was still a teen at the time and lived in extreme poverty. I’m sorry that these things happened but I had no part to play in them.” Namir’s heartfelt answer lingered on the hearts of the crowd in the room. But Alfred wasn’t to be moved.

“HE’S A LIAR! Don’t you see he’s trying to gain sympathy from all of you.” He called out to the audience. He turned his head and stared into Namir’s eyes and yelled “Where is your Pet you two faced scoundrel?” Alfred said while pointing his finger at Namir. “Where is the monster that took my family?” His anger shifted into misery and tears flowed down his face. “I should kill you myself.” Then, all Hell broke loose in Alfred’s mind. He began advancing towards Namir who stood on the stage standing helpless. General Swanks and Swift both sensed that Alfred was losing control so they both followed suit and sprinted alongside him. Alfred, while sprinting, grabbed a knife which was lingering in his right pocket, and he paced with increased ferocity. Swift spotted the knife before he drew it out of the pocket and shouted “STOP”, but Alfred didn’t hear due to the volume that the onlookers were projecting behind them. Alfred ran with a purpose to hurt Namir and wasn’t going to stop till he got what he wanted. The stage which sat in front of him had 3 small steps on either side for the purpose of entering but because the stage was actually quite low plus the adrenaline Alfred was feeling, he jumped the small height and nearly reached helpless Namir. Namir sensed danger so instead of standing close to the voice projector, which was situated at the centre of the stage, he swivelled backwards and made for the Royals Suite. 

As he opened the door, he pinpointed the far side of the Royals table and set his course there. While Alfred followed him into the room with General Swanks and Swift close behind. Standing on the far side of the table Namir sensed he was in better shape to keep tabs on the attacker while Alfred stood on the opposite side weighing his options. Does he go from the left or right or through the table to catch Namir. This little halt allowed Swift and Swanks to enter shutting the door behind them while the other five soldiers guarded the door.

Swift called out to his now mindless father “Father Stop. This is madness, we don’t have any proof.” Alfred turned to his son with red bloodshot eyes and Swift knew immediately. Despite not seeing the effects of the purple poppy he remembered seeing King Rufus losing his head in the Assembly of Might with the same look in his eyes and same face colour. Swanks became alerted by this as well and gestured to Alfred to put the knife down. In return Alfred solemnly said, “I have to.” He subsequently again turned to Namir, yelled then jumped up on the empty table like a seasoned jumper despite being elderly. He then crawled towards Namir on the far side and just as he was going to land the killer blow General Swanks tackled him after flanking his movements. They both flew off the table with the knife falling out of his hands and Swanks being the specimen he is managed to rope both of Alfred’s arms together while he growled like a maniac. “I need to take your father back up to Doctor Adam. This drug is out of control, and we need to take it seriously.” Swanks addressed the now highly distressed Swift. Swift nodded reluctantly in return. 

Swanks shifted his attention towards Namir who lay cowering the corner. “You! You must stop this nonsense about a killing game. It’s humane and illegal.” Namir laughed manically in return for a few moments as well as taking out a folded paper from his pocket. He unfolded it, flaunted the paper and declared “By order of our high King Rufus I’ve been authorised to move this ceremony forward under all circumstances even in events just like these.” 

Swift snatched the paper and took it over to the General and they both inspected the validity of the document. King Rufus’ real signature was present as was his real handwriting which Swanks recognised. “Very well. If our King wishes it, the ballot will commence. Swift will help you set up the venue once again and everyone will adhere to the customs our King demands.

And just like that the scene was set again as if everyone forgot what had just occurred.  Maybe they were now numb to these types of things occurring.  Swanks took Alfred upstairs to a worried Doctor Adam and his team, and they took care of the now both unwell royals. Sonya and her mother both departed the stress inducing room and came down to the hall where everyone was present except the two aforementioned Royals. Furthermore, Sonya was also revealed as the Lion Clan’s princess which prompted roars of applause and a smiling Swift. Following the emphatic announcement, every single aristocrat sat rooted to their seats awaiting the result of the ballot. They required closure for the circus this outing in the capital of the world had been. Namir reached into the clear bowl with all the names of the royals written on separate pieces of paper except the two drugged ones. Namir finally picked one after feeling all the pieces of paper for about 30 seconds. He unfolded it and shouted out the name “Swift Askari.” Swift’s heart sunk in his arms and everyone inside the room looked at him sorrowfully. Sonya had tears in her eyes as she looked at his distraught demeanour while the only ones who smiled were the organiser, the crippled King Aidan of the Tiger Clan and Queen Neveah of the Leopard Clan.

Swift’s nightmare was only just beginning.
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CHAPTER III: CHAOS AT CENTRAY

PART I: THE CHEETAH KING
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Following the horrid news that Swift received during the ballot, time seemed to move extremely quickly for him. The event was ended with Landor Namir announcing “Now that our Royal Champion has been named, our time at Centray for now is at an end. By nightfall all should have departed back to their clans so our new and improved arena can have its finishing touches to be prepared for the most brutal Swinging Swords yet. We will all meet again in The Tiger Clan’s capital Tiikeri where death is a privilege. Safe travels all and have a good break.” The formal speech disgusted Swift so while exiting the room he exhibited an irate expression. He attempted to hurry up the stairs to receive news of his father, but he was disturbed by a call behind him. “Swift wait.”

When he swung his head backwards, he saw that it was Sonya and slowed his pace down. When she made it to him, she realised he was devoid of any positive emotion hence her first move was to place her hands on both of his cheeks and look him deep in the eyes. “Everything is going to be fine. Don’t worry.” she whispered in his ear. “We’ll get through this you and I, don’t bother about anyone else.” She then pulled him into a type of bear hug and held him tight. The heartfelt gesture made him feel a little better and allowed to him to have a lighter view on his dire situation. After about 30 seconds which felt like forever to Swift who just wanted to stay, she pulled out and cleared her throat audibly. “And Now let’s go see our fathers.”
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