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      Your Majesty, Droga is here to see you,” said Axyl as he kneeled behind the king of Zera, helmet in hand. It was custom of the Vakin race to kneel when interrupting a higher power; this was a way to avoid any misconceptions of disrespect. The king turned, revealing himself, his sky-blue eyes staring at Axyl’s wolf like features inside of his guard armor. The Vakin guard was wearing the armor of the Kings Royal Guard, which consisted of a blue double plated chest piece with white outlines that revealed his furry, human-like arms. His shoulders were covered by a bulky blue triangular piece of armor with a white outline and a emblem of a gold crown and sword which stood for ‘Guard of the King’. The lower half of his armor resembled the same colors but covered the top part of his legs and a white cloth covered the rest. Since Axyl led the Royal Guard, he wore a cape with a emblem of two golden swords and a crowd on it. The king made a nodding gesture for his old friend Axyl to stand. He sighed.

      "Let him in, Axyl."

      "Your majesty," Axyl said with a smirk while turning back to the large black and gold double doors.

      "His Majesty will see you," Axyl said, basically snaring at the hooded Droga standing before him. Droga smiled while walking into the king’s hall. He looked around, noticing the red walls and the crystals that decorated the ceilings. The fires along the wall the lit the room. The crisp sunlight that peered over the land came in through the large window. He looked at Axyl and placed his pale hand on his shoulder while dropping his hood. Revealing his pale clean-shaven face, his red eyes contrasted his slick, laid-back black ponytail. He had a crescent-shaped black marking around his right eye with the top point of it curling upward into his forehead. He leaned close to the side of Axyl’s pointed ears.

      "I believe you meant to address me as Lord Droga.”

      Axyl let out a low growl, bearing his teeth as he grabbed the hilt of his sword as steam started coming from the spot where Droga had placed his hand.

      "Enough!" The king put his hand on the hilt of his sword, staring straight at Droga.

      "C'mon Taharqa---"

      "I believe you mean your majesty, I am king, last I checked.". Taharqa cut Droga off before he could finish whatever remark he had to say. Droga stared into Taharqa’s blue eyes as if he was challenging his authority. Droga turned away first and kneeled, looking up at the king’s blue and white leather wardrobe before meeting his gaze once again.

      "My apologies Your Majesty" Droga spat out, almost as if it was a joke.

      Taharqa gestured for Droga to stand as he shot a look of disgust in Axyl’s direction.

      "Will your pet be staying, Your Majesty?" Droga said, provoking Axyl. He didn't budge; he just stood staring at Droga with his hand still on his sword.

      "Whatever you have to say to me, you can say in front of Axyl," Taharqa replied, prompting Droga to clench his fist tightly.

      "Well, the assignment to get the Crocs to agree to peace has been completed. There were a few casualties in the process, including one of your royal guards that went to assist me." Droga let out an amused chuckle at the king’s expression.

      "He fought valiantly," Droga said dramatically, looking back over his shoulder at Axyl again. Axyl clenched his sword tightly as he looked down at the golden red flooring, fearing what he would do if he looked at Droga.

      "Thanks for your report, Droga, and good job on creating peace among the Crocs. You are dismissed." Taharqa said calmly.

      "Your Majesty." Droga twirled his finger, bowing while walking out.

      "Don't let him get under your skin, Axyl. I know a Croc didn't kill your brethren, especially not Rolan. I picked him because of how good a fighter he was." Taharqa said, touching his friend on the shoulder.

      "You should have sent me Taharqa," Axyl said, now talking to him as a friend instead of a king.

      "That's what Droga wants. Then I will be easier to get to. He will make his move sooner or later, and with the deaths piling up among the guard, Droga is forcing my hand. I will need you to protect my son; Droga will find out sooner or later that he exists. That's when I will need you the most…. Axyl, you are my most trusted friend, and the reason I ascended to the king of these great lands. I want you to teach him our ways, how to be a kind king, a just king, and a king for the people. If he so chooses the path to not become king, protect him until he’s strong enough to protect himself. Most of all, tell him how much his father wishes he could of been there. Droga will stop at nothing until he is dead, and I know I haven’t been there to do much for him, but this is something I can do. Will you take this assignment for me? I will not order you to do it." Taharqa stared into his friend’s eyes, trying to not shed a tear.

      "You would have me leave you? Leave you to die? We can imprison him and have him hung for his crimes!" Axyl pleaded.

      "We cannot! He has enslaved most of the Redborn under his will. Now, if we did it would be a civil war; one we could not stop for years to come. According to our spys, the deal he made with the Crocs was that when he was king they would ascend to the top of the food chain if they follow him to overtake me. You know as well as I do that this is the only way."

      Axyl had no response as he stared at Taharqa. A tear rolled down his cheek.

      "It's for Zera, Axyl. I'll always be here in spirit, and when the time comes…. you'll know I went out fighting. That's when I want you to smile. For Zera!" Taharqa threw his hand to his chest in a salute to Axyl.

      "For Zera!" Axyl saluted him back. “I will immediately.” Axyl turned, walking out with a smile on his face while letting his tears flow. So long my friend.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Taharqa was in his quarters when he received a report that the last of the replacements were found dead in their homes. The replacements were a select group people that if the king should be on his deathbed with no heir, their families could take the throne in his place. He knew it was Droga behind the killings, but he couldn't connect him to them in order to prosecute him and all involved. He could just give a kill order for Droga, but that would cause outbursts and rallies among the Redborn species, and it wasn't a guarantee that they would catch Droga once the order was given. He realized the only way he could stop Droga was to wait for him to show his hand first. As king, he couldn't just go beating up on people like back during times of war. Taharqa had come to relax during times of peace; that was his flaw, and that's what Droga was exploiting. There was one thing Droga didn't know, Taharqa thought, before a hard knock on his door came and a royal guard came busting in.

      "Your Majesty, there’s an outbreak! The Crocs are raiding the kingdom!” the royal guard shouted, out of breath.

      "Are our armies distant from the kingdom, Lanny?” Taharqa asked her calmly

      "They are at least five night’s marches away, Your Majesty"

      They both gave a head nod and salute as Taharqa grabbed his sword from the bed of his quarters and strapped it's leather around his waist.

      “Lets help them meet their ancestors!” Taharqa let out a growl and advanced into the castle’s hallway to join in the fight. The walls were stained with blood and the floors occupied with the dead bodies of Crocs. Grey, one of the royals, was on the edge of the stairs pulling his impaled sword from a Croc’s chest and letting the body drop and roll down the stairs. The castle was now a war zone.

      "Your Majesty, we must get you out of the castle and to safety. If we can make it down into the ceremony hall, we can use its escape tunnel to get you to safety!” Lanny told Taharqa.

      "We have to move fast while we have the advantage. We are a small group and can move quickly, on me!” Taharqa unsheathed his sword and headed in a full sprint down the stairs with the royal guard in toe. They reached the floor of the ceremony hall with little to no encounters; this made Taharqa suspicious. Surely they should have encountered more resistance. He looked the guards in their eyes, gesturing them to move with caution. When they finally got to the ceremony hall there was a clap.

      "Finally you've made it here, Your Majesty. We've been waiting.” Droga said sarcastically with a smile on his face. He stood in front of a group of Crocs and Redborn who were blocking the hidden entrance to the escape tunnel.

      "Droga, we could end this now the old way. Just you and I.” Droga didn't fall for the bait. Instead, he just smirked.

      "I see no reason for me to fight a man who's already dead.” He looked at the Croc next to him, gesturing for him and his troops to take out the king and his guards. The king's guards noticed the gesture and went into a defensive triangle position around His Majesty. The Crocs had a sheer advantage over the king and his guards, but the guards had pure skill over the Crocs. Taharqa looked down at his sword. He spoke silently to it. “Old friend, this shall be our last time together. Let's show them why we are feared.” Taharqa looked around at his guards. “Tonight, I fight with some of the finest warriors I know, and I wouldn’t have it any other way!” Taharqa took up position in the front of the triangle as the Crocs charged forward towards them. One by one the guards eliminated the Crocs as they charged toward them. Droga noticed this and knew he had to do something to help them. He summoned the Phyras in a line to fire upon the guards. As the guards were repelling the Crocs, they noticed the room began to heat up. They realized they were about to be fired upon by the Redborn.

      “Shields up! Fire incoming!” Taharqa shouted to his guards. The guards all put their shields up and came to a standstill with the Crocs crashing at their shields along with the Redborn’s fire. “Hold! This is nothing! We won’t give them the satisfaction of thinking they are winning!” Shouted Taharqa. “Now push! The Phyras have to recharge before they can fire again. Break!” The guards broke their triangle and went on a raging offensive.

      Although calling out enemy positions, and slaying anyone in their way, it seemed like the crocs numbers didn’t dwell down at all. Fatigue was starting to take its toll on the guards and His Majesty. They had to do something, and that something needed to be done now. His Majesty put them back in the defensive triangle once he saw the Phyras almost done charging for their next wave of fire. Once again, they stood tall with their shields raised to withstand the blasts from the Phyras.

      “We won’t be able to take much more of this. We will have to cut the head from the snake.” Taharqa spoke from behind his shield.

      “We will forge a way. You just make sure you give Droga something to think about.” Lanny said with a smile. “Forward!”

      Now that the Phyras had even longer to charge up, the guards went to the offensive. They dropped all their shields and rotated to a forward spear formation. They were charging and piercing through enemies with devastating force, but the downfall of the forward spear formation is that it was purely offensive with higher chances of death. As they got deeper into the ranks of the Redborn and Crocs, guards started falling.

      “Stay strong!” Lanny shouted as she watched her brothers and sisters falling before her eyes. Step after step got harder and harder as they felt the fatigue from the long battle. Finally, they got closer to Droga. He was now in their sight, standing right in front of the Phyras giving orders. He noticed them and smiled as he stood still. This is when Lanny and his majesty realized the only ones who made it through were them.

      “Your Majesty, get to Droga. I will clear your path with everything I have. It’s been an honor, old friend.”

      Lanny pushed forward viciously with everything she had, slashing at anything that wasn’t his majesty. He followed her lead until she fell to one knee, taking a dagger to the chest.

      “Now, Your Majesty, this is your chance!” She looked back at him with a sadness and sense of pride. His Majesty acknowledged her and leaped from behind her spinning in a circle, slicing Crocs in mid-air. He landed right in front of Droga.

      “Coward. You will die a coward’s death. Even if I die, you will never have this kingdom!” Taharqa said, smiling.

      Taharqa charged at Droga, but two Redborn stepped in the way, distracting Taharqa. Meanwhile Droga rotated behind Taharqa and delivered a blow to the back of his neck with his sword’s hilt.

      “I will make a throne from your bones! Now smile at that!” Droga said, thrusting Taharqa towards a pillar in the center of the room.

      Steam started coming from Droga as he walked towards Taharqa. He ripped off his robe, revealing his red armor engraved with a black dragon. As the steam dissipated, his body began growing, becoming scaly with horns spiking throughout his body, giving shape to piercing wings from his back.

      “I am king now.” Droga smiled as he pierced his sword through Taharqa’s chest.

      Taharqa gasped for air while staring into Drogas eyes. He smiled before he did the unthinkable: he grabbed Droga’s sword and thrust it deeper into his chest, pulling Droga forward with it in a last effort to slay the Redborn. Taharqa swung his sword at his neck, but Droga dodged it, while the point of Taharqa’s sword cut across Droga’s eye, sending a jolt of pain through him.

      “He, will be king....” Taharqa let out with his last dying breath.

      “Tie his body up over the kingdom, along with his famous royal guard. Today Droga is king.”

      A loud applause went through the ceremony hall.

      “Droga, Axyl isn’t among the dead.” One of Drogas generals whispered to him.

      Panic went through Drogas mind as he grabbed his generals neck.

      “What do you mean he isn’t among the dead? Find him!”
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      Graduation day was tomorrow for the students of Belleville University. Bakari was chosen to speak at his graduation ceremony, although he didn't enter his name to be the speaker. His class had unanimously chosen him. Bakari always thought that participating in any public speaking event was a drag because everyone was either staring at you or not listening. As Bakari lay in bed, rubbing his hand back and forth against his short black hair, he heard a beep coming from his phone.

      "Hello." Bakari answered.

      "Bakari!, get up I'm going to the center to shoot around. Meet me there." A female voice responded.

      "But --" A click cut him off as the phone hung up on him before he could give an excuse on why he didn't want to go.

      [image: ]
* * *

      *Thump*, *thump*, *thump*, *swoosh!* Bakari watched the ball go into the net as he walked into the gym of the Center.

      "Nova, you know you could of let me respond before you hung up on me." Bakari said calmly.

      "You know you would have just made up an excuse about why you couldn't come, when in fact I’m sure you were just laying in bed, at ten o’clock, and it's definitely not bedtime yet. “Nova shot back at him while walking up to give him a hug.

      "You know me so well." Bakari made a sarcastic gesture while wrapping his arms around Nova.

      Nova had her curly dark hair in a ponytail. She was about the average female height, dark brown skin, golden eyes, and a very firm, slim athletic build. She was wearing a black Belleville Panthers hoodie and grey jogging pants which didn’t do her figure any justice. That was Nova; she liked wearing big clothes. They were comfortable to her.

      She approached Bakari’s slender frame. Looking him up and down, she stared into his bright brown eyes. She gave him the most unpleasant look for the sarcastic remark he had just given her.

      "If your done being melodramatic, are you ready for graduation tomorrow?" She rolled her eyes as she walked back to shoot the ball.

      "Yeah I suppose, but I'm not really looking forward to the speech part of it. I mean, I literally didn't even put my name in the box but I was still chosen." He hunched his shoulders.

      "Well you are the one always helping everyone and speaking up for everyone, so of course you were the number one choice.” Nova let a slight grin creep up on her face, knowing that she was the one who entered his name in the box.

      “I guess, but I don’t really like being in the limelight, and to be honest I haven’t even written anything to say at graduation, and it’s tomorrow.” He brushed his face with his hand, and sighed.

      “Well what are you waiting on?” Nova kept shooting.

      “I was kind of in bed, thinking about what to say before I got disturbed and hung up on.” Bakari gave Nova a side eye.

      “Well I’m ready to head back to the dorms anyways, just wanted to shoot a few before tomorrow and get some air.”

      “I suppose I can walk with you to your room.”

      “You say it as if you had a choice.” Nova rolled her eyes.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Bakari and Nova left the Center, walking out into the eerily silent foggy Belleville weather. The silence was deafening. No wind was blowing, just the ghost-grey misty fog enwrapping the campus.

      “The fog has gotten a lot thicker than when I first came.” Nova startled herself when she spoke.

      “Yeah, the weather’s been weird this year.” Bakari replied.

      They walked idly, conversing amongst each other. The foggy campus made it difficult to make out any of the buildings unless you were close enough to see the names on them.

      Finally getting to the dorm area, Nova and Bakari walked up to the dormitory and Nova swiped her ID card to get into the building. Walking through the doors gave way to a large, brightly lit rectangular open room with two narrow hallways on each side along with a reception desk in the middle.

      Shara Santos, the receptionist, was a dark-haired, short, Filipino woman with an innocent but sometimes goofy personality. Her slim figure adorned a dark blue scarf and a black pea coat over blue jeans. Bakari would always called her ‘Secret Santos’ because whenever he saw Shara, her eyes were always red as if she never slept. He always assumed that she had a secret life no one knew about that wouldn’t allow her to sleep much. Shara was also one of the students graduating with Nova and Bakari.

      “Hey Shara!” Nova waved.

      “Hey Secret.” Bakari also greeted Shara

      Shara looked up with bright red eyes as if she hadn’t slept for days “Oh, hey Nova, and Bakari. You guys getting ready for graduation tomorrow huh?”

      “Yeah, I’m going to help Bakari get his speech together for the graduation.”

      Bakari glanced over at Nova, giving her a confused look. When did we decide on that? He thought to himself.

      “Well you guys have fun. I have about three more hours before I’m free. Oh and do well on your speech, Bakari. I voted for you.”

      “How did you vote for—“ Bakari was cut off before he could ask his question.

      “Well have a good one! We’ll let you get back to work.” Nova smiled at Shara

      “You too, guys.” Shara waved as Nova and Bakari walked away.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Nova, and Bakari proceeded to walk down one of the red carpeted hallways, observing the Belleville University logos on the walls throughout the dormitory. The Belleville Panthers was the basketball team which Nova was a part of. Their logo was a panther jumping towards a basketball.

      “Well, I’ll see you tomorrow for the big day.” Bakari said, arriving at Nova’s door.

      “I’m helping you write your speech, so come on in.” Nova looked back at Bakari as she held the door open for him.

      Bakari thought about saying no and just walking back to his room but, knowing Nova, she would call to talk about his speech the moment he left.

      “Fine, but I’m not staying long.” Bakari sighed and walked into Nova’s standard Belleville dorm room which was a basic square room, white walls, blue carpet, one bathroom, a bed, dresser, and tv on the wall.

      “Don’t mind my room. I couldn’t find anything to put on earlier.” Nova gave a random look to Bakari when she noticed him looking around.

      “This is what happens when you can’t find something to wear?” Bakari snickered as he looked around the room, noticing clothes thrown on the bed, the floor of the closet, and in the bathroom under the mirror.

      Nova rolled her eyes. “I’m going to throw on some pajamas.”

      Wonder if she will find her pajamas. Bakari thought to himself as he just smiled at Nova walking into the bathroom to change.

      He sat on the bed, then lay back, spreading his hands out across the soft comforter until they were placed behind his head. This speech, not really looking forward to it. Why did I have to be the one to give the class speech? I guess there's no sense in dwelling on it now. It happened and I'm sure Mom’s will love that I'm giving the speech—

      “You ready to go over what you have so far?”  Nova cut him from his thoughts.

      Bakari looked up. Nova now wore a big tan sweater that had cats playing with yarn on it. It hung off her shoulder, revealing her black bra strap and just draping right above her knees.

      “Uh, I don’t really have anything planned honestly. I was going to wing most of it.” He finally answered.

      “Well you still have to make it sound good.” Nova sat on the bed next to Bakari. “What do you think you want to talk about when you wing it? Memories of the time we were here and how we have grown together would be good.” Nova answered her own question.

      “That's actually not a bad idea! I knew I kept you as my friend for a reason.” Bakari joked.

      Nova punched his arm. “Whatever, you would miss me so much if I wasn’t here to bug you all the time.”

      “I won’t argue the fact that you’re a pain if that’s what you want.” Bakari laughed.

      Nova smacked him with the nearby pillow on the bed. “Anyways, I said I would help so stand up and let’s hear something. I know that you try to appear all calm in front of everyone, but if you get nervous just look at me and I’ll be cheering you on.”

      “Thanks Nova.” Bakari said getting off of the bed, “I’ll start by saying how amazing our class was, and how I would of never thought I’d meet some of the great people that I did. Also, how everyone was so quiet their freshmen year and no one really knew each other, but then as the days went on people started opening up and changing for the better.”

      “And the crowd goes wild! Bakari! Bakari! Bakari!” Nova started shouting goofily, trying to encourage Bakari.

      Bakari began smiling. “I’m not expecting that kind of response.” He laughed, staring in her eyes.

      They both laughed playfully until a silence took the room. They stopped as they stared and smiled at each other.

      “You’re always there when I need you the most, Nova. Thanks for that.”

      “Don’t be all weird.” She looked away from Bakari.

      “Ahh, you’re the weird one.” Bakari hit Nova with the pillow which in turn started a pillow fight between the two.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Time seemed to disappear with each swing of the pillow. Each swing drawing them closer and closer to each other until a weird stillness took the room as Bakari and Nova stared at each other. Bakari moved closer, inch by inch. Why shouldn’t I kiss her? She’s been there through it all. Bakari thought to himself has he inched closer and Nova sat there, frozen from both fear and excitement. Their foreheads were now touching, breath shaking.

      “Thank you, Nova.” Bakari voice was low.

      She stared at him breathing unevenly “For what?”

      “Being you.” Bakari let himself have a moment of weakness as he leaned in and softly caressed her warm lips.

      They pulled apart, panting, unable to hold themselves back anymore. Bakari cradled Novas head in his hands, kissing her passionately. Her hands found their way around his body, digging her nails into his back. His hands made their way under Nova’s sweater, touching her warm body as she curved to give way to his every touch.

      Thump. The knock came loudly. “Nova, you up?” The loud voice asked from behind the door.

      They pulled away from each other, smiling in silence. Nova tapped Bakari on the forehead, still smiling.

      “Yeah, I’m coming.” Nova answered.

      Bakari began easing off of Nova to let her answer the door “I should be heading back to my room. Thanks for helping me think of things to say at the graduation.”

      Nova opened the door, smiling. “Hey Luciana, I forgot you were stopping by.”

      Luciana was a short Hispanic girl who had a toned figure like Nova, her beige skin gleaming with the light from the hallways through her shoulder-length dark hair. She was one of Nova’s closest friends at Belleville University, and also the shooting guard on the Belleville Panthers.

      Luciana tilted her body to the side, noticing Bakari. “Um, hey Bakari.”

      “Hey Luciana, I was just heading out.” Bakari peeked over Nova’s shoulder

      “I just bet you were. What did I interrupt? I can come back.” Luciana laughed as Bakari was walking out of the room.

      “No that’s fine. Have a good night. See you both at graduation tomorrow.” Bakari began walking down the hallway.

      “Yeah you too.” Nova’s smile never left her face.

      As Bakari got down the hallway, he heard Luciana ask Nova to tell her all the details, and he just sighed to himself. Guess she got out of here early. She needs the sleep. Bakari thought to himself as he walked past the reception desk, noticing that Shara was gone. Back outside, the fog began clearing up. He could make out the buildings easier the longer he walked. His mind wandered back to what had just happened with him and Nova. He wanted to clear his mind of it otherwise he would dwell on it all night. Despite that, he kept thinking of old memories each time he walked past one of the education buildings. Nova was a part of a lot of those old memories, so it wasn’t helping him get her off his mind. When he got closer to his dormitory, it sounded as if someone was arguing, but he couldn’t make out who. Right in front of his dormitory by the dragon mascot statue was Shara, and a tall, older, dark-skinned muscular man with dreads hanging loosely down to his shoulders. He was wearing a sleeveless dark shirt, giving way to his toned tattooed biceps.

      “Everything okay, Shara?” asked Bakari as the man just stared at him.

      “Yeah, I was just helping this gentleman with directions. He should be good to go.” Shara shot him a look as he started walking away, still staring at Bakari. “Well, see ya, Bakari I have to head back to work.” She quickly walked away.

      Uh, what just happened? He thought to himself after Shara walked away.

      Walking into his dormitory which had the same design as Nova’s, Bakari finally arrived to his room and he sat on his bed exhausted. What a day… he thought as he laid back. His eyes closed under the darkness and silence.
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      Bakari laid in bed after waking up early for graduation. He lay there thinking about the graduation, and even though he didn’t want to, he was thinking about Nova as well. The loud beeping from his alarm threw him from his thoughts as he reached his hand across the bed to hit the snooze button. Just five more minutes he thought to himself. I’m not ready to get up. He rolled on his side, pulling his blanket over his shoulder to get comfortable, and closed his eyes for what seemed like seconds as the alarm suddenly started beeping again. This time he pressed the dismiss button and finally threw his legs off the end of the bed. He leaned with his hands on his head, pausing before he got up to grab his royal blue cap and gown from the closet, along with a white button up dress shirt and some black slacks. Brushing his teeth, he stared in the mirror anxiously in anticipation of the ceremony. Time seemed to be moving at the speed of light as Bakari began getting dressed after his shower. Rushing, he gathered his things and headed for the university’s main auditorium.

      When he got outside, the sky was clear with only faint a sign of clouds. The grass and trees looked a beautiful healthy green in the sun’s light. Bakari took a deep breath as a slight breeze of wind brushed across his face. Looking around, he could see all the students in their cap and gowns walking towards the auditorium. They were laughing, chatting, smiling, high-fiving, happy, and ready to graduate.

      “Bakari, what are you standing there for? Lets go graduate!” Nova came yelling with her hands out, embracing Bakari.

      “I’m going. Why aren’t you there yet?” He asked after her embrace.

      “I called you like ten times and you didn’t answer so I thought you overslept.”

      “I haven’t heard my phone ring all day today actually.”

      Bakari slid his hand in his pocket to check his phone. He forgot he put his phone on silent last night after Nova called him to come to the Center. Looking through his notifications, he realized he missed calls from Nova, his mother, and several other numbers he didn’t recognize. Must be people trying to congratulate me for graduating, he thought.

      “Well let's get going. We have about thirty minutes to get in place.” Nova started speed-walking with the crowd and Bakari followed.

      They walked, giving high fives to some of the other students until they came up to the main auditorium building. It was a large grey octagon building with floor to ceiling windows all around the front end of the building. Bakari and Nova could see all the friends and family of the students through the windows as they made their way around to the back doors where the faculty would be. The walls were painted a crescent blue with white trim over the hazel wood flooring.  Bakari walked forward to the curtains to glance at all the friends and family of everyone.

      “Bakari, do you have your speech ready? You will be the last one out after everyone’s name is called. You will receive your diploma then deliver your speech to the audience and your class.” A curvy, pale, red-haired lady wearing a black dress holding papers in her hand told him.

      “Yes, it’s ready, Ms. Morgan.” Bakari said, pointing at his head. “It’s all in here.”

      She smiled. “You guys grew up so fast.” She closed her eyes, trying to keep the tears from rolling down her face. “Well it’s almost time, so lets start lining up and getting into place so I can hand you guys your diplomas!” She addressed the whole class.

      Bakari walked back to the doors he initially entered into to make way for everyone getting in position. He watched them still joking and laughing amongst each other. It still hadn’t all quite hit him just yet. He was done with college once he walked on that stage and grabbed his diploma. His four years were done. Why hasn't it hit him as much as it did everyone else? Bakari kept pondering, but seeing all his classmates happy and getting through it made him happy. That was enough for him.

      Ms. Morgan had finally put all of the students in alphabetical order so they could take the stage. Bakari noticed Ms. Morgan giving him a look and pointing at the back of the line. Guess that's my queue to get in line. He laughed to himself while getting in line behind Gary Wilson. Gary was a thin, freckled ginger who mainly got through school by being a class clown. Bakari couldn’t tell if he was having a hard time hiding his excitement or having a nervous breakdown. He just kept tapping his foot and breathing heavily.

      Finally, Ms. Morgan had walked out onto the stage to addressed the family and friends of the students who were anxiously waiting. Then, she called the first name. Laura Anderson, a slim, blond who mostly kept to herself. When she walked out onto the stage, the crowd erupted into cheers. The crowd continued to erupt into cheers every time a student’s name was called. Then there was Nova, who was rocking side to side doing a dance about to get called onto the stage. Right before she got called, she looked at the back to Bakari and gave him a wink before she walked out on stage. Name by name, Bakari started to get anxious as the line started to shrink and get closer to him.

      “Lastly, we have Bakari Kalu!” Ms. Morgan shouted.

      Well here goes nothing, He walked onto the stage and the crowd erupted in celebration. Bakari took in the positive atmosphere, looking at the bright yellow stars painted on the midnight blue walls. At that moment all eyes were on him. He was in the spotlight and, for once, he didn’t mind it. He embraced it as he started delivering his speech. Some smiled, some laughed, some were astonished at his delivery and how charismatic he was, while others got emotional as he brought up old memories of when they first started Belleville University.

      “In the end, we made lifelong connections, friends, and some of us even lovers. I have personally met great people here. Some that I hope to never lose contact with, and never forget. I won’t name drop them and put them on the spot, but they know who they are. I’ve also gotten closer to a friend that I’ve know majority of my life, Nova. Sorry, your name gets dropped.” Bakari paused his speech to give everyone time to laugh.

      “In conclusion, even if you take all the bad and compare it against the good, the good will outweigh the bad. I can guarantee it. You being here confirms that, and I wouldn’t have wanted to graduate with any other college class! Congratulations Class Of 2012!” Bakari threw his cap in the air and walked off stage to stand with the other students, and everyone erupted in celebration. The family and friends of the students began to embrace all of them with hugs, and kisses, as old shredded class work began falling from the ceiling.

      “Is that the man himself? Congrats!” Someone with a tremulous voice came up behind Bakari.

      Bakari couldn’t stop the smile that was creeping up on his face when he heard the familiar voice. He turned around to his surprise and noticed Kas wearing a black cardigan, along with blue jeans and a black and blue scarf. Kas had been his friend since he was seven years old, and next to Nova, Kas was the oldest friend he had.

      “Kas! I can’t believe you’re here. I thought you were on deployment and couldn’t make it!” Bakari said, joyfully embracing Kas.

      “Oh, come on, man! This counts as a family emergency. I had to pull some strings and I owe a lot of people, but I had to make this happen. I mean look at you all grown up, looking all handsome and strong like me.” Kas looked over Bakari.

      “You don’t look so bad yourself bro. I see they made you shave all the facial hair. You’re all baby-faced now.” Bakari said, looking at Kas’s clean-shaven, buttery brown face.

      They continued to converse, sharing memories and laughs until Nova walked up and joined in on the reunion.

      “Well if it isn’t Malakeem Kasper Shamali!” Nova was poking at Kas.

      “Well if it isn’t Nova ‘no middle name’ Madaki.” Kas replied sarcastically. “Don’t you have somewhere to be?”

      “Not yet, but speaking of being somewhere, we do have the costume party later on tonight as our last event, Bakari” Nova answered

      “I forgot but I’m going, and Kas is going too.” Bakari smiled, looking at Kas. Nova rolled her eyes.

      “I’m sure he can go as himself and, everyone would be interested in what he was.” Nova laughed. “All jokes aside, I missed you.” She hugged Kas. “Have to go, Mom is taking me out for food. See you guys at the party.”

      “Please tell me she’s your girlfriend now, and y’all aren’t still playing that game of ‘Oh, I like you, do you like me?’ or ‘She doesn’t like me, we’re just friends.’ cause it's getting old.” Kas went on. “You, and her need to just go ahead and make it happen.” Kas bumped his two index fingers together. “If you know what I mean.”

      “Nova’s my friend, that’s all.” Bakari said defensively.

      “Okay, when has being friends ever stopped somebody?” Kas joked, knowing he had Bakari in a corner.

      “So, you’re not going to let this…” Bakari trailed off when he noticed his mother waving at him in the distance behind Kas. He waved back.

      “You did it! Look at my son, he's a college graduate now!” his mother said, ecstatically hugging him.

      “Thanks, it’s just the beginning, Mom. I’m sure there's more to come.” He smiled, hugging her.

      “Mom, you just didn’t notice the real star in the room?” Kas was holding his arms out waiting for a hug. She wasn’t really his mother but, after growing up with Bakari for so long, he started calling her his second mom.

      “Oh my, When did you get back? You three are all back together again!” Bakari’s mom was getting even more emotional, trying to fight back her tears as they were falling down her face. She grabbed both Bakari and Kas, pulling them together and hugging them.

      “I got back last night, wanted to surprise you both.” Kas was trying to ease out of her hug.

      “Mom, your being more emotional than usual. What's wrong?” Bakari asked wholeheartedly.

      “Well, I’m just glad you all are back together. You guys need to always look after each other now that your about to explore the big world. Look after Nova too, and stop giving her so much grief, Kas!”

      “I say nothing but good things about her, and of course I'll always have their back.” Kas said, defending himself and slapping Bakari on the back.

      “You better or you’ll have me to deal with!” She hugged them one last time. “I know you have a party to go to so I won’t keep you. Just stop by after the party. Now go have fun!”

      “Not going to introduce me first?” Said a soft spoken voice.

      “Are you lost again, sir?” Bakari asked when he noticed it was the man that Shara had helped with directions before. The man looked at Bakari’s mom as if he'd wished Bakari didn’t just ask him that question.

      “Ah, I believe I'm in the right place this time.” He laughed off the question.

      “So, you were here before?” Bakari’s mom asked in a low cold voice, her demeanor completely changed.

      “I’m Axyl, a friend of Shani, well, your mother and father.” He said frankly, shocking both Kas and Bakari. Kas’s eyes flickered back and forth between Shani and Bakari, making the moment even more awkward. Bakari had never met any of his father’s friends before now.

      He was confused. Why now? Why after twenty-two years did he want to meet me now?

      “To put it frankly, he's more of your father’s friend than mine…. but that's a topic for another day. I know you have questions, but I want you to have fun at your party. So, talk later?”

      “All right, well, nice to meet you Axyl. Let’s go, Kas! We have to go get dressed for the party.” Bakari hugged his mom one last time and shook Axyl’s hand. He walked away with Kas in tow.

      “You have my permission to watch over him but, if anything happens to him, I'll hold you accountable.” Shani mumbled to Axyl as the boys walked away.
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      Getting ready for the costume party, Bakari started debating on which costume he should wear and which one he should let Kas wear. It was between being a detective or being an Arabian warrior. The detective costume consisted of a long black trench coat, a black and brown fedora, along with a badge, fake gun, and a weapons holster. The Arabian warrior consisted of a white robe, loose dark pants, a white scarf, and two blades to place at the waist. Well I guess this choice is a no-brainer. He laughed to himself as he picked up the detective costume. The real debate he was having, and trying to clear it from his mind, was why was Axyl there, and why did he want to meet him now after all this time?

      “So, are we about to go dance and mingle? You know, since Nova is only your friend so she shouldn’t mind if you get out there and mingle with the ladies.” Kas poked at Bakari, knowing his mind was on Axyl.

      “Kas, get dressed so we can head out to the party.” Bakari threw the Arabian Warrior costume at Kas.

      “I’m not wearing that. You’re trying to be funny.” Kas grumbled

      “How? I didn’t even know you were going to be here today. Stop whining and put it on so we can go.” Bakari kept poking at Kas. He eventually guilt-tripped him into putting on the Arabian warrior costume. “Now, was that hard?”

      “Lets just go get some booze and catch up like old times.” Kas smiled as he finished putting the costume on.

      Bakari didn’t like the sound of Kas trying to catch up like old times. It normally meant Kas was going to hit on someone's girlfriend just to see if he could get the boyfriend riled up. Either that or he would try to pick the biggest guy there and taunt him. Sometimes Kas was just a magnet for trouble, but sometimes it made for good memories.

      “Yeah, if you drink, we are going to have to cover some ground rules.” Bakari stated. “No picking fights! Lastly, no picking fights!” He paused. “Actually, most of all do not…”

      “I get it! Don’t embarrass you.” Kas said doing air quotes with his fingers. “Now can we go?”

      “I’m sure you’re going to do that anyway.” Bakari mumbled as he walked to the door.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Arriving at the party, the building was packed. It looked as if every student who graduated and more were there. Old 80’s and 90’s music was blasting, and disco lights shone across the room. Everyone was dressed in costumes and dancing.

      “Took you long enough! Welcome to the party.” Nova was dressed as a martial artist and danced towards Bakari and Kas.

      “Oh, it's her again, and I was just in a good mood.” Kas grumbled. “Guess I’ll leave you two love birds alone. I'll go grab a drink and mingle.” He started walking away when Nova kicked his leg. “Ouch!”

      “Kas, don’t go causing problems!” Nova shouted.

      “Yeah, yeah, Bakari already gave me the whole what-not-to-do briefing!” Kas shouted back.

      “I just want to kick him in the throat sometimes, and he's only been back a few hours.” Nova mumbled to Bakari “Let’s go sit down.”

      “Yeah, but that's Kas. You guys are always at each other's throats.” Bakari said following Nova.

      “He starts it.”

      “No, you both start it.” Bakari laughed. “You can’t put it all on him.”

      “You’re always taking his side.” Nova said, flustered, finally finding a seat in the far corner of the room.

      Bakari took a seat. “I do not. I try not to choose sides. You’re both my best friends.”

      They kept conversing until Nova got up to use the bathroom. Bakari got up and started observing the room, walking around, looking for Kas. Walking through the crowd, he caught a glimpse of a man who strangely resembled Axyl. He didn’t think the man was really Axyl but, his body moved on its own, deciding to walk in the direction of the man he thought resembled him. As he got closer, he made eye contact, and that's when he knew he wasn’t hallucinating; it really was him. Axyl looked away from Bakari and started making his way through the crowd to get away from Bakari. Bakari started pushing his way through the crowd, faster trying to reach Axyl, until he got tripped over someone, knocking them down.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t see you.” Bakari said, blindly reaching his hand out to someone dressed as a magician while looking around for Axyl.

      “What's so important you had to knock me down?” The magician said, grabbing Bakari’s hand.

      “Oh, hey Shara, didn’t mean to knock you down.” Bakari noticed the voice.

      “What was the rush?” Shara asked, fixing her robe.

      “So you decided to be a magician?” Bakari quickly changed the subject.

      “Well aren’t you a great detective.” Shara joked “Yes, I am.”

      They continued conversing and joking around while walking back towards the dance floor, stopping by a nearby rail. They observed two people wearing some very realistic dragon costumes looking around. Both wore black robes with engraved dragon emblems, with skin that looked brown and leathery. Horns extended from the corners of their jaws and the top of their skulls. Their hands looked like they had real claws protruding from them.

      “Those are some very nice costumes. I know they had to have taken a lot of work to make.” Bakari said to Shara, who was no longer standing next to him. “When did she…” he mumbled looking around.

      Bakari started making his way back to where he and Nova were sitting until he noticed some commotion near the bar area. Please don’t be Kas… Please don’t be Kas… he thought to himself as he walked towards the bar. When he moved closer, he saw Kas holding a beer in one hand while touching the face of another person dressed as a realistic dragon.

      “Touch me again, and I’ll break every little finger you have, one by on,.” the person said in a gravelly voice.

      “Oh, we got a tough guy here. Which one you gonna break first?” Kas poked the person in the chest with each finger on his right hand.

      And… of course it's Kas, Bakari walked up to Kas trying to deescalate the situation.

      “Hey, Kas!” Bakari tried getting his attention.

      Kas looked at Bakari “Oh, hey bro! I was just talking to my friend here. “Meet Mr. ‘I will break your little fingers’” Kas was mimicking him.

      The dragon walked a bit closer to Kas and Bakari and started sniffing.

      “You smell like someone I know, boy.” He squinted his eyes at Bakari. He looked at him with confusion, before being provoked by Kas again.

      “Be gone, lizard boy.” Kas said, wrapping his arm around Bakari and walking away.

      “You really can’t just not provoke people?” Bakari asked.

      “You’re not going to ask me the full story? Doesn’t matter. The fact is he started it and I was the bigger man and we are now walking away.” Kas said, answering his own question.

      The dragon pondered about who Bakari reminded him of as they walked away. Then he finally put it together. If Axyl was here and so was a boy who reminded him of King Kalu that Bakari must be an offspring of the king. Impossible, he thought to himself as his body heat rose and steam started slightly seeping through his skin.

      “Die Boy!” He yelled as he conjured up his inner flame and walked towards Bakari.

      Bakari and Kas turned around to see what he was yelling about. His walk then turned into a jog. His jog then turned into a full on sprint, onward towards the boys.

      “Get out of here!” Axyl yelled jumping from the crowd, tackling the dragon and causing his flame to spurt out from his mouth onto the ceiling.

      The crowd started moving in a panic away from the altercation, and the flames started spreading throughout the building. Bakari and Kas both stood there in shock. Axyl, however, was handling the thing with ease. Pushing the dragon’s head into the floor, jabbing left, right, left, left, at its lower torso, he finally, rolled over on it and put it in a submissive headlock, knocking it unconscious. Bakari could have sworn he heard Axyl let out a low growl as he knocked the dragon unconscious, and got up into a crouching stance. Another dragon was running towards him from the dance floor area. Axyl grabbed the dragon’s arm launching him towards the bar.

      “I said go! Now!” Axyl let out as he took a defensive stance since the dragon was approaching him again.

      They stood there and watched as Bakari’s mind raced, trying to piece together what was happening, but just kept drawing blanks. He wasn’t so sure it was just a costume anymore. Something wasn’t right. It didn’t make sense on how that thing just spit fire from its mouth. Kas’ body started moving on its own when another dragon started approaching him and Bakari while Axyl was busy with the other one. Kas ran towards the dragon in a quick sprint, lunging toward him trying to knock him down but it had little effect. The dragon just stumbled backwards a step or two as Kas fell to the ground. Kas recovered quickly, trying to fight the dragon, but his attacks were ineffective. He resorted to a very uncharacteristic move for most, trying to punch him in his groin, but it more so agitated him more anything.

      “Stay out of our way, boy!” The dragon said as he punched Kas and Kas hunched over in pain., The dragon proceeded to backhand Kas to the face. He then tossed Kas towards a corner wall and out of his way. A hooded figure walked towards a stunned Bakari, wearing skin-tight, dark grey attire which gave way to her figure. Her face covered by her hood provided a protective shadow. Two other hooded figures appeared right next to her, but they quickly worked on putting the fire out, and making sure everyone was out of the building safely while she was left alone to handle the dragon.

      “Stand back. I’ll handle him.” She said, drawing a blade from inside her robe.

      The dragon was hesitant when she drew her blade He didn’t know if he should attack her or retreat. His hesitation gave way to his demise as the hooded figure was quickly in his face. Smacking his rib cage with the hilt of her sword, he quickly fell to one knee. When he looked up, his fate was in her hands as her blade was at his throat.

      “These are our lands, Redborn, and you have broken our laws by attacking innocents. You will come answer to your crimes. Now stand.” She said, standing over him in a menacing pose and pressing her sword to his throat.

      She walked him towards the dance floor. Bakari finally gathered himself and quietly walked a few paces behind the hooded figure to the dance floor where Bakari hid behind the seating areas and observed. He noticed she was walking the other Redborn towards the area where Axyl and another Redborn were both on their knees, along with the two other hooded figures.

      “Well done Lotus. Not bad for the new girl.” One of the hooded figures joked.

      “Thanks, Jace. I also cleared the area. Everyone got out safely in my area.” Lotus told her comrades.

      Axyl noticed she had lied right away, as he could smell Bakari still in the area. She never told Bakari to leave. Bakari kept watching as their conversations went on. They were yelling back and forth about the guidelines of what can happen on their side of the realm.

      “What should his punishment be, Ericka?” Jace asked the leader of his group.

      “Hmm, we shall decide a punishment for these three after we hear what sparked this. We haven’t had any fights amongst us in the last five years. So what brought this about?” Ericka asked, kneeling down near one of the Redborn.

      “I don’t answer to you.” He gave her a smug look.

      “Well, I guess that answers my question,” She said walking over to and kneeling down near the next Redborn. “What about you? Do you have a better answer?”

      He stared at her giving no response, his golden-brown eyes staring into her quiet blue eyes.

      “Maybe third time's the charm. What about you, wolf?” She was now kneeling in front of Axyl.

      “I was merely trying to defend your people from getting hurt. I just happened to be in the wrong place at the right time, ma'am.”

      “Hmm, are you sure that would be all, wolf boy? You just so happen to find this place the day of the college students graduation.” Ericka asked.

      “Yes I'm sure.”

      “Hmm, interesting. So which one of you is lying is the real question.” Ericka drew her blade and tapped it on her shoulder.

      “If you’re going to kill me, get it over with human.” A Redborn said, staring at Ericka with a smug look on his face.

      Ericka paced back and forth, contemplating her decision. She wanted to know the full story, but neither of the three would give it to her willingly. She then thought what if she let one of the Redborn get away and have them followed by Jace while she followed the wolf? Still it bothered her that she couldn’t place Axyl’s face with where she remembered it from. He was someone important. She just didn’t know how important.  She walked back one of the Redborn and knelt down to say something, when she noticed something move out of the corner of her eye.

      “We've got company.” She said in a low whisper, looking at Jace.

      Jace moved slightly in the direction of the Redborn, who was watching them from a distance when one of the kneeling Redborn shouted. “Run Bugawa!”

      Causing a panic, Jace attempted to run towards Bugawa, but the kneeling Redborn grabbed his leg, stopping him in his tracks. While the other Redborn tried to boil up fire to burn Jace, Jace pulled his blade and pressed a button, causing his blade to heat up drastically. He proceeded to cut the Redborns’ arm right through to the bone, causing him to scream in agony. He then went for his throat, relieving him of his pain as Ericka’s blade pierced right through the other one’s neck.

      “Lotus, catch the one fleeing!” Ericka commanded as she removed her blade from the Redborns throat.

      “Do not let him get away!” Axyl said, getting up in a panic.

      “Sit.” Ericka said, pressing her blade to his throat.

      Axyl stared at Ericka with anger in his eyes, not wanting to back off. She pushed the tip of her blade harder into his throat.

      “I said sit down.” She had an edge to her voice.

      Jace walked near Axyl, also pointing his blade towards him. He finally sat down, still not averting his gaze from Ericka. “I can still catch him if you let me.” Axyl said in a serious tone.

      “Why are you so intent on catching him?” Ericka asked. “He wouldn’t be the first to run from us and escape, nor the last. Why must we catch this one?”

      Axyl stayed quiet, completely backing down this time. Ericka was now sure he was hiding something. She couldn’t put together exactly what it was but she was determined to find out. She let Axyl stand up as she patted him down, secretly placing a tracker on the collar of his shirt.

      “You will not be punished since you were just here to help. Do not make it a habit to keep crossing paths with me.” She said in a low serious tone.

      “I wasn’t able to catch him, I lost his trail.” Lotus said walking back to everyone.

      “It’s okay, we will eventually find him again…. if this guy doesn’t find him first that is.” Ericka said looking down at Axyl.

      Ericka immediately noticed Axyl’s clenched fist and his demeanor change. She made a mental note to cross reference Axyl’s face in their database when she got back to her headquarters.

      “Let us walk you out, wolf boy, then we will be on our way.” Ericka gestured for Axyl to follow her.

      Once they were out of sight, Bakari ran to the bar where Kas was still knocked unconscious. He started lightly patting his face to wake him up. Kas slurred his words.

      “C’mon Kas, I need you to work with me. Just move one leg after the other.” Bakari finally got him off the ground and moving. “You’re so damn heavy, Kas.”

      Finally headed home, Bakari had a lot on his mind. So much just happened, and it hadn’t fully processed yet.
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      Bakari couldn’t sleep so he sat on the edge of his bed in the darkness. His brain had finally had time to process what just happened, and when it hit him it was all he could think about. Sleep just wouldn’t come, and Kas snoring on the floor wasn’t helping. Redborn, Hunters, and wolves? What was going on? Nothing was making sense anymore. Beings that could breathe fire. People that hunted those beings, and then there was Axyl. So many questions but not one answer to go along with the questions. He made mental notes of everything as he lay down, trying to clear his mind until sleep finally came.

      A loud knocking noise at the door got Bakari up out of bed. He sluggishly got up to answer the door, and to his surprise it was Bugawa. Bugawa stared at Bakari with a piercing glare causing his heart to race. Bakari’s mind raced, telling his body to move, but it wouldn’t listen to any of the commands his brain was sending to his body. He was paralyzed with fear, and this time Axyl or the Hunters weren’t around to save him. Bugawa walked towards him saying nothing, grabbing Bakari and lifting him from the ground by his neck, squeezing the life from his body slowly.

      “Help! Help!” He managed to scream with what little life he had left, but no one was there. No one was listening to his cries for help.

      “Bakari! Wake up!” Kas said, slapping his face. “Man, you all right? You were screaming for help. Somebody kicked your ass at the party last night too?” Kas joked trying to lighten the mood.

      “Thanks, but it was nothing.” Bakari swung his legs around to the edge of the bed, leaning up with his hand on his head. That dream felt so real thought to himself.

      “Yeah, whoever those guys were in those costumes are going to get it. I’m sober now and ready for round two. If I ever see them again!” Kas was looking in the mirror at a small bruise on his face. “I’m going to go for a jog to let off some steam, I’ll catch you in a bit then we can grab food.” Kas abruptly walked out of the room.

      Kas you really don’t know what happen last night. Those weren’t people in costumes. Going through a recap of what happened last night, Bakari needed answers. He needed them fast. The only way to do that was to find Axyl. Bakari got out of bed and threw on a blue shirt that was on his floor and some black pants from the closet. He was now in a rush to his mother's house to see how he could find Axyl. He pulled out his phone and called his mother. She didn’t answer any of the times he called. Odd… He left a voicemail for her to call him back whenever she got his message. When he went to open his room door there was Nova walking down the hallway.

      “Bakari! About time you're awake. I told Kas I’d come back in a bit to wake you up but, knowing him, he probably didn’t tell you,” Nova said, embracing Bakari.

      “Yeah he forgot to mention that.” Bakari responded while making a mental note to ask Kas what else he forgot to mention while he was sleep.

      “Well, since you're already dressed, let’s head to Tina’s Cafe and grab some food.”

      Bakari didn’t want to blow her off, but sometimes he just couldn’t tell Nova no. He tapped his foot, trying to weigh his options. He concluded that he was going to go to the cafe with Nova, and pick her brain on what she remembered from last night. “Okay, I could use some food.” he replied.
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* * *

      Nova flipped through the menu. “What are you going to order?”

      “I’ll just get the cheeseburger and fries.” Bakari didn’t open the menu since he was still deep in thought. “So did you have fun last night?”

      “Last night? Besides the fact of you ditching me, and those guys starting fights and fires, it was all right.” She was clearly agitated. “Speaking of which, what happened to Kas’s face? Was he one of the ones fighting?”

      “I didn’t really mean to ditch you. I went to check on Kas, and it just went downhill from there. Everything just got out of control.” Bakari sighed, wishing he actually didn’t ask the question to begin with.

      “So Kas was one of the people fighting?” she pressed again.

      “Well he didn’t…”

      “Hey Nova and Bakari, what can I get for y'all today?” The waitress asked, walking up to the dinning table.

      She was a gorgeous green-eyed brunette wearing a Tina’s Cafe T-shirt and jeans. She was armed with her pen and pad, ready to take their order.

      “I’ll just take the usual cheeseburger with fries if you don’t mind, Allie.” Bakari replied, trying to get out of answering Nova’s question.

      “And you, Nova?” Allie asked.

      “I’ll take Tina’s pasta of the day, if you don’t mind.”

      “One Tina’s Pasta of the day, and one cheeseburger with fries? Can I get you any drinks besides water?” she asked

      “Water will be fine for me.” Bakari said

      “I’ll take an orange juice along with the water, if you don’t mind.”

      Allie repeated the order back to Nova and Bakari to confirm it was correct before walking away. Moments later, Allie came back with the drinks.

      “Your food will be out shortly, guys.” Allie assured Bakari and Nova

      “Thanks,” Bakari muttered to the waitress.

      They began conversing about their plans now that they were college graduates, but Nova noticed that Bakari wasn’t fully there.

      “You got something on your mind?” She asked outright.

      “It’s nothing… just been thinking about the future really,” he lied.

      “Ah, it's not like your to stress over stuff like that. I’m sure no matter what you end up doing, you will be fine,” she assured him, placing both her hands on top of his.

      He smiled. “When did you become so nice?” He joked. She rolled her eyes.

      Allie finally came back with their food in her hands. “Here ya go, enjoy. Let me know if I can get you anything else.” She walked back towards the kitchen again.

      Bakari started eating, and conversing when Shara walked into the cafe with two people he never seen before. One was an Asian female, short and slender with dark hair down to her shoulders wearing a black jacket, a scarf, and glasses. The guy was a tall and pale wearing a black hoodie adorned with a sword, grey jeans, black boots, and a buzz cut.

      “Hey guys! How’s it going?” She came over to their table.

      “It’s going good, just grabbing lunch. What are you up to?” Bakari asked

      “Just grabbing some coffee, might be a long night of getting some work done.” Shara replied.

      “Ah, sounds like fun. What happen to you at the party? You disappeared on me.” He asked, ready to take mental notes.

      She shot a quick glance at the people she’d walked in with. Bakari caught it, surprised at their body language and took note of it. Shara wasn’t a good liar, so now he was curious at the answer she was going to come up with. The woman that she walked in with answered for her. “Sorry I pulled her away to dance for a bit before all that chaos happened.” She said, wrapping her arm around Shara’s shoulder.

      The voice sounded so familiar to Bakari, but he couldn’t place where he’d heard it before.

      “Ah, and you are?” he asked politely.

      “I’m Ericka, Sharas’ new coworker, and you are?” she asked, reaching her hand out to Bakari.

      Bakari’s heart dropped as the name hit him so hard it felt like he had just been hit by a train. Ericka is a common name. I can’t just assume its her but, her voice, it sounds just like her. Is she one of the Hunters? Is it her from last night? He needed to dig more to find out.

      “I’m Bakari, and this is Nova.” He reached his hand out to shake hers.

      “Well, nice to meet you both.” She smiled, shaking Bakari’s hand.

      Nova’s watch started beeping. “Ah, I forgot I was suppose to meet Luciana at the dorms. I have to go. See ya later, Bakari and Shara. Nice meeting you, Ericka.” She got up from the table and rushed out. Bakari noticed she didn’t leave any money for her meal. “See ya.” Bakari waved at her as she walked out the door.

      In a way, he was happy she was gone. Now he didn’t have to include her in the questions he was preparing to ask.

      “Whoever those guys were at the party, they ruined it for everyone, causing all that trouble.” Bakari tossed out that statement to see how they would respond.

      “Yeah, I’m sure the authorities took care of those guys.” Ericka smiled at Bakari.

      “Crazy how all that could of happened in such little time. Glad you two are safe though. Your other friend, was he all right also? Kas, was it?” Shara genuinely sounded worried.

      “Yeah, it’s Kas, and he’s fine. Just a bruise from fighting those guys in the costumes.”

      “He got into a fight with them?” Ericka sounded surprised. “Hope he’s not too hurt.”

      “Yeah, but he’s okay. He spent the night at my place.”

      “Is he also one of the students… or… is Kas short for something?”

      “Yeah, its short for Kaspar, and nah he used to go to the school, but he doesn’t anymore.” Bakari said omitting his real first name.

      Shara looked nervous as the two kept trying to get information from each other. She seemed as if she would rather be anywhere else but at the cafe.

      “Well, we don’t want to be late to work, Ericka.” Shara tried to change the subject. “Jason has the coffee already.”

      Jason? Could Jace be short for Jason? He was piecing it together. Why… When would Shara have become a part of their group? If only I could get her alone.

      “Well, I see you’re trying to get out of here, but if you’re not doing anything later, let’s hang out?” he asked Shara.

      “If I’m free…” she stated.

      “We might have a busy day, but if she’s free I’m sure she will hang out with you.” Ericka cut her off. “Well, let's get out of here. Jason is waiting. Nice meeting you, Bakari.”

      “The feeling’s mutual. See ya around, Shara.” Bakari waved.

      “See ya Bakari.” Shara waved back while walking away.

      “Stay away from him. He’s a curious person.” Ericka mumbled to Shara.

      Shara glanced back in Bakari’s direction. Please stay safe, Bakari… I know they were after you…

      “Understood?” Ericka asked with an edge to her voice.

      “Yes, ma’am. I understand.” She said formally.

      “Good!, I’ll send someone to find Kaspar to see if he knows anything about why the Redborn were at your party last night.”

      Shara gave a nod.
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      Walking up Park Avenue, a slight breeze hit Bakari’s face. The sun was faint in the distance. He was curious as to why his mom still hadn’t returned his phone calls. That along with finding out that Shara may be a Hunter was weighing on his mind. What has she gotten herself into? he kept thinking. There was so much going on and only some of his questions were answered. Going to his mother’s should help him to connect the dots.

      Getting to 73rd Street, his mother's house finally came into view. Glad to see she hasn’t fallen behind with the upkeep of the house he thought to himself as he got closer to the small compact, brick house. He walked up the cracked cement porch to knock on the black beveled door.

      No answer.

      He walked around, peeking through the windows.

      “Ma?” He shouted. Still no answer.

      He went around to the back of the house to the open yard. He walked onto the closed in porch, lifting one of the vases to get the spare key to the back door. Opening the door to a white painted hallway, there was a silence as he closed the door.

      “Ma? You here?” he kept asking as he walked deeper into the house. Walking into the big kitchen. He walked over to the fridge to see what was in it; nothing but a pitcher of water. Not like Mom to have an empty fridge he thought as he began closing the refrigerator.

      “Your mother isn’t here, Bakari.” Axyl said, leaning up against the wall.

      Axyl’s voice sent Bakari’s heart racing.

      “Where is she?” Bakari asked in a shaky voice.

      “She’s away on business, and said it was okay for me to wait here to talk to you.”

      “And I should believe that why? How do I know you haven’t hurt her?”

      “Firstly, your mother isn’t as fragile as you think. If I wanted to hurt her, I’m sure I’d be injured right now.” He smirked and threw his hands up. “Secondly, I have no way to prove it, but I am not here to hurt you, Bakari. I just need to talk to you, and time is of the essence. Just hear me out, please?”

      Bakari tried to weigh his options if he should try and run, but he had seen Axyl in action and his mother had introduced Axyl as a friend. His best course of action was to sit and hear Axyl out.

      “Okay, start with why you’re here.” Bakari said, sitting down at the table.

      “Fine, as you wish. I’m here because of your father…” Axyl trailed off.

      “My father died in a war when I was born. So what could you possibly have to say about him?” Bakari sounded agitated.

      “That's not true.” Axyl chose his words wisely. “Your father… is recently deceased.” He couldn’t hide the emotion in his voice.

      Bakari didn’t want to believe it. “My mother wouldn’t lie to me about something like that.”

      “She would, if it meant protecting you. If you thought he was dead, it would stop you from trying to find him and asking too many questions.”

      “So let's say you are telling the truth. What does my father dying have to do with you being here? Did he leave me in his will or something? Feeling guilty?” Bakari was now completely irritated.

      “Yes… Your father was the King of Zera, and was murdered for his position. Up until last night no one knew of your existence and, since those Hunters let Bugawa get away, I’m sure Droga, the person who murdered him, will stop at nothing to kill you now. So you don’t get in his way of becoming the unchallenged king of Zera.”

      “What is Zera?, and that's why you were so eager to catch him? I don’t want to be king of something I don’t even know about, that guy can have it. I’ll denounce myself. Problem solved, right? As far as the king being murdered… Sorry? But the guy didn’t want to be in my life. Some father, right?” Bakari didn’t keep up his calm demeanor anymore. “Now you just want me to just, waltz in and pick up his slack?”

      Axyl was now trying to control his anger at how Bakari had just tossed the title of king in the trash, and didn’t care about how his father was murdered. He took a deep breath and finally sat down at the table with Bakari.

      “Let's start over from the beginning.” Axyl said, taking a deep breath before he continued. “It all began when Zera was on the verge of collapse, and the king of kings died without a heir to his throne.” He began with telling Bakari about the war of two worlds. “This sent Zera into a panic and caused an uptick in people claiming to be the new king. Trying to claim lands, and take the kingdom. Your father and I got dragged into this war when our tribe was attacked by Mataga, a Redborn claiming to be the new king. He asked us to kneel and support his claim but your father refused to kneel, and he didn’t want anything to do with the war. Mataga then came back the next day with an army of Redborn, and burned our villages, and slaughtered our wife's, women, and children. That's how we ended up getting involved; your father didn’t want to see anymore senseless bloodshed. Our war eventually leaked slowly into your world which gave way to the Hunter Organization to defend the innocent for the most part.”

      He made a hand gesture, and paused so Bakari could process the information. “When our war began leaking into this world, that's when Taharqa met your mother. He fell in love and kept you guys a secret for your own safety. If anyone knew about you, they would hunt you to no avail. Once the war concluded, Taharqa wanted to come here and live with your mother and you under a false alias, but he was chosen as the new king to keep things in order. With being chosen to lead our people, he had some stipulations about when he could come here. In order to keep the peace between worlds, he couldn’t come unless it was for diplomatic reasons, otherwise it could be seen as breaking their laws and cause another war.”

      This hurt Taharqa more than you would ever know, knowing that he could never come see his child or his lover, but he accepted the responsibility of becoming the new king, solely to keep you safe from ever having to experience a world war. Now Droga, is the son of Mataga and feels his father should of had the throne, and has plotted a revolt against your father to take it. Which has led me here to protect you, on your father's last orders, and I will with my dying breath. Whether you choose to accept the throne or not, Droga will stop at nothing to kill you. With Bugawa getting away, I feel he knows of your existence now earlier than I would have hoped.” Axyl exhaled.

      Bakari had no response as he was too busy connecting dots in his head and trying to control his emotions. He got up from the chair and started pacing back and forth through the kitchen, weighing options on his mind. From the sound of it this guy is going to kill me regardless… so what do I do? Axyl just starred, waiting for some kind of reply after he just dropped the whole truth of what was going on into Bakari’s lap. Minutes went by and still nothing from Bakari but pacing back and forth.

      “Say something?” Axyl finally let out.

      Nothing. He just kept pacing.

      Axyl went on. “With Taharqa being your father, it means you are also half-Vakin, and you may have some unique abilities that come along with that. Have you ever changed into a Vakin before? We have devices and magicks that help us stay in this form.”

      Bakari finally stopped. “Changed as in transformed into what you are? No, not to my knowledge.” At this point, Axyl just stopped talking to see if Bakari would say anything at all. Still nothing. Time quickly started catching up with them as the sun went down and darkness overtook the skies.

      “Okay, first, I don’t really know what you are yet, but how would I go about turning into one of you essentially?”

      “Out of all of that information, tha’ts the first question you have to ask?” Axyl sounded confused.

      “Yes?”

      He is still a twenty-two year old young man. Axyl dragged his hand across his face. “I don’t know exactly how you would do it but I know a lady who could help us figure that out when the time comes…” Axyl trailed off when a loud howl in the distance, “Stay quiet, we have visitors.”

      “We have to move!” Axyl had an edge to his voice, getting up from the chair swiftly and going to glance out the front window. “There's too many of them for me to fight by myself, with you here. We will have to make a run for it.”

      Bakari hit the floor and crawled to a nearby window. “I don’t see anything.”

      “Your eyes aren’t trained well enough to see the distances I can see. I count fourteen Crocs and three Redborn. Let's move.” Axyl ran out the door that Bakari had entered in and began sprinting through the backyard into the mass of trees. Running so fast, he realized Bakari wasn’t at all physically fit. He had to drastically slow down to keep Bakari close to him. “We won’t outrun them like this. We’ll need a diversion.” Axyl said as he slowed to a brisk jog. Bakari panted as he tried to keep up with Axyl’s earlier sprint. He didn’t want to say much as he tried to catch his breath.

      “Okay.” was all he could get out.

      “Here, I’ll be a diversion while you run. I will catch up to you. Just keep running, no matter what.” Axyl said, stopping in the middle of a dense population of trees and raising fog. There was a spot which looked as if it was recently dug up. Axyl smiled as he quickly dug a small hole until a golden blue hilt gleamed through the dirt. “Hey, old friend. I am in need of your assistance once again.” He mumbled as he grabbed the sword and tied it to his waist.

      “They’ve closed in fast, start moving.” He said calmly, feeling at ease with his sword now with him. “It’s going to get dangerous for you real fast. I’m sorry you had to find out this way, but I'll try to make it easier. Until then… run!” Axyl heard the footsteps in the distance getting closer. He ripped off the chain he was wearing, causing his fur to cover his skin, his form physically changing, and his eyes reverted back to their normal state. He let out a loud howl that could have been heard for a two-mile radius. Bakari, walking backwards, was stunned by Axyl’s wolf-like features. Ayxl had a smile on his face as he looked back to make sure Bakari was still moving. He looked so human, but yet so wolf-like, His hands and feet were bigger, but his frame was the same. Bakari could even see a resemblance of his dreads within the fur on the top of his head.

      The first Redborn reached Axyl.  Axyl moved so quickly that Bakari couldn’t believe what he had seen when Axyl impaled his sword through his leathery skin with precision and force. He had the perfect balance of strength and speed, and from the looks of it Axyl yearned for the fight as if he was enjoying it. It was like looking at someone with pure bloodlust in that instance. Turning around and finally blasting into a full sprint, Bakari was cut off by another Redborn that had stopped him in his tracks. Bakari stood there, paralyzed, not knowing what to do. His heart beat fast and his breathing picked up quickly as the Redborn took a step towards him. Axyl, in a blur, threw a small dagger through the thick of his skull, and bent down so the Redborn fell on his sword.

      “GO!” he yelled in a deep edgy voice staring at Bakari before quickly moving back through the trees.

      Bakari took off as fast as he could, not looking back as he heard the blood shed and screaming in the distance. Into the darkness he went, not stopping for anything.
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      Running aimlessly into the mountains, Bakari had finally reached his limits. He fell over near a tree and tried to gather his energy, but it didn’t work. At the very moment he stopped, he realized he couldn’t take anymore. He was exhausted. With the adrenaline ceasing to pump throughout his body, he finally noticed the pain coming from his ankle. He looked down to notice it was swollen and hard to move. Trees and darkness in every direction, he couldn’t see anything in the distance. The only sound he heard was the sound of the forest, and his heart beating profoundly.  As he struggled to keep his eyes open, he finally heard something: footsteps. Hearing the footsteps among the trees, he tried to stand up but any more movement resulted in pain.

      “Axyl?” He mumbled to the trees.

      Nothing.

      “Who’s there?”

      Again nothing.

      He searched the ground for anything that could be used as a weapon, and came across a tree branch that was sticking out the ground. He took deep breaths before pulling it with all the energy he could muster. Pain jolted throughout his whole body almost causing him to go unconscious. His breathing was still sporadic.

      “Who’s there?” He yelled into the trees, out of breath.

      Nothing again as the footsteps went silent. Bakari scanned left and right as he leaned his back up against a tree. Nothing stuck out, and nothing was visible to him besides the trees. The footsteps picked back up, but at a slower pace as they came towards Bakari. He pointed his branch in the direction that the footsteps were coming from. Finally, a dark brown wolf came out of the trees in a slow, prey-stalking manner. It stopped a few feet in front of Bakari, staring into his eyes and letting out low snarls as Bakari waved his stick in front of it.

      “Get back! Go! Get!” Bakari desperately shouted, hitting the ground, trying to scare the wolf off. Nothing was working as it just stood there, unmoving. Bakari then tried a passive approach and set the branch down on the ground and put up shaking hands. The wolf stopped snarling, and hid its fangs from Bakari. At that moment the wolf didn’t appear to be a friend or foe, but someone that was passing through and just happened to run into Bakari.

      It lay down in front of Bakari, confusing him, but at this moment he wasn’t being eaten so he didn’t mind. Still, as it looked at Bakari with those fury golden eyes, it sent chills throughout Bakari’s body, his heart racing. For the first time in Bakari’s life, he was too tired to question the logic behind something. He didn’t even care why the wolf was there. He just wanted to survive, and rest.

      With time moving effortlessly and the wolf still not moving, Bakari struggled to keep his eyes open. Every blink became longer and longer with each passing second. The wolf stood back up with a low growl, sending a boost of adrenaline throughout Bakari’s body, waking him up. He grabbed his branch again, not feeling the pain anymore. Realizing the wolf was growling at the trees and not at him, he started scanning the trees to see if he could spot anything.

      Nothing.

      Moments later, he finally heard it. It sounded as if someone heavy were running through the trees. He gripped his branch as hard as he could, tensing up. Trying not to let the pain of his ankle get to him, he forced himself to stand up with every ounce of energy he could muster. The wolf quickly moved into the trees and stayed quiet. Finally, there was Bugawa, walking slowly from the trees, wearing full red armor engraved with black dragons. He had a smile stretching from ear-to-ear. This time it wasn’t a dream. No one was going to wake him up if he screamed for help. This was real.

      “I found you, young king.” Bugawa said in a sinister voice. “Zera is Lord Droga’s for the taking once I kill you.” He pulled a concealed dagger from his backside, and walked towards Bakari. “I’ll make it quick.”

      As he got closer to Bakari, the wolf came out running at full speed, catching Bugawa by surprise. He jumped and latched on to his arm holding the dagger, piercing his skin. Bugawa punched and clawed at the wolf, causing it to let go, wincing in pain.

      “Damn mutt! I’ll deal with you later.” He began walking towards Bakari again.

      The wolf shook off its pain and again ran up to Bugawa biting down harder on his dagger-carrying hand. As Bugawa punched and clawed, the wolf was determined not to let go, but eventually Bugawa’s relentless attacks caused the wolf to release and fall in pain. Bugawa reached down, grabbing the wolf by the neck, and forcefully bashed it to the ground. Bugawa repeatedly knocked his skull until the wolf was knocked unconscious. Now Bugawa was spurting random words, and walking towards the staggered Bakari, ready to end his life.

      “Stay back!” Bakari swung his branch back and forth, trying to deter Bugawa.

      “Since your little friend here annoyed me, I’ve decided to make you feel every bit of pain before you die.” Bugawa knocked Bakari’s branch away and grabbed him by his head, forcefully tossing him into another tree.

      Bakari screamed in pain as he hit the tree, falling to the ground. Knocking all the wind out of him, Bakari no longer had the will to stand or move. Bugawa kicked him over and over again knocking him in and out of consciousness. Bugawa was relentless in his attacks, enjoying the fact that he had the great Taharqa’s kid on his dying breath.

      “Goodbye, Your Majesty.” He smirked as he raised his dagger, ready to pierce through Bakari’s heart.

      In that instant, footsteps came quickly through the trees. Axyl showed up at that precise moment. He grabbed Bugawa’s arm, squeezing it with all his might. “Taharqa will punish you in the afterlife.” He said, showing at his teeth and giving Bugawa the most intense gaze he could muster.

      “Not if Mataga punishes you first.” Bugawa tried to bring around his other arm to grab Axyl and tried to stick his dagger in Axyl’s back, but Axyl was too quick, kicking Bugawa into the tree where Bakari had just been laying.

      Bugawa got up, walking in a circle as Axyl did the same. Steam came from his body as the heat raised in preparation to spew out fire. Ayxl took an offensive stance redding to charge at Bugawa. As he charged, Bugawa released a volley of flame, and Axyl ran around it. One… two… three… Axyl  was counting the seconds Bugawa had until he couldn’t spit fire anymore. Since Bugawa was a lowly Phyra and the max he could hold his flame for was three seconds before his body disabled, and he couldn’t spew out fire for another three minutes. As soon as the three seconds were up and Axyl could see the flame dying, he ran towards it and out of Bugawa’s sight until the flame was completely gone. Axyl was now up close and personal with Bugawa. This shocked Bugawa as he had no time to completely dodge Axyl’s attack. He let his body fall to the ground trying to dodge what he could, but he was still cut across the middle of the chest. As he fell to the ground, he quickly rolled out of the way of another one of Axyl’s thrusts. Bugawa promptly jumped to his feet and kept his distance from Axyl.

      “You will not get away this time.” Axyl let out a snarl, running towards Bugawa and propelling his sword as he relentlessly thrust, not letting up. Bugawa, on the defensive, took a crouching stance and jumped from tree to tree as he tried to block Axyl’s attack. With Bugawa leaping around, the timing of  each of Axyl’s attacks was becoming more desperate as Bakari’s breathing slowed.

      Axyl took notice of this and knew he had to end this as quickly as possible or Bakari could die. Axyl caught Bugawa by surprise when he threw his sword, predicting where Bugawa would jump next. He successfully impaled Bugawa’s shoulder. Bugawa stood upright, wincing in pain as he tried to remove the sword.  Axyl was too fast, and wouldn’t give him the opportunity to remove it. Already in his face from the moment he stood upright, Axyl kneed Bugawa vigorously in the abdomen, knocking the wind out of him. He followed up with an immediate uppercut to the chin, sending Bugawa stumbling into a nearby tree. Axyl wasted no time moving in on him as he grabbed the hilt of his impaled sword and forcefully pushed it deeper into his shoulder.

      “May Taharqa punish you.” He said in a low murmur as he stared into Bugawa’s eyes, forcibly angling his sword diagonally from his shoulder towards his neck. It slid through his skin, sending Bugawa screaming in pain and choking on his blood.

      Axyl removed his sword forcing Bugawas lifeless body to fall to the ground. Axyl let out a war cry, howling in the air as the battle was finally over. He walked over to Bakari’s unconscious body and put the palm of his hand over his mouth to make sure he was still breathing. He let out a sigh of relief when he could feel the slow breathing coming from Bakari. He was still alive. Picking him up, he placed him over his shoulder.

      “Hang in there. Sorry, young king, I should of got here sooner.” He exhaled as he walked over to the wolf.

      “Thank you, old friend.” Axyl said, kneeling over the bleeding wolf, who was also panting and on the verge of death. He picked him up and started into a brisk jog disappearing into the darkness.
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      Axyl walked into a dimly-lit cave, panting heavily. He leaned up against the wall, walking very slowly. A short, older, slim woman with rich dark skin and markings all over her body came from deeper within the cave and approached Axyl. She was wearing a blue robe with yellow prints around it, carrying a tall wooden staff that curved around a crystal orb. Her black hair was bushy and short, and her eyes were a warm brown, full of untold stories.

      “Bring them in. I need to address the boy’s wounds quickly.” The mysterious woman said in a lovely modulated voice, turning and walking back into the cave.

      Axyl followed and observed all the markings on the wall. The cave opened up into a large oval-shaped room, A hollowed out tree bark extruded from the middle of the cave with a floating flame coming from its center. Four large mud pods extruded from around the cave, circling the flame. The walls had a dark muddy hue and were covered in markings.

      “Place him on one of the pods, and place Avi on one also. She’s having a hard time recovering from her wounds.” She told Axyl.

      Axyl did as he was told.

      “Do what you can for them, AiLeen.” Axyl said as he slouched against the wall.

      “You know I will, and you should get some rest. I know the run here was exhausting, especially carrying these two. You can fill me in later after you awake.” She looked back at Bakari.

      “I’m fine.” Axyl lied.

      AiLeen ignored Axyl as she stood next to the fire, tapping her staff on the ground three times. The flame grew bigger, brightening the entire room. She closed her eyes, raising her staff in the air, mumbling words. She looked back at Axyl, her eyes completely whited out.

      “Don’t you…” Axyl started to say.

      “I said rest!” AiLeen shouted at him, waving her hands in his direction and mumbling more words. Axyl tried to fight what she was doing to him, but he was too tired so his eyelids closed and sleep came to him at her command.

      “Never want to listen,” she joked as she turned back around looking at Bakari.

      “You’ve taken a serious beating, boy,” she mumbled as she looked him over.

      Waving her staff in the air and mumbling more words, her off-hand began glowing and emitting heat. She touched Bakari’s forehead, sending a shock through his body which caused him to gasp for air. Markings stemmed down from his forehead and all around his body as her fingertips stayed placed on his forehead. His body’s nature healing abilities started to increase drastically, sending his body into a random state of panic. AiLeen mumbled more words to calm him down, but it wasn’t working. Something was conflicting inside his body that she wasn’t noticing. She left her staff floating in the air next to her as she placed her other hand over his heart, mumbling more words that sent waves through her body making her gasp for air as she looked inside his body.

      “He’s a Vakin? No, he’s human.” She was now confused at what she was seeing. “He’s… a hybrid…” She finally came to a conclusion, taking her hand off of his heart. “Who did you bring me, Axyl?” she asked, looking back at a resting Axyl. “If you brought him, he must be pretty important. You almost never leave Taharqa’s side.” She let her thoughts subside as Bakari started convulsing. “Shit.” She muttered. “This is getting bad.”

      Bakari’s eyes involuntarily opened, his eyes changing color from brown to a bright green. He was changing. AiLeen could see his fur, a faint autumn orange, coming and going. His teeth changing from fangs back to teeth.  She finally figured it out. His Vakin instinct was coming out to protect him, rejecting her healing.

      “What have you been through to subconsciously be this scared? What is your mind hiding?” she asked out loud, shocked by Bakari’s reactions.

      She had to calm him down and quickly ease his pain. She removed her fingers from his forehead, grabbing her staff with both hands as the markings on her body began glowing. She slammed her staff to the ground, now yelling words and causing her crystal to emit a bright light. A bright barrier came from the ground, trapping Bakari within it. It wasn’t calming him as she had hoped. Now she had no choice but to fully shut down his body, which would slow down the recovery process drastically and require a lot more power from her. I don’t have any other option right now… Damn… I have to shut you down, kid. Fighting me like this will stop your body from healing permanently. It can’t be helped… She let go of her staff and held her hands together. Shouting more words, the markings on the cave began to emit light, accompanying the markings on her body as she drew power from it. As she shouted more words, light emitted from her eyes and mouth. She gathered all of that power and orbited it all to her hands, which began emitting a very bright power. “Rest!” she yelled, slapping the palms of her hands down on the barrier she had placed around Bakari. Sending vibrations throughout the cave, she pushed the barrier closer and closer to his body until he wasn’t convulsing and changing anymore.

      “There,” she said finally getting Bakari’s body to completely shut down while keeping his heart beating. From here the barrier would act as the healing source, and Bakari wouldn’t wake up until the barrier has fully healed his wounds. The flame in the middle of the cave went back to being a very small flame that dimly lit the cave again as she removed her hands from Bakari. She quickly grabbed her staff to stop herself from falling. “I’m getting old,” she joked to herself. “That took a lot out of me.” She sat on the ground, coughing up blood and tried to catch her breath. “You owe me big time, Axyl. This boy isn’t your average Joe. Now it's your turn, Avi. Yours should be quite simple, unless you want to magically give me a hard time too.” AiLeen forced herself up with her staff stumbling over to Avi. and Wiping the blood from her mouth, she mumbled a couple of words and placed one hand over Avi to speed up her healing. “See, it should of been that simple, boy.” AiLeen looked at Bakari as she sat back on the ground to meditate and get her energy back. Closing her eyes, she focused on meditation.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Next time, could you not do that spell?” Axyl asked out loud as he woke up from his forced rest, feeling better than he had when he first arrived at the cave. No response came from AiLeen. He stood up and noticed Bakari floating above his pod with a barrier around him, and Avi laying down on the ground beside him.

      “What is this? He’s completely shut down.” He asked out loud, knowing AiLeen could hear him.

      AiLeen broke mediation, finally able to stand without stumbling or coughing up blood.

      “That boy… His mind is very powerful, and doesn’t take well to orders. I had to almost kill him to shut it down. Who is he? And don’t give me a run around answer either. I wouldn’t have to use that spell if you would just listen.” She rolled her eyes.

      “I won’t lie to you… He’s Taharqa’s child.” Axyl said bluntly.

      Emotions swelled up in AiLeen. She tried to fight back the tears, but some escaped and gracefully rolled down her face. Axyl tried to give her privacy by pretending not to notice. He knew she would get emotional when he told her. Axyl assumed she used to be head over heels for Taharqa, but he loved Bakari’s mother and only treated her like a friend.

      “Taharqa has a child?” was all she could get out.

      “Yes… he sent me here to retrieve and protect him. It was his last wish.” Axyl still didn’t make eye contact with AiLeen.

      “Last…. wish?” She asked, falling to her knees.

      It felt as if a dagger had pierced her heart multiple times while someone kicked her in the stomach. So much pain overcame her in such a brief moment. AiLeen wasn’t one to show emotions often, but it was far too much for her to take in at once. A man she was so close to, loved, had died and she didn’t even get to say goodbye. She hadn’t seen Taharqa in many years, and thought that most of the emotion was gone, but she couldn’t lie to herself. She still loved Taharqa very much. He had been a dear friend to her, that was undeniable, and now his son - a piece of him - was laying on the ground in her hideout.

      “I’ll give you some space.” Axyl said, walking towards the outside of the cave when he hit an invisible wall.

      “It’s fine… I’m okay. There are more important things to discuss than for me to wallow in my sorrows,” she said, lowering her staff, knocking down the invisible wall in front of Axyl.

      Axyl really wanted to give her space to let out her emotions, but he knew if he kept walking it would make it harder for her. She was trying to be strong. He turned back towards her.

      “Who killed him?” she asked.

      “Droga started a revolt, commanding the armies away from the kingdom while leading his own personal army toward the kingdom to murder Taharqa.”

      “I see…” she said, gathering her composure.

      “What happen with the boy that you had to almost kill him with this ability? You said his mind was powerful. What do you mean?”

      “Hmm…” she mumbled as she walked towards Axyl. “He started changing when I tried to heal him by forcing his mind to focus all its attention to healing the body. His Vakin instincts started taking over, trying to protect the mind from being intruded upon.”

      Axyl was confused, but he made no comment as he waited for AiLeen to continue.

      “At first my commands to his brain were working, but it built its own countermeasures against my commands, almost entirely blocking my commands out. Doing so sent his body into shock, which resulted in him convulsing relentlessly. So I deployed a barrier to try to calm his body, and again his mind wouldn’t allow it until I removed myself completely, having to shut his body down and heal him from an external source which is the barrier now. This took everything I had. His mind is very untrained yet very powerful. He may be physically weak right now, but his mind more than makes up for it if he learns to control it.”

      “All of this happened while I was out?” he asked

      “Yes… and his fur… I’ve never seen a rustic orange fur before from any Vakin.”

      “Impossible… Orange?” Axyl said, surprised, “How long until he wakes up?”

      “It could take the healing anywhere from another hour to the full day for him to recover from that. By the way, if he’s Taharqa’s son and your protecting him, that technically makes him the king of your world, correct?”

      “That is correct.”

      “How did he take the news?”

      “How you would expect any twenty-two year old to handle it. He didn’t know his father, just graduated from college, and just found out he’s on a hit list.” Axyl nodded his head towards AiLeen.

      “Fair enough, but that also means the world could be on the verge of another war if that boy doesn’t step up to become the king. Droga isn’t the type to just stop at trying to take the throne.”

      “I know… but Taharqa wanted me to guide him into making his own decisions and not to force him into mine. If he doesn’t want to be king, I won’t force him, but we will both live with those consequences.” Axyl said as he looked at Bakari.

      “You and Taharqa really were that close if you would follow that order to his death. I envy your relationship with him. I hope you grow the same with his son, and I will offer what help I can to support you both. I swear it.” She bowed her head.

      “Thank you AiLeen… I know this is hard for you.”

      “If that's the only piece of Taharqa left in this world… I will not see it destroyed.” She smirked.

      “This is going to get interesting.” Axyl got up and walked towards the entrance of the cave. “I’ll go hunt for some food before he wakes up. Neither of us have eaten in a while. Let's go, Avi.” Axyl said, taking off in a jog out of the entrance with Avi following a few steps behind.

      AiLeen walked over to Bakari’s floating body. “You’re going to have a hell of a journey ahead of you, but don’t you ever give up, boy. That wasn’t in Taharqa’s blood.” She said as she lightly tapped the barrier.
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      Bakari finally woke up, leaning against the interior of the pod as he placed his elbow on his knee and his head in his palm. He felt a faint pain at the front of his forehead as he looked around the dimly lit cave, unaware of where he was.

      “Axyl?” he asked out loud, not seeing anyone.

      “You’re awake!” AiLeen came walking into the cave.

      Bakari jumped at the sound of her voice. “Do I know you? Your voice sounds so familiar.”

      “Interesting.” She said, walking up to Bakari. “No, we have never met before but my name is Ry…” she started.

      “AiLeen? Is it?” Bakari shocked himself when he recalled the name.

      “How do you know my name?” she asked in surprise.

      “I heard you speaking to me, you and Axyl…. I don’t know how, but when I woke up I just recalled it. He was now squinting at AiLeen as the pain worsened..

      “Are you okay? You should be fully healed by now.” AiLeen said, looking him over.

      “My body feels fine, but my head is killing me.”

      “Do you mind if I take a look?”

      “I don’t know what you mean, but yes if you can stop it from hurting.”

      AiLeen took a deep breath, mentally preparing herself for the worse. Last time she tapped his mind it was unpredictable. She slowly placed her hand on Bakari’s head and summoned her powers, tapping into his mind. It kicked her out immediately snapping her back to reality.

      “What was that you just did? I’ve felt that before.” Bakari said, placing his hand back on his head.

      “I’m trying to see what’s causing the pain, but you’re rejecting me… or kicking me out, I should say. This is interesting. I've never come by this issue before. Let me try one more time. Try to relax your mind and body. This time, don’t think about the pain.” AiLeen rubbed her hands together, summoning more power to her fingertips. She took another deep breath before she placed her finger on his head. This time she wasn’t rejected immediately, and she was allowed to dig deeper. She could see where the pain was coming from as she continued, but doing this allowed Bakari’s mind to open a two way link. He was digging now as well, seeing some memories, looking at a man who may have been his father standing next to her and Axyl. Seeing AiLeen memories of him through her eyes, digging deeper, he could see more. The war she was in, and the pain she suffered. It was only a glimpse of moving pictures, but Bakari was starting to figure them out. AiLeen cut the connection quickly.

      “How? You were looking back into my mind? What did you see?” AiLeen was interested in Bakari’s abilities.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t mean to invade your privacy, I didn’t know doing that would lead me to your memories…”

      “I’ll get you for that later… Now what did you see boy?” She seemed agitated.

      “I saw lots of moving images in your mind. It was like scattered memories. I saw pictures of a war… so much fighting.” He stopped there, not wanting to say he saw a man that she had followed.

      “Is that all?” she asked curiously.

      “Yes.” He lied.

      “Hmm… really?” She knew he was lying.

      “Yes.” He lied again.

      She let it go and took note of it. “I found out why your head is hurting. It’s because your Vakin side has awakened and you’re rejecting it. You need to find a happy medium with both sides of your bloodline now. Otherwise, your head will hurt more from here on out.”

      “How do I do that? And what do you mean it’s awakened? I’m confused.”

      “You will have to embrace your inner wolf, to put it simply.”

      “I’m not a wolf. I’m a human.”

      “See, it's that thinking there that has your head hurting. Your father is a Vakin wolf, and your mother is human. Which makes you a hybrid Vakin.”

      “I can’t even turn into one of them. How am I supposed to embrace that?”

      “Oh, but you can, and you have already. I’ve seen it.”

      “How?” Bakari asked, now more confused than before.

      AiLeen started to answer, but stopped when she sensed Axyl and Avi coming in through the entrance.

      “We can save that for another time. Let’s get some food in you. That may help with the headaches just a little. Then we can discuss you being a Vakin.” She said as Axyl walked in.

      “Hey, he’s up.” Axyl came in, dropping a bear from his shoulders. “Welcome back to the world of the living, Bakari.” He smiled, “Nice to see you’re okay.”

      “Thanks to you…” He looked genuinely at Axyl. “Thanks Axyl.”

      “Just doing what I was sworn to do.”

      Bakari finally noticed Avi and jumped, causing him to fall out of the pod. “What's that wolf doing here?” he asked, picking himself up.

      “Ha! This is Avi. She an old friend of mine. She was tracking you down and keeping an eye out for you while I was busy. She will not hurt you. She protected you against Bugawa.”

      The name made Bakari flinch, sliding his hand to his stomach, remembering the kicks that Bugawa had ruthlessly landed on his abdomen. “She almost gave me a heart attack. Did he get away again?” Bakari asked, hoping that he hadn’t.

      “No one will have to worry about Bugawa ever again.” Axyl said, picking up the bear carcass again and bringing it closer to the fire in the middle of the cave.

      “AiLeen, could you do the honors? So he doesn’t die of starvation?” Axyl joked.

      “Gladly.” She waved her staff in the direction of the fire, causing it to levitate in the direction of the carcass. Cooking the meat, it returned back to the center of the cave resting there once again.

      “Let's talk while we eat. We have a lot of important things to cover.” Axyl gestured his head towards the bear as he clawed the meat from the bones and passed a piece to Bakari. “By the way, I lost my necklace. Can you take care of my form for me?”

      AiLeen let out a loud sigh. “Anything else you’ll be needing?”

      “Please?”

      “Fine, but I'll have to rest after this.” AiLeen stood behind Axyl, placing both of her hands on his shoulders. “Which side do you want the markings on?”

      “The…” he started.

      “Doesn’t matter.” She cut him off, mumbling words as light emitted from her eyes and Axyl began looking human again with the added markings coming from his left shoulder all the way to his hand. “This should last you a few days until you’re able to get another device to conceal your spirit. Now, can I eat?”

      Axyl just nodded his now human head towards the meat. “Thank you.” AiLeen said sarcastically.

      “I know you have lots of things to think about, Bakari, including your new found power, but I need you to prioritize your thoughts. I wouldn’t be bluntly asking you this if I didn’t need to know, but I do need to know. I need you to make a decision on if you want to help the people of Zera and claim your rightful place as king, or live a life on the run from Droga. This is how it will turn out, as I told you before. Even if you denounce it, Droga will stop at nothing to hurt you and everyone you’ve ever cared about. We will need to know today what your decision will be. Either way, moves will have to be made to ensure your safety and those that you love.”

      “I appreciate your bluntness but, besides surviving, that’s all I’ve been thinking about since we’ve left my mother's house. I don’t have an answer now, but I promise you I will come to a conclusion before the day is over with. I just want a little more time to think about it before I make any rash decisions.”

      “You have a very calm demeanor for your age, Bakari.” AiLeen interrupted as Axyl shot her a look. “But, continue.”

      “It's just a lot going on right now, but I will process it all if you give me time, and come up with the best course of action for everything.” He kept up his calm manner, staring at the ground, trying to process it all.

      “I’ll give you as much time as I possibly can, but time is something we lack the most in our predicament. Just know, with either choice you make I’m sworn to follow through with you, no matter the cost.” Axyl nodded in his direction.

      “As I have sworn to help you on your endeavors also, Bakari, in any way I can with my magicks.” AiLeen also bowed her head in Bakari’s direction.

      Avi let out a howl, trying to let him know he has her support too as she walked up and nodded her head. The sight of her scared him so he jumped when she came near him. Axyl and AiLeen both laughed. Bakari took a deep breath, and reached his hand out towards her to rub her fur. She lowered her head and walked under his hand so that he could embrace her. The moment he touched her and nothing happened, he finally exhaled, and smiled at her.

      “Thank you for saving me, Avi. It's greatly appreciated.” He was now fully embracing her in his arms as she snuggled her head in his arms.

      “Welp, that's one task down, hundreds more to go.” Axyl smiled. “More importantly, your decision, your power, then your transformation should all be up next on your to-do-list.”

      “By the way, how long have we been here, just out of curiosity?”

      “Well you were out the whole day yesterday, so this would make day two that we’ve been here.” Axyl replied.

      Two days? Dammit… Kas, are you okay? Nova, are you safe? I didn’t even consider the consequences this might have on you guys…Please stay safe until I get back. I have to get stronger to keep you both out of harm's way. Just stay alive. I’ll be there soon, I’ll get the rest of the answers I need, and I’ll do it as fast I can.

      “Have you ever been to Zera, AiLeen?” Bakari asked randomly.

      “Yes, I’ve been there a few times. Why do you ask?”

      “Is it possible you can show me images of it from your memories like you did with a glimpse of the images from the war?”

      “I didn’t willingly show you those images. You forced your way to them!” she snapped.

      “What images of war did you see?” Axyl interrupted, confused.

      “I’ll explain it to you later.” AiLeen replied as she tried to finish her conversation with Bakari. “That way is still to risky with you not being able to control your new abilities, don’t know what could happen, and I wouldn’t want a repeat of the other day. I do, however, have an idea on how you can see Zera vividly, if that's what you would like. It would take some time to complete, and will require Axyl’s assistance, most of all.”

      “If you plan on putting me to sleep again, I will not comply this time.” Axyl interrupted again.

      “You won’t have to go to sleep but your eyes will have to be closed.” She let out a slight laugh.

      Axyl felt like she was going to try another random spell on him and didn’t like the sound of that. “Whatever needs to be done.” He sighed. “What does this have to do with anything?”

      “I just want to see this world, if possible, before I make a decision. If I am able to see it while staying out of harm's way and causing you less trouble, that would be an idea situation.” Bakari answered honestly.

      “You’re the complete opposite of your parents. They were more about just doing, doing, doing… I can’t recall the last time I saw Taharqa completely lay out all his options and think things through on his own. He was more of a ‘let's fight now’ kind of person, but you do share his calm demeanor.”

      “Thanks, I think…” Bakari didn’t know how to feel about what Axyl had just said to him.

      “Well, let me make preparations. Give me a few moments.” AiLeen got up from near the fire and walked over to one of the pods.

      “Be careful with her. She's really crazy.” Axyl took a deep breath, thinking about Bakari who barely responded.

      “I heard that.” AiLeen looked back as her eyes emitted a white light. She maneuvered the pods in a different position. “I am ready whenever you two are.”

      Bakari took a deep breath as he got up and walked towards AiLeen.

      “You sit here, and Axyl will sit next to you.” She pointed at the now conjoined pod.

      Bakari sat down and adjusted himself as he steadied his breathing. “I’m ready.” He said cautiously, not knowing what AiLeen had in store. Clearly he could trust the both of them as they have both saved his life now so he had no worries. Axyl took a deep breath as he knew AiLeen was about to try something new on him.

      “Don’t do anything that I will regret AiLeen.” Axyl said, walking over and taking his seat next to Bakari. AiLeen just smiled, not responding to his comment.

      “Now, I will need you to close your eyes, Axyl, and visualize Zera and all of its beauties. The things that mean the most to you there. Its rivers, its seas…. anything you can imagine. I will serve as the link between you two so your memories of Zera and its beauties are visible in Bakari’s mind. This will be a very sensitive process so try to keep your thoughts positive.” She said, looking at the both of them. “Now, are you ready?”

      “Ready.” They both answered simultaneously.

      “Close your eyes and begin imagining. I’ll give you a few moments to get them all together.” She was giving instructions to Axyl as he was trying to organize his memories. “Now close your eyes Bakari.”

      With both of their eyes closed, and preparations complete, she began the process. Raising both of her hands in the air, shouting words of Magick, she began emitting her light and trying to focus her energy to the task at hand. The flame burned brightly again as it emulated her power. After gathering her energy, she placed one hand on Bakari’s head and one hand on Axyl’s head as she hummed. Suddenly both Bakari’s and Axyl’s bodies both went into stasis while her light emitted symbols on their bodies. She tried to also make sure Bakari’s mind stayed stable. She didn’t know how it would affect Axyl if anything crazy happened.

      Bakari could feel, see, hear, and smell the vivid images that were passing through his mind at a quick pace. They seemed like videos from Axyl’s mind. It was like looking through an old View-Master that Bakari had had when he was younger.

      There were exotic trees that were strongly rooted and blossomed towards the sky, vibrant green grass that blew strongly with the wind. There’s a sun; fluorescent yellow, as it shined over the lands in the distance. It was so beautiful.  Bakari took in the scene of the vivid images. Cycling from the beaches, the dawn skies, its exotic creatures of nature. Many different species that Bakari would of never have been able to think of. This peaked his curiosity as he wanted to know more, hoping that the images wouldn’t stop anytime soon. He wanted to feel its soil with his own hands, to breathe its air through his nostrils, and walk along its autumn beaches.

      AiLeen moved her hands, breaking the link from Bakari and Axyl.

      “That's all the time I could manage for you guys. That is an unpracticed technique and it took a toll on my body.” She said, wiping the blood from her mouth. “I’m going to rest for a bit. I hope you were able to see everything you needed.”

      “Thank you! You were a great help. I’ve seen enough.” He smiled at AiLeen as she waved and walked away.

      “She said unpracticed,” was all Axyl heard. “I told you that she was crazy. She’s known for just trying stuff on the spot.”

      “Yet you brought me to her.” Bakari shot back at Axyl, who had no response. “Why does she cough up blood when she uses her magick?” Bakari mumbled ,trying not to disturb the resting AiLeen, and finally standing up stretching his legs.

      “When she tries new things, she pushes her body way beyond its limits and forces it to adjust to the new things she’s just learned. She’s been this way since I’ve known her. She would exhaust her magick and still try to use more. When she forces her body to always go past its limits, she use up large amounts of magick. All of her magick in her body substitutes the mana for the blood in her body, which causes her to cough up huge amounts of blood to keep using more magick. The effects on her body can sometimes be long term because of this.” Axyl said, also standing up. “I tried to get her calm it down a little but she would always tell me nothing great was ever achieved by staying within limits.”

      I like that… nothing great is ever achieved by staying within limits… Bakari repeated to himself.

      “I’ve made a decision on what I will do about Zera.”

      Axyl was all ears at this point.

      “I will become its king if that means protecting my friends and family. This Droga guy will clearly not stop coming for me, as you said. For that reason, I, along with your help, will have to put an end to that. That way I won’t have to live my life in constant fear, and can eventually live in peace again.”

      Axyl stared at him, realizing he was mature beyond his years. In that moment, he saw someone willing to do whatever it took to protect someone other than himself. That in itself was the trait of a true, kind and just king. Axyl drew his sword and walked towards Bakari. Wrapping two hands around the hilt of his sword, Axyl shoved it into the ground and kneeled.

      “And I, Axyl Ruthamah, swear to protect and, guide your as best I can through it all.” He said, standing and pulling his sword from the ground and cutting his hand in one swift motion, completing his blood oath to Bakari as he had once done with Bakari’s father.

      “Thank you Axyl. I know you will try your best. You have already put your life on the line for me multiple times.” Bakari nodded his head towards Axyl.

      “Well, I’m not as dramatic as Axyl but, as I said before, count me in too. I’m tired of hiding out in this cave. I could definitely use a little bit of action.” AiLeen said as she went unnoticed floating in a distant corner, eavesdropping, “I have a lot of things I want to try out.”

      “We would love to have you too, AiLeen.” Bakari smiled

      Avi walked up, nudging the back of Bakari’s leg. “Ah, I wasn’t going to forget about you, Avi.” He said, petting the top of her head.

      Bakari let out a sigh as he imagined being on the road with both AiLeen and Axyl. It would be like Kas and Nova all over again, but add in their fighting abilities, and in AiLeen’s case, her magick. It was probably going to be ten times worse.

      It’s decided… time to become a king.
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      Bakari sat on the edge of the cliff above the cave, letting the light breeze gently caress his face. He was trying to open his mind and tap into his Vakin side again as he had done a few times before. It was becoming less and less difficult for him to morph into his inner self. Even so, he was far from mastering the form and the abilities that came with it. He still couldn’t see half the distance as Axyl, run nearly as fast, or hold his form for long periods of time. AiLeen told him it's because he was conflicted on what he wanted to be, and he hadn’t fully embraced what he was yet. Until he did, he wouldn’t be able to naturally stay in that form as long as he wanted. However he was nowhere near ready to give up mastering it. He would spend his time on this cliff everyday until he at least morphed once a day.

      Opening his eyes, he felt different, putting his arm in front of his eyes. He no longer had skin as his rustic multi-colored orange fur was now vibrantly showing. Yes… he thought to himself as he stood, feeling taller standing on his hind legs. His body felt more agile and strong. Now, let's try this again... He looked down from the cliff using his newfound vision to see how far down he could see. Squinting and scanning left and right, Bakari could finally see straight to the ground and judge how far he was from it.  Subconsciously using his supersonic hearing, he could hear Axyl in the distance below honing his skills on the trees. Taking a deep breath while taking a few steps back from the cliff and taking off into a full sprint, Bakari ran towards the edge of the cliff and leaped in the direction where he had heard Axyl below. Midway in the air, he tried to loosen up towards the knees as the distance between him and the ground began to shrink, preparing to absorb the shock of his fall. He still felt the brunt of the pain as he landed. Pushing the pain of the fall to the back of his mind, he took off in a full sprint in Axyl’s direction. One leg after another, he was running faster than he had ever ran in his life as his eyes adjusted, showing him further distances. He got closer and could no longer hear Axyl’s movements or sense his presence. Before he knew it, he was in a clearing where Axyl would have been. Where the hell did he go? Bakari thought to himself before getting struck by something on his back, knocking him to the ground. Looking up, he saw it was Axyl in his normal form. Since they were away from society, they could freely walk around in Vakin form.

      “Too loud, and too slow. Who are you hoping to surprise like that?” Axyl said, looking down at Bakari. “Good job actually changing forms again. You’re getting better, but far from being great.” Axyl reached his hand out to help Bakari up off the ground.

      “How did you know which way I was coming from?” Bakari asked, confused.

      “The moment you landed from atop the cliff, I felt your vibrations and heard the birds fly away from your location, giving you away.” Axyl answered. “A word of advice: stick to your strengths and in exchange, enhance your weaknesses.” He continued. “You are a very quick thinker, if you think things through you can make up for your shortcomings. I can guarantee it.” He smiled, looking into Bakari’s fierce yellow eyes.

      “I’ll keep trying to find a balance.” Bakari replied. “I’m going to make my way back to the cave and see if AiLeen was done cooking that soup, then give it another go, but I think I'm ready to at least learn to defend myself.”

      “Learn the basics first and we can discuss the next step. You must learn to crawl before you can walk. Don’t try to rush it all. Give everything just a little time to process and you will be fine.” Axyl said.

      “Thanks.” Bakari sounded disappointed.

      Bakari let out a sigh as he began walking back towards the cave. He didn’t think learning these things would take so long. He learned everything in his math class in one day and basically coasted the rest of his way through class, helping other people. Why was this so much harder to do? A question he couldn’t answer. Then he thought about what Axyl had just told him about using his strengths to enhance his weaknesses. Ever since he’d been trying to master his other side he’d been trying to use physical ways. Maybe if he switched it up and thought about his moves, he could then catch Axyl off guard.

      Arriving back at the cave, Bakari saw that the soup was off the fire and in a bowl.

      “Welcome back, Bakari.” She said, giving him a nod and turning back to her cooking. “How did it go? Did you finally catch Axyl off guard to move on to the next phase of your training?”

      “No, he caught me and knocked me on the ground again.” He said sadly.

      “Don’t let it get to you, Axyl means well and wants you to be ready.” AiLeen reassured him.

      “He even said it himself that time is of the essence so why aren’t we hurrying?” he asked.

      “Time is of the essence, but you don’t want to go in blindly. Isn’t thinking your strong suit? Think your way through this; maybe that's the real lesson.”

      “Sort of the same thing he said.” Bakari sat on one of the pods.

      “I’m sure you'll think of something.” AiLeen smiled as she walked out with Avi to get some materials.

      Bakari kept going over what AiLeen and Axyl kept telling him about using his strengths and thinking things through. He thought about how Axyl has been going to the same place and doing the same thing for the past few days. Then he thought, what if he woke up earlier than Axyl and hid near his training site to attack him? He started thinking of more ways that didn’t involve him being physical. Finally, he had the perfect idea. He would enlist Avi’s help.

      Bakari decided to go to sleep early that day. He had a lot of planning to do.

      

      When he awoke, he tiptoed and woke up Avi. She gave a soft cry as Bakari shushed her.

      “Come Avi.” He walked out slowly and as quietly as could. This time, he walked down the mountain instead of jumping as he still could only hold his form for short periods of time. He needed to surprise Axyl as quickly as he could so reservation was needed. Walking to the training area, he tried to give commands to Avi to fake as if she was injured.  It took a few moments but she finally picked up what he was trying to say. Bakari prepared himself mentally as the hours went by.  The sun finally began rising and Axyl was on his way to his daily training session. He went deep in thought again as he leaned up against the tree trying to summon his inner self. Finally, it came.

      Axyl walked up to check on Avi laying there pretending to be hurt.

      “What happen? Axyl asked out loud as he looked at Avi and bent down to look her over and make sure she was all right. “Looks like you sprained your leg Avi.” He said to her. “I’ll take you back to AiLeen to get looked over.” He picked her up.

      With both of Axyl’s arms occupied, this was Bakari’s perfect moment. He ran out at the quickest speed he could, sneaking up behind Axyl. This time Axyl didn’t push him down because it was too late, Bakari’s claws were already at his neck.

      “Finally!” Bakari yelled.

      “Ha, you actually used one of your strengths. Even though you stooped to tricks, you understood the meaning of what I was telling you. Use your strengths and hone your weaknesses. You did some good thinking on this, but now the hone your weaknesses part comes into play.” Axyl said, dropping Avi, who he now knew wasn’t really injured He kicked Bakari in the gut and clawed his face.

      “What the hell, Axyl! What was that?” Bakari was now, panting trying to catch his breath.

      “Hone your weaknesses!” Axyl pursued Bakari relentlessly.

      Punch after punch, claw after claw, Axyl was punching Bakari. He was trying so hard to defend himself but Axyl was just too fast, strong, and experienced.

      “What do you do when faced with overwhelming odds? Do you cower? Do you give up? How many times do I have to say it? Use your strengths but hone your weaknesses!” Axyl was shouting at Bakari as he overwhelmed him with his fierce battle skills. He knocked Bakari to the ground and walked in circles around him. “What do you do? Droga won’t give you this opportunity to get back up and fight him.”

      At this point, Bakari was getting so angry and frustrated that his rage took over and his instincts kicked in. He charged Axyl with such speed and strength that Axyl was taken back. Axyl had to actually heighten his senses and be quite alert to dodge Bakari’s attacks until one got through, and he slashed Axyl right across the chest, letting out a vicious growl as he did so.

      “This is your answer? Go mindless in the face of fear?” Axyl said, now kicking it up a notch.

      He charged back at Bakari, dodging all his attacks, and landing multiple attacks of his own. Again he knocked Bakari on the ground, and hovered over him, letting out a loud growl.

      Meanwhile, AiLeen heard the commotion in the distance and decided to go and see what was going on. As she made her way to the area, she saw Axyl constantly knocking a mindless Bakari to the ground. He relentlessly clawed him, wounded him and scaring him. She decided that this was enough training for today. She walked out of the trees “That is enough, both of you.” They kept going, not paying her any mind. “I said ENOUGH!” She raised her voice a bit. Still they didn’t stop, being fully engaged in the fight. “I SAID ENOUGH!” AiLeen was now shouting, and mumbled, summoning her power. She tapped her staff on the ground then waved it in their direction, sending an invisible force to separate them, knocking them both to the ground. Bakari got up with her in his sights now, walking towards her and snarling. He had completely let his instincts take over. This wasn’t Bakari anymore. It was a wild Vakin who had just been unleashed.

      “Bakari, if you’re in there, stand down.” AiLeen was calm as Bakari snarled at her.

      “Have it your way, if you must then.” She summoned her powers again, emitting light from her hands. She placed her palm towards Bakari and shouted some words. He fell to his knees, growling, and wasn’t able to move. She balled her fist, which tightened her invisible restraints on him.

      “SLEEP!” She shouted as she pointed her staff at him, causing the orb at the tip of the staff to emit a light.

      Sleep overcame Bakari.

      “What was that, Axyl?” She looked at him. He was shaking his fur off from his fall.

      “I wanted to keep pushing his limits, that's all. He needs to know that things aren’t going to be as easy as we have been making them.”

      “I think you’re being too hard on him.”

      “He made his decision to become the king. He will have to experience worse.”

      “Not everything is done through the physical aspect of things, Axyl. You have to find the best course of action in training him. I mean, I know training him to fight requires physical actions, but sometimes you just have to see what will best suit him. You’re not using your strengths or honing your weaknesses.” She smirked, but Axyl didn’t think it was funny at all. “Let me take time to clear his mind tomorrow. A change of scenery should be good for him right now.”

      “Where will you be taking him?” Axyl asked.

      “He will be fine! Don’t worry about it.”

      Axyl just rolled his eyes as he walked away. “Fine, but hurry back.”

      “Where are you going? Who’s going to carry him back?”

      “You made him go to sleep, your problem.” Axyl began sprinting back to the cave.

      “Men…. right, Avi?” AiLeen said as she summoned a spell to lift Bakari off the ground and help carry him back to the cave.

      Arriving back at the cave, Avi took her normal position in the corner of the cave next to Axyl’s pod. AiLeen walked the floating Bakari over to his pod and released her spell, allowing Bakari to rest peacefully.

      “You say I'm hard on him, but what have you noticed about him in the last few minutes?” Axyl asked.

      AiLeen looked him over before she answered, then it came to her. He was still in his Vakin form, even as he was sleeping. This was the longest he had ever held this form.

      A few moments later, he finally changed back into his normal self in his sleep.

      “Hmm, I think this could have been achieved in a multitude of different ways, rather than mentally and physically abusing him.”

      “I understand that, but this is the only way I know how to do it with the time that we have before we get found out here. Droga will eventually find us and, when he does, we need to be as ready as we can be.” Axyl said, walking up to his pod and laying down. “I only want the best for him, and sometimes the best will require me to do things that he or you may think is harsh, but it will be necessary.  As long as he gets stronger and is able to control his abilities, I will have done my job.”

      “You don’t have to explain that to me, Axyl. I know you mean well. Just remember, he is new to all of this, and it's not like he had a real choice from the beginning on whether or not he wanted to be king.”

      “I know. I will keep that in mind, but now I'm going to get some sleep.”

      Axyl turned away from AiLeen, not wanting to look at her. She was right, but Axyl didn’t know what else to do to let Bakari know that the threat was real and dangerous. He kept thinking maybe he did go overboard and maybe AiLeen taking him out tomorrow would actually be good for him. He couldn’t harp on it now. It had already happened. He decided not to let it bother him, took a deep breath and let sleep find him.

      AiLeen stayed up a bit to get some practice in on her magick while the men were asleep. She worked on meditating and trying to increase her mana pool so that she wouldn’t always cough up blood when she used powerful spells. After a bit of practice she finally decided to call it quits.

      “That's enough for today,” she said out loud to no one as she walked to her pod, placing her floating staff next to her.

      As AiLeen was about to lay down when she overheard Bakari mumbling stuff in his sleep. She decided to walk over and listen to what he was saying.

      “I will protect you. I’m sorry i couldn’t live up to him…” he mumbled

      This made AiLeen think maybe they shouldn’t compare him to his father who he didn’t even know. They didn’t know that it would have had such a negative impact on Bakari. Being an all out thinker, maybe he over thought things and it was now become a burden.

      “A change of scenery will definitely relax his mind a bit.” AiLeen mumbled to herself as she walked back over to her pod to lay down.
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* * *

      Bakari woke up feeling very sore from the day before. Every time he moved even an inch he could feel soreness throughout his body.

      “It feels like I've been hit by a semi-truck” he mumbled to himself.

      Axyl heard what he said.

      “Good morning, Bakari… I just wanted to walk over here and apologize for what happened yesterday. I may have gone a little bit overboard, but my intentions were pure.”

      “You’re fine, I lost my temper, and let pure instinct take over, and that was wrong on my behalf. I understand that you have to be tough on me so I can learn. I would say cut back on the injuries a little bit, if you could?” Bakari asked in a joking manner.

      “Have you noticed anything different since our encounter last night?” Axyl asked.

      “Hmm…. I’m sore, that's about it.”

      “No blood, no visible scars… I think you can figure out the rest from here.” Axyl smiled and walked away.

      Bakari thought about what Axyl had just said to him. He looked over his body and realized that he was only sore from recovering. This meant he was getting more in tune with with his Vakin side. This made him happy. Maybe getting beat up by Axyl wasn’t all that bad after all.

      “You prepared to go, Bakari?” AiLeen said as she walked in wearing something other than her robe. She looked like she was ready to be a tourist somewhere.

      “What are you wearing?” Bakari asked AiLeen, very confused and curious at the same time.

      “Don’t I just look wonderful?” She asked, doing a random pose and waving her hands in the air. She had on a blue shirt which hung off her shoulder, black jeans, a scarf that hung down to her waist, and a very big hat. She walked over and grabbed a baf that was in the corner. “Shall we go?”

      “Don’t you need your staff? Are you just going to leave it?” Bakari asked, curiously, still trying to figure out how her powers work.

      “I don’t need it entirely. It only acts as a conductor for me to better control my powers but, of course, I’d never purposely leave without it.” She took an umbrella from her bag. “ I can change its form to a host of things. It’s simple magick.” She swung the umbrella around in circles then placed it over her shoulder.

      “I don’t really have anything to wear. I haven’t been home in days.” Bakari hunched his shoulders at the thought of it.

      “Not a problem.” AiLeen waved her umbrella, lifting Bakari off the ground and making clothes appear from thin air.

      “You could have gotten me clothes this whole time, AiLeen?” Bakari asked.

      “Well, yes I could have. I didn’t know you wanted me to change your clothes, or at least you didn’t ask.”

      Bakari just placed his head in his hands and didn’t respond as he took in deep breaths. She’s going to be the real death of me.

      “Well, quit your bickering and let’s gooo.” AiLeen said dramatically as she began walking towards the exit of the cave.

      Bakari just followed as slowly as he could, preparing himself mentally to be on a trip with AiLeen alone.
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* * *

      She walked down the mountain as Bakari followed her until they made a left down the mountain and it came to a dead end. Bakari looked at her, confused “Did we make a wrong turn?” Bakari was already thinking this is was a terrible idea.

      “Hmm.” AiLeen placed her hand on her chin. “Is this not where I left the portal? I could have sworn it was here.” She walked back and forth. “Well give me a second… Looks like I have to bring it to this side of the mountain.” She started staring at the mountain, not paying Bakari any attention.

      She then changed her umbrella back into her staff and began mumbling, summoning her magick again. The mountains felt like they were shaking as she was waving her staff at it. Right in the middle of the dead end, a portal began to appear. “Ah, I FOUND IT!” AiLeen shouted obnoxiously. “I think I'm starting to become a little forgetful about where I place things. I’m a bit rusty, but I did summon it here! The future king has the right to go first.” She looked at Bakari, bowing.

      Bakari took a deep breath as his heart started beating very fast. He didn’t know why he was scared. It was AiLeen after all. He walked through, not knowing what to expect from the other side.

      Stepping out, Bakari had no idea where he was. There were huts, very green grass, and a group of people around a fire laughing and conversing, not paying him any mind.

      “IS IT SAFE?” AiLeen yelled through the portal.

      “Um, you sent me here and you don’t know if it’s safe?” Bakari asked through the portal as AiLeen stuck her head through it.

      “Ahhh, okay, it’s the right place. Had me scared there for a bit.”

      Bakari put his head down, closing his eyes and taking deep breaths. AiLeen walked through the portal and yelled, “Where's my babies?!”, interrupting their laughter and conversation. People turned around, bright eyed and bushy tailed, running towards her in happy spirits.

      “Hey AiLeen!” Some kids screamed as they ran up, hugging her. They were a variety of colors, some had horns, others spots, and three eyes. They were different.

      “How have my babies been?” She asked the lot of them.

      “We have been all right.” One of the kids answered.

      “Well that's good,” she replied, playing with the kids. “What have you all been up to?”

      “We have just been hanging around, not doing much.” Another kid answered. “But we have missed you!”

      “Well I'm here now, and now we can play!”

      They began taking AiLeen away to go play with her while everyone was greeting her and telling her that they missed her.

      Bakari just stayed back in the distance where the portal once stood before it had closed. One of the children walked up to him. “Hey mister, do you want to play too?” The kid asked, yanking on Bakari's shirt.

      “Sure, I’ll play with you! What do you want to do?” Bakari asked.

      “Do you want to play hide and seek?” The little green eyed, spotted creature asked.

      “Sure we can play. Do you want me to hide or do you want to hide?” Bakari asked.

      “I hide!” The creature shouted. “EVERYONE, HIDE AND SEEK TIME!” He yelled to the other kids that were playing with AiLeen.

      “Wait, huh?” Bakari asked as the kid ran away to go hide. I didn’t mean to play hide and seek with all of you.

      “Oh, you’re definitely going to have your work cut out for you. I almost never catch them all when they play hide and seek.” AiLeen said, putting her finger on her chin as if she was thinking about something. “Well, at least not fairly, now that I think about it.” She giggled.

      “Well, guess I better get started seeking.” Bakari said as he walked away.

      She was already absentmindedly doing something else, not paying attention to anything Bakari said as he walked away from her. Bakari walked in the wonders of this strange land, not knowing the first place to look. Walking past rocks, trees, crooks, and nooks, he didn’t see any of the children. He couldn’t hear any noises or any movement that would give them away. How the hell am I supposed to catch them? He thought to himself. Then he thought back to what AiLeen said: ‘You might have to sniff them out’. With that in mind, he stood there in the middle of the field, his eyes closed, thinking about his inner form. He opened his eyes and did his usual look at his right palm and left leg to see if he was morphed into his inner form. He was.

      Now lets see how well you guys hide now that I can smell you he said to himself. As he walked around, nothing had changed. He still couldn’t smell the kids and he still had no idea of where they were.

      “Come out, come out wherever you are!” He decided to shout to see if he could hear them move or giggle, but still nothing.

      As he continued walking, he tripped over a rock that was camouflaged with the grass. As he fell he heard a slight giggle.He immediately caught himself and began running in that direction. Now he was just running blindly in the direction where he had initially heard a laugh, still not picking up a smell or another noise. He stopped again and purposely fell to see if he could get another response. He heard another giggle and saw movement this time. He could pinpoint where it was coming from.

      When he looked in that direction, he could see one of the kid’s pointy horns sticking out from behind a tree. As soon as Bakari ran in that direction, the kid took off in a full sprint, not turning to look at Bakari. Bakari tried to catch him but the kid seemed to be three times faster than him. Without breaking a sweat, the kid effortlessly jumped through the trees, giggling the whole way. This went on for minutes. Bakari was so focused on catching the kid that he wasn’t thinking about keeping his inner form. As he was running, he didn’t notice that he was switching back and forth from Vakin to human.

      More time went by and as he was running, he started smelling things and could almost pinpoint every kid’s location. Now leaping from trees instead of running through them, he was now having fun. He was gaining more control of his Vakin form through fun without him even noticing it. His sense of smell was increasing and his ability to hold the form was as well.

      Finally he grabbed the one running from him.

      “I got ya! Now you’re out.” He said, picking him up and sniffing out the next one. Sprinting fully, he could hear another one laughing with someone, and increased his speed to the fastest he could go. He got there in an instant and surprised the kids. “Gotcha!” he yelled as he reached to grab them, but he only caught one while the other jumped in the air. This went on for hours as he tried to chase down and catch all twelve kids. Finally he got all of them. They all walked back to the village, cracking jokes, laughing, and enjoying each other's company.  They came back to camp to find AiLeen and the village chiefs talking and laughing around the fire. AiLeen noticed them and offered for the kids to join them.

      “How was hide and seek? You have fun?” AiLeen asked Bakari, who was still in his inner form.

      “I caught them all!” He was still happy.

      “It only took you a few hours! I thought I was going to have to come get you all.” she said, throwing her hand on her head.

      “How did you find them?” Bakari was curious as he turned his wolf-like face at an angle.

      AiLeen didn’t want to tell him that he was holding his inner form because he might overthink it and revert back to normal. She wanted to see if he could hold it all the way until they got back to the cave.

      “Well, it's gotten late. Let's head out, Bakari. Axyl is probably worried sick thinking about us.” She joked as she ignored his question.

      “Awe, Fine.” Bakari didn’t want to leave the kids. They all waved bye as he and AiLeen walked through the portal.

      Walking back through the portal, Avi and Axyl were both waiting on the other side for them.

      “Well, welcome back.” Axyl said leaning up against the mountain.

      “Did you miss us?” AiLeen asked dramatically.

      Axyl just looked at Bakari. “How long this time?” He asked curiously.

      AiLeen just gave him an awkward look, trying to give him a hint to not say anything about it. He didn’t take it so well because he just squinted back at her and turned his head to the side.

      “What?” Bakari turned his head to the side, looking at them both.

      They both just walked away without responding and while walking away, they whispered about how Bakari kept his form the majority of the time they were gone because he was playing with the kids. He slowly followed behind as he picked up  on what they were discussing. He then looked down at his hands and noticed he really was in his Vakin form. Oh wait… how long have I been like this? He got curious and began overthinking it again and reverted back to his normal self. Damn… They turned around as he reverted back.

      “Thanks for the help, AiLeen. I think I got it now,” he said as he thought about the reason he was able to hold his form for so long.
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      Bakari woke up thinking about his friends. He hadn’t spoken to them since the Redborn tried to kill him and he escaped to the mountain. He waited for AiLeen to slide out of her pod at her usual time so he could ask her if there was any way that she could connect him to his friends.

      “Ahhhhh!” She yawned when she awoke. Thump! She fell off her pod when she noticed Bakari in his Vakin form staring at her.

      “What?” He asked as she was recovering from the fall.

      “You don’t just sit in front of people looking like that when they’re just waking up.”

      “I need a favor. Just a quick one.”

      “What is it?”

      “I want to contact my friends Kas and Nova to see if they’re all right.”

      “I don’t think that's a good idea. The more you stay away, the safer they will be.”

      “Please? I know they are worried and wondering where I'm at.”

      “How can I say no to a face like that? I’m sure I can come up with something to connect you to them.” She walked over to her staff.

      “Lets see here…” she drifted off. “The safest route to do this is probably hollows. We can send shells of ourselves to your city without bringing harm to either of us. Just let me know when you’re ready.”

      “Now!” He was excited.

      “Well, I don’t think going like that would be a good idea.”

      “What?” He looked down at himself, realizing he wasn't his normal self. “Ah, I forgot” he said, reverting back to his human form. “Okay ready”

      “Axyl is going to be highly upset about this.” She said bending down to Bakari’s level.

      “It will be quick and you said it was safe.”

      AiLeen began contemplating telling Axyl or not. “Well, just real quick okay?”

      “Okay to my dorm room!” Bakari said. “I’m sure I only have two days left before I have to move.”

      “Sit down and stay still.” She said, sitting down next to him as he sat down. “Now imagine you’re dorm room, as a whole, and its location.” She continued.

      Bakari sat down, trying to imagine his dorm room. “Okay, I got it.” He finally said.

      AiLeen tapped her staff on the ground three times with the third tap being the hardest. It knocked both her and Bakari out and sent shells to his dorm room.

      “Whoa, we’re here.” Bakari sounded excited.

      “Just be sure to limit physical activities. Or it could get bad fast.” She said with a smile on her face. “Nothing too major worry about though.”

      Bakari didn’t want to think about anything else but seeing his friends. Although Kas wasn’t in the room, he was pretty sure he would be able to find him. Changing into some different clothes, Bakari finally walked into the hallway with AiLeen humming behind him. Walking out into the brisk weather, his first thought was to check the cafe where him and Nova spent a lot of their time.

      When he arrived, he didn’t find Nova, but he did find Kas sitting there with a lady friend. When Kas noticed him walking in, he jumped up out of his seat and ran towards Bakari.

      “What the hell man? Where have you been? Everyone's been looking for you!” Kas squeezed Bakari and lifted him up in the air.

      AiLeen gave Bakari a look. “Remember, keep any kind of physical activities to a minimal, Bakari,” she reminded him in his ear.

      “Who’s your friend?” Kas looked at Bakari as AiLeen was whispering.

      “Oh this is AiLeen and, AiLeen, this is my friend Kas.” Bakari introduced the two.

      “Nice to meet you!” AiLeen said, dramatic as usual.

      “Nice to meet you too, ma’am.” Kas bowed his head and tried to kiss her hand.

      “Flattery will get you everywhere, young man.” AiLeen flirted.

      “Well, aren’t you going to introduce us to your friend?” Bakari said, smiling and peeking over to see the lady sitting at the table, who was still looking at them.

      “Oh yeah, this is Robin. I met her that day I went to the gym when you disappeared on me!” Kas said as he tried to introduce the slow-moving Robin.

      “Hey guys! I’m Robin, nice to meet you.” She finally moved from the table.

      “Hey nice to meet you, I’m Bakari and this is AiLeen.” Bakari shook Robin’s hand.

      “Let's talk while we let the ladies talk.” Kas said, putting his arm around Bakari and walking towards the cafe counter. “Man, I can’t believe you’ve been missing for more then a week. I almost went crazy. Your mom said you were fine though, then she disappeared, and I haven’t seen her since.” Kas explained. “So what have you gotten yourself into? Something's different about you right now…. I can’t explain it but there is definitely something different about you. I just have to put my finger on it.” Kas laughed out loud, but he was being serious.

      “I’m still me, but you may be right about getting myself caught up in something. That may be a discussion for another time. I can’t really talk about it right now, but I promise I will tell you soon. While I’m here, have you seen Nova? I also haven’t talked to her in a while either, and I’m sure she’s probably flipping out.” Bakari said, hunching his shoulders.

      “She’s actually supposed to be on her way here. Her and Luciana have been coming here almost every day now. Robin has me coming here too. She said that this is the spot to be in town, but I haven’t noticed it yet. It's too calm for me at the moment you know I prefer a little bit more fast-paced action.” Kas smirked.

      “I can only imagine.” Bakari laughed a bit, glancing out of the corner of his eye to see AiLeen awkwardly trying to avoid contact with Robin. “So you and this Robin girl…” he trailed off.

      “I don’t know what it is, and listen to this. I didn’t even have to talk to her first. She saw me lifting and getting them gains, and she came up to me wanting to talk to me.” Kas threw his hands up. “What can I say? I have that effect on some people.”

      “So, you still didn’t answer the question. Are you and her being serious, or….? I mean, what are you going to do with her?” Bakari asked.

      “I’m still thinking about it, but don’t worry about me. I won’t get into a relationship until you and Nova start taking things seriously.” Kas said without laughing.

      “What do me and Nova have to do with you and Robin?” Bakari asked, letting Kas get under his skin.

      “Well, since Robin is just my friend, I guess I can’t go further than that right? According to you and I quote ‘Nova is just a friend, that’s all.’” Kas said, throwing up air quotes. “So until my bro gets a girlfriend, I guess I'm going to be single too.”

      Bakari just laughed on the inside. Kas knew how to press his buttons. “Whatever you say, I guess you’ll be single forever because Nova and I really are just friends. Why do you want us to be something more?” he asked.

      “Why do you want to keep lying to yourself? I talked to some of your friends and they all know you and Nova are a match made in heaven.” Kas laughed.

      Nova walked in as he was laughing. “Annnnd speak of the devil.” Kas shouted getting some of the customers’ attention, as well as Nova’s. She finally noticed why he said that when she saw Bakari sitting in a chair next to Kas. “Bakari!” She shouted walking right pass AiLeen and Robin who were having an awkward discussion.

      “Where have you been?” She said, hugging Bakari, which earned her a look from a now-agitated AiLeen.

      “I SAID LIMIT IT!” she yelled at Bakari from across the room. “Never listens, that one.” She mumbled to herself, which earned her a confused look from Robin.

      Bakari kept hugging Nova despite AiLeen warning until she moved her umbrella from her shoulder and touched the tip of the umbrellla, then pointed her umbrella at him. Bakari took it as her saying that she will send them back if he keeps touching people. He heeded the warning, and tried to keep his distance from his friends as they conversed, catching up on everything that happened, and even wiping Nova’s eyes for her as she cried.

      “I will be okay guys. You have nothing to worry about. I just have to go away with Axyl for a bit more, then I will fill you guys in.” He mumbled to the both of them. “As long as you guys stay safe, then I will be safe.”

      “I’m sure we will be fine, well at least I will. I don’t know about lover boy over here. He’s been at her heels since I’ve first seen them.” Nova said.

      “You sound a little jealous cause you don’t have anyone to put on your heels for, is that what it is?” Kas had a smirk on his face as he picked on Nova, who wasn’t commenting on his jokes because she knew it would lead to a very long discussion about nothing but insults. “Where are you staying now anyways, Bakari?”  Nova asked.

      “Well, to be quite honest, I don’t really know exactly, but I know I am safe.” Bakari explained.

      Robin walked back over to the three and started whispering in Kas’s ear.

      “Ah, yeah, he was there when I got into a fight with those assholes in the costumes. My notion still stands that if I find them I will fight them, no questions asked.” Kas balled up his fist, laughing.

      “So what did you think about those guys in the costumes, Bakari?” Robin asked.

      This made Bakari suspicious. Why would she bring up the party at a time like this? Then it clicked in his mind that Kas said he met her right after that incident which was right after he had possibly seen the Hunters, Shara, Ericka and maybe Jace. Did the hunters put this Robin girl on my friend? I need to tread lightly with this. He thought to himself, quickly trying to put the words together.

      “I think it was just some drunk people trying to pick on us. Or someone playing a prank that went way too far,” he said, trying to put on his best poker face. Robin could see that he didn’t quite trust her and wasn’t going to give her any of his real opinions.

      “Oh, yeah, I don’t know why anyone would want to start trouble at your graduation party. Would you have any idea why someone would want to start fights at your graduation party?”

      Bakari knew she was digging so now he had to test his theory on who she was. “No I don’t know anyone, but those guys were crazy. I already talked to Ericka about it,” he lied.

      The look on her face was different because she didn’t know if Bakari was actually talking about the Hunter or someone else.

      “Ericka?” She finally got the words out. “Ericka knows that you know?”

      Bakari had struck a chord.

      “Enough about that fight. That's all everyone ever talks about these days.” Nova interrupted.

      “Oh I’m sorry. I did invade on your conversation, but, Kas, I do need to run. Meet up later?” she asked him with a smile on her face.

      “Sure thing, I’ll be here talking to Bakari.” Kas replied while giving her a hug.

      Robin walked away quickly, not looking back at Kas or anyone for that matter. She moved so quickly anyone looking would think she was trying to briskly outwalk someone. AiLeen ran into her as she walked away. “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t see you there.”

      Robin didn’t respond as she continued hurrying out of the door.

      “What's her problem?” AiLeen asked as she walked up to Kas, Bakari, and Nova who were conversing.

      “A bad case of Kas, probably.” Nova answered.

      “Bakari, can I talk to you for a moment?” AiLeen said, yanking on his shirt trying to walk him away from his friends.

      “What's wrong? And I thought you said no contact, yet you bumped Robin and you’re yanking on me,” he responded.

      “We may have to wrap this up immediately and get out of sight so I can take us back.”

      “Whats wrong?” Bakari asked.

      “Just something seems off, and that Robin girl is for sure a Hunter. I put a tracking seed on her though she may find it quickly when she gets to her headquarters.”

      “Wait, how did you know that?” Bakari was very curious why she was withholding information.

      “Well, when I was trying to stop her from touching me, I saw her contacter. It’s a standard device for Hunters, and seeing that she was in a rush to get out of here, she's almost guaranteed to come back with more people if she got a whiff of my spell. She will know I'm a Mage, and Mages are outlawed in this region.”

      “Hey guys i have to cut this meeting short. Something very important came up and I have to leave like now.” He tried to explain, but they were being difficult and not accepting that he had to leave.

      Meanwhile AiLeen started covering her eyes with a scarf. “Incoming in thirty seconds” she mumbled so that only Bakari could hear her.

      It was about to get bad really fast. Four Hunters walked in through the door dressed in their normal grey hooded attire.

      “Everyone should get out of here immediately.” One of them said, an edge to their voice. No one listened as they all just stood there until Bakari tried to walk past them. “Everyone but you three.” She said, pointing at Nova, Kas, and Bakari.

      When no one moved to get out of the cafe, one of the four hunters shot a loud weapon in the air forcing people to panic and run out of the building. Bakari turned around to say something to AiLeen but she wasn’t anywhere to be found.

      “You.” One of the Hunters pointed at Bakari. “Are you using magick? Your body signature is faint. How are you here?”

      Bakari didn’t answer. Listening carefully to the voice, he realized he knew who this was. It was Ericka again. He said nothing to her. One of them started whispering to her, which caused her to look around the cafe.

      “Where’s the witch?” Ericka asked.

      Bakari still said nothing, but Kas finally spoke up. “My friend isn’t a witch so you can all take your asses back to whatever convention you just came from.” He laughed.

      Ericka didn’t find it funny. she walked up and smacked him in the face.

      “What the hell? Why?” he said, still smiling.

      “There's no need for that!” Nova cut in, standing in front of Kas and sticking up for him.

      “Spray the gas.” Ericka had no remorse in her voice.

      “They are civilians” another Hunter tried to tell Ericka.

      That Hunter sounded like Lotus, the one who had helped Bakari back at the party. She seemed as if she was trying to help Bakari again.

      “Well, if they’re witches, they shouldn’t be here anyways, and if not they won’t be hurt, now don’t argue with my orders anymore.” She snapped sharply. “Now, spray the gas!”

      Two of the other hunters, who Bakari assumed were Jace and Robin, both pulled canisters out of their hoods and tossed them up in the air. Smoke immediately started flowing through the room. He could finally place AiLeen with the sound of her cough. His keen instincts were being honed when he was both in Vakin form and his regular form. The spray was affecting her badly.

      “There's no one here! Just some young folks.” Kas finally spoke up to the Hunter. “Leave us alone and go back where ever you came.”

      “Well if there is no witch here, we will know soon enough when we drain out the witch’s ability to hold magick in this spray.”

      Neither Kas or Nova wanted to say anything, but they both knew there was another person there. They stared at Bakari, who looked like he was getting nervous. AiLeen reappeared, no longer holding an umbrella. She mumbled quicker than Bakari had ever heard her mumble before, emitting her light and knocking all four of the Hunters back.

      “We have to go now!” she yelled at Bakari, who in turned grabbed Kas’ and Nova’s hands and ran with them while AiLeen led the way.

      “I know you guys are wondering what's going on, but ask questions later. As of right now, run!” Bakari said to them as he ran out the back of the cafe and into the trees. He could hear the Hunters following in the far distance.

      “Faster, they’re catching up!”

      Both Nova and Kas looked back, not seeing anything, and then looked at each other in confusion. AiLeen stopped dead in her tracks. “This is bad, I have to take us back now. There are more people coming, and this time they aren’t Hunters.” AiLeen said.

      Bakari sensed other people but he didn’t know who they were and if they were coming for them. Then the trees started moving slowing and a horde of Redborn appeared in front of them standing still, there was one man in front of them all, leading the way. Bakari didn’t know why, but this man struck fear in his heart.

      “Droga…” AiLeen mumbled, emitting her light preparing for battle. “Bakari, you are my priority. Your friends will be safe with the Hunters. I can’t take them back with us. I only have small portions of mana left and, since we aren’t really here physically, we can’t help them to our fullest extent.”

      “Long time, AiLeen.” Droga said in a low edgy voice with a smile on his face, pacing back and forth in front of his horde. “Follow the girl, and you’ll get the guy.” He continued when he looked up and saw Hunters behind AiLeen, keeping their distance. “I see you have company.” He nodded, pointing to the Hunters.

      AiLeen stayed silent, trying to formulate a plan.

      “What are our options?” Bakari asked AiLeen.

      “I need time…” She started chanting in a low murmur.

      A Hunter jumped in between Bakari’s group and the Redborn. “You will leave these lands, or commit an act of war.” Ericka said to Droga.

      “These Hunters, you give them an ounce of power and they think they run everything.” Droga was still walking back and forth, throwing his hands in the air. “Young one, if you leave now I’ll let you live.” He said more seriously. “This is no business of yours.”

      Bakari just looked at them, trying to come up with something, but he kept drawing blanks. AiLeen’s low chanting wasn’t helping him either. When Droga threatened her, the other three Hunters came out and stood by her side. “Backup’s coming.” Jace confirmed.

      “Stand ready.” Ericka told her Hunters. “There are still innocents here that I cannot and will not allow to be caught up in this.” She said to Droga, drawing her blade.

      Droga took a deep breath. “Okay.” He smiled. “Kill them all.” He stood there while the horde ran towards the Hunters, who were bracing themselves.

      They began fighting profusely in the forest, claws and blades clanking, blood splattering everywhere. Another Hunter appeared behind Bakari. He turned to defend himself but the Hunter gave no indication that he or she was a enemy. The hunter had on a white-hooded robe unlike the others who had grey hooded robes. “You must get out of here, AiLeen, I will take the friends. How much more time do you need until you can get him out of here?” The Hunter asked in a muffled voice. AiLeen, still chanting in her low voice, held up two fingers, indicating that she needed two more minutes. The Hunter nodded, drawing two modified pickaxes from her robe. “You shall have your two minutes. The rest of you, stay down.” The Hunter immediately went into action when the Redborn began running towards Bakari and their group. The Hunter was merciless in her form, and her slashes differed from the other Hunters. Her’s were pure; one slash one kill. Droga noticed this and was tired of watching his people fall and fail. He then got involved. He ran up to Ericka and her Hunters, still in human form, knocking them down left and right. He alone was too much for them. Then he began running up to the Hunter in front of Bakari and his group, but she was ready. He stopped short, pulling out his crescent blade. “I know you…” He trailed off, looking back and forth between her and Bakari and his group. “This will be fun,” he said as he charged her.

      Their blades clashed relentlessly. “I see you come well advertised.” He smiled as he stepped back, and charged her again. “You’re not as weak, I see.”

      Droga stepped back, steam coming from his body. “I’m getting excited.”

      “AiLeen, this is getting bad. I need you to hurry so I can get them out of here.” The Hunter said as she looked back, noticing the Hunter’s backup coming in the distance.

      “I am ready!” AiLeen finally spoke. “Come closer, Bakari. They will be safe with her.”

      “You guys be safe! Please protect them, miss.” Bakari said to the Hunter.

      “They are safer with her than us.” AiLeen said.

      “Now!” Droga yelled as he kept the Hunter busy. A Redborn grabbed Nova and jumped away. The Hunter and the group behind her all shouted as Nova was swept up. “Go! Now!.” The Hunter commanded. AiLeen listened, flashing them out immediately.

      “No! Go back!” Bakari was in pain, screaming as they flashed back, not noticing his surroundings.

      “What is this?” AiLeen sounded very angry as she noticed Axyl fighting off Crocs at the cave entrance.

      “Nice of you to finally come back.” Axyl sounded winded.

      AiLeen walked up to the fire, and took it off its root, placing it the crystal of her staff. She yelled some words and her staff started flashing so bright that Bakari had to close his eyes. “MAY MY ENEMIES BE GONE!” The light expanded throughout the caves and even the mountains, making a vortex and sucking the enemies away. AiLeen fell down as soon as she released the spell and the cave went dark without its flame.

      “AiLeen are you okay?” Axyl said, holding her up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

        

      

    

    
      She may be out for a while. You shouldn’t have went there. What were you two thinking?” Axyl was scowling at Bakari, who had went silent. “Since the fire is out, we aren’t protected anymore. We will need to set up a perimeter to make sure they aren’t coming back.

      “Get up! We don’t have time to sit here and soak in misery” Axyl shouted, yanking on Bakari’s shirt and lifting him up off the ground, “What's done is done. We have to worry about the now.”  Bakari fell back down. This irritated Axyl. He dropped his sword and picked Bakari back up with both hands, slamming him up against the wall. “Listen to me! You said you wanted to accept the responsibility of becoming king! Well, this is a part of that responsibility. There are going to be good moments and there are going to be bad moments like this. How can you expect followers to follow you if this is how you react in tough situations?” Axyl stared at Bakari and threw him to the ground.

      Bakari took his words into consideration as he rested there, laying on the ground. He was thinking about Nova, Kas, and now AiLeen. These were all people hurt by his decisions. He was doubting himself. Axyl was running back and forth, trying to block off the entrance. Bakari noticed a Croc running towards Axyl while Axyl’s hands were full and his sword was still on the floor next to him. He quickly grabbed the sword, and morphed into his Vakin side, piercing the Croc’s skin. His snarl was powerful as he pulled the sword out from the Croc, letting its body fall.

      “I’m sorry. I accept my decisions from here on out.” Bakari handed Axyl his sword. “You’re better than me with this. Let me do the manual labor. Just tell me what needs to be done.” Bakari said, taking the ropes and other items from Axyl.

      Axyl seemed surprised, trying to think of what was going through Bakari’s mind when he said that. This was the first time that Axyl believed that Bakari was actually taking this seriously. He even changed and kept his form up. Axyl pushed those thoughts to the back of his mind because he had a task ahead of him. He started explaining to Bakari what he needed him to do to set up their defensive perimeter. Bakari was following everything to a tee and didn’t ask any questions, showing that he didn’t always have to lead, but he could follow.

      “Now we wait. We are trapped until she wakes up, then we can retake the mountain. Her flame kept this mountain protected, but we don’t know how many more Crocs are out there. They don’t know how many of us are in here so it will be a waiting game to see which one of us gets curious.” Axyl hesitantly walked to the entrance and grabbed the dead Crocs body, slowly picking it up and pushing it out of the entrance to see what would happen. Instantly, a couple of arrows pierced its body along with some flames. “Well, I guess we know there's some people waiting to kill us from a distance.” Axyl laughed, trying to get Bakari to loosen up. “They won’t come up here. It's all a mental game so don’t let it get to you.”

      “It isn’t getting to me anymore. Like I said, from here on out I will stick by my decisions.” He smiled, holding in his pain. Looking at everything as a whole, he was determined to take it all on his shoulders.

      Another Croc came in during their moment, but Axyl quickly got rid of him. Crawling towards the entrance, Axyl noticed that a swarm of Crocs were moving closer and closer every time they killed one. They were testing the limits of their parameters. Every time Axyl killed a Croc, they would move closer to see how long it took before another would die. They noticed no one was dying until they got near the entrance of the cave, so they kept pushing forward.

      “This is going to get bad if she doesn’t wake up soon. Be prepared for anything, Bakari.” Axyl said, watching the approaching Crocs move slowly towards the entrance. “When they get closer, pull that rope that I had you set up. It will activate one of the traps I set up when we first got here. Just wait on my mark, okay?” Axyl told Bakari. Bakari nodded.

      Moments passed as Axyl watched them approach cautiously. They were quiet but relentless in their approach. A few kept splitting from the group to try to enter the cave, Axyl would take them out easily every time.

      “NOW!” Axyl yelled as the Crocs were just a few feet from the entrance.

      Bakari yanked the rope as fast as he could looking to Axyl for acknowledgment Axyl just nodded back, looking out of the entrance at the aftermath of the Crocs being slaughtered by a blade Axyl had put at the tip of the mountain a few days ago. As he looked, he noticed a few bodies still moving down the mountain and decided to pursue them so they couldn’t go back and warn any of the remaining Crocs.

      “I’ll be back. I need to get them before they get away.” Axyl threw a dagger in Bakari’s direction, “Defend yourself!”  He ran out the entrance in pursuit of the Crocs.

      Bakari caught the dagger as he watched Axyl run out, letting out a snarl. Fighting wasn’t Bakari’s strong suit but hanging out with Axyl for the last few days he had learned a few fighting moves. He also had Avi there with him so he wasn’t too worried. Walking over to AiLeen, he held her in his arms to check on her breathing. AiLeen, why must you always over do it and try so many new things? He thought to himself as he held her.

      Axyl ran back in with blood all over his fur. “One of them got away; I’m going to reset the trap so be prepared for round two,” he said, walking right back out of the cave. Bakari could hear more footsteps running up the mountain. “Axyl?” he asked without receiving a response.

      Setting AiLeen down, he clenched the dagger in his hand and stood at the entrance, waiting for the unknown runner to get closer. Oncein his sight, he could see the eyes of the Croc. He stepped out, trying to stab him in the chest but this Croc was better than Bakari at fighting. He dodged the attack, kicking Bakari into the mountain, knocking the wind out of him and causing him to drop his dagger. The Croc yanked Bakari off the ground and wrapped his hands around his neck. “Droga will be pleased with me,” he mumbled in Bakari’s ear as he kneed him in the stomach multiple times.

      Bakari shouted in pain and agony because he couldn’t wiggle free from the Croc’s grip. Think beast… think beast… instinct… instinct… survive! Bakari kept repeating over and over in his head as he tried to let instinct get him through this fight. Finally as he got closer to losing consciousness, his will to survive kicked in. He bit the Croc’s arm as hard as he could causing its warm blood to rush into his mouth. The Croc let go, screaming in pain.

      When the croc stumbled backwards, Bakari quickly moved forward, clawing him over and over. He then went in and bit him one more time, letting out the animal in himself. Finally, he clawed him off the tip of the mountain. As he did that, he noticed another Croc hiding in the distance. He swiftly ran inside the cave where AiLeen was at by herself. Bakari moved as quickly as he could to go in and protect AiLeen. Not only was she his friend, but she was also the way they were going to get off the mountain.

      Once inside, the Croc was leaning over AiLeen’s body, checking to see who it was. Bakari instantly jumped on his backside, clawing and biting at him just as he did the other Croc. The Croc stood and walked backwards as fast as he could with Bakari on his back, slamming him into the wall. Bakari was relentless and didn’t let go. All he had on his mind was protecting AiLeen, just as she would have protected him. He yanked the Croc’s sword from his side and tried to stab him in the chest. The Croc knocked it from his hand and finally threw Bakari from his back.

      Not saying anything, the Croc cracked its neck while staring at Bakari with demeaning eyes. To Bakari, it was like looking death right in its eyes. Yet he still stood to protect his friend. He let out a vicious growl  as he stood over AiLeen. The Croc just smiled, then rushed Bakari. The Croc mercilessly banged Bakari’s head against the walls of the cave, nearly knocking him unconscious.

      “No use in fighting back. We will over take this mountain soon enough. As soon as they find out its only you in here, they will wonder how so many of our brethren died. Had to be because of this witch. It couldn’t have been because of you.” The Croc said in a raspy voice.

      “Get him, Avi!” Bakari commanded.

      She came out quickly, jumping on the Croc’s back and sinking her fangs into his neck, biting down as hard as she possibly could. The Croc let go of Bakari as he started pulling at Avi, trying to make her let go. Bakari took this opportunity to run to the entrance and grab the dagger he had dropped. Rushing back inside the cave, Bakari kicked the Croc in the chest and glared as he stabbed him.

      “We will make it out of here whether you want us to or not. I still have people to save.” Bakari said as he watched the life leave the Croc who was falling from the stab wound to his chest. “Good job, Avi.” Bakari said, grabbing his dagger from the Croc and limping back to the entrance. He checked to see if he could hear Axyl or anyone else coming. He didn’t see anything so he retreated back to where AiLeen was deep inside the cave. Avi took her spot next to AiLeen, laying right beside her. “She’s going to be okay Avi.” Bakari tried to reassure her as best he could. He wasn’t really sure himself if she would pull through, but he didn’t want Avi worrying.

      As he sat there in silence trying to listen for anything, he finally heard some slow footsteps coming back into the cave. He crouched down trying to listen for who it was, then heard Axyl’s voice.

      “It’s me…” he said, just louder than a whisper.

      Bakari finally saw him. He was limping and bloody when he walked back in.

      “Are you okay?” Bakari asked.

      “I will suffice, but the trap is back up and running. Hopefully they don’t make a move now or I might really be in trouble. “Axyl said, coughing up blood.

      “As soon as AiLeen wakes up, she will heal you and you will be fine.” Bakari smiled as he looked Axyl in his eyes.

      He heard more footsteps coming up the mountain. He felt Axyl tense up, and rush back to his feet, withdrawing his sword again. The running footsteps disappeared, and two Crocs appeared in the entrance of the cave. Axyl let out a loud growl when he saw them.

      “You’re Axyl? The royal guard?” A Croc laughed.

      “He can’t be, he seems so weak.” The other said, looking at the wounded Axyl.

      Axyl said nothing as he stood there with his sword pointed at them, waiting for them to make the first move. Bakari and Avi watched as the group was at a standstill waiting for each other to move first. Axyl let out another growl, beginning to walk first, but the moment he moved he winced in pain from his leg. The Crocs noticed this and they came rushing at him in an instant. One of them went to the right and the other to the left, trying to take Axyl from both sides. Even though he was in pain and wounded, it didn’t seem like it bothered him. He kept his calm demeanor. They rushed in from both sides, and Axyl went for the one on the right while the one on the left diverted his attention to Bakari.

      “If we kill him, our names will go down in the history books as the ones who helped Droga directly rid anyone of who could challenge his claim to the throne.” He said as he knocked Bakari to the ground.

      Axyl looked back, trying to see what was happening with Bakari, and in that instant he was stabbed in the side by the Croc he was fighting. Letting out a loud roar, Axyl grabbed the blade, pulling it back out as the Croc was trying to push it back in. Once he snatched it out, he and the Croc fought over it and Axyl finally impaled him with it. Now he turned his attention to the one fighting Bakari. “You were saying?” Axyl said as he was panting trying to keep conscious and protect Bakari at the same time. Moments passed and Axyl was just about done. He knew he couldn’t fight anymore but he couldn’t give up since he had to protect Bakari.

      “Who said it wouldn’t be easy?” The Croc said, looking back and forth between Bakari and Axyl. He kicked Bakari back down. Avi came back up, trying to bite him but he grabbed her by the neck and viciously threw her to the ground. She cried in pain as he stomped her unconscious. Walking over to Axyl, he was still panting and standing, still not moving. The Croc grabbed the top of his head and thrust it into the wall. He let out a slight laugh as he abused Axyl. “ Time to show you to the horde,” he whispered to Axyl as he viciously kneed him in the stomach, knocking all his wind out and dragging him outside. “THE MOUNTAIN IS OURS!” he yelled to the wilderness. Bakari heard a lot of movement, and cheers outside as he announced it.

      “Now that knocked the wind out of me… maybe I over did that just a bit.” AiLeen said, waking up with her eyes closed, not noticing her surroundings. “What is this?” she finally opened her eyes seeing Avi on the ground and Bakari all bloody and wounded. “A lady sleeps for a few minutes and this is what happens?” Getting angry, she snapped her finger to make her staff come to her hands. AiLeen slammed her staff to the ground, emitting the light back throughout the cave. The Croc holding Axyl quickly turned around as he saw the cave light up and, as he did, AiLeen was already behind him. “I think you have something of mine.” She said, looking at the wounded Axyl in the Croc’s hands.

      The Croc let Axyl fall to the ground as he tried to attack AiLeen, who in turn touched his head, sending him floating off the top of the mountain. “Be gone.” She said, waving her hand removing her floating spell from him and sending him dropping to the ground. “See what happens when I leave you alone just for a few moments? You go finding trouble.” She scolded Axyl as she floated him back to the pod. She entered the cave, and floated Bakari and Avi to pods also. Before she healed them, she placed the flame from her staff back into the middle of the cave. She heard the movement of all the Crocs rushing up to the top of the mountain as she did it.

      “Never send men to do a woman’s job. They will never get it done” she said, slapping her forehead.

      She gripped her staff with both hands tightly. She started shouting words as the light emitted from her body and she summoned a large amount of magick. “May the protections of the flame return.” She finished as the flame grew sporadically. You could hear Crocs falling from the mountain as she put the barrier back over the cave. This would put them back on the outskirts on the mountain if they were perceived as an enemy of AiLeen’s. She walked back towards Bakari, Axyl, and Avi and began her preparations for healing.
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      Finally waking up, Bakari got out of his pod. He looked around very not seeing anyone in the cave. Where is everyone? He walked to the entrance to see if he would could anyone.  AiLeen and Avi were playing right outside the entranceway. “Hey ladies.” Bakari said, waving to them both.

      “I see you’re finally awake, sleeping beauty.” AiLeen said.

      “How long was I out?”

      “Just a few hours. Not too bad like last time. But now that you’re up we should probably get to business. We’ve got a girl to save, right? So what's the plan for saving your girlfriend?” AiLeen said with a straight face, looking at Bakari.

      He hadn’t had his mind on Nova with everything that unfolded yesterday. He was just worried about surviving.

      “We do need to save Nova, I’m sure Axyl will help us come up with a plan.” Bakari said, ignoring the fact that AiLeen called her his girlfriend. “By the way, you're sure my friend Kas will be safe with that Hunter woman?” he asked.

      “Oh, I'm very confident in her ability to keep your friend safe. Not a lot of people go toe to toe with Droga and survive and, as you can see, she more than rightfully held her own.” AiLeen said, smiling.

      “Who is she?” he asked curiously.

      “Ummm, well…” she started.

      “He is safe. Let's worry about the Nova girl. Droga will kill her if you don’t show up. Since she’s your friend, I'll let you handle this how you see fit.” Axyl said, dropping an arm with a note inside the hand.

      “What’s this?” Bakari asked, looking at the bloody hand that Axyl had dropped on the ground.

      “This is Droga’s message to you letting you know that if you don’t meet him, this will be your friend’s arm.”

      Bakari’s heart felt like it jumped through his chest when Axyl said that. “How do we know where she is?” he asked

      “He said it in the note. You are to meet him at the abandoned manor out in the dense forest. Come alone or he will kill Nova. You have until tomorrow. It also stated ‘P.S if you don’t come he will kill her anyways and come after you next.’” Axyl shook his head at how twisted Droga was.

      “We need a plan to get her… What can we do?” Bakari said, looking back between Axyl and AiLeen.

      They both looked back at him quietly. “Again, this is your call.”

      “He wants me to come alone so he can kill me…  Wait…” he started as thoughts began rushing through his head. “Don’t the Hunters have cloaking technology? I remember you took a long time to notice they were even near us.” Bakari asked Axyl.

      “Yeah, what of it? If they move too much, I will smell them. Or if they get too close, it just helps them track me but not get to close to me.”

      “Hmm, We will need their help.” Bakari said with his paw under his chin.

      “How do you suppose we do that?” AiLeen asked.

      “Could you get your friend to help us?” Bakari asked, talking about the one that helped save Kas.

      “She’s more of a come-and-go type of person. It's not easy contacting her. I wouldn’t start the plan off with her but I can almost guarantee she will show her face again.” AiLeen said, looking at Axyl.

      Bakari thought real hard, and came up with something. “I think I have someone that can help but it will require us going back to the dorms for real this time, not as our shells.” He said, looking at AiLeen.

      AiLeen looked at Axyl, who gave a nod. Bakari filled Axyl in on what he needed to do, while AiLeen was in the cave grabbing some items for the trip to Bakari’s dorm.

      “This is your plan? I hope you can trust her.” Axyl said, walking in the cave to grab his sword.

      “Okay I have everything, but I must warn you. I don’t have enough mana stored to make a portal back here once we get to your dorms, seeing how far of a distance it is. So once we are there we are there for real and there won’t be any quick escapes from me. Are you okay with that?” AiLeen asked Bakari as she walked out of the cave.

      Bakari nodded “This is the only option that I could think of that would make it seem as if I am walking in by myself.”

      “Okay, I will not doubt your decisions. I am here to support you.” She said, tapping her staff on the ground to seal up the cave as Axyl and Avi walked back out of the cave.

      “Ready.” Axyl said, pulling his hood over his head.

      “Ready.” Bakari agreed with Axyl.

      AiLeen gave them both a look and turned towards the now-sealed cave to summon a portal on the mountain. “This should flash us in, right in front of the dormitory. I don’t know what is waiting for us on the outside so be prepared.” She said.

      “I will be prepared for anything.” Axyl said.

      Bakari took one last breath and walked through the portal first again. When he walked through, it was quiet with no one in sight. Axyl followed through the portal immediately after him.  As soon as he came through, he took off running through the trees with Avi. AiLeen, now walking through, gave Bakari a nod that she was ready to move. They quickly walked in the building, running up the stairs busting inside a room. “She should be here in about thirty minutes if she still follows her schedule.” Bakari said to the hiding AiLeen.  Bakari hid behind the dresser in the dark room silently until someone came to the door. He could hear Shara singing right outside the door, then becoming silent. “Hello?” she said as she slowly opened the door, hitting the lights.

      “Hey Shara.” Bakari said as he came out of hiding.

      The voice scared Shara as she yanked two hidden daggers from her hips quickly.

      “Bakari? What are you doing here? And who else is here?” she asked, still tense.

      “AiLeen, you can come out.” He said, nodding at AiLeen. “She's my friend. Don’t worry, it's okay.” Bakari said, putting his hands up in the air.

      “Why are you hiding in my room?” Shara asked, hastily slamming her door and turning off the light so no one could see who was in her room.

      “I need your help.” Bakari said, not beating around the bush.

      “What could I possibly be able to help you with?” she said, getting nervous and trying to hide the daggers that Bakari had already seen.

      “You don’t have to hide your secret anymore, at least not from me. I know you’re a Hunter. I know it was you at the party who protected me. Lotus.” Bakari said, trying to get straight to the point.

      Shara eyes widened at being called Lotus. She didn’t know how to respond to what Bakari just said.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about Bakari.” She lied.

      “You’re a terrible liar, at least to me, but I don’t have time to try to play around. I really need your help.” Bakari replied. “The Redborn have Nova and are threatening to kill her if I don’t come alone to get her.”

      “Why would the Redborn want you?” she asked.

      Bakari didn’t know how to answer this question so he thought it was better to just show her. He morphed into his Vakin side and made her jump back instantly. “You’re one of them? How? When? How long?” she asked now full of questions.

      “I just recently found out myself. That guy Axyl who you were giving directions to, or should I say telling to, stay off the campus and out of your territory was actually here looking for me that day. To tell me that I was a Vakin, and heir to the t…” he started, but AiLeen but him off.

      “You sure you want to tell her all of that?” AiLeen interrupted

      “If I am to ask her to lay her life on the line for me, I will tell her everything.” Bakari answered. “I am heir to the throne of Zera, which is why the Redborn want to see me dead.”

      Shara’s eyes were full of surprise. Bakari was real life royalty, standing in front of her.

      “I am asking you as my friend, not as a king. Please, help me get Nova back. She got put into this because of me not being careful.”

      “Lotus. What's taking you? We are coming up.” A loud voice came from Shara’s pocket.

      “Shit, you guys need to move now! Before they catch you in here.” Shara was now moving quickly, trying to look for somewhere for Bakari and AiLeen to hide.

      “I planned for them to be nearby, don’t worry, Shara.” He said, trying to calm her down. “Send Axyl the signal AiLeen.”

      She gave him a nod and walked towards the window, emitting a bright light from her staff. Immediately following, a loud howl came from the distance.

      “Scratch that, we have activity. Stay put. We’re going to check it out.” The voice came from her pocket. Shara gave another look, surprised that Bakari had planned for that to happen. Then she thought about it. Bakari had always been super smart he just did things in the shadows, and now he was forced into the light.

      “If I did want to help you, what exactly would you need me to do?” she asked

      “I would need you to escort me into the abandoned manor in the dented forest, and convince your friends to come there shortly after.” He answered.

      “Why wouldn’t you get your witch…” She looked at AiLeen who gave her a glare at the word witch. “Your… mage or Axyl to escort you into the manor?” She was still looking at AiLeen.

      “Because neither of them have the technology to conceal most smells and be invisible. Which is why I would need you. I’ve seen you handle yourself pretty well out there in the field.”

      Shara smiled at the complement, and just thought for a few minutes.

      “Your job is to protect the innocent, right? Well Nova is an innocent person. She had nothing to do with this besides being my friend.”

      “I may be able to help you, but I would need to prepare.” She finally gave in.

      “Could you be ready in about two hours? that's when I need to start making my way over there while I get a few things ready.” He asked.

      Shara just gave him a look, as she took out her phone and pressed a button, and held it up to her ear. “Lotus 4579.” She confirmed her voice identity.

      “Hey Lotus, HQ how can we assist you?” A male voice said over the phone.

      “I'm going to switch patrols tonight, I know it's short notice but I want to do some training tonight. Would that be alright with you Eric?” Shara asked putting on a cute voice, trying to persuade him.

      Bakari and AiLeen both looked at each other. “Have you always done that to people?” Bakari asked as she hung up the phone from HQ.

      “Maybe just once or twice.” She smiled.

      “Your not as innocent as I thought.” Bakari laughed.

      “Stand back from the desk.” She told Bakari when a light started emitting from a keypad that was on the side of the desk.

      The side of the desk fell flat, revealing Shara’s grey hooded hunter gear, along with two other modified daggers. She grabbed her gear and looked at Bakari. “Let me put this on first then I'll be ready.” She said, walking to the bathroom.

      Bakari had been changing in front of AiLeen over the last few days that he didn’t realize that she needed her privacy to change into her suit. She walked into the bathroom quickly and walked out just as quickly. “Ready” she said, tightening up her gear.

      “Will you make preparations?” Bakari asked AiLeen who was already chanting lowly.

      She immediately slammed her staff to the floor, teleporting them a short distance on the outskirts of the forest. “I will make preparations for your escape when everything gets hectic. This is as far as I can go. I wish you the best in saving your girlfriend. Just make it back to me.” She said, smiling and tapping Bakari on the shoulder before walking in the forest.

      “Girlfriend?” Shara asked, confused. “When did you and Nova become a thing officially? I mean everyone in school knew you two liked each other. We were just waiting on you guys to announce it. We didn’t want to be all up in your business.” She said, staring at Bakari confused.

      “We aren’t boyfriend and girlfriend. She’s just assuming, that's all.” Bakari said as he starting walking trying to change the subject.

      “Give me a sec, I can’t walk too fast when I cloak. Otherwise I will give away my position. We will have to go at a very slow pace if I’m not to be sensed. Also your friend who’s keeping my friends distracted, is he coming too?” she asked

      “Yes. He was just to keep them distracted until I got you to help me, then he will lead them straight here.” Bakari replied.

      “That should work. I’ll set my distress beacon here and activate it when we get inside so my backup can be on its way.” She said, giving Bakari a nod. He gave her a nod back, approving. As soon as he nodded, she dropped a device on the ground and went invisible. “Ready when you are.” She said.

      Bakari stared at the empty spot where she once stood. This is some very good technology.

      “Just stay very close to me, so if they do smell you they will only think its me.” He said as he started walking into the forest.
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      Bakari could sense the Redborn staring at him. He could hear the low hisses as he walked through the forest. He could hear Shara’s low breathing as she walked step by step behind him. Finally getting to the manor, Bakari looked at the old broken down brown five story building. The lights were on, and half of the windows were busted out. He could see two Redborn standing out front, keeping guard or possibly awaiting his arrival. He didn’t know how this would go with Shara standing right behind him. He looked at the ground at the dent in the grass where she was standing, then saw the dents moving behind him. She was now walking directly behind Bakari as close as possible. Here goes nothing, he thought to himself as he started moving towards the Redborn standing guard at the front doors. As he got closer they let out low hisses, moving close to his face and let out low snarls.

      Bakari walked near the door and one of the Redborn stuck his arm out. They searched him and moved around him, smelling him. When they moved around back, he could feel a heavy weight on his shoulders and he tried not to make any noises. Shara had hopped on his shoulders so they wouldn’t bump into her as they were checking him and walking around him. They then stood there in silence, with their arms still out preventing Bakari from going inside. He was also starting to feel the weight of Shara. A few moments later after Bakari just stood on the steps, one of the Redborn finally spoke.

      “Droga will see you now” the Redborn said, pushing Bakari towards the door.

      He felt Shara lose her balance and fall towards his backside just stopping short of the ground, wrapping her arms and legs around him. Neither of the Redborn noticed the indents in his fur from Shara wrapping her body around his. If he could sweat, this would definitely be the moment he did. When he walked in there was a large room, with webs everywhere and Redborn sitting throughout the room with all eyes on him. A lot of them smiled and got up when they saw him come in. He felt Shara instantly get off of him and he didn’t know where she went after that. He could only hope she was still near him.

      “Where is Droga?” He addressed no Redborn in particular. None of the Redborn said anything they just kept staring at him. One even got up and bumped him off balance as it walked past.

      Finally, a Redborn came down the stairs and stared at him. “Follow me.” the black scaly being said in a very deep voice.

      Bakari moved towards him, still not feeling Shara’s presence. He assumed she was either really close or looking for Nova. He was fine with both of those options. He walked towards the steps and one of the Redborn punched him in the gut as he moved, knocking him to his knees. The room erupted in laughter as the Redborn started beating him as he walked to the steps.

      “This one has no fight in him.” One Redborn said in the distance.

      Bakari kept his composure and didn’t fight back. He didn’t know where Nova was, and he didn’t want to fight back and get her killed. He took the beatings, multiple times, falling and getting back up. Right when he got to the bottom of the steps, two more Redborn came knocking him back down bloodying his face and grabbing his arms. “Now you can see Droga.” They laughed as they walked him up the stairs behind the other Redborn.

      Bakari was so beaten that he was having a hard time keeping focus. He noticed there were a lot of Redborn in the manor. There was still no sight of Nova or smell of Shara from what he could see and smell. After each flight of stairs, Bakari would be beaten more by Redborn and even by Crocs. Once they got to the third floor, a Croc stopped the Redborn that were carrying Bakari up the stairs.

      “You remember me, boy?” the Croc asked “I was at the mountain when your witch friend got rid of my brethren.” he answered, not waiting on Bakari’s reply. “Make sure you remember my face before you die.” The Croc said, kneeing Bakari in the stomach multiple times as the Redborn held him up and watched Bakari scream in agony. “He still hasn’t passed out yet, I guess he thinks he’s tough,” the Redborn that was carrying him said. “Well, we still have five more flights to go so we will see how tough he is.” The other Redborn laughed.

      The thought of this made Bakari uneasy. He thought he prepared himself for this mentally, but he didn’t prepare himself for this physically. He may be able to stay awake during the beatings, but he may not be able to stand once they let him go. The more steps they went up, the more beatings Bakari took from the Redborn and the Crocs. When Bakari got to the seventh floor, he saw Jason, the guy from the cafe a couple of weeks back, being tortured by a few Redborn. They were taking turns burning his body, kicking him, and pulling his hair one string at a time. The Redborn stopped on that floor and stared at him, laughing. “We got another one… This one is Vakin royalty apparently. Do you guys want a crack at him before we take him to the boss?” they asked.

      The Redborn walked out from the room towards Bakari, bending down and looking him in the eyes. One of them extended their claw from their fingertip, while the other lifted up Bakari’s bruised face. When he picked up Bakari’s face, he held his eyelid open while the other clawed at it once. Bakari didn’t want to give them the satisfaction of screaming in pain so he bit down and clenched his teeth, not making any noise at the unbearable pain. The Redborn looked at each other when Bakari didn’t scream or make any noise. “I have an idea. Let’s get the Hunter boys’ shocker toy and shock him for a bit. That way he has no energy to even think of defying the boss.” One of the Redborn said as he briskly walked to the room he had came out of tossing stuff around and looking through a pile of stuff on the floor. He discovered the silver device he was looking for. “Here we go.” He said looking at the other Redborn in the hallways. They all laughed in unison at what was about to befall Bakari. The Redborn walked up with the silver device, pressed a button, then put it up against Bakari’s fur. He couldn’t hold it in as the device sent a shock so bad through his body he started shaking profusely. As they laughed, his vision blurred as it seemed he would go unconscious. “Okay, we don’t want to kill him before he gets to the boss. That wouldn’t be good.” One of them said as he pulled another Redborn’s hand back from the device. “You’re right. We will have fun with him after the boss has fun with him.” Another said as they picked Bakari back up and began walking up the stairs.

      When they got to the top of the stairs, there was someone sitting in a chair in the middle of the floor, looking out the window. “Sit him down on the floor. I’m sure he’s incapable of moving by now.” Droga said, without even turning his chair around to look at Bakari. The Redborn complied with his order and walked down the stairs, leaving Droga and Bakari alone. Droga stood up and turned around to walk towards Bakari. “So…. you are Taharqa’s son. What a surprise. He kept you a secret for so long. I knew once Axyl disappeared it had to be on the orders of the ex-king himself to do something important. I guess he knew I would eventually find out, and kill you. So, he sent Axyl, his closest friend, but did that help?” he asked. “Not at all, because look at where you are: here, by yourself, like a fool.” He answered his own question.

      “Wa… where… is Nova.” Bakari forced out.

      “Nova should be the least of your worries right now. You should be asking me to kill you before my army gets ahold of you and torture you for years to come.” Droga smiled as he looked down on the injured Bakari.

      “Where is Nova.” Bakari repeated.

      “I don’t really hurt women, so she is fine in the basement If you must know, but my army on the other hand isn’t so nice, if you catch my drift.” He was having fun messing with Bakari.

      “Leave her out of this. I’m here just like you asked, now let her go.” Bakari said, finally getting his words together.

      “If I let her go now I can’t make her watch you get tortured to death, and what fun would that be without an audience?” Droga asked Bakari.

      “Why? Why are you doing this?” Bakari wanted to at least know if he was going to die right there on that cold, wooden, dark floor.

      “Why you say? Why? I’ll tell you why.” Droga responded angrily. “My father the great Mataga was supposed to be king of Zera. He was a great ruler, lots of people loved him. He amassed armies and ruled lots of lands, but the leaders of Zera ousted him and said he was full of rage and didn’t do things according to their laws. So they took his rank and his power away from him and ousted him to the burdened cities. Once there, my father was betrayed by his peers and country, turning the burdened cities into his home. He took it over and ruled it, putting everyone there under his control. He amassed his own army to rival those armies of the great nations. These nations seen him as a threat and decided to get rid of him, so they sent some people to kill him. When my father killed his assassin, he decided he would never be safe from the nations and decided to become king. He began leading his armies towards the great nations during the great world war. He was known as king of the battlefield.” Droga said sliding his chair towards Bakari and yanking him up, throwing him in the chair so that he can sit up and listen. “During the great war everyone was fighting to become king of all of Zera, but my father had the greatest fight to become king. He was the general of all of Zera once before. So that means he would have been next in line.

      “People didn’t want to support his decision, and the people didn’t choose him to be king when it was his right to be king. So, I am just following in my father's footsteps; succeeding where he failed. I will become king of Zera. That's why I had to kill your father… because he was in my spot.”

      Bakari looked at him with distaste, still trying to catch his breath from the beatings.

      “Now that I have you in my custody, I am destined to be the king. Once I kill you, the last living person who could even challenge my claim to the throne of Zera…” Droga said, getting close to Bakari’s face looking in his eyes. “Sorry this is the way you have to die, but, like father…. like son. No one will stop me from becoming the rightful king of Zera now.” Droga kept talking. “This is the dawn of the Redborn.” A smile creeped up on his face.

      Droga snapped his finger very loudly and two Redborn came running up the stairs. “Is the girl still alive like I asked her to be?” Droga said, intimidating the Redborn he was talking to.

      “Yes, sir she is still breathing, I didn’t allow anyone to kill her.” The Redborn said, bowing his head.

      “Get ready to bring her to me…  So she can watch her friend die by my blade.” Droga demanded.

      “Yes sir! the Redborn yelled out acknowledging Droga’s orders. He then ran down the stairs to get Nova.

      “This should be fun.” Droga walked back to the broken window, looking out of it and taking deep breaths. “Get this over with quickly so I can go back to my kingdom before those Hunters get involved again.”

      Bakari fell out of the chair, trying to buy himself time. He rolled towards the stairs trying to descend them, but Droga was on him in an instant. “Where are you going? Your funeral is in a couple of minutes. You don’t want to be late for that now, do you?” Droga said, laughing as he tossed Bakari back in the chair. Just then, a Redborn came up the steps to tell him something, but as soon as he started speaking, Droga slapped him silent. “What did I tell you about interrupting me?” he asked the Redborn, who remained quiet. “You may speak now, runt.” Droga said aggressively. Still the Redborn didn’t speak out of fear. Droga pulled his blade from his belt and sliced the Redborn’s neck, separating his head from his body. “Don’t ever disobey me like that again,” he said, licking the blood from his blade. He snapped his finger again, calling for another Redborn to come up the stairs and tell him what the other Redborn intended to.

      “Sir, he was going to ask if you want the girl to come up now or later.” The Redborn asked not looking up at Droga who was glaring at him relentlessly.

      Droga placed his blade on the Redborn’s shoulder. “Yes, I want the girl up here Now! If I have to say it again there will be consequences, do you understand me?”

      Bakari was kind of happy that they didn’t bring Nova up yet. That gave him more time to think of something, and it also gave Axyl and AiLeen more time get here and put the plan in motion. As the Redborn ran down the stairs to get Nova, Bakari saw a white light flash out the window which he knew could only be AiLeen. A smile crept on his face and Droga noticed immediately. “I see you’re happy about death, boy. That's the spirit. I will put you out of your misery soon enough... after I cut your eyelids off and let my army torture you through it all.” Droga laughed, but Bakari didn’t take the smile off his face. A Redborn ran back up the stairs, panting. “The girl… she’s gone.” The Redborn said. As soon as the words left his mouth, Droga’s blade separated his head from his body. He let out a loud roar. “Good help is hard to find, I guess I will have to kill you without an audience. Goodbye king.” He said as he walked back over to Bakari with his blade in the air.

      The moment he swung his blade at Bakari, it clanked with more metal. There was Shara right at Bakari’s side. “A Hunter?” Droga was now pissed as Shara threw oil in his face that burned his skin, and sent him stumbling backwards. “We have to move Bakari. Now! I need you to stand up.”

      Bakari put everything he had into standing up and walking down the stairs with Shara. They heard Droga in the distance roaring and then heard glass shatter as they were walking quickly down the stairs. “Where’s Nova?” Bakari asked Shara.

      “She’s safe. She’s in the basement with Jace, sealed off and awaiting the rest of the Hunters who are in the distance now, coming to assist us.” Shara said, throwing Bakari in one of the rooms and slamming the door. “Here take this. It’s a remedy and should get you back up on your feet in no time. I’ll clear out the hallway.” She forcefully poured the remedy down his throat and walked out.
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      Bakari was feeling better after taking Shara’s remedy. He heard the commotion outside the door, and looked around for any weapons just in case he had to defend himself. He heard a lot of Redborns yelling and more commotion. He didn’t know what was going on outside of the room. He saw the silver device he had once been shocked with sitting on the table near him. He grabbed it, turned it on, and proceeded out into the hallway. He noticed two dead Crocs by the door. Must be Shara’s work he thought to himself as he didn’t see her anywhere around. He flipped over their bodies to look for weapons but found none. He pressed on, looking in rooms to see if he could find any weaponry. Then he saw one of the Crocs who tortured him and it brought rage to his mind. He was also carrying a weapon and seemed unsuspecting of an attack. Bakari took this opportunity to sneak up on him and attack him from behind. He walked into the room and changed his mind. Once he walked in, he made sure the Redborn saw him. He went to defend himself, but as soon as he reached for his sword, Bakari swiftly moved in on him, putting the device to his chest. “Remember what you did to me?” he mumbled in his ear as he pressed the button, sending shocks through the Redborn’s body. As the Redborn fell, Bakari grabbed his weapon and impaled it into his chest. Wiping the blood on his body, Bakari made his way back out into the hallway. Walking down the steps, he looked for a way into the basement so he could get to Nova. Then he thought about it. Maybe seeing Nova wasn't the smartest thing he should do at the moment. She was safer without him near her. He then heard a howl in the distance. That was Axyl giving him the signal to let him know that he had lead the Hunters to the house and that he was coming for him. Bakari heard another window break near him, then heard another loud Roar. Droga? He thought to himself as his heart started beating fast. He heard Droga’s voice and immediately began running down the stairs as fast as he could, knocking Redborns over until he came to a dead end at the bottom of the steps. He ran through an open door, and kept running until he hit another dead end. He put his back up against the wall and waited for someone to walk through the door while he thought about a way out. He pushed his sight as far as it could go looking down the hall he had just ran from. He didn’t see anyone or anything, but he did see a window.

      He took in deep breaths as he psyched himself up to ran down that hall and jump out that window into the unknown. “One…two...three...four...” He started counting, then started over, “One...two...three... GO!” He ran as fast as he could down that hall and as soon as he got close to the window a Redborn knocked him down.

      “Going somewhere, child?” the Redborn said, looking down at Bakari on the ground.

      Bakari said nothing as he began getting up from the ground, holding his blade in front of him.

      “A quiet one, I see.” The Redborn said, moving in quickly on Bakari and tossing him back in the hallway towards the stairs. As he fell, he saw Axyl bloodied and hiding behind the door, waiting for the Redborn to come and attack Bakari. When the Redborn walked out of the room, Axyl swiftly impaled him with his sword and kicked his body down to the ground.

      “Are you okay?” he asked Bakari.

      “I’m just glad to see you. What’s going on outside?” Bakari asked Axyl.

      “This place has turned into a war zone. Us, the Hunters, the Redborn and the Crocs are all throughout, fighting. This will be considered an act of war among the Hunters and they will be on high alert for a while. AiLeen is getting us a way into Zera she said there's a hidden portal in this area that she used once before to go to there.” Axyl said, picking Bakari up off the ground.

      “Can’t she just make us a portal there?” Bakari asked.

      “It’s not that easy to get into Zera actually. You have to actually use Zera’s exclusively made portals to get in and out of Zera. Unless you take years to build your own portal to get into Zera, and not even AiLeen is that powerful to make one. Especially in a matter of minutes. Let's get you somewhere safe. Follow me.” Axyl told Bakari as he slowly began making his way down the stairs, cutting his way through Redborns as he descended. He ran into a Hunter, standing his ground towards her. Bakari got a whiff of her and noticed it was Shara. “Axyl, lower your blade she is an ally.” He told Axyl, who slowly lowered his blade still cautious of her.

      “My people won’t attack you Bakari, but that will only stand for today. I told them you helped them find Jason and they will assist you in getting out of here. Just letting you know beyond this point it is a war zone, and I can’t fully ensure your safety.” Shara said, breathing hard from all of the fighting.

      Bakari acknowledged the risks. “Axyl should be able to handle anything that comes until we can make it outside to AiLeen.” Bakari responded as he yanked a danger from one of the dead Redborn on the ground. “He won’t be needing this.” He said out loud as they looked at him. “Let's move.”

      They both nodded and headed down the stairs into the war zone. Fires raged everywhere, steel colliding. They tried to sneak through the battlefield just to get outside but when Redborns saw Axyl and Bakari, they were on them quickly, not letting them out of their sight. Bakari took up a defensive stance behind the two of them as they ran out to fight the Redborn blocking their way. Bakari didn’t know whether he should help fight them or stay where he was. He chose to stay where he was so he wouldn’t get in the pro’s way. Since he was way more of a thinker than he was a fighter, while they battled he was thinking of how to escape and Droga’s location. Droga wouldn’t let them out of this easily. A Redborn came behind Bakari’s back knocking him on the ground and Shara moved quickly to help him. Then moved back to Axyl’s side helping him clear the floor of Redborn. “Come, Bakari.” She said pointing him in the direction of a room to better position themselves to fight. Bakari sprinted over to the room while Axyl and Shara distracted the enemies. He stood in the doorway while they blocked it back-to-back, fighting off Redborns. Blood going everywhere, with an occasional Redborn making his way through the door. Bakari could handle that, so they didn't worry. They were fighting together so much that their attacks were in unison. She swung left as he swung right they were both protecting each others’ blind spots. As the Redborn stopped coming, they cleared the floor, standing there unmoving protecting the doorway. Bakari walked to the window to see what all the commotion was outside. He looked out and see storms of Redborns outside and lots of Hunters fighting them off and still no sign of Droga. To him, Droga was definitely not the type to leave the battlefield without getting what he wanted from the battle.

      Bakari kept a look out while they moved and Shara and Axyl were fighting off waves of Redborns and Crocs. Periodically, Axyl would look back and give Bakari a wink of motivation, making sure he wasn't getting discouraged because they were fighting for him. Bakari winked back, ensuring Axyl that he was ok. Shara was relentless, not looking back at all. She was focused on protecting Bakari and surviving this attack.

      “I don’t know how things are going to go when this is over, I just want you to know that I will continue to fight for you when this is done. My people will make decisions on what they want to do about this. I won’t tell them your story; I’ll let them figure that out on their own, but I know it's not your fault why this happened. Try not to worry about it too much okay, Bakari?” Shara said to him when the waves of enemies stopped coming.

      “Thank you for that Shara, I don’t think you know how much help you being here is right now. I really appreciate this… don’t ever forget that okay? I swear one day when I can, I will return the favor. I swear it.” Bakari said to her.

      “Don’t be so formal. It doesn’t sound like you.” She joked still holding her daggers up in the direction of the stairs and hallways. “Go check and see if it’s safe?” Shara asked Axyl.

      Axyl gave her a nod as she began walking away to check the hallways and see if the floor was safe and all the Redborns were taken care of on this floor. She walked down the hallways covered in blood, her grey hoodie now pure red as she looked in from room to room checking to see if there were any hidden enemies. She found nothing. She began slow walking back toward Axyl and Bakari to let them know the floor was clear and they can recover a little bit of energy before they go to another floor. She stabbed her blades into the wooden floor and took a knee, taking a deep breath. “So many of them, they are high in numbers.” She said, talking to Axyl

      “They have the highest population in all of Zera, and Droga now controls them all through fear. This isn’t even a fourth of them. I’m sure he underestimated you hunters, and only brought a few because he thought this would be over with quickly. Or he didn’t have a portal big enough to bring even half of his entire armies.”

      Shara started thinking about what he said when he said entire armies. It bothered her that Droga might be the cause of a world war. She had learned about when she was going through the training at the Hunters HQ. She never wanted to experience such a thing in her time, and was still hoping it wouldn’t happen. The way things were going it was definitely going happening.

      As they regained their energy, they heard some very heavy slow steps coming up the stairs. “Prepare yourselves.” Axyl said snarling. “Something very big is coming.”

      They stared at the steps as a big head came up first sniffing for them. “Shit, its Toga. He’s Droga’s pet.” Axyl said as they all stared at the mindless eight-foot dragon blocking their way to the stairs. It saw them and roared deeply. Axyl tried to roar back but it wasn’t intimidating at all, as the Dragon didn’t move one bit. It looked at Axyl, then Shara, then Bakari. When he saw Bakari, it let out another roar and started conjuring fire.

      “MOVE!” Axyl yelled to the other two, who moved out the way with him when the huge flame came at them.

      “Whoa, that thing is big, and it can spit fire! We don’t have anything to handle that, that I know of.” Shara said looking at Axyl.

      “You’d be surprised at what dangerous things you Hunters have that you shouldn’t.” Axyl said. Shara looked at him from the side, wondering what he was talking about.

      She made a mental note as they ran down the halls and away from the dragon. It swiftly followed. Its appearance may have made it seem slow but it was moving pretty fast. Shara finally spoke up while they were running. “I Have a plan. Y’all keep on running. I’ll get behind it.” Shara said to Axyl and Bakari. They both nodded in agreement.

      Shara turned invisible and jumped to the ceiling, not moving so it couldn’t get a whiff of her smell. It ran right past her, and she dropped down and ran the opposite way, Bakari was wondering what exactly her plan was as she ran away from the Dragon who clearly only wanted him and Axyl. She disappeared out of view again when they got corned at the end of the hallway. Axyl grabbed his sword with both hands and turned it sideways, standing in front of Bakari. The dragon stopped right in front of them, roaring as Axyl roared back at it, hoping that Shara would come through with her plan as soon as possible. The dragon conjured up another fireball and shot it at Bakari and Axyl. Axyl blocked Bakari from the fire standing in front of him with his fur and his sword mitigating the damage from Bakari. As the dragon continued spitting the flame, Axyl got a whiff of Shara’s smell again and the fire stopped coming at Axyl. As he dug his sword into the ground, he looked up to see a long spear dug into the Dragon’s mouth, killing it. Axyl took a knee to recover as Shara came back out from invisibility.

      “Are you okay?” she asked Axyl who was breathing very hard.

      “Yes, I am. My fur is sort of fire-resistant I’ve just never resisted that much fire at once is all. It's going to take me a second to recovery my stamina.” He said looking up at Shara.

      “Thanks, not the first time you’ve saved my life, Shara.” Bakari said, looking at her with his wolf-like features.

      “Anytime Bakari. Even though I'm a Hunter and you’re a Vakin, we still grew up together and we are still friends so don’t you ever forget that. Remember I have to keep you alive so you can make a whole lot of changes in the world. If I can, I get to see you making changes and that motivates me.” Shara said, still smiling at Bakari.

      “Okay, we have to move. I hear a lot more happening outside.” Axyl said, finally standing up again after absorbing all of the fire.

      Shara and Bakari both gave him a nod. They all took off in a sprint towards the stairs to the next floor: the ground floor.  There were a lot of Crocs and Redborn waiting on them, just standing there making sure they didn’t leave. This bothered Bakari as every floor they went down Droga wasn’t there, and now he was curious to as where in fact he was. He pushed the thought to the back of his mind because he had enemies in front of him that needed to be taken care of.

      “A lot more than last time,” Shara said to Axyl and Bakari and they took up stances in front of the enemies.

      “I think we can take them.” Axyl said, letting out a growl.

      “Of course we can.” Shara continued as she ran towards the crowd of Redborns and Crocs. Axyl followed right behind her, leaving Bakari safely on the steps by himself. They were fighting the pack of Redborns viciously, but Bakari noticed they were starting to be overwhelmed and fatigue was starting to take place.They began being tossed and slapped around by the Redborns and Crocs. He didn’t know what to do, so he clenched his teeth thinking of a way to help. Nothing came to him, but he had to help his friends or it would get bad. He ran to the nearest window and yelled, “Avi, get AiLeen!” He hopedthat Avi would hear him.

      He then clenched his sword and ran into the battle to help his now fatigued friends who were being pushed back by the pack of Redborns and Crocs. When Bakari ran back into the opening, he saw Axyl and Shara both by the wall, trying to fight for their lives. If the Redborns all ran up to the fight at once, his friends would lose instantly. It was a good thing that the Redborns feared their skill. It kept them alive for a little bit longer. If only AiLeen was here to heal them and get their stamina back, he was sure they could take the group. He sucked up the courage to run and get into the fight. He would use what little skills he knew to help them.

      He started attacking them from the back of the crowd. He took out two of the Redborns before getting knocked down.

      “No Bakari, stay back!” Shara shouted over the crowd, noticing Bakari couldn’t handle himself. “Don’t get yourself killed for us! We will be okay.” She said, trying to motivate herself to fight back the horde but it just wasn’t enough as she kept getting knocked down.

      Suddenly, more Redborns started falling in massive waves. More Hunters appeared, and one of them Bakari noticed. It was Ericka rushing to Shara’s aide. “I told you to stay with us!” she scolded her as she defended her. “I thought you were outside fighting.” Shara asked while taking a knee.

      “I was, but we appear to have some help at the moment. An unknown Hunter is out there fighting the whole horde. She wouldn’t identify herself…. she told us to just come help you guys and she will be fine. Good thing we listened ‘because it didn’t look like you guys were going to last much longer.” Ericka said looking back at Shara and winking. “Now get up and let's take care of these cowards.” Ericka said to Shara.

      Shara looked at Axyl and held her arm out. “Lets do this.” It seemed like Shara was actually having more fun fighting with Axyl than her own.  Axyl took her arm and let out another loud roar fighting through the crowd. They started pushing back, making quick work of the horde. They tried to catch their breaths but then came Droga. He wasn’t in a nice mood anymore and he came in through the roof.

      “I try so hard to be a nice guy, but I see nobody likes nice these days.” He said, letting steam out from his body. “I’m done playing around.” Droga ran towards Bakari with his blade drawn. Axyl ran towards Bakari, knocking him out of the way and clashing his sword with Droga’s blade.

      Coming in from the outside war zone, the white-hooded Hunter was relentlessly fighting her way through.

      “Another one?” Droga kicked Axyl down on top of Bakari when he seen the Hunter dressed in white again.

      “Are you guys all right?” she asked in a muffled voice.

      “Yes, we’re fine.” Axyl said, standing up, off of Bakari.

      “This has gotten complicated real fast, but your friend is safe. I made sure of it.” She said to Bakari.

      “Thank you!” He wanted to hug her but now wasn’t the time for that. Now was the time to survive.

      “The real backup should be here any minute now. Then we shall have a numbers advantage and should force a retreat from them.” She said as she sliced a Redborn’s arm off that tried to grab Bakari. “Not twice… and sorry about your other friend who got captured, but I got her back safely in the basement. No one should be able to reach her until the Hunters get here.” She continued. Until Droga’s pet came bursting out of the house, eyes a fiery red looking right at them. “What the hell?! I thought it was dead.” Bakari mumbled.

      “They are able to regenerate if you don’t destroy all of their hearts. Which is almost never because no one really knows where they all are to begin with.” Axyl continued “But when they come back, they are stronger than what they were before.”

      “I'll take care of him before he gets out of hand. You watch his back.” She said as she ran towards Droga’s pet, and got knocked back towards the group.

      “So bossy.” Axyl said to Bakari.

      “She is but she seems like the person you would die from if you don’t listen to her.” Bakari replied, taking stance up next to Axyl.

      Axyl was really now just fighting on willpower as he was so fatigued that it was getting hard to even hold his sword straight. He kept looking at Bakari to make sure he was safe. Suddenly Axyl heard some loud noises and he was hoping that it was AiLeen. He listened closer and he realized it indeed was her voice he was hearing. He couldn’t let her see him being all sluggish as she came through being her usual pleasant self, rampaging through the crowd of Redborns. She teleported right to their sides. “Did you miss me?” she said to Axyl, who lied and said he didn’t.

      She chanted some words and tapped her staff on the ground, creating a barrier around her, Bakari, Axyl and the Hunters. “This should give you some time to get your stamina up to continue the fight. I also found the portal back to Zera, but it is quite the walk and I'm sure they aren’t just going to let us just stroll there.” AiLeen said still in her cheerful voice.

      Axyl was too busy staring at Droga’s pet who was pouncing on the barrier trying to break it, and who also encouraged the Redborns to jump on it trying to bust it. AiLeen stopped talking and started chanting to hold her barrier up to keep them safe. With every hard tap by Droga’s pet, the barrier shrunk, and AiLeen forcefully made it bigger. She was using a large amount of her mana just to hold it up.

      “I’ll handle this pet. Think you could let me out? It should help you hold your barrier.” The Hunter asked.

      “I have another plan… I hope you guys can run. I don’t see us getting out of here from Droga any other way before your main forces arrive.” AiLeen looked around at everyone.

      “We are all ears.” Axyl spoke up.

      AiLeen didn’t say anything. She simply smiled and tapped her staff to the ground and a bright light flashed everyone who wasn’t in the barrier.

      “RUN!” AiLeen shouted while running towards the door.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The Hunters split up from Bakari’s group once they all got out the door.

      Droga came out the door, and rushed towards Bakari and the rest of his group. Angrily, he viciously attacked everyone even his own people.

      The unknown Hunter saw this and warned them. “You all need to move faster. I’ll try to delay him!”

      They began running through the trees in the direction towards where AiLeen told them the portal would be. Droga chased after them, trying to stop them. The unknown Hunter stepped in front of him to delay him a while as the others ran. Just like Axyl and Shara, she was fatigued. Droga was already on par with her when he was at half his strength. She had to be careful, otherwise she could die. Mid fight, Droga noticed the portal and knocked the Hunter out of the way, running straight for the portal and Bakari. Axyl noticed this, and without words, grabbed both Bakari and AiLeen and jumped in. They didn’t know where they would land. They were just falling, aimlessly.
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