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Chapter nineteen – Tournament in Akartum

4/11/612  9:54 AM  

More than a hour passed after Mike had shouted he could see the land. Raptor slowly managed to park his ship in the gap next to the pier. Keegan happily sighed as he could finally leave the ship. Alex followed him and hugged him from behind. Keegan smiled and the both walked out of the way. Cris carefully walked down the bridge. Her yellow skirt moved in the wind. Ssslith and Mike followed. DreamDancer and Calimouth had hugged each other and they had taken each other’s hand before they walked down the bridge. Both smiled widely and they took place next to the other couple.

>> How long have you two been together? << DreamDancer asked.

>> Almost a month << Keegan answered.

>> I see… << DreamDancer asked.

>> Do you also feel it, Love? << Calimouth whispered.

>> I do… They interpreted it the wrong way. << DreamDancer whispered back.

>> Like you and… <<

>> Yeah… << DreamDancer interrupted.

>> But I thought Su-Chi has two children… <<

>> I think he lied again. I know my father. It’s hard for him to say the truth to those he cares for. << DreamDancer explained whispering.

Cris eyed the both whispering dragons and she came closer.

>> Do you two whisper about something interesting? << She asked.

>> Not really… Calimouth just told me he thought he forgot something on Twar Island. << DreamDancer easily said.

>> Y… Yeah! That’s right… << Calimouth added.

Cris noticed his nervousness in his voice.

>> Seems that I was wrong. << Cris said smiling.

>> I think the same. << DreamDancer added.

She turned around. She thought a lot.

>> Why do they whisper all the time? And why DreamDancer doesn’t want to tell anything. Wait! He’s Su-Chi’s son and I am sure he knows something about Alex. He’s more dangerous than I first thought. << Cris thought.

In the meantime Raptor had left the ship. It was tied and he was sure it couldn’t drift away.

>> What do you want to do now, Raptor? << Alex asked curiously.

>> I heard some of you mentioned a tournament near to Hikari Kioko. I need practice. <<

Raptor sighed.

>> And I want to travel with you, Alex Eagle! I want to find out more about the death of my parents and Kha’hir. And you seem to know more about the secrets of our shrine than I first thought. <<

He pointed his sword at Alex.

>> As long I don’t know how much you know about our shrine I won’t leave you. You know about Hikari… << Raptor said.

>> Okay, okay… It’s okay… << Alex said quickly.

>> But what will you do with your ship? << Mike asked.

>> I already sold it… << Raptor said smiling.

Suddenly Raptor took his robe and took it off his body. He threw it onto the ship and revealed what he wore under it. Raptor’s body was trained, but thin. On his back were some draconic wings with a thin light green membrane. He wore a complete fighting armor consisting of a chest plate, thigh plates, back plate and some shoulder protection. He also wore a red shirt and some dark blue pants under the armor. DreamDancer looked at his golden necklace fascinated.

>> Oh! Shiny! << He said.

Calimouth had problems keeping his mate away from the necklace.

>> That isn’t yours! << Calimouth said.

Raptor looked scared.

>> It’s okay… But I can’t give it to you… That’s the last thing I got from my parents before they died. << Raptor explained.

>> Don’t worry, Raptor. << Calimouth replied.

Cris stood next to Alex and Keegan who still cuddled together.

>> Alex, I propose we should go now… We want to reach Akartum and to take part of the tournament… It would be better to leave Hikari Kioko now. << Cris said.

>> Yeah… You’re right… << Alex and Keegan said together.

Slowly the group turned around leaving the pier. Raptor went into the bank of Hikari Kioko and returned with a small bag filled with new gold coins. He smiled and rejoined the troop walking through the city gate. Next to a building being next to the city gate a young adult wolf stepped out the shadow looking after them. He smiled.

>> I’d better tell Ara about that. <<
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It had already been dark as Alex and the others arrived at Akartum. A long journey laid behind them. Akartum, City of Barbarians, lied three days north of Hikari Kioko. This city was founded in the middle of sandy plains several days away from Ainessa Castle. No one of the group had been in Akartum before. Keegan had heard a lot of rumors and stories about that lawless city. Akartum had its own laws and rules there, because of the high violence readiness in it. The government of Ainessa couldn’t get control of this part of Ainessa. Slowly they all got closer to the huge city gate. The both guards looked at them. Cris saw their deep brown eyes in the light of Keegan’s torch. They were two wild boars equipped with two heavy-looking armors and halberds.

>> Did you all come because the tournament? << The left wild boar asked.

>> Yeah… Some of us want to take part of it, too. << Calimouth said.

>> How many of you? << The second boar asked.

>> All of us. << Ssslith added.

>> How are their names? <<

>> My name is Alex Eagle and… << Alex started.

>> Synonyms? << A boar interrupted.

>> Huh? <<

All looked stunned.

>> Our major will explain it to you… Walk straight to the tavern on the left side. It’s just the street behind us. << The other boar said.

Keegan, Mike, and Calimouth looked scared. Alex, Cris, DreamDancer, Raptor, and Ssslith eyed them. Finally all nodded.

>> I thought we’re in a barbarian village… But even here bureaucracy rules… << Cris thought.

She sighed.

>> Well… I hope your so-called major can tell us how to take part of that tournament. I want to see how strong I truly am… << She said.

>> Open the gate! << A boar shouted.

The huge wooden gate opened and its massive doors made a strange sound scratching the ground. The group entered Akartum heading for the tavern.
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Ssslith slowly opened the door and he entered the tavern. His friends followed him and they were surprised by the warm air in the building. The tavern was illuminated by several torches and everywhere were wood and straw. Alex felt a little bit uncomfortable in the tavern. He looked around seeing barbarians and warrior around simple wooden tables. Almost all guests turned their head to the newcomers. Cris and DreamDancer looked into their eyes. They were afraid one of their future opponents might sit here. Mike leant against a wood pillar which sustained the ceiling.

>> Do you want to take part of the tournament? << The host asked.

>> Yes. << Keegan answered.

>> Then please go upstairs. Our major is waiting for some challenger. Only eight people are missing to make it full. Then we would have 32 challengers. <<

>> Seems that we fill the gap. << Cris said.

The host nodded. The entire group walked to the stairs observed by the barbarians. The gossip returned as Alex started to walk upstairs. Ssslith who was the last in the queue carefully listened to the gossip.

>> They won’t have a chance. <<

>> Only the Minotaur may survive the first round. <<

>> Even a girl is there… That will be fun… <<

Ssslith looked angry and he turned his head away.

>> Jerks! << He thought.

Keegan looked back. He saw Ssslith’s angry expression.

>> Is something wrong? << Keegan asked.

>> It’s okay… I just upset about those guys. They don’t think we can defeat them. << He grumbled.

>> Don’t worry… With our fighting abilities and magical support we can defeat them easily. << Keegan said smiling.

>> Do you think you can control your magic? <<

>> Not yet, but I am practicing. At least I used it twice by my own will. My elemental transformations were controlled by my emotions, but I think I am doing better. <<

>> I wish you the best. <<

They arrived upstairs and Alex knocked against the only door in this level.

>> I am sorry. I still have three challengers here. Please wait a few. << A voice came from inside.

>> It’s okay… We will wait… << Calimouth replied.

Several minutes passed until the door opened. Alex looked and he didn’t believe his eyes. His eyes widened as he saw three gryphons walking out the room. They looked like Alex with some little changes. The first one had red fur and feathers. His hands were burning by unnatural fire. The second was a little bit smaller than the first gryphon and he was brown furred. The third one was taller than the first one. He looked a kind of thin and his light blue feathers and fur glowed in the torchlight. He had red eyes which looked very dangerous. Alex stared at them.

>> So you finally arrived, Mizu… << The red gryphon said.

All three smiled and they walked downstairs. Alex stood there shivering. His eyes were empty and his heart beat very quickly.

>> Do you know them? << Ssslith asked.

Alex slowly shook his head.

>> Why did he call you “Mizu”? << Cris wanted to know.

>> I don’t know. But they looked so familiar… Like that I’ve already known them. <<

>> It would be better when we enter now… << Mike proposed.

>> Yeah… << Alex added and he walked in shivering.

Calimouth looked to his mate and he poked him into his side.

>> Hey, DreamDancer! What’s up? <<

DreamDancer’s expression on his face was thoughtful. Calimouth poked him again and he woke up from his thoughts.

>> I am sorry… What did you ask me? <<

>> I asked what was up? << Calimouth said worried.

>> It’s okay… It seems that Aledante is close to be finished. <<

Calimouth and DreamDancer entered the room.
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>> Welcome in Akartum! << The major said.

Alex and the others bowed in front of him.

>> I am very happy to find the last 8 challengers we still need. <<

>> We have to thank you, major… << Calimouth said.

>> It’s Orwa, my friend. << The major said smiling.

Alex watched Orwa carefully. He was a tall and strong elephant around 40 years old. His brown eyes watched the group of furs in front of him. His skin seemed to be think and smooth. His tusks are long and dangerous. He wore a wooden mail and some leather thighs. Additionally he wore some black pants. Alex could see his well-built chest and body through his clothing. His trunk was long and agile. He smiled lightly.

>> I am happy to have enough challengers for the tournament. So we can start tomorrow. But… << Orwa said.

He looked at Cris and shook his head.

>> I am sorry… Females can’t take part of the competition. <<

Everyone stared at Orwa.

>> But why? << Cris asked unbelieving.

>> Because you won’t have a chance. You’re a female. <<

>> That doesn’t matter. I can defend myself. <<

>> And it’s her decision. I can confirm her fighting abilities. << DreamDancer said.

>> And who are you? << Orwa asked.

>> My name is DreamDancer, Sir. <<

>> Very well… But you all have to accept the rules of the competition. First… During the whole tournament are some things forbidden. Some also even in the city. I sense the most of you is able to use magic, right? << Orwa said.

>> But where do you know? << Alex asked.

>> This is Akartum… We have possibilities to find out your magical abilities. It’s forbidden to use any kind of magic in the whole city. Any usage of magic will be punished hard. A magical border surrounds Akartum. Whenever someone uses magic, the spell will be mirrored against himself. It’s useless to even try magic to destroy that barrier. <<

>> Magic is forbidden? << Ssslith asked upset.

Orwa nodded.

>> Second. There are clothing and weapon restrictions for the tournament. For clothing you may only use cotton, leather, and silk. Any kind of metal and wood are forbidden. Weapon restrictions are that no long-range weapons may be used. For example bows and crossbows. Each weapon you can swing and strike with is allowed. That contains swords, axes, wrist blades and other weapons of that kind. << Orwa explained.

After a first unbelieving gaze they all nodded.

>> Is it allowed to fight without a weapon? << Ssslith asked.

>> Of course, but that will increase the difficulty for you very much. <<

Ssslith nodded.

>> Third. Everyone should have a synonym. One year the winner of the tournament was killed several days after winning it. People who didn’t want him as the winner came to his hometown and found him by knowing his real name. We decided to use synonyms for the tournament. As protection… <<

Everyone nodded.

>> A last thing. Every challenger agrees that he… << Orwa said as he looked over to Cris >> …or she may be killed during tournament. Every round the two warriors fight each other until one faints or gives up. In that case the fainted or retreated warrior loses the match. It isn’t allowed to kill an opponent. Except when a warrior lose a fight. The defeated warrior may stay in the arena and keep fighting. But then he may be killed. Actually the winner of the first round has to kill him for winning the second round. When you understood that and you agree then I’d be happy seeing you in the arena. <<

>> Will we be healed after a battle? << Keegan asked.

>> Of course. << Orwa answered. >> We have several healers here. They will use their best medical and herb knowledge to take care of injuries and wounds. But they can’t promise you to heal you completely until the next match. <<

The fire of the torches moved in the wind. Alex looked over to his friends.

>> Where can we fill the form? << He said in a friendly tone.

>> It’s right here. <<

Orwa took a sheet of paper out of a pile of paper. He laid it in front of Alex onto the table. Alex put some ink onto his talon and he wrote his real name into the left box and he carefully looked at the right box for the synonym. His hand started to shake and he lost control of it. It glowed in a red light and it wrote a name into the right box. Scared Alex looked at the name his hand had written against his will.

>> Mizu… << Alex stammered.

>> Alex! What does that mean? << Keegan asked worried.

>> Seems that you have a connection to that name… << DreamDancer guessed.

>> Do you remember if you were called Mizu while your childhood? << Ssslith wanted to know.

Alex shook his head.

>> I don’t think so, Ssslith. <<

>> I am pretty sure we’ll find it out during the tournament. And I am sure those gryphons are involved, too. << Cris said.

>> But what should we do now? << Mike interfered.

>> I propose we should fill the form and then rest. Tomorrow is a new day and we will be more awake than now. << Cris said smiling.

>> You’re right. << Calimouth added.

>> Then let us go ahead! << Cris said and she pulled a feather out of Alex’s wing.

Alex jumped and he yelped. Cris smiled as she cut his feather into shape and used it for writing. After Raptor had done the last entry, Orwa smiled very widely.

>> I hope it will be a great tournament… << He said.

>> Before I forget… What’s the winning prize? << Raptor asked curiously.

>> The winner of the tournament gets a coupon for a weapon of his choice or 2500 gold coins. <<

>> Two thousand and five hundred gold coins??? << All asked synchronous.

>> Yes. << Orwa spoke. >> But like you proposed, little maiden, you all should rest now. It’s late. Your rooms are just left when you leave the room. <<

>> Thank you. << Raptor said smiling.

All except Orwa left the room heading for bed…

8/11/612  7:41 AM

Cris stood next to the window looking over the village of Akartum. She had awakened several minutes ago. Ssslith and Mike were still sleeping. The sun started to rise. Cris smiled a little as the first sunrays hit her face. She wore a slight wide skirt and some underwear. Her skirt moved in the wind coming into the room through the window. Calmly she looked out of the window watching the village. Akartum was touched by the rising sun. Cris could see the straw roofs onto all the houses of the village. The market place was surrounded by the most important shops and stores. Blacksmiths and merchants fought for the best places every day. In the distance she noticed the city wall around the village. Several high towers protected the population. Cris guessed them being about 600 people in that village. The streets were dusty. From above it looked like there were stones under the way covered with sand. Cris stroked her skirt. Her eyes spotted the huge coliseum near to the east end of the city. There where their place to fight.  It knocked at the door and he turned around her head.

>> It’s open. << She said calmly.

The door opened and Alex entered it. He wore some short dusty pants and a white dirty shirt. He looked over to Cris.

>> We have to go, Cris. The sun has already risen and we still need some clothes. I can’t go with those clothes. << Alex complained.

>> Then we better hurry up waking the others. << Cris replied.

Alex nodded.

>> I’ll meet you downstairs. <<

About ten minutes had passed before Cris, Ssslith, and Mike managed to leave their room. They walked down the stairs and they left the building. Alex and the others had already been waiting for them. During the day Akartum didn’t look dangerous like it had done during the night. Keegan noticed the strange-looking pillar which was right next to them. It was about 15 feet tall and onto the tip was a little blue sphere surrounded by a horseshoe-sized stone. The sphere floated between the horns of the horseshoe-sized stone. Little flashes ran up and down the pillar.

>> What’s that? << Raptor asked.

>> I think it’s one of the magic detectors. << DreamDancer said thoughtfully.

>> Are they everywhere in the city? << Keegan wanted to know.

>> I am afraid they are. << Alex said. >> Hope I can resist not using any magic. <<

>> Don’t worry, my friend. << Ssslith said as he patted Alex’s back.

Alex smiled and looked deep into Ssslith’s eyes. Ssslith returned the gaze. Alex suddenly felt incredible warmth filling his body touching his soul. He couldn’t describe the feeling. But it was much different than being together with one of his other friends. Or being together with his mate. Cris noticed the happy look on Alex’s face. She remembered the conversation with Ssslith she had while we had been on the ship.

>> Ssslith is on the best way. Alex feels it, too for sure. His relationship with Keegan is going to shatter. << Cris thought.

She looked over to Keegan. She was surprised that he didn’t look at Alex. Keegan was talking and giggling with Mike and Raptor. She alternately looked at Alex and Keegan.

>> That can’t be possible! They are supposed to be interested in each other at last. <<

Cris stunned. Alex had closed his eyes and he seemed to enjoy Ssslith’s paw being on his body. She shook her head.

>> Is something wrong? << Calimouth asked her.

>> It’s okay, Calimouth. It was only a fly. << She said friendly.

Calimouth smiled.

>> That’s good to hear… But I propose we should go now… The most of us still need armor for the competition. << He said.

>> You’re right. <<

Cris and Calimouth walked around telling the others about the propose. All agreed and the group started to move. They arrived at the armor stores just on the east end of the marketplace. After a short discussion they chose a meeting point and a time where they were going to meet. Then they all separated because they wanted to keep the surprise what they were going to wear during the tournament.
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The sun shone from the very blue sky. The air was fresh and Alex shivered a little in his new clothes. He didn’t wear much. He had thought it would be better when he doesn’t wear much on his body. He was agile and he wants to keep that skill. His blue loincloth moved in the wind. A simple leather belt held it. His upper body was completely naked. His bare feet and talons there dug little lines into the sandy ground. His wings calmly laid onto his back. A big crowd was in front of the coliseum. The most of them also were warriors and knights. Alex tried to observe some of them. They might be his future opponents.

>> Hey dude! Long time no see… <<

Alex heard that familiar voice in his ears and he turned around smiling.

>> Hey Ssslith. << Alex said.

Ssslith also smiled and they hugged each other. Ssslith had chosen another combination of clothes. He wore a leathered open vest and some black-dyed cotton shorts.

>> I wish you good luck for the tournament. << Alex whispered into his ear.

>> You, too. Good luck, pal! <<

Ssslith stroked his head and Alex smiled happily.

>> That feels good… << He softly said.

>> Oh Alex… << Ssslith said in a friendly way. >> I wish you would know it. <<

Alex looked into his friend’s eyes.

>> What should I know? << Alex asked curiously.

>> I am sorry, but I can’t tell you now… I can’t… <<

Alex came closer to Ssslith and he put his paw onto his naked chest feeling his rough scales covering his body. Ssslith closed his eyes and shuddered.

>> Please Alex… Stop it… << He begged. >> I can’t do it… <<

Alex sighed and withdrew his hand. He looked away. Ssslith knew he was disappointed now. What Alex had wanted to do was the same Ssslith wanted so badly. Not only now, even the whole time he had known him. Alex turned around. He shivered even more. Ssslith laid his hand onto Alex’s left shoulder.

>> You feel it, too, don’t you? << Alex said shaking.

>> What do you mean? << Ssslith asked.

Alex turned around and his empty eyes looked deep into Ssslith’s worried ones.

>> I have a strange feeling in my stomach. << Alex added.

>> About the competition? <<

>> Yes… it’s not that I fear my opponents. It’s something different. It’s like… << Alex said and stopped.

His body jerked a lot. Ssslith got very restless. His feelings for Alex deep in his mind were going to come out and he took Alex into his arms. He hugged him for about a minute. His eyes were closed and his breath touched his furred shoulders.

>> It’s okay… Don’t worry… I am here for you… << Ssslith said.

>> Ssslith… <<

>> Is there something you want to tell me? I am pretty sure you will feel better afterwards. << Ssslith added.

Alex nodded.

>> I have a very bad feeling about it, Ssslith. I feel something is coming… It’s coming to change my life. <<

Ssslith nuzzled Alex’s neck. Alex closed his eyes and continued.

>> I am afraid that I lose something. And that something will be revealed what I didn’t see. That I will be disappointed. <<

>> Don’t worry… I watch over you. <<

>> Please stay with me. << Alex said.

Alex opened his eyes after a minute and he saw a barbarian waving to him. Alex nodded. He and Ssslith walked over to him.

>> You two are the last. I will give you back your weapons you deposited. And I will tell you in which group you will fight. << The barbarian said.

Alex and Ssslith nodded.

>> Follow me… <<

They walked along a small street until they arrived at a huge storage. A little boy waited in front of his. He held Alex’s spatula and Ssslith’s dagger in his hands. Smiling he handed them over.

>> Here, Mr. Gryphon. And that’s your weapon, Mr. Dragon. <<

Alex smiled and stroked his little head.

>> Good boy. << He said with his friendly voice.

>> Now to the groups. Alex Eagle is in Group A. Ssslith Silentclaw is in Group B. The winner of each group will fight against the other winner. <<

>> We’re separated??? << Alex asked unbelieving.

>> Yes. We have one huge coliseum like you saw earlier. There are several places to fight in the village, too. For example the amphitheatre or the port next to the river. We decided to increase the tensing by separating the challengers into groups. Each group won’t hear anything from the other one. Only the winners of both groups will take part of the final round. <<

>> Seems that we can’t do anything. << Ssslith said. >> I wish you the best, Alex. And please reach the final. I try my best, too. <<

Alex nodded and looked into Ssslith’s ice blue eyes.

>> I will do that. Take care… << Alex said.

A second barbarian appeared and they led them to a small building right next to the coliseum. Alex and Ssslith looked into each other’s eyes before they finally lost eye contact. The barbarian led Alex deep into the catacombs.

>> Where are my other friends? << Alex asked.

>> They have been in their cells while they were waited for you and your friend. <<

>> I am sorry… << Alex said.

>> It’s okay… You still have some minutes to rest in your cell. <<

They arrived at a prison door. The barbarian took a key and he opened the door.

>> That’s your cell… <<

Alex walked into the cold and dark room. There was a little bench where he could sit. Water dripped off the floor and everywhere was plants and grass lying onto the ground.

>> Rest until we fetch you for the fight. <<

Alex nodded.
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Only a weak light could enter the room. It was darker and wetter than Alex first had imagined. He sat onto the wooden bed next to the bench. He was ready for fighting, but there were a lot of thoughts in his mind. He wore his fighting clothes and he held his spatula in his hands. He sustained it onto his knees and he moved his hand across the smooth surface of the bare metal. He stroked his spatula, his weapon.

>> I am wondering what the others are doing. << Alex said quietly.

His eyes looked sad at his weapon seeing his face being mirrored in the metal. He raised his head observing the ceiling.

>> I have a bad feeling about it. << He thought.

His friends were in their cells waiting for the beginning, too.

>> It was my idea… Will I master the challenge I took? << Calimouth thought as he walked around in his cell.

>> I hope I won’t fight against my mate. << DreamDancer thought.

He leant his body against the wall stretching him.

>> Do I have similarities with those barbarians? << Mike asked his own mind.

>> I wish I could get the prize money… It’s too much to be ignored. << Raptor said to himself.

>> My skills will let me proceed… << Keegan said.

>> This tournament will change a lot. Seems that we all have the feeling and I try to be honest to Alex. He still doesn’t know what I think… What I feel… Please take care… << Ssslith had said before he started a little prayer. >> Alex… <<

>> Was it right to accept it? I get some fear now… Maybe I am too weak for them. But I try my best and kick their tail at all cost. << Cris decided. >> And by the way this prison cell is disgusting. <<

>> Now I can’t go back anymore! I am trapped and my destiny lies behind that gate. << Alex said.

>> Our destiny lie behind the doors onto the battlefield. There will be revealed what we want to know. << All eight thought.

Their thoughts were the same at that moment. They all knew that tournament would change everything they had known. Their destiny will be revealed. They would fight for it. Everyone knew…

>> The Tournament of Akartum begins! <<
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With a loud noise the cell door opened and a two guards came into the cell. Alex still sat onto the bed watching his weapon. He slowly looked up.

>> Alex Eagle! The first round begins in several minutes. You are the first in the list and your opponent is waiting. Your opponent’s name is… Hi! <<

>> Hi? <<

Alex looked into the guard’s eyes and the guard replied Alex’s gaze.

>> I’d like if you follow me now. <<

Alex stood up and took his spatula carrying it onto his back between his wings. He slowly passed by the guard walking out of the cell.

>> It’s a big honor to be the first. You and Hi are opening the tournament and we all hope it will be a great fight with a lot of action. <<

>> Yeah… << Alex said thinking.

They arrived at a wooden door and the first guard unlocked it with a small key. The door opened and the bright sunlight shone into Alex’s eyes. He had to clench them a little bit. Just in front of him laid the Place of Desert. It was a little place near to the west border of Akartum. Several people stood around a square like place which was bordered by a wooden fencelike construction. Alex and the two guards came closer. The people around the fighting place were shouting. They couldn’t wait anymore. Alex went through the crowd and he climbed over the wood around the square. The square had a length and a breadth of about 7 meters. Alex stood in a corner and he looked at his opponent. Alex’s eyes got very wide as he saw the creature near to the opposite corner. It was the red gryphon. He was in the same shape like Alex. His fur and feathers were red. He wore some red dyed pants and he had a short sword hanging on his leather belt. His beak and eyes were gray. Alex was sure that could be a clone of him. He also had the same chest muscles. The six-pack was identical, too.

>> Damned! << Alex said with low volume.

A guard walked into the middle of the square.

>> Dear challengers and dear spectators… << The guard started.

Alex looked around, but he didn’t spot any off his friends. He was alone trapped in the square. He could fight. His muscles started to tense. He got nervous of cause of his opponent. He didn’t except him being his first opponent.

>> … And now to the rules. A warrior loses the match when he leaves the square, gets unconscious or he gives up. << The guard still spoke. >> And now I introduce the both opponents. In the left corner is a gryphon from far away. His name is “Mizu”! <<

The crowd shouted and applauded.

>> And in the right corner is another gryphon from a kingdom called “Fireworld”! << The guard shouted. >> His name is “Hi”! <<

The crowd got more excited. They shouted and applauded even more. Alex was shocked.

>> Fireworld! That’s impossible! << He thought.

Without noticing he enclosed the hilt of his spatula.

>> He has to be a swindler. <<

>> Now start to fight! << The guard shouted and he jumped out of the square.

Hi smiled.

>> Now show me what you got… Alex Eagle, the Mizu gryphon! <<

>> My father never called me like that. << Alex shouted as he started to run.

He ran towards Hi and lunged at him with his weapon. Hi jumped over him landing right behind Alex. Alex turned around and he saw Hi’s fist lunging at his face. He blocked with his spatula. Both stood there facing each other. Alex noticed that Hi’s hands were burning. It was a non-natural fire.

>> Hey! That’s cheating. He’s using magic! << Alex shouted.

>> It’s accepted, Alex. I don’t cheat. <<

Hi smiled widely and he jumped back. Alex looked to a guard, but he nodded to Hi. Alex clenched his beak and lunged at Hi again swinging his spatula.

>> Die, you swindler! <<

Hi drew his sword and blocked Alex’s raging attack.

>> I am not a swindler. My name is Kevin Eagle, the Hi gryphon. And I am a part of the plan “Aledante”. <<

Alex was confused.

>> Why does he have the same surname like me? Why does he look like me? What is “Aledante”? <<

Alex’s thoughts were restless. His mind was clouded by confusion. He didn’t pay attention to the fight anymore and Kevin lunged at him. He badly failed blocking Kevin’s attack and he struck at Alex’s chest. His sword cut Alex’s skin and fur. The wound ran across Alex’s entire chest. Blood splattered onto the sandy ground. Alex shouted in pain and he had to kneel down laying his arm onto his wound. He panted lightly.

>> You are not worth being part of “Aledante”. The plan wants the best. Not the worst. I have to right to erase you from the plan. << Kevin said.

>> I have never been in such a “plan”! << Alex replied.

>> You don’t know about it? << Kevin asked surprised.

>> NO! << Alex shouted.

He jumped high into the air and he struck after Kevin with his spatula. The flat end hit him very hard. Kevin flew across the square gliding on the sandy ground. Several seconds later he stood up holding his left arm. It looked weird.

>> I hope I broke his arm. << Alex thought.

Kevin didn’t smile anymore. He was angry and upset. He enclosed the hilt of his sword and ran towards Alex. Alex jumped and lunged at Kevin while Alex was in the air. Their weapons collided. A scratchy metal noise sounded through the air. The spectators were happy and excited. They shouted and encouraged the both fighting gryphons. Alex and Kevin walked around each other while keeping attacking and blocking. Kevin lunged at Alex’s legs and Alex jumped over the blade. He swung his spatula and hit Kevin’s hand holding his sword. It flew about 3 meters away.

>> Darn… <<

Alex’s look was serious and he took all of his strength striking his spatula against Kevin’s head. Hit by that smash Kevin flew out of the square. The crowd applauded and congratulated Alex for his winning.

>> The winner is Mizu! << The guard shouted.

But suddenly Kevin stood up and reentered the square. Some blood ran down his face.

>> YOU! You don’t deserve to win! You don’t deserve to be better than me! << Kevin shouted.

>> I won and I beg you now to accept my victory. << Alex said calmly.

>> I won’t! You have to kill me instead. <<

>> That’s senseless. <<

Kevin roared and ran towards Alex. Alex knew the hurting truth. He had to kill now…

>> I beg you… Don’t! << Alex said.

>> I said I wouldn’t <<

Kevin aimed at Alex’s neck, but Alex evaded easily. His only chance was to beat him until he got unconscious. Alex did a reversed somersault. Kevin stared at him as Alex jumped aiming at his head with the flat end of his spatula. He hit and a cracking sound appeared. Alex broke him some parts of his skull. Alex landed and struck again from Kevin’s left. Kevin tottered and he was hit by Alex’s powerful strike. He flew against the fence again. He stayed onto the ground some several seconds, but his body moved and he stood up. Alex could see tears in his eyes.

>> I lost… against you… Mizu. << Kevin stammered. >> I don’t deserve… I am not the best result of “Aledante”. Now kill me… I failed… <<

>> No, Kevin. You can improve your skills. <<

>> No… << Kevin shook his head. >> You mastered your first mission becoming the strongest creature the world had ever seen. Kill me… Now… <<

>> I don’t want that! << Alex said.

>> Then you force me to do that. Aledante no control! <<

Kevin’s words sounded in Alex’s ears. Suddenly he started to lose control of his body. The symbol of Water appeared at his forehead and it changed to the sign of Water “Mizu”. He roared and ran towards Kevin. The crowd shouted and encouraged Alex.

>> Kill him! Kill him! Kill him! <<

Alex swung his spatula and hit Kevin’s back sending him into the middle of the square. Alex’s eyes were red. His fury had taken control of him. A strange and familiar power controlled his actions. Alex could only watch what his body did. Kevin laid onto the ground spitting blood out his beak. Alex put his spatula into the sand. He slowly walked to Kevin. His body bended forwards and his strong left hand grasped Kevin’s neck. He raised his hand and Kevin struggled in Alex’s grip. He could hardly breath.

>> Kill me… << He gasped.

Alex’s soul was frightened. His body tensed a little, then his right hand moved as far behind his body as he was possible.

>> Whoever controls me… Let him alive! << Alex prayed.

His talons shined in the noon sun. His right hand lunged at Kevin’s stomach and Alex tried to close his eyes. The hand hit his body and it went through it. Alex screamed inside as he saw all the blood running down his right arm. Kevin fainted. Alex let him go and he fell down. Alex’s hands took his feet lifting him up. Alex was caught in his own body helpless. His body smashed Kevin’s body onto the ground breaking lots of bones in Kevin’s crushed body. Alex let him go.

He cried inside. His spell broke and he came back to normal. Alex fell onto his knees, as he knew what he just had done…

8/11/612  1:44 PM

Calimouth’s body was shaking as he touched the steel bar of the wooden door. He pressed it down and walked into the yard lying in front of him. He breath was fast and some sweat ran down his face. He was nervous.

>> I am strong. I trained for it. I will succeed. << Calimouth thought.

He looked around. He was in an atrium of a roman-style house. The atrium was in the shape of a square and spectators watched the coming fight by peeking out of windows all around the atrium. The door behind Calimouth closed. He looked down at his clothes. His katana was in his left hand. His beige shirt and long pants moved in the wind. He breathed more calmly now. Then he looked over to his opponent who he couldn’t identify because some guards stood in the way.

>> Please let me fight against someone I don’t know. << Calimouth prayed in his mind.

>> Welcome to the fifth fight of the first round. In the left corner is “Katana” who will fight against “Tsuchi”! <<

Calimouth’s eyes became wide. The spectators cheered and applauded.

>> Don’t. Don’t let it be he… <<

The guards went away and Calimouth could look into DreamDancer’s eyes. He stood in the opposite corner. His wrist blades glowed in the sunlight. The sun burned for above. He wore some thick and blue dyed pants which are ripped just above his knees.

>> DreamDancer… << Calimouth stammered.

>> Calimouth… << DreamDancer replied quietly.

>> FIGHT! <<

Calimouth pulled his katana out of its sheath and the smooth and sharp blade shone in the light like DreamDancer’s wrist blades did. He saw his mate coming closer. Calimouth had lowered his heartbeat and he evaded quickly. DreamDancer turned to him, but Calimouth was already lunging at DreamDancer.

>> I am sorry, love… << Calimouth thought.

DreamDancer failed blocking his attack and Calimouth’s katana cut his skin along his right side. Blood ran down his body and he closed his eyes by pain. His strong arm laid onto his wound. He reopened his eyes and looked up at his mate.

>> DreamDancer… Please listen to me. << Calimouth said.

>> Go ahead, Cali. <<

>> It doesn’t make sense when we both fight against each other until we bleed to death. <<

DreamDancer nodded slowly.

>> Only one of us will be able to continue. Do you give up by your free will? << DreamDancer shouted as he stood up and struck after Calimouth with his wrist blades.

Calimouth was very surprised. He didn’t expect that and he didn’t resist against DreamDancer’s attack. His left wrist blade went through Calimouth’s belly skin. He yelled in pain.

>> DreamDancer… You know that I waited for that tournament so long. I can’t just give up… << Calimouth said.

>> I neither want to lose. Then we have to fight it out. <<

>> But I don’t want to hurt you… << Calimouth said with lowered head.

>> Then I hurt you! <<

>> But why? << Calimouth asked as he dodged another attack.

>> The one who will be qualified for the next round should be the better one of us. << DreamDancer meant.

>> So you’re only here to win? << Calimouth asked angrily.

>> No… I want to compete against one of Alex’s friends. Or even Alex himself. << DreamDancer replied.

He ran towards Calimouth lunging at him with his both wrist blades. Calimouth evaded and struck with his katana. DreamDancer didn’t watch out and Calimouth’s katana pressed his right arm onto the ground. DreamDancer fell down lying onto the grass as he tried to stand up. His arm was pierced onto the ground.

>> Damned… Seems that you’re the better one… << DreamDancer said as he tried to pull up his arm.

Calimouth stood there keeping silent. His grip around his katana’s hilt was tight. The pressure onto DreamDancer’s arm was huge. DreamDancer laid there fighting against the pain running through his body. He wondered if his arm was broken.

>> DreamDancer… << Calimouth started to speak. >> I can’t do it… I can’t hurt you anymore. I don’t want it… <<

>> Don’t say any nonsense. Finish me… <<

DreamDancer yelled in pain. He heard a little crackle. Something was going to break.

>> I would rather die instead of beating you up. << Calimouth said as he withdrew his sword from DreamDancer’s arm. >> You won… I don’t want to continue the tournament with the knowledge that I had to beat you up. <<

DreamDancer stared at his arm. He looked up to his mate. A tear ran down Calimouth’s face.

>> You always know how much I love you… So I give up for you… << Calimouth said. >> Please do your best. <<

>> Calimouth… << DreamDancer spoke unbelieving.

Calimouth kneeled down next to DreamDancer and he took his right hand.

>> Please promise me one thing. Please give your best. Fight for us and show them the power of the dragon. I’ll be with you during your battle. I will be an spectator… << Calimouth told him and he kissed DreamDancer onto his cheek.

>> Good luck! << He said as he stood up. >> You’ll need it. <<

DreamDancer stood up and watched Calimouth leaving the atrium…
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Cris wondered herself. The two guards led her out of the village. They arrived at a small river. Its flow was very slow. The sun was burning even hotter outside of Akartum. Her sandals felt strange onto the sandy and very dusty ground. Here and there were a little bush or a dead tree. Cris stood in front of a stone bridge leading across the river. Just right of the bridge were some stones in the river.
>> There’s place to flee for a moment. I hope it’s allowed to jump onto them. << Cris thought.

She wore some sandals and a thick cloth wrapped around her breast which also covered her belly and crotch. Additionally she had leathered belts around her wrists and ankles. For not to cut her skin under the belts she put some leaves under them. Parts of her huge cloth were moving in the wind. She walked over to the bridge and stopped right after she had put her feet onto the bridge. Sand and dust flew through the air took apart by the wind. Her hair moved in the wind a lot. She looked around for her opponent. Some other guards accompanied her foe and he entered the arena.

>> This is the last fight of group A. I wish both of you “Good luck!“ In this fight “Neko” fights against “Hammer”. Your arena is this bridge and the stones next to the bridge. And now… FIGHT! << A guard said.

Cris looked carefully at her opponent. She drew her rapier and raised it high into the air. She saw her opponent preparing for his first attack. He was a tall and very muscular wild boar. He had some little ivory tusks next to his soft looking snout. He had two earrings in his left ear. His fur was light blue and he wore a very long gray loincloth. It reached to ground. He held a huge mallet in his right paw. Cris could see his chest fur moving in the wind coming from the left.

>> What? Only a female? She’s no match for me. << Hammer said.

Cris touched a little gem in her rapier. She smiled.

>> We’ll see… << She said.

>> You won’t because you’ll be dead at the moment. << Hammer replied and he ran towards Cris swinging his mallet.

Cris’s rapier started to change and it transformed into a huge scythe. Cris took the metallic hilt into her hands. The edge weakly glowed.

>> Hey! That’s not fair. She used magic. << Hammer complained.

>> Negative. The detector didn’t notice any kind of magic. << A guard said.

>> You little brat! <<

Hammer started to run again and he lunged at Cris with his mallet. Cris smiled and jumped over the head of the mallet. Hammer looked after her, but she attacked him with her scythe. He blocked with his mallet.

>> It won’t hold long. << Cris thought.

She landed right next to him and she quickly jumped onto the bridge’s rail.

>> You’re too slow! <<

Cris lunged at him with her scythe and he failed to block it. The scythe cut his skin below his chest muscles. He yelled in pain. His strength weakened and he knelt down. Quickly he tore a piece off his loincloth and he did a bandage around his chest trying to close the wound.

>> You little… << He panted.

He stood up and his bandage started to turn red by his blood. Cris smiled and jumped backwards. Hammer took his weapon and rushed towards his foe preparing for the coming strike. Cris turned her scythe in her hands and she blocked his attack holding her weapon orthogonal to Hammer’s one. She jumped aside, but Hammer only waited for that move. He collected his strength in his arms and he roared as he swung his massive hammer towards Cris. She noticed it much too late and she got hit.

>> Shit! <<

Cris clenched her eyes as she felt that pressure against her body. Her sandals slid onto the surface and she couldn’t hold herself. With a loud sound she crashed against the rail.

>> OUCH! <<

Slowly she opened her eyes and stood up. Her legs shook a little. She took her weapon into her hands enclosing them around the hilt.

>> Okay! You did it! You dared to hurt me, moron! << Cris said.

>> I won’t spare you because you’re a girl. I knew you aren’t a match for me. << Hammer replied.

Without warning Hammer ran towards her and attacked. Cris could block his attacks. She slid around him and he turned around. His attacks were strong and Cris could hardly resist. Cris knew he just played his best trump. His physical strength was bigger than Cris imagined before. A little sweat drip formed onto her forehead.

>> I may not lose. I want to resist against those males. << She thought.

Hammer roared and struck after Cris. She decided to lay all hope into this action and she struck at Hammer the same time. The weapons collided and a loud cracking sound appeared.

>> It sounds like wood breaking… <<

Both looked at each other as Hammer’s huge mallet broke into little pieces. The shatters fell onto the bridge. The head of the mallet glided across the stone and stopped just some feet away. Both had stunned until they realized what happened.

>> Oh crap! <<

>> Game over! << Cris said grinning.

Hammer could feel how fear clouded his mind. He jumped over the rail landing onto a stone in the river. Cris just followed him and she lunged at him with her scythe. Hammer jumped aside onto another stone and Cris hit the water. Water drips flew through the air as the scythe impacted.

>> Eeeks! <<

Hammer swung and struck after Cris with his fist. Cris turned around and hit by the fist she flew into the river. The river was very shallow. She laid there shaking her head. Her clothes are wet and she looked up to Hammer. He prepared to jump onto her. She took a big stone out of the water and threw it at her opponent. She hit him at his head and he also fell into the water. Cris took her scythe and stood up walking out of the water. Hammer tried to get up, but Cris was faster and she hit his face with the blunt side of the edge. Blood flew out of his snout as he got hit. He panicked and he stood up. He noticed Cris’s green eyes glowing and she struck again. Her strike was vertically and it hit his crotch. The huge pressure from beneath sent him upwards onto the bridge. He smashed onto the ground and rolled over the floor holding his crotch very cramped. It had been a painful hit and his face was grieved. Some tears ran down his face. He yelled in pain. Cris jumped onto the rail and saw her enemy lying onto the floor. He slowly looked up and Cris could see his clenched teeth. He stood up.

>> I may not lose against a female. << He said.

Cris grinned. Hammer swung again striking after Cris. She dodged and crosschecked at his back. Hammer whimpered and Cris swung her scythe hitting his chest with the hilt. He threw back his head and Cris saw his clenched eyes. He flew across the bridge landing in the water left to the bridge.

>> He’s out! The winner of the first round is Neko! << The guard shouted.

Cris walked next to the rail looking for Hammer.

>> I hope he’s alive. << She whispered.

Hammer moved and he took about two minutes for standing up. Cris sighed in relief seeing him being alive. She smiled happily. Hammer was very upset instead. He jumped onto the rail and looked at her.

>> Do you accept your defeat? << The guard asked.

>> No! << Hammer said and he jumped off the rail.

>> So you have to kill him, Neko! <<

Cris nodded.

>> That stubborn boar. Seems that he has a death wish. I don’t want to kill him, but I’d like to win the first round. << Cris thought.

Hammer lunged at Cris’s head, but she ducked and slid aside. She attacked and the hilt hit his head. He had to sustain his hands onto the rail. She jumped backwards and Hammer turned around.

>> NOW! << Cris thought.

She saw the movement. Hammer’s foot touched the ground and his sole slid onto the surface. Slowly he opened his mouth. Cris’s heartbeat got faster pumping more blood through her body. Every muscle is supported with air and energy. She felt every part of her body. Her arms and legs tensed and her eyes widened. The sand under her sandals made a weird sound as she moved it. Her foot moved forward getting her into position. Hammer was close enough and he struck after Cris. She saw the fist coming closer to her face very quickly and she raised her arm pushing away Hammer’s one. His look became very surprised as he saw his fist passing by her face. She moved her body to her right using the sliding effect by the sand. Her long violet hair moved in the motion and it flew through the air. It glowed by the sunlight. Hammer moved his head after her and she arrived just behind him. She took her scythe and crosschecked his back again. He yelled in pain and Cris could feel his bones shaking deep within his body. She pressed him against the rail. It was a strange feeling as Cris touched his back. Hammer’s muscles were tensing. She let her weapon go and it fell down hitting the ground. A metallic sound clanged in their eyes and Cris laid her hands onto his cheeks. She uses her strength to turn Hammer’s head to the right. She saw his wide eyes. A weird and scary feeling appeared in her body. She saw the fear in his eyes. The fear of dying. His eyes begged for mercy and they wanted to apology. She closed her eyes and screamed as she took all her strength to turn his head around to the left breaking his neck. She felt how his soul left his body and the breaking bones in his neck touching the skin. Hammer’s body lost all tension and Cris let his head go. His dead body fell onto the ground. Dust and sand rose into the air as the body impacted onto the stones.

>> And the survivor is… NEKO! <<

Cris slowly opened her eyes and she looked down at her dead opponent. She sighed and bended down. Her fingers gently touch the dead skin and the dead flesh. She closed his eyes.

>> Rest in peace. You were a gorgeous… boar or whatever. << Cris whispered.

She took her scythe into her hand and she left the bridge heading for Akartum. A tear dripped to earth…

8/11/2004  2:02 PM

Fenix calmly sat onto his chair. He listened to Lufia’s words while he was sustaining his elbows onto the smooth surface of the wooden table. The room was rather big and wide. A long and royal looking carpet led from the entrance to the table. Several burning torches hung on the walls. Fenix looked over to Terra standing next to a window. She leant against the massive stonewall. Fenix could see the clouds through the windows.

>> …And we’re now at a point without return. All four are old enough to fight it out. Fenix? Are you listening? << Lufia spoke.

>> What? << Fenix awake from his daydream. >> I am sorry, Lufia… <<

>> I don’t have much time. As the goddess of Air I also have my duties. You should know that. << She said while she was pointing at Fenix with her finger.

He sighed and he turns his head towards Terra.

>> I know you two are very excited at the moment. The tournament started and our plan is in the last phase. It mustn’t fail. << He said.

Terra rearranged her long silk skirt and she looked into Fenix’s red eyes.

>> Our future needs the plan. The plan is our future. << She said.

>> Terra’s right. We need them. << Lufia interrupted.

Suddenly the big door opened. A loud noise sounded as it moved over the ground. The three gods looked over wanting to know who was entering. It was Su-Chi. He looked worried, but Fenix noticed that fury burning in his eyes.

>> Su-Chi! Now we are all together. We need your advise for “Aledante”. << Lufia said.

>> You needn’t my advice. You know my opinion about that all. And I have now my first proof. << Su-Chi said very calmly.

>> What happened? << Terra asked.

>> Kevin’s dead. << Su-Chi said and his eyes started to glow.

>> What? << The other three asked.

>> Who killed him? << Fenix asked in a loud tone as he stood up.

A little smile appeared at Su-Chi’s mouth.

>> It was Alex… My little boy… << He said.

>> But that’s impossible. << Terra interfered.

>> His stats were always the worst ones. << Lufia added.

Su-Chi smiled wider.

>> My Alex trained a lot in Ainessa and he used his brain beating his opponents. <<

Fenix noticed the happiness in Su-Chi voice. He got more upset.

>> You know what happens when Alex becomes the winner of “Aledante”? << Fenix asked.

>> I would rather sacrifice myself than giving him into your hands. You only have evil thoughts in mind. <<

>> So you won’t give him the chance to become the strongest creature in the universe. << Terra wanted to know.

>> NO! He may live his own life! <<

With those words Su-Chi left the room and he closed the door very loudly…
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Alex had looked at his hands since the end of his previous fight. The smell of blood was in his nose. His fur beneath his eyes was wet. A lot of his tears had already dried. He still saw the pictures in his mind. The sound of bones breaking inside of Kevin’s body. All the blood running down his arm. A healer had taken care of Alex’s wounds about a half hour ago. He had a blood soaked bandage around his chest due to the wound Kevin had cut into his fur. The green herbs which had been put into his wound caused a strange feeling in his body.  His spatula laid next to him.

>> He wanted to be killed by me. What is the big idea? What is my role in that all? What is Aledante? <<

Questions went through his mind. Questions he couldn’t answer. Slowly he took his weapon. It was watered with more blood and Alex’s hands felt dirty. He tried to wash them, but the feeling stayed. His arm had been feeling strange since he had killed Kevin. It felt like Kevin’s soul being in the arm right now. Alex closed his eyes and he remembered the moment where he had seen Kevin the first time. He remembered there had been two other gryphons, too.

>> That’s it! The three are a group. And maybe they know about Aledante. <<

Just in that moment the door opened and a guard waved him out of the room.

>> The next round is starting. << The guard said.

He looked at a list.

>> We have 5 dead people in the first round. But that doesn’t matter. <<

>> Who’s my next opponent? << Alex asked.

>> His nickname is “Chi” <<

Alex nodded. Both walked through a little hall as they arrived at a wooden door and the guard opened it. Alex walked into the ray of light.

>> Here’s the second opponent! MIZU! <<

Alex heard the crowd shouting. He looked around and he was in front of the city hall. The building was formed like a u-turn. He was between the wings. A big obelisk was just in the middle of the battlefield. Alex listened to the shouting crowd and he felt a satisfying feeling in his body. He survived the first round and he had earned some fame. Several people cheered and they shouted his name. He saw some new faces in the crowd but he remembered some and he knew that they were his fans now. He raises his spatula enclosed by his fist.

>> I will win! << He shouted.

The crowd became louder and Alex walked down the stairs to the battlefield. He held his spatula in his fist enclosing it tightly. He looked over and he spotted his next enemy. It was the brown gryphon he had seen in the tavern. He wore a slight brown leather vest and a brown loincloth. Alex could see his chest and belly muscles. He seemed to be stronger than Kevin. He had brown fur and feathers. His beak was ash-gray and his eyes were green like Alex’s ones. He held a little battle-axe in his left hand. He looked over to Alex and their eyes met.

>> I am pretty sure he’s one of those swindlers. He has to do something with that plan… with Aledante. << Alex thought.

Both opponents prepared to fight. They drew their weapons.

>> The rules are the same like in the first round. We only want to say that the obelisk also counts to the arena. It’s an obstacle. And now fight! <<

>> I will crush you. << Alex said.

>> You don’t deserve being in Aledante. << The gryphon replied.

>> Of course I deserve it. I’ve already killed Kevin. <<

>> What? Kevin is dead? <<

>> Yes! And I want to know your name… << Alex shouted.

>> I am Ian Eagle, the Chi gryphon. << Ian answered.

>> Now I know what I have to chisel onto your tombstone. << Alex said.

With those words Alex started to run towards his opponent and he swung his spatula aiming at Ian. He noticed it early enough. He took his axe and blocked Alex’s swinging attack. Their eyes met as they looked at each other.

>> Not bad, Alex… You’re better than I thought, but you can’t win against my skills. You weren’t in the practice center. << Ian said.

>> Practice center? << Alex asked. >> What for a practice center? <<

>> Do you remember the health checks each month? << Ian asked smiling.

>> Yeah… Su-Chi had never accompanied me. << Alex replied.

>> Those were tests to document your development. They wanted to get the strongest creature they could produce. <<

>> Who are “they”? << Alex asked.

Ian roared as he aimed at Alex and he took his spatula for blocking the handy battle-axe. He jumped across Ian’s arm and he flew towards the obelisk. He pressed his feet against the obelisk and he used his whole force to fly back towards Ian.

>> Loser! << Ian said.

He swung his arm and his fist hit Alex’s right cheek as he tried to hit Ian with his spatula. Alex flew through the air and he smashed against a wall. With a loud noise Alex fell off the wall and impacted onto the ground. He tasted dust. Coughing he stood up and wiped the dust away. His eyes looked at his opponent who ran towards him with his swinging axe. Alex put the flat end of his weapon into the ground. When Ian was near enough Alex jumped and enclosed his hands around the spatula’s hilt sustaining his weight onto it and he swung around hitting Ian’s back with his entire force. Ian yelled in pain and smashed against the same wall Alex had crushed onto. Alex took his spatula out of the ground and crosschecked Ian against the wall. Ian couldn’t do anything.

>> Okay, pal… Tell me! Who are “they”? << Alex asked aggressively.

>> “Aledante” is the plan to create the strongest non-god creature. That plan was Fenix’s idea. << Ian said.

Alex could hear the pain in his voice.

>> Fenix? The Fire god? << Alex asked.

>> Yeah… He knows that he will die one day and he wants a creature which can step into his footsteps. <<

>> So I am Fenix’s creation? <<

>> Sort of… Lufia and Terra also are involved as well as Su-Chi… <<

>> Su-Chi??? << Alex asked unbelieving.

He was shocked. How could Su-Chi allow to do something like that. That plan is so cruel in Alex’s eyes. He lightened his grip and Ian could free himself by ramming his elbow into Alex’s stomach. Alex gulped and spat some blood onto the earth. Slowly he reeled backwards and tried to recover from that hit. Ian had turned around in the meantime and he lunged at Alex. Alex could put his spatula between the axe and himself but the pressure sent him against the obelisk. As he impacted he closed his eyes in pain. Blood ran out of his beak and he looked at Ian coming closer with his raised axe. Alex’s eyes widened and he evaded to the left as Ian’s axe dug into the obelisk. Alex saw his chance. He jumped and lunged at Ian with his fist hitting him hard sending him onto the ground. He spat some blood.

>> Tell me a last thing. Do I have to kill you to prove that I am the superior gryphon from the plan? << Alex asked.

>> Yes, Mizu… << Ian answered while spitting blood out of his beak.

>> And I can’t resist against killing you. <<

>> Right… We all except you can force the other to kill when he refuses. Like you… << Ian said grinning with his blood covered beak.

>> Then we better finish it… <<

While saying those words Alex rose his spatula in the air. The crowd around them shouted and cheered. Alex struck it down but Ian managed to block with his arm. Blood spilled out of the wound which Alex’s spatula caused. His eyes looked surprised and Ian stood up. Alex swung his weapon for another strike, but Ian punched Alex’s cheek and he slammed against the wall. Alex reeled again.

>> Damned! He’s too strong! << Alex whispered.

Ian lunged at Alex but he evaded and ran away. He noticed that he was faster than his so-called brother. That gave Alex an idea.

>> I can beat him… << Alex thought.

Alex jumped and slid over the surface turning around very quickly. He faced Ian who wasn’t expecting this and Alex lunged at Ian’s stomach. Ian failed to evade and Alex ramming his spatula into Ian’s body. The impact lifted him off the ground and he flew into the crowd outside the arena. The judge raised his hand.

>> Ian’s out! The winner of round one is Mizu! << He shouted.

>> I don’t want to let him win. I’ll keep fighting. << It came out of the crowd which cheered more wanting to see a bloody fight.

>> Then I’ll kill you, Chi! << Alex said as Ian climbed into the arena.

Alex nodded and enclosed the hilt with his hands. He roared and ran towards Ian. As Alex was in front of him Ian tried to punch his foe who seemed to run into the open blade. Alex stepped onto the ground and slid to his right evading Ian’s fist and striking at his back. He hit and Ian fell onto the ground. Alex got into rampage. His strikes were very quickly and they impacted onto Ian’s defenseless body. More and more blood spilled out his body. Alex stopped and took his legs. He concentrated and collected his entire force inside his body and he lifted the gryphon up and smashed him against the obelisk. It sounded as Alex broke Ian’s vertebrate column. Ian’s lifeless body fell onto the ground and Alex kneeled down. The people watching this were shouting.

>> Kill him! Kill him! <<

Alex took Ian’s body and rolled him over looking into his face. Ian’s eyes were closed and his breath was flat. Carefully he slapped Ian’s cheek.

>> Ian? Do you hear me? << Alex whispered.

Ian coughed and opened his eyes looking deep into Alex’s.

>> I hear you, Mizu… What do you want? Kill me… You won… I can’t move anymore… You broke something inside me. <<

>> I know… I only wanted to say… Sleep well and rest in peace… << Alex said as he kissed Ian’s forehead.

Ian’s soul was broken. He had never felt like that. Alex’s care for his afterlife felt very comfortable in his chest. He had never seen that someone cares for him. Not even Fenix had done. A tear ran down his face and he looked deep into Alex’s eyes.

>> Thank you… Alex Eagle… << Ian said with a smile onto his beak.

Alex smiled and took Ian’s head into his hands. Alex’s closed his eyes and turned Ian’s head to the right. He breathed in and suddenly there were only silence left. As he breathed out he forcefully turned his head to the left breaking Ian’s neck. The crush of his bones sounded in Alex’s ears like pain and yelling. He quickly stood up looking at Ian’s dead body. He sighed and he didn’t notice all the rice and roses thrown into the arena. He stood there feeling the wind blowing and his wings moving in it.

>> Only one left… << He thought.
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DreamDancer stood onto a balcony and watched the clouds and birds passing by the sky. His mane moved in the wind and his eyes were thoughtful. His wrist blades laid onto a little table right next to him. He had been at a healer’s house and he had got a tight bandage around his arm wound. He door right behind him opened and Calimouth entered. DreamDancer kept watching the sky.

>> How are you, love? << Calimouth softly asked.

>> I am fine… My preparations are doing very well. << He answered cold.

Calimouth put down the cup of wine he carried.

>> Do you want to eat anything? Or anything to drink? <<

>> I told you I was fine… << DreamDancer said not looking at his mate.

>> But I am worried about you… <<

Calimouth laid his hand onto DreamDancer’s shoulder. DreamDancer turned his head towards Calimouth and he looked angrily.

>> Just leave me alone, okay? << He said harsh.

Calimouth, scared by DreamDancer’s words, withdrew his hand and looked in his mate’s eyes. His body shivered.

>> Just Go! I don’t want to see you until I win the tournament or I am out… <<

Calimouth’s heart was aching just in that moment. He felt a strange coldness coming from DreamDancer. He put his hand onto his heart and turned around.

>> I only wanted to help you… Fin… << Calimouth said.

>> Don’t call me like that in public! <<

DreamDancer had turned around and he gripped Calimouth’s shoulders. He faced the gray dragon and looked angrily.

>> But what’s wrong with your first name? <<

>> What’s wrong with it? Hell, you know I am still searching for Far. As long as I don’t find him I can’t confirm it, okay? << DreamDancer said excited not knowing if someone else had heard that.

Calimouth sobbed lightly. He pushed off DreamDancer’s hands and turned around leaving the balcony. DreamDancer stood there feeling the cold wind hitting his bare skin. He swallowed hard as he turned around. He got a bad feeling in his stomach. As he looked down onto the plaza in front of the building he sustained his elbows onto the rail. His wings moved in the wind. A tear formed in his left eye.

>> As long as I don’t find him I can’t confirm it, okay? <<

Those words sounded in his mind. He couldn’t forget what he just had said. Originally he hadn’t wanted to be mean, but his secret might not be revealed now. His search had to go on. And Calimouth is the only one who knew about it. He swallowed again. 

>> Calimouth… <<

He wasn’t sure what he felt for him. It was friendship of course, but it had already gone deeper. Calimouth had confessed him his love a long time ago and he had been the cause why DreamDancer had left Waterworld. But was he his real soulmate?

>> Tsuchi? << A voice came from inside.

>> I’ll come in a few… I just want to stay here for some minutes, okay? << DreamDancer answered.

>> It’s okay… Just take your time… <<

DreamDancer took the cup of wine into his hand. He had never tasted alcohol before. He looked deeply into the red fluid. That red color reminded him of Calimouth’s blood which had spilled out his wound. He still didn’t believe that Calimouth had given up. He had waited for this tournament that long and he had thrown it away for him. He got sick by that thought. How can a soul throw away all its wishes and dreams for another soul? He emptied the cup and swallowed the wine letting it flow down his throat. He closed his eyes for a moment and turned around leaving the balcony.
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DreamDancer walked down the stairs. A guard was in front of him leading him to the next fighting place. They arrived at the bottom of the stairs and the guard opened a folding door.

>> And now our second fighter arrives. His name is “Tsuchi”! << The judge shouted.

>> Who’s my opponent? << DreamDancer whispered to the guard.

>> His nickname is “Axe”, Sir. <<

DreamDancer nodded and went out into the room. Indeed it was the entrance hall of the noblest tavern in Akartum. The walls were made of polished sandstone which glowed in a yellow light by the huge chandelier hanging above the arena. The floor consisted of the same sandstone like the walls. The ceiling instead consisted from white polished marble. Four round pillars supported that construction. They were made of marble as well. DreamDancer walked down the stairs in front of him. On the opposite wall were the same folding door and the same stairs leading to the center of the room. To DreamDancer’s left was the entrance and to his right was the reception. As he walked down he saw his opponent. It was Mike. Both met in the middle under the chandelier and looked into each other’s eyes.

>> Pleased to meet you here, Mike. << DreamDancer said as he stretched out his hand to Mike.

>> The pleasure is all on my side. <<

They shook their hands.

>> I won’t spare you. << The blue dragon said.

>> Neither do I. << The minotaur said.

Both smiled and jumped back after they had released their hand from each other. Quickly they drew their weapons. DreamDancer had his wrist blades and Mike had his doubled battleaxe. Mike’s green loincloth lightly moved in the wind coming through the open doors and windows. A slight green cape hung onto his shoulders.

>> FIGHT! <<

Mike bellowed and assaulted at DreamDancer who still looked into Mike’s green eyes. Mike swung his axe and prepared to strike. DreamDancer took a defensive position and tried to block Mike’s huge battle-axe. Suddenly Mike’s fist lunged at him and DreamDancer had no chance to evade. Mike’s powerful punch hit him hard and he flew against a pillar. The spectators which were at the foot of the stairs beneath the fighting warriors listened attentively. DreamDancer still stood in front of the pillar and wiped some blood from his muzzle. He stared at his deep red blood and his eyes filled with fury. He ran towards Mike who just waited for him and DreamDancer jumped into the air lunging at Mike’s head with his foot. Mike put his axe between them and DreamDancer’s weight pressed Mike onto the floor. Mike impacted and DreamDancer raised his arm aiming at Mike. He instead tried to lift DreamDancer off his body. DreamDancer tottered onto Mike’s axe and he had to concentrate a lot. Sweat appeared at Mike’s forehead and DreamDancer smiled as his arm reached the highest point it could reach. DreamDancer lunged and Mike collected all his physical strength pressing against DreamDancer’s feet. Mike was successful and DreamDancer lost his balance. Mike stretched out his arms and sent his opponent off his body. DreamDancer fell onto his back and yelled in pain. Mike stood up and jumped at DreamDancer. His eyes widened as he saw DreamDancer’s feet aiming at his belly.

>> Damned! << Mike shouted.

DreamDancer’s hands sustained onto the floor and he used the support lunging at Mike’s flying body and he hit his stomach. The impact let Mike fall backwards and he rolled over the floor in pain. As he tried to stand up he fell onto his knees and hands. Suddenly he vomited. Several spectators turned their heads away. DreamDancer stood up and walked in front of Mike. He looked down and waited for Mike stopping to vomit. Mike coughed several times afterwards.

>> You poor minotaur. << DreamDancer said.

Mike looked up and wiped the remaining fluid off his mouth. DreamDancer took his chance and kicked into Mike’s face hitting his left cheek. Mike flew against the pillar. Seconds later he stood up and lunged at DreamDancer with his fist. The dragon took Mike’s wrist and pressed against the minotaur’s body. Mike got an idea and he struck with his horned head. DreamDancer looked surprised and he was hit at his skull. He got some horrible headache and let Mike go. Mike swung his axe and DreamDancer lunged at Mike’s right fist holding his axe. His wrist blade cut Mike’s brown fur and skin. Mike yelled in pain and his axe fell onto the floor. He put his left hand onto the wound and blood flew out of it. DreamDancer rammed his elbow into Mike’s belly again and Mike tottered backwards. DreamDancer ran after him but Mike also ran towards DreamDancer. They collided and slid their hands into each other’s. Both pressed against each other looking who is stronger. Both had a lot of sweat onto their bodies. The crowd and several other spectators cheered and encouraged both. Slowly DreamDancer pushed Mike towards a pillar. It was only a matter of time until he was squished between DreamDancer and the pillar. He looked around searching for a rescue. His hoofs slid over the polish floor. In despair he ripped off his loincloth and pressed it against DreamDancer’s nose. He coughed a lot and let Mike go trying to get rid of Mike’s loincloth. Mike, now fully exposed, struck at DreamDancer’s chest sending him towards another pillar. It couldn’t resist DreamDancer’s heavy body and it crackled. Dust came from the ceiling. DreamDancer reopened his eyes and saw Mike assaulting at him. He looked up and saw the gorgeous chandelier. Quickly he took off his right wrist blade and aimed at the rope holding the chandelier. It flew through the air and he missed. Mike’s heavy footstep’s made a loud noise. DreamDancer had only one chance left. He took his other wrist blade and aimed again. He threw it.

>> You will lose! << Mike shouted.

The wrist blade missed again and DreamDancer’s hope shattered into little pieces. He closed his eyes as Mike arrived at him punching his face and picking him up. The crowd shouted and cheered louder than before. Mike kneeled down and threw DreamDancer into the chandelier which moved a lot by the impact. DreamDancer impacted onto the floor and the sandstone crackled around his body. The chandelier swung and as it returned to Mike’s side the rope tore and the chandelier fell down onto Mike.

>> NO! << He shouted.

The spectators held their breaths and a lot of dust rose. Several guards came from every side looking for survivors. Then DreamDancer rose out of the dust and his fans cheered and shouted. The guard found Mike under the chandelier alive. Mike coughed and whispered.

>> I give up… He won… <<

The judge ran over to DreamDancer taking his arm and lifting it up.

>> And the winner is… Tsuchi! <<

DreamDancer smiled lightly as he looked around gaining fame and encouraging words. Calimouth stood in a dark corner and a tear dripped from his face.

>> Well done… My love… << He whispered.
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Raptor sat in his room and checked his clothes and weapons. Due to the tournament restrictions he couldn’t use his usual armor. He stood in his room almost naked. He only wore white underwear over his groins. His adept clothes were in from of him lying onto the table. His sword’s blade glowed in the sunlight coming through the window. Slowly he took his white shirt and some white pants getting dressed. He turned around looking into a small mirror. His sword hung at his belt. He thought of his first fight in this tournament. His opponent had been a weak-looking feline who had fought with a battle staff. Raptor had beaten him after 3 minutes.

>> I hope this time I get a stronger opponent. << He thought.

He took his cloak and put it around his shoulders. The sign for Light, Hikari, was weaved into the back of the cloak. His hand enclosed the bar and he opened the door. Sunlight shone into the room and Raptor stepped outside. He stood onto a balcony. The coliseum glowed in the sunlight. Raptor walked down some stairs until he arrived in front of a blacksmith. Not interested he passed by and went towards the city hall. The guard over there was waiting for him and they led him to the balcony of the city hall. He stood onto it watching the village until his opponent arrived. He looked over and saw Cris entering the next arena. She was wearing her huge cloth wrapped around her body. Her violet hair moved in the wind. Raptor liked that view.

>> She looks pretty. But I still have to beat her. << Raptor thought.

He slowly drew his sword. Cris drew her rapier as well. Carefully she stroked the blade and it changed to her battle scythe. Raptor smiled.

>> This battle arena is a new one. You two are the first fighting here. The arena consists of this balcony only. The warrior who leaves the balcony loses the match. The opponents are “Hikari” at the left… << The judge said as he pointed at Raptor. >> And to the right is “Neko” <<

Cris smiled and prepared for the next minutes. She closed her eyes.

>> And now… FIGHT! <<

Cris opened her eyes very quickly and she aimed at Raptor who suddenly jumped onto the rail. His clothes moved in the movement and his cloak seemed to be very huge.

>> You like to lose, huh? << Cris asked as she jumped towards the green fellow.

Raptor jumped over her and hit the back of her head with his foot. She was pressed against the rail and she fell over it. Quickly she stretched a hand out grabbing the balcony’s edge. She hung free and the wind blew against her. She swung forth and back and pressed away from the edge. By using the wind she got some force pressing her up and she landed onto the sandstone the balcony was made of. She lunged at Raptor and he struck away her scythe. It slid over the surface.

>> Damned… << Cris cursed.

Raptor grinned and lunged at her. She ducked and the sword hit the wall above her head. She did a reversed somersault and stood there ready for fighting. Raptor ran towards her as she jumped forward sustaining her hands onto the floor and she aimed at Raptor’s head with her feet. Raptor tried to stop as he saw Cris’s sandals coming closer to his face. She hit him with full force. A loud crash sounded and Rap impacted onto the ground. He slowly stood up and stroked his head.

>> That hurts… << Raptor whispered.

Cris jumped onto the rail. Raptor saw that and he also did it. Both were running towards each other and Cris jumped high into the sky. She lunged at him with her feet. Raptor blocked the attack and he slapped Cris’s face with his free hand. Cris attacked again and Raptor used his claws striking at her. He hit her cloth and tore it apart. Raptor smiled and he wanted to see her skirt and top. He was very surprised as Cris stood there only wearing a very thin skirt covering her torso. Her legs and arms were free. Raptor’s eyes became wide and he stared at her.

>> At what are you looking, pervert! << Cris said.

He shook his head quickly and assaulted. Cris slid over the sandstone under her feet and started her attack. Her two first punches hit Raptor’s chest, but he didn’t feel much pain. She struck out and hit Raptor’s left cheek with her full power. Raptor couldn’t resist and he felt onto the ground. He panted and blood came out of his muzzle. He stood up but he had to use his hands sustaining onto the sandstone. He spat his blood off the balcony and wiped some away. He put his sword into its sheath and he took off his cloak and sword throwing them to a guard. Cris smiled as he had decided to do some martial art. She ran towards him. He moved to her and he managed to grip her wrist and upper arm. He roared as he swung Cris around pressing her against a wall. She impacted but her foot lunged at Raptor’s calf. He didn’t watch out and she rammed her foot against his calf. Yelling in pain he let her go. She turned around punching Raptor’s face. He felt onto his back again. Cris jumped into the air and she did a somersault. His both feet aimed at his head. Raptor’s eyes widened and he quickly rolled to his side. He stood up as Cris landed and he lunged at her waist with his right leg. Cris put her hands onto the nearing leg. She pressed it down and swung herself over it. Raptor’s turning speed increased and he caught her with downed pants. His lower arm hit her neck and he pulled her down. After she had impacted her feet moved just under his chest and she kicked him away from her. Both laid there and they stood up. They looked into each other eyes and they panted.

>> He’s good… <<

>> She’s not bad… <<

Both ran towards each other. Cris waited for the moment where Raptor was in range of her legs. Raptor struck out aiming at her head and her legs leaped up. She did a reversed somersault and her right foot hit Raptor’s chin. Cris landed and jumped lunging her left leg at his head. Raptor, still confused by the last hit, saw the foot, but he couldn’t evade. He was hit in the face again. Blood splattered over the ground. Raptor sustained himself onto the rail. His nose was bleeding. He looked over and saw Cris standing there. She panted lightly and sweat ran down her cheeks. Her body moves a little bit. Raptor couldn’t take off his eyes.

>> She’s a beautiful warrior. << He thought.

Cris assaulted at Raptor who still sustained himself onto the rail. He could hardly stand and he feared being defenseless. He wrapped his wings around himself. Cris saw him shivering. Fear filled his body. Raptor clenched his eyes and he waited for the final blow. But it didn’t come. Slowly he opened his eyes and Cris stood in front of him. His wings went back into their normal position.

>> Are you okay? Can you stand securely? << Her voice sounded.

Raptor looked unbelieving. He didn’t expect such caring from her. The feeling felt well in his chest. Cris tried to be a little bit fairer and she waited until his opponent can fight again. She stretched her hand out and Raptor took it smiling. His heartbeat accelerated and he looked into her eyes.

>> Thank you… Cris… << He said.

Raptor’s body developed a great feeling. He had never felt it before. His chest was filled with a warm feeling. His heart beat quickly pumping blood through his body. It gave his muscle the energy he needed.

>> Please continue… We don’t have a winner yet… << The judge said.

Both nodded and they went away from each other. After walking about 3 meters each they turned around and restarted fighting. They ran to each other but Raptor jumped very low stretching his hands out and he did a handstand. Cris looked very confused as Raptor suddenly bend forward wrapping his legs around her neck. She looked down at him and he pressed against the floor lifting her up. The spinning which followed whirled her around and during the movement Raptor spread his legs. Cris flew over the balcony and she impacted onto the ground. Her head smashed against the rail. A minute later she slowly stood up and he shook her head.

>> Did she lose? << Raptor asked.

>> We’re still discussing… <<

Cris and Raptor looked over to the group of guards discussing and arguing loudly. After several minutes the judge turned around.

>> The winner is… Hikari! << He annunciated.

Cris lowered her head. Her thoughts were restless.

>> I want to fight against Alex… I have to win… << 

>> I risk my life… I want to keep fighting. << She said.

Suddenly a gust hit the balcony and her hair moved in it. Raptor could see her face being sad. He swallowed.

>> Why I feel so strange? << Raptor thought.

His heart had suddenly started to ache. Cris turned to Raptor.

>> You have to kill me when you want to win… << She said.

>> I… I know… << He stammered.

Cris restarted fighting again. She assaulted at Raptor and she hit his face sending him onto the ground. She jumped high into the sky aiming with her knee at Raptor’s chest. But Raptor stood up quickly and jumped towards her. His claws mirrored the sunlight and he struck against her ripping her clothing off her torso. Both landed and pieces of Cris’s clothing glided in the wind. Cris still had her last clothes consisting out of a short armless black top directly ending just below her breasts and a black slip held by a plain messing belt. Her belly was free and Raptor saw her navel. He was surprised by the tattoo being around her navel. It was dark violet and showed some kind of two spiked blade circulating around her belly button. Raptor slightly blushed and his heartbeat went faster again. She jumped by doing a somersault and she knocked Raptor down by her knee. Raptor couldn’t block the attack. His arms and legs had not listened to his commands. He couldn’t move anymore. His mind was clouded with Cris’s beauty. Confused he laid onto the balcony. He didn’t intend to stand up. Cris, still worried, stretched her hand out again and helped him standing up. He walked across the balcony heading for the door. Cris and the judge looked after him.

>> What are you doing? << Cris asked.

>> I develop feelings for you… I don’t want to hurt you anymore… I give up… You won. << Raptor said as he opened the door leaving the balcony.

Cris and the judge remained there as another gust hit the place. Her violet hair moved in the wind as she watched at the disappearing body in the door.

>> Raptor… <<
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The harsh wind blew forcefully. Alex shivered a little bit by the cold feeling onto his fur and skin. The sun was still shining but the temperature was very low. Alex’s loincloth moved in the wind as well as his bandage around his chest. He looked around observing the arena for this fight. He was standing onto a big tower of about 60 feet. It had a flat roof and its diameter was about 30 feet. Several guards stood around gossiping. Alex shivered a little bit. He sustained himself with his spatula putting it onto the floor under him. He sighed.

>> This tournament drains me a lot. I feel weak. << Alex whispered.

His tired eyes looked at the floor. His hands slid over the spatula’s surface and he took it into his hand swinging it around as a little practice.

>> I have the dump feeling I know who will be my opponent. <<

He turned around as he saw a little group arriving at the roof. His feathers moved in the wind and he looked into the gryphon’s eyes that came upstairs. He was the third gryphon Alex and his friends had met in the tavern. He was taller than everybody onto the roof. Like Alex he only wore an ash-gray loincloth with a sign on it. That sign was “Kaze”. Alex smiled slightly. His opponent was rather thin and skinny. His chest and arms were hardly developed. But his legs looked strong and firm. He had an ash-gray beak and red dangerous looking eyes. His wings were amazing. Alex guessed them wider than 20 feet. He had a long wooden battle staff in his right hand. Alex and his opponent looked into each other’s eyes.

>> This fight is the first of the quarterfinals. Everyone should do their best because the winner will reach the semifinals. The both warriors are “Mizu” to my left and “Kaze” to my right. <<

Alex nodded.

>> Seems that you killed out two brothers. I can’t feel their presence anymore. << Kaze spoke.

>> Yeah… I killed them. Their blood was spilled onto me. << Alex replied.

>> I am Lance Eagle, the Kaze gryphon. Pleased to meet you. <<

>> I am Alex Eagle, the Mizu gryphon. The pleasure is all mine. <<

Both smiled.

>> FIGHT! <<

Alex and Lance shouted as they ran to each other with their risen weapons. They struck and lunged at each other. The weapons collided and their bodies passed by each other’s. They looked back and into their eyes.

>> You’re not bad. << Alex said.

>> And I think you’re good enough to kill our brothers. << Lance admitted.

>> Please tell me… Why that all? Why do I have to kill you all? << Alex asked.

>> Because the gods only want their strongest child. <<

>> Am I their child? <<

Alex’s eyes started to widen.

>> The four gods will die sometime and Fenix decided to use his DNA to create a creature being his child and which will step into his footsteps. All gods created a child by themselves. Su-Chi’s genes are in your body! <<

Alex didn’t want to believe those words.

>> And why did I have parents? << Alex asked aggressively.

>> They decided to train three of us in a trainings center and one should live in a normal family. And you are that child… <<

Alex’s world started to crackle. All his memories of a peaceful childhood shattered like a mirror into thousands of little pieces. He couldn’t imagine his parents being puppets in a manipulated play.

>> That’s enough! << Alex shouted.

He started to run towards his opponent as tears dripped off his beak. His spatula was risen and Lance just spread his wings. Alex struck supported by his anger and fury but Lance jumped into the air and caught an air stream which took him into the sky high. Alex looked up watching him flying and gliding in the air. His wings spread and his look moved to the judge.

>> Is an air battle allowed? << Alex asked.

>> Yes… He won all of his battle by air… << The judge replied.

Alex cursed quietly and nobody heard it. His steps were loud as he ran across the tower and jumps in the air. He beat with his wings and lifted off chasing after his brother. He accelerated and prepared his spatula for the next blow. Alex rose his arms and his spatula which were ready for striking. Lance smiled widely and he suddenly lunged at Alex’s stomach with an unbelievable speed. He was hit by one end of the battle staff, which had been rammed into Alex’s furry stomach. He coughed heavily and aborted his attack. Lance took all of his chances lunging and striking at Alex from every angle. Alex got hit everywhere and pain rushed through his body as he weakened. His wings lost the air stream and he fell towards earth. His eyes were sleepy and he almost fainted.

>> You know that when someone touches the ground he will lose the match, don’t you? << Lance shouted after Alex.

He realized those words and his eyes widened as he beat with his wings. He turned around in the air and caught his falling body about 2 meters above the ground. While he was raising his height, he spun around his vertical axis. His spatula glowed in the sunlight coming from above. He reached the same height as Lance and he chased after him. Their wings beat very quickly. But Lance was faster than Alex. Much faster…

>> I can’t get him. << Alex thought.

Suddenly Lance flew a u-turn and he passed Alex by just beneath hitting his chest with his battle staff. Alex wrapped his arms around his chest and he lost his concentration. His falling body aimed at a small plaza. Hurtfully he turned around and beat with his wings heavily. Coughing he returned and faced his opponent who smiled widely.

>> You can’t beat me… << Lance said as he assaulted at Alex very quickly.

Alex’s body was claimed by fear and he closed his eyes striking after his enemy. He missed of course and Lance evaded easily aiming at Alex’s neck. A very strange sound appeared as Lance struck Alex’s neck and the black gryphon fainted. He fell down onto a roof. His unconscious body laid there and Lance raised his hand. Alex opened his eyes and listened to a voice.

>> And the winner is… Kaze! <<

Alex fell asleep very deeply.
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>> I develop feelings for you… I don’t want to hurt you anymore… <<

Those words still sounded in Cris’s mind. She collected her stuff and took her scythe into her hand. Her clothes from the last fight were irreparable. She only wore her violet top and slip. The messing belt laid onto a table. She took it and put it around her waist. The room was weakly illuminated. Slowly she walked over to the door opening it calmly. She stepped out into the next fight. After she had been guided to a huge building for several minutes, she arrived at a huge market hall. A huge crowd stood around it and she guessed there had to be a lot of people inside as well. Her steps left little gaps in the sand which were blew away by the wind. Passing by the people she followed the guards to the arena. A little mouse opened a little door at the left side of the market hall and Cris stepped inside. Her look moved around staring at the impressing location. The hall was illuminated by sunlight falling through little windows which were near to the ceiling. A huge and royal-looking fountain stood in the middle. Around the fountain were shops in wooden boxes. She smelled the scent of food and metal, sulfur and leather. And she smelled a scent which was familiar to her because it was always around her during her former life. It was the scent of a dragon.

>> Who’s my foe? << Cris whispered to a guard which was standing next to her.

>> It’s “Tsuchi” << He whispered back.

Cris looked around and she saw a group of people coming in at the opposite wall. And it the group she saw DreamDancer entering. He towered all of the others around him. His look was calm but thoughtful. Cris smiled as she spotted his bandage around his arm.

>> Seems that he took some damage… << Cris thought.

DreamDancer breathed calmly. He adjusted his wrist blades without hesitation. His eyes looked up scanning the arena and he spotted his enemy. His mane moved in the air as well as Cris’s hair did. He smiled.

>> Now the next fight should start. In the quarterfinals are “Neko” fighting against “Tsuchi”. <<

Cris took her scythe into her left hand enclosing the hilt tightly. DreamDancer walked towards her and they met in the middle next to the fountain. Both smiled and they shook hands.

>> Now we can finish what we started once. << He said with his friendly voice.

>> Yes, DreamDancer. I wished we could compete against each other. Let’s find out who may enter the semifinals. << She said.

Both jumped back drawing their weapons and they scanned each other. Both smiles and raised their arms running towards each other. They both saw a chance to win this match and to reach the semifinals. DreamDancer pulled his right arm backwards as Cris jumped into the air and she did a somersault. DreamDancer stopped and turned around seeing Cris landing. His right foot lunged at her but she coolly took his ankle and she swung her body over his nearing leg. Her body turned in the air and her feet aimed at DreamDancer’s head. He couldn’t react fast enough and she hit him there. The pressure was powerful and Cris released DreamDancer’s ankle which caused him to be pressed away by that hit. He fell onto his back. His wings spread as he moved through air. Slowly the big dragon tried to stand up. He looked around because he felt observed. His eyes scanned the hall and he looked at Cris after he hadn’t found anything. She was shivering and her breath was faster than normal. DreamDancer jumped over the fountain and he roared as he aimed at Cris with his wrist blades. Cris put a hand onto the floor and she sustained her weight onto it. Her feet left the floor and she prepared to hit DreamDancer’s stomach. He noticed it and he put his wings onto his back. Cris didn’t notice that he was falling faster and he landed in front of her. Her kick missed his stomach. Indeed she even kicked above DreamDancer’s head. He just grinned and lunged at her with his massive leg hitting her side. She flew against the fountain and some sandstone broke out of it. She fell onto the floor and stood up patting the dust off her body.

>> Okay… Now you’ve done it! I am covered with dust. << Cris complained.

>> At least you’re still unhurt. << DreamDancer replied.

She enclosed her hands around her scythe’s hilt and she swung it as she was running at her foe. She struck and he tried to block the attack by his wrist blade which he put between himself und the nearing scythe. His wrist blade broke apart by the impact. Both stared at the metal pieces flying and turning in the air. They fell down making a metallic sound.

>> Shoot! << He cursed.

Cris grinned and raised the scythe again and she struck a second time. They heard the sound like the edge cut the think air. He pulled the second wrist in front of his face. His eyes met hers and they saw themselves mirrored into their enemy’s weapons. Their weapons impacted and DreamDancer’s second wrist blade shattered by the power of Cris’s scythe. The metal pieces filled the air between them. Their breaths stopped and a ghostlike silence appeared between them. DreamDancer’s eyes became slits and he scanned all over the place by only moving his eyes. He knew that he had a problem. She had broken his both wrist blades and he was handicapped now. Without a weapon his chances to win shrank to a very low level. Cris smiled widely and she prepared the next strike. DreamDancer had no choice. He jumped backwards to get some room between himself and his opponent. But he was late… very late…

>> Take this! << She said.

Cris’s scythe quickly moved and DreamDancer was stuck in his movement. When his feet were leaving the ground, her scythe hit him with a blunt side. He grumbled by the hit, but he didn’t notice that the sharp tip of her scythe had pressed itself between his pants and its leather belt. His eyes widened as he saw the belt flying through the air. His breath got faster and heavier. His pants loosed themselves a little bit and the belt fell onto the floor. He saw his chance. His eyes focused at his belt lying onto the floor. His legs started to move and he ran towards it. As he passed by Cris who just turned to chase DreamDancer with her scythe he lunged at her with his elbow. It hit Cris at her cheek and she fell onto her belly. The scythe made a loud sound as it impacted onto the stone beneath them. DreamDancer reached his right arm out and grasped his belt. He turned around quickly. His eyes became slits again and he spanned his belt between his hands which held it on its both ends. Cris put her hands onto the cold ground and she stood up. Her eyes widened as she saw the belt’s end flying towards her which had been in DreamDancer’s hand some seconds before. They heard the sound of the leather moving through the air and it hit Cris’s left upper leg leaving a long and bleeding wound there. She clenched her teeth and put her hand onto the wound. DreamDancer grinned as he saw if working and he kept fighting like that. The belt cut the air and hit Cris over and over again. Cut wounds appeared here and there. Cris whimpered painfully by every hit. DreamDancer didn’t show any mercy during the fight. Cris raised her head and widened her eyes widely as her hand flew out and grasped the leather which cut her hand palm. She looked into her opponent’s eyes and pulled the leather to her side. DreamDancer lost his balance and he was pulled forward. He impacted onto the ground with a loud thud. Cris picked her scythe up and struck at DreamDancer with the blunt edge of her scythe. But the dragon was faster. Before the edge could touch his skin, he enclosed his hand around he hilt of Cris’s scythe and he threw her into air just above him. He stood up and jumped into the air chasing after her. He did a somersault and stretched his leg out hitting her in the air. She shouted in pain and her body fell down with high speed. It broke through the fountain and water spilled out of it. Dust rose up and a cloud appears around the pile of stone where the fountain had existed seconds earlier. Slowly some of those stones moved. DreamDancer floated in the air beating with his spread wings. Cris moved some stones away and her body was soaked with sweat and dust. She threw her scythe which rotated very fast without any warning. DreamDancer felt the scythe hitting his wing and cutting the membrane. The pressure pressed him against a wall and the scythe pinned him against it. Helplessly he hung there moving and he tries to get the scythe out of his wing but it was out of his range. Cris smiled.

>> Seems that you didn’t watch out. << She remarked.

>> Aww… Shut up! << DreamDancer grumbled.

He had the feeling again. He felt observed. His eyes slowly scanned the area and he saw a shadow standing next to a box. The shadow’s eyes stared at him and DreamDancer shivered.

>> Do you give up? << Cris asked with her bright voice.

>> Never! << DreamDancer yelled.

Cris jumped into the air ripping the dragon off the wall and she pressed him against the floor. Her hands laid onto his cheek and she turned the head to its left. DreamDancer neither could resist nor help although Cris was going to break his neck. Small amounts of fear appeared in his body but he kept his cool gaze.

>> Do you give up? << She whispered into his ear.

DreamDancer saw the shadow whining in his eye angles. He swallowed as the tears dripped onto the ground. His eyes closed…

>> Yes… I give up… I see you’re stronger than me… << The Dragon calmly said.

Cris’s hands withdrew from DreamDancer’s face and a judge came closer for looking if everything was all right. Their eyes were closed.

>> Tell him… << Cris said.

>> I gave up, judge… She’s the one who should enter the semifinals. << His deep dragon voice sounded.

The little fox raised his hand.

>> The fight is over! “Neko” wins! <<

Cris smiled because she knew that she had reached the semifinals. And she didn’t have to fight anymore for that day.
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Pain was there. Pain was everywhere. His entire body ached and hurt. Alex opened his eyes and moaned by the bright light shining into his eyes. He closed them at once. A soothing voice filled the air and the silhouette of an average but skinny person moved into Alex’s field of vision. He slowly opened the eyes again because the silhouette blocked the light which was blinding Alex. He felt a wooden object touching his beak and he opened it without thinking about it. A good feeling flooded Alex’s body as he felt a fluid running down his throat and gullet. Alex’s cough sounded and the person put a cold and wet cloth onto his forehead.

>> Stay still, gryph. You were badly injured during your last fight. << A female voice spoke.

Alex tensed and he laid a hand onto his forehead.

>> Don’t hesitate to get up. You were badly hurt during your last fight. << She continued to speak.

Alex’s eyes were tired and they watched the ceiling. A grumble left his beak and he felt the wounds and bandages all over his naked body.

>> Why was I hurt? I thought I just was knocked out. << Alex said calmly.

>> You were knocked out. But that didn’t stop your opponent. How was his name again? I have a bad memory. << She said as she put a wet cloth onto Alex’s forehead.

>> His name is Kaze. << Alex said.

He turned his head to his right and he saw deeply into the woman’s eyes. She was a meerkat with bright yellow fur. The meerkat wore some slight white cotton clothes and a blue scarf. His eyes widened as he noticed the sign of Water onto her scarf.

>> Excuse me, but where did you get that scarf? << Alex asked excited.

>> I bought it from a male snake. He sold it to me when he saw me and my family cheering and encouraging you during your second fight against Chi. <<

>> It had to be Su-Chi! << Alex spoke.

>> I don’t know. He didn’t tell me his name. But that sign was onto his clothes as well. <<

Alex sighed and nodded.

>> Thank you, Miss… Erm… << Alex looked around.

>> It’s Juliet, Mr. Mizu. << She said as she took care of a blood soaked cloth.

Alex blushed and smiled.

>> Just call me Alex… <<

>> I will. << Juliet replied.

>> But please tell me… Why am I in that bad shape? << Alex asked.

>> The reason is obvious. Kaze wanted to kill you. He didn’t mind to be thrown out of the tournament. He just wanted you being dead. But can you tell me why? << Juliet said.

>> Sure. Once I had three brothers. Two are dead now and only Kaze and I am alive now. He wants to the last of us gryphon brothers. I think I can figure it now. He wanted to be the strongest of us. He wants to be the royal creature out of Aledante. << Alex explained.

He clenched his beak and gripped his cover.

>> Anyways, after you had fainted, he started to hit and the hurt your unconscious body. Guards told us afterwards that you had suffered a lot of bruises and he had almost broken your arm. He was very upset and several guards were needed to keep him silent. I heard they threw him into prison afterwards. He won’t come out until you decide if you want to continue. << Juliet said while she was repairing Alex’s loincloth which suffered some hole as well.

>> Why should I decide? << Alex asked puzzled.

>> You lost the match by being knocked out. <<

>> I lost? << Alex asked unbelieving.

Silence laid between them. Carefully Alex stood up and walked over to the balcony. The now cold wind blew against his bare fur and he shivered. He scanned the village of Akartum. Smoke left some chimneys and it went to the sky. The big wings moved in the air’s motion and Alex’s eyes became slits. A cloud went across the blue sky.

>> Should I risk my life? <<

Alex only thought about that question. He didn’t notice the cold blow against his fur and skin. He put his arms onto the rail just in front of him. His body shivered more than before. Suddenly he heard a familiar female voice from the street beneath the balcony. He looked down and saw Cris walking along it smiling. Indeed she looked very happy.

>> I am in the semifinals. << Cris said loud enough that Alex could hear it.

>> She did it??? <<

Alex stared unbelieving and he opened his beak.

>> Cris? Are you serious? Are you in the semifinals? << He shouted to her.

Cris, first surprised, looked around and she shouted back to him.

>> Yeah! I beat DreamDancer and now I am in the semifinals. <<

Alex nodded and waved.

>> Good luck! << The gryphon said.

>> Thanks. You, too. << Cris replied.

Alex weakly smiled. His thoughts went faster through his mind and he noticed that his fight against Lance should be the last before the semifinals could start. He closed his eyes and his hands sustained his head being heavy. Slowly his eyes open again and he turns around walking into the room. Juliet looked at him.

>> Everything all right? <<

>> Yes… I will keep fighting against my brother… << Alex said.
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Alex stood next to a gravestone. His body shivered and a cool fog laid all over the place. They had chosen the graveyard as the actual fighting place. Bandages were all over his body keeping his wounds closed. His fur and feathers moved in the strong gust which blew over the graveyard. His loincloth was hardly covering what lied beneath but Alex didn’t care. His opponent stood next to the opposite gate of the graveyard. A guard took off his shackles.

>> Now I may kill you, Alex. << Lance said pointing his finger at Alex.

>> I doubt that you will do that. I’ll beat you first. << Alex replied cold.

Their eyes became slits and a guard raised the hand.

>> FIGHT! <<

Alex swung his spatula and he ran towards Lance. The blue gryphon looked unimpressed and he jumps into the air aiming with his stretched out feet at Alex’s body. It hit the hilt of Alex’s spatula and Alex took his chance Lance gave him. His hand stretched out for Lance’s feet. He gripped it and swung him over his own body smashing him onto the floor. Dust raised from the dry ground and a whole cloud appeared around them. Alex kicked after his opponent but Lance was on his feet again and he struck with his fist. Alex’s beak was hit and he reeled back holding his beak. Blood flew out of his nose holes. Lance grinned and several strikes followed. Alex evaded some but he was hit three additional times. He felt pain which wasn’t that bad like he had expected. Alex got an idea. He took his spatula and raised it over his head. Lance was as quick as always and his staff hit Alex’s stomach. But Alex had tensed his stomach before it was hit and the pain was very weak. Alex was in the middle of his motion. Lance’s eyes widened and Alex grinned widely. His spatula cut the air with its sharp edge. It impacted onto Lance’s back and he yelled in pain. The blunt hilt hit Lance’s face pushing him to his right. He lied onto the dry grass and ground tasting dust. Lance coughed and he tried to stand up. Alex started to laugh.

>> I’ve finally found your weakness! << Alex shouted.

>> I don’t have a weakness… << Lance said as he spat some blood.

Alex ran over to Lance taking his wrist and throwing him into the air.

>> You are fast like lightning but you have no power. << Alex said.

He jumped after Lance into the air and his gryphonic body turned in the air. The feline foot of Alex’s body hit Lance’s belly sending him outside of the fence surrounding the fighting place. He impacted and some blood left him by his beak spitting it around. Some grass turned red. Alex landed and a guard declared him being the winner of the second round. Lance stood up and watched Alex. His look was angry and his finger pointed at Alex.

>> You monster! You failure! You don’t deserve to be the strongest gryphon. Su-Chi may not win! He will declare the experiment as a failure. I will risk my life to kill him!!! <<

Lance was very upset and excited. Alex’s body shivered and trembled. His breath was fast and hot. His body sweated and his fingers were cold. They enclosed around the long metal hilt of his only weapon. Both knew that one of them had to die. Both wanted to live. Each of them had their reasons to stay alive. Lance put his entire strength into his actions to become the strongest creature. Alex just wanted to stay alive for those he loved.

Both took their positions and looked into their eyes. Fusillades of strikes and attacks came down onto his body. Pain appeared here and there all over his body. His eyes focused on his aim and he collected his strength in his body. He saw his blood flowing out of several wounds, but he raised his weapon and struck Lance down onto the ground. The black gryphon knelt down taking Lance’s neck in his paw and lifted him up. He stabbed the hilt deep into the gryphonic body. Blood flew out of the wound and Alex’s fist lunged at Lance’s chin. The sound of something breaking filled Alex’s ears and he smiled. He liked the brutality. He liked to hurt the gryphon beneath him. Lance was a piece of dirt in Alex’s eyes. He deserved no mercy from him. Lance looked deeply into Alex’s eyes.

>>Hiza Hishigi!
 << Alex shouted and he took his spatula between his hands.

Its hilt moved through the air and lunged at Lance’s knee. Alex slammed the hilt onto the knee and it broke inside of his leg. Lance yelled in pain and Alex smacked the blunt edge of the weapon against Lance’s face who fell onto his belly lying onto the dusty ground. He jumped high into the air and did a somersault. The spatula’s wide end was between Alex’s feet which stood onto it and he fell very quickly. Lance’s eyes opened and he felt a very strong pain in his neck. A shatter of a second later the sharp end cut its way through Lance’s neck and it impacted onto the ground. Alex still stood onto it and his breath was very quickly. Little clouds left his beak and he looked down at Lance’s dead body.

>> Now… I am the winner and I am the strongest from the plan Aledante. << Alex whispered.
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Alex’s entire body was filled by a painful soreness. His arms were weakened due to the wounds all over his body. He had changed his bandages about an hour ago but they were blood soaked again. A guard softly patted his shoulder and he smiled weakly. His wings lied over his back.

>> You fought a lot of exciting fights. I am glad that you’re alive. It’s a wonderful feeling to watch you fighting. << The boar said.

>> Thank you. It means a lot to me… << Alex replied. >> Where do you take me? <<

>> Orwa said to me I should bring the four warriors of the semifinals to his villa which lies next to the east gate. He has a surprise for the semifinalists. <<

A weak smile appeared on Alex’s beak again. His eyes were heavy. Alex couldn’t remember when he could not keep his eyes open. He sustained himself onto the guard’s shoulder who supported him with a smile. They walked through the streets and roads of Akartum towards a huge building appearing in the far away. It was about 36 foot tall consisting of 4 floors. It was the only building which had glass windows. The front door was very noble and ornaments decorated it. The walls were made out of smooth sandstone which had to be modified before they had built the villa. Two torches hung on the wall right and left of the door. The guard knocked on the door and the mighty elephant opened the door.

>> Finally! The last arrived! << Orwa said smiling.

He bended down to Alex and hugged him carefully. Alex sighed softly and his arms wrapped around Orwa’s body.

>> Don’t worry, major. I am still alive… << Alex joked.

All three laughed.

>> You may retreat now, Denny. << Orwa said to the boar.

Danny nodded and turned around going back to his house. He didn’t have to guard the city that night. Orwa and Alex terminated their embrace and Orwa laid his strong arm over Alex’s shoulders.

>> Why don’t you come into the house? It’s warmer inside. <<

Alex closed his eyes and he stepped inside. The main hall was huge. Royal chandeliers hung down from the ceiling. Four pillar held the construction. Two doors on each side led deeper into the house and in front of them were huge stairs leading to the second floor. Alex was impressed. Then he heard a familiar voice.

>> I am glad you did it as well. <<

Alex turned to Cris who came out of a door walking over to the black wounded gryphon. They embraced each other.

>> I am glad you’re here and that we both are in the semifinals. << Alex whispered.

Alex’s huge gryphon body towered the human and she noticed his wounds and blood soaked bandages. She had not first noticed them because his black fur hid that deep red color coming from his blood. Slowly she went away from him.

>> You’re wounded… And dirty… <<

Cris smelled the air surround Alex.

>> And you smell of blood. How disgusting. << Cris said.

He stood there with huge eyes not believing what she just said. Her body vanished in a slight wooden door. Seconds later Alex heard water and her hands rubbing themselves against each other.

>> Seems that you wont be the man for her. << Orwa commented as he laid his mighty hand onto Alex’s shoulder.

>> Yeah… you’re right… << Alex agreed.

He decided not to reveal his secret, his gayness exactly. He sighed deeply and slowly pushed Orwa’s hand away.

>> Your servant told me that you had a present for me. What is it? << Alex asked.

Orwa laughed and smiled widely.

>> I am pretty sure you’ll like it like the others did. <<

>> The others? Who do you mean? << Alex asked puzzled.

>> The surprise is that all four semifinalists will accompany me tonight during dinner. We have food from every part of Ainessa and even some specialty of kingdoms far away. << Orwa told him.

Alex didn’t know what to say. He was very happy.

>> You mean that I even may meet those I might battle tomorrow? And you’re right. I am very hungry. Can we join now? << Alex said excited.

>> Not too fast, my little fellow. << Orwa laughed again. >> But I am happy that the four semifinalists already know each other. <<

>> Pardon? <<

>> You’ll see… << Orwa said and took Alex’s hand leading him to a huge dinner’s room.

It was a wide and huge room. Eight pillars in two rows led to a long wooden but very well decorated table. Five luxurious looking armchairs stood in front of the five tables prepared for the guests. Those armchairs were turned away from Alex who shuffled along the red carpet lying onto the floor between the pillars. Orwa walked by his side.

>> Who are the other two finalists? << Alex asked curiously.

>> By the right time, my gryphon friend. << Orwa added and patted Alex’s back.

They arrived at the head of the table and Orwa spread out his arms.

>> As you can see we have the delicious fruits from the high north of Gannon and Aldretha… << Orwa spoke and pointed his hand at a bowl with violet apples. >> They usually grow during the winter but I managed to get some earlier. And only for the four who were strong enough to survive the battles of the first day. Not many who reached the semifinals were in such a good shape except you, Alex. You may get some problems during the next day. But it would be a shame if you would die. <<

>> Indeed… << A female voice sounded in Alex’s ears and a person stood up from one of those armchairs. Her long violet hair moved in the wind as she turned around.

>> Hey, Cris… You still upset because of my actual shape? << Alex asked with his open beak.

>> Well… I needn’t breath by my nose. << She replied.

>> Come on… You can’t be cruel to me again… << Alex said.

Cris shrugged. Slowly she turned her armchair to the plate lying onto the table.

>> After dinner you can enjoy some bananas from one of the most dangerous and most beautiful places around Ainessa. I may proudly present you the rare Sha Bananas… <<

The golden fruits onto a golden plate looked very good and he wanted to try one but he could resist.

>> Don’t dare to touch them before we start to enjoy dinner. <<

Alex remembered that foxy voice at once. He smiled widely and he saw Keegan standing up from the armchair. The fox walked over to his mate and they hugged each other.

>> I am glad you did it, Alex << Keegan said as he placed a soft kiss onto the yellow hard beak.

>> I wish you the best for tomorrow… << Alex whispered as his tongue licked the soft and smooth fur of Keegan’s cheek.

Keegan sat down onto his armchair on the opposite to Cris. Orwa turned to a special looking powder on a little silver plate.

>> And I purchased some Cacao from Avia to flavor our meals. It’s coming from oversea. It was harvested by the proud gryphon clans around the mountainous surface of Avia. <<

>> And I know that that spice is your favorite one, Alex. <<

The gryphon didn’t expect the draconic voice and his face went very happy as he saw Ssslith rising from the armchair. They embraced each other laughing and giggling. Alex stroked Ssslith’s head and they looked into each other’s eyes.

>> How are you, pal? << Alex asked.

>> I am fine. Just trying to stay alive and stuff… You? << Ssslith fooled around.

>> You can see how I am looking at the moment. I had some dangerous fights, you know? <<

They smiled and everyone took place around that table. Alex and Ssslith shook hands over the table as they saw that they were sitting at opposite places.

>> Now let’s begin. << Orwa said and all took an aperitif.

Several servants came into the room and they carried some sliver and golden plates. The scents of cooked meat and delicious odors of vegetables filled the air. Alex, Cris, Keegan, and Ssslith sighed happily. They had not had such a dinner for a long time. Altogether they spoke a little prayer followed by hands starting to take their plates and the dinner began. All enjoyed the healthy and tasty food. All ate and drank while they all talked to each other.

>> I still remember the last year. Akartum was crowded by new challengers and we had to kick out about 12 warriors because they were too much for the tournament. But the semifinalists… No one was like the other. Indeed they couldn’t be more different than they were. << Orwa told his guests.

>> May I ask who the semifinalists were? << Cris asked and took a nip from her red wine.

>> They all looked very special and they seemed to come from each a different world. The first was a blue-scaled snake reptilian. Then a fox with a very bright red fur. A white wolf with white and light blue clothes. At last a brown furred dog. I think he was a collie. << Orwa said.

Alex looked very thoughtful. He moved the fork to his beak and he bit off some meat off a bone. He kept silent while he was swallowing down the piece of chicken meat.

>> How was the reptilian’s name? << Alex asked with his lowered head.

>> I think his name was Su-Shin. << Orwa said.

>> Su-Shin? << Ssslith and Cris asked synchronously.

>> I don’t know him. << Alex said and emptied his glass which had been filled with red wine.

>> When will we know the pairings for tomorrow? << Keegan asked and looked over to Orwa.

>> I am going to write some letters during the night. Each of you gets it during the night. I’ll place them onto your night tables. <<

All four nodded.

>> I hope I won’t fight against Cris. << Keegan added.

>> Why? Am I not good enough for you? << She asked upset.

>> I don’t know your fighting style. I’ve never seen you fighting except being a dragon but that doesn’t count. <<

>> I see… You just fear to lose against a female. DreamDancer also lost against me. <<

>> He did? << Alex stared at her while those words were leaving his beak.

>> He was very strong but I won anyway. <<

They continued to enjoy dinner. Their gossip was loud and they had fun together telling jokes and anecdotes to each other. Servants keep coming in and asking the guests if there were any wishes. Alex who had emptied his wine glass was asked if he wanted some more wine.

>> No thanks. The wine was great but I’d love to drink some beer. << He said to a young looking artic fox.

The servant nodded and brought that beer some seconds later. Alex took a big nip of that wheat drink.

>> Do you still remember, Alex? The night you were that drunk and we slept together. I mean where we slept with each other. << Keegan said and he giggled.

All males drank some alcohol. Especially Keegan and Ssslith emptied their mugs very quickly. Slowly they blushed and became drunk. They laughed and giggled telling each other about their most embarrassing situations. Cris started to feel very uncomfortable and she stood up.

>> Thank you for the meal… << Cris said and bowed.

When she was turning around, she hit her wine glass and the red liquid spread all over the table. Alex, Keegan and Ssslith laughed hysterically. Cris instead blushed very badly. She apologized and went out of the room.
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The wind became more and more cooler and it blew against Cris’s fragile statue. Her skirt moved in the wind. Her tears had dried some time ago. Her body shivered in the cold air and her hands rubbed her shoulders to warm them. Her eyes scanned the peaceful scenery of Akartum. She stood onto the balcony on the third floor. Little clouds of hot fog left her mouth spreading in the air. She turned around as she heard the door unlocking and Alex, Keegan, and Ssslith entered the room. She saw Alex and Keegan kissing each other. Alex kissed Ssslith afterwards as well as Keegan had done it before. Cris sighed.

>> They are roaring drunk for sure. <<

The three males stood there giggling and hugging each other. The gryphon and the dragon left the room again. Keegan stayed inside and he reeled over to Cris. She smelled the odor of beer and stepped backwards. She made a face and stretched her hands out in a defense position.

>> Keep away from me… You smell of beer… << She said.

Keegan stopped and sit down onto a bed. Indeed there were 4 beds. Keegan kept looking at her.

>> Do I disgust you? << He asked.

He looked like an innocent fox boy. His brown round eyes were focused at her face and she couldn’t take off her eyes of him.

>> You don’t. But I am not feeling comfortable when somebody is drunk or he smells of beer. I dislike beer very much. << She said and sat down next to Keegan.

>> Would you help me? <<

>> Of course. << She said.

Luckily a bucket filled with cold water was next to her feet and she moved it in front of Keegan. Carefully her hand moved behind the back of his head. Forcefully but not uncomfortable she pressed Keegan’s head into that bucket keeping his face in the cold water. Several bubbles came out of the water and she pulled him out of the bucket. Keegan panted and five seconds later his head was in the water again. She repeated that motion about eight times. She let his head go and he shook it in a soft motion letting water drops fly through the air hitting furniture and walls. Keegan looked much fresher than before. At least the odor of beer was away.

>> Uh… Where am I? << Keegan asked.

>> You’re still in Orwa’s villa. And you’re drunk. << Cris explained to him.

>> Uh… I remember… But I don’t feel very drunk. <<

>> Because I washed the dizziness out of your head. And the alcohol out of your brain. <<

She laid her hand onto his shoulder slowly rubbing the fur there. Keegan leant again her and he breathed slowly and calmly. Both sighed.

>> Keegan? May I ask you one or two things? << She whispered into his fox ears.

>> Sure. Go ahead. <<

>> Are you happy in your actual situation? << Cris asked.

>> No. I miss Cassy too much to be happy. << Keegan said and he closed his eyes.

>> So you are straight after all? <<

>> I have never stopped to be straight. It’s just a phase where I am now. I just wanted to try to understand females and I tried it with a man. << Keegan explained.

>> And you took Alex. <<

>> Yeah… He’s very naïve and he was just the nearest male I could get. I know that Dustin would kill me if I tried to touch him. <<

>> Look, Keegan. It’s a big difference if a male has sex with a male or if a female mates with a male. The experience you gathered is almost useless. You can’t compare Alex’s anus with Cassy’s vagina. << Cris explained to him.

>> You mean that I can never mate with a male like females do? <<

>> Exactly… <<

Keegan’s expression on his face became empty. His meaningless eyes stared at the floor. His breathing became heavier. His body shivered and his chest moved faster than before. Suddenly a smile appeared at his muzzle. Seconds later he laughed. It got louder and louder. In the end he laughed hysterically. His head was risen. His eyes were closed and his laughter sounded in Cris’s ears. She was surprised.

>> What’s up, Keegan? What’s that funny? << She asked kind of worried.

>> It was a waste! A waste! I hurt Cassy to gather experience with males. I wanted to feel how females feel it during mating. I wanted to know to improve my skills. I wanted to give her the best pleasure she could get from me. And for what? I did that all for nothing! Nothing! << Keegan said loudly.

His laughter disappeared and it was replace by sadness and sorrow. His voice sounded worried and hopelessly.

>> I broke Alex’s heart and he loves me truly. But I’ve never loved him. He’s a good friend but I won’t be tender to him again. << Keegan whispered to Cris.

Tears ran down the red fur.

>> I hurt her for nothing… And she saw me in an embarrassing situation. And I was naked. I would hate myself if I wasn’t I. << He continued.

Cris didn’t know what she should say. She had never seen a male crying before. It was a complete new feeling and situation for her. Carefully she put her hand onto Keegan’s shoulder.

>> I have to tell him. Our relationship is over! << Keegan said seriously.

>> You can’t do that! You would rip his heart out of his chest… It isn’t the time for that. << She said.

>> I have to apologize to Cassy and Alex is just in my way! << 

He looked deeply into Cris’s eyes. She replied his gaze and her grip became stronger. Dangerously she squeezed Keegan’s shoulder.

>> You won’t tell Alex until the tournament ends, okay? Did you understand me? << Cris threatened him.

He only stared.

>> Why? I should stop hurting him. <<

>> But not now! He has to fight in a semifinal. <<

Her look got more dangerous. Frankly her eyes were going to burn into Keegan’s fur, skin and flesh if gazes could do any harm.

>> I… understood… << He stammered.

>> Very well, Keegan. <<

She withdrew her hand from his shoulder and went away.
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The night was very cold. Clouds went across the sky. Light coming from different directions was mirrored and reflected by shiny and smooth surfaces. The street was empty. An anti-magic detector illuminated the stone and the ground. Alex leant against Ssslith’s strong shoulder. Both smiled and Alex sang some ballads Su-Chi had sung for him when he was a little boy. Ssslith listened to Alex’s avian voice.

>> What was your reason to take part of the competition? << Ssslith asked friendly after Alex had stopped singing.

>> My reason? I dunno… it was kinda feeling deep inside me. Something that called me. I am sure you think I am paranoid or even insane. But I just followed that feeling and it brought me there where I met you. And I also met my half brother and his mate. I am kinda happy I think… I am in a barbarian city and I fight with beefy males for some honor and some gold. It’s kind of irony, isn’t it? << Alex explained.

>> How do you mean that? << Ssslith wanted to know.

>> Well… I came here to pass the test. I wanted to become a level-1 magician. But now my reasons are others. << Alex laughed quietly >> and now look what I am… I am a drunk warrior who fights with other dirty barbarians until blood flows. Su-Chi won’t be proud of me. <<

>> I don’t think so, Alex. You prove your strength and show what you got. In my opinion it isn’t something bad or something you should hide. << Ssslith added.

>> At least I collect experiences I need for my future life. <<

>> That should be the most important. <<

The dragon laid his arm over Alex’s shoulder and Alex smiled. He looked up to Ssslith.

>> Why are you here? Are you bored and you need something to do? << Alex asked.

>> First yes… I was bored until I met you and your friends. Now my reasons also changed. I am here because I know there is someone I care for. And the person needs it. I want to protect him. He… << Ssslith said.

>> It’s a male person, isn’t he? << Alex looked into Ssslith’s eyes deeply as he said those words.

>> Yes. <<

>> Do I know him? <<

>> No. << Ssslith said cold.

Of course Ssslith knew that he had lied several seconds before but he had to do it. His heart and his feelings told him to do so. A huge sadness claimed his heart and he lowered his head watching the floor. He swallowed.

>> Can we go back? I need some sleep. << Ssslith asked quietly.

>> Sure. It’s getting cold, isn’t it. << Alex asked and rubbed his upper arms.

>> Yeah… <<

They turned around and headed for the huge villa. While they were walking Ssslith put a little bean into Alex’s hand. It was blue and had a strange odor.

>> What is it? <<

>> It’s an old household remedy from my folks. It’s called the Ice Flower’s blessing. It will help you for tomorrow. Just put it into water and drink the fluid after the bean dissolved completely. << Ssslith told him.

>> I understand. <<

They arrived at the front door… 

8/11/612  9:50 PM

Cris sat onto a chair next to Keegan who had already fallen asleep in his bed. A candle burned and hardly illuminated the room. He hair moved by the wind coming from outside. The doors to the balcony were still open. Slowly the door opened and Ssslith and Alex entered to room.

>> Please be silent. He fell asleep several minutes ago. << She whispered.

Both nodded and they closed the door behind themselves after they had entered the room. Ssslith went our to his chest and crawled for his cover. Almost immediately he went to bed. Alex knelt next to Cris and Keegan.

>> When do you want to go to bed? << Alex whispered.

>> Soon… But first I want to talk with you. I have some issues I want to discuss with you. Would you mind to follow me to the balcony? << She replied.

>> Not at all. << Alex added.

They stood up and walked out of the room to the balcony. Both watched the cloudless sky and searched for stars they knew. Aquarius and Luxus illuminated the night and a bright shine lied onto the city. Alex sighed.

>> It’s wonderful, isn’t it? << Cris said.

>> What do you mean? << Alex asked and watched.

>> Don’t you have any romantic vein in your body? << She asked kind of angrily.

Alex sighed deeply and he lowered his head.

>> I am not in a romantic mood. << The gryphon spoke.

>> Well, I just wanted to create a more relaxed mood in us because I want to talk with you about something serious. <<

>> Go ahead. <<

Cris noticed Alex’s voice was very depressing and sad.

>> Are you happy in your actual situation? << Cris wanted to know.

Another sigh.

>> What do you want to hear? << Alex asked back.

>> Be honest, okay? <<

>> I have not been happy in my body for several days. In fact since the accident in Hikari Kioko. Since I met him. <<

>> May I know if you are about to develop some feelings for Ssslith? << Cris asked as he walked over to the black gryphon and she laid her hand onto his soft and smooth shoulder.

>> I don’t want to talk about that. <<

Alex turned his head away from her.

>> Please leave me alone… I beg you… << Alex added.

>> Did I say something wrong? << Cris wanted to know.

She was worried about him.

>> No… You just caught me just in a bad time. << Alex replied.

She shivered as a gust hit the balcony.

>> Now go… <<

Cris turned around and walked into the building. As she stepped inside she turned around and looked at Alex. Her eyes widened as she saw a tear dripping from his beak to earth…

9/11/612  2:48 AM

Cris could only remember she had fallen asleep several hours before. Slowly she opened her eyes. Everything was white. A huge whiteness surrounded her. It was very bright and she couldn’t she the end of that white platform beneath her feet if there was an end. The sky was white as well. It didn’t help after all. He turned around and scanned the place for any things which could help her figuring out where she was. Her head lowered and she sighed.

>> Ah, sweet Cris. <<

A familiar voice appeared in her ears. Her eyes widened and she quickly turned around.

>> Who’s there? << She asked the bodiless voice.

>> Only someone you know… << It answered.

She felt a warm hand onto her shoulder. An uncomfortable feeling claimed her body and she shivered. Her head moved to the hand which lied onto her body. It was a yellow-scaled hand with talons.

>> Alex? << She asked.

>> Yes… <<

Alex’s avian head moved into her field of vision. He smiled and his green eyes looked deep into Cris’s. Her throat started to dry out and she could hardly swallow. Her chest felt very hot and her feet trembled a little bit. She didn’t know what was going on with her.

>> Where are we? << She asked shyly.

Alex’s smile turned into a grin and he started to laugh. His laughter went louder and louder. His lungs trembled and his chest tensed by that laughter. It became hysterically. And he didn’t intend to stop it.

>> Alex! You scare me… << Cris said and she stood back from him. 

His green eyes looked dangerous and they caused a pinch in Cris’s body. She was frightened.

>> Alex? Why all that sudden? << Cris added.

Her voice became more like a whimper. Her body shivered and fear grew inside her. Her intensions were just running away from the gryphon.

>> Don’t you understand? I’ve never been interested in you. You’re a hindrance to me and I always feel bothered by you! << Alex shouted.

The black gryphon spread his wings and tore off his entire clothes helped by his talons. He stood in front of her naked. His nudity didn’t bother Cris anymore because she had some different worries. His huge black body slowly proceeded towards her. She had put her arms and hands in front of her chest. Her breath was flat.

>> Do you know that I am doomed? You will kill me! Your actions are my death! <<

Alex roared and his arms moved stretching out from his body. His talons glowed in the brightness all around them.

>> Your words will stay in my mind forever even when you die now. You can’t rewind it. I can’t rewind it. But I have to live with it! It’s all your fault! <<

Cris shivered as Alex’s sound words hit her body. The ground under them trembled and vibrated. Tears ran down his furred cheek and he raised his head roaring as loud as he could do. Cris had to put her hands onto her ears protection her eardrums. They hurt.

Terror took control of her body and stomach as she saw what happened with Alex. His feathers started to fall out of his wings. Her eyes widened as his fur and skin slowly slid off his bones dropping to earth. Big black spots dripped onto the floor. He stood there calm and his flesh was soft. There was no resistance and no force which kept his body onto his bones. More and more flesh fell off his bones and revealed them. The clean white color vanished due to the white environment. His skull and ribcage appeared behind his fur and feathers which had hid them. Cris felt a sickness in her stomach and she fell onto her knees. An unknown pressure built up in her body and an ugly flavor filled her mouth. She saw with her left eyes that there was nothing left except Alex’s skeleton after his last flesh left its place and disappeared in the white ground. His beak turned from yellow to white and his eye sockets glowed in a bright red light. It looked like Alex had gotten new eyes. Red eyes with caused her more terror inside. His bones weren’t connected to each other. They just floated in the air and Alex could move them like his ordinary body. His talons grew to three inches and they became sharper than before. A grin appeared onto his hard skeleton beak.

>> Now you will pay for it! << A deep voice sounded.

It was deeper than Alex’s voice but Cris spotted some familiarities. Suddenly the white world changed into black and everything was dark. She couldn’t see anymore. You only saw her body and the skeleton gryphon which started to run towards Cris. His talons illuminated the room next to them.

>> No! Leave me alone! Nothing what you have ever said will forgive you! Your words have never meant anything to me! Just leave me alone and vanish in the void. << She shouted as she rose her body from the floor and started to run away from the danger.

Alex’s skeleton just grinned and kept chasing her. Tears left Cris’s eyes and they dripped to earth disappearing at once. Sorrows and fear had taken control of her body. She wanted to run away. To get away from that monster which had been her friend minutes before. It was a skeleton, even a killing machine in her eyes.

>> Nothing what you said could change the fact. My trust was blind all the time. << The skeleton shouted.

>> I don’t want to die. Why can’t he just spare my life and leave me? << Cris thought.

Suddenly she slipped and collapsed falling down. She rolled over the cold floor and turned over several times until she stopped moving. She laid onto her right side. Her breath was fast and it tried to get more air into her lungs. Adrenaline filled her veins and she needed energy.

>> I have to stand up! Now! << She thought.

But she couldn’t move anymore. Her body was shivering and her mind was frightened. And she didn’t hear him anymore.

>> Where is he? << She said as she looked around.

Her eyes focused on Alex’s blank bones standing above her. His legs were spread and she laid between them. The skeleton beak opened and laughter left it. Cris jerked.

>> You fool! Don’t disappoint me now. And you know what your destiny is. << He said smiling. >> You face it right now. <<

He raised his arm and a silver glow came from the tips of his talons. Sweat ran down her forehead and she closed her eyes. The skeleton touched her shoulder and turned her onto her belly. The fear reached the highest level and Cris doubted her sanity. Alex’s hysteric laughter sounded again.

>> This can’t be happening! << Cris shouted.

Alex lowered his arms and his talons and hand drilled into her body. Blood spilled out running down her skin and clothes. She felt his hand breaking her spinal column. Pain and suffer flew through her body but she couldn’t release herself. She was racked by pain. Alex kept laughing and he kept pulling out her innards. His hand threw away her spinal column. Veins and her lungs followed. Blood watered Alex’s bones and the floor around them as well as Cris’s body and clothing. Alex’s talons tore her stomach apart and his bloody hand pulled the heart out of her ribcage.

>> No! Don’t! << Cris thought.

Alex hysterically laughed as he squished her heart between his bone fingers. Blood dripped from the bones onto the floor as both stopped moving. It flashed…
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During the night a cover of clouds came over the village of Akartum and it had begun raining outside. Lightning came from the sky and impacted onto the earth about every five minutes. It was dark. Only the light of that lightning had illuminated the room for some seconds. It flashed again and Cris awoke from her unstable sleep. Her eyes suddenly opened and she sat up in her bed panting and wheezing. She noticed the sweat onto her forehead and her body was completely soaked by that liquid. Her heartbeat pumped blood through every vein and the shock was still in her bones. She couldn’t image Alex doing such things she had seen in her nightmare before. Her head moved and she looked at Alex’s bed. Slowly the gryphon body moved by breathing. His eyes were closed and his chest rose and lowered. Cris got up and walked next to her companion’s beds. They all were sleeping.

>> Please don’t do that to me… << She whispered.

Her sleeping skirt moved in the wind and she shivered by that coldness. Her eyes scanned the room and a cold feeling appeared in her feet. It grew up towards her legs and it moved upwards. Shivering she went next to Alex’s bed watching him lying in it sleeping. She touched his forehead. It was hot compared with her remaining body. The heat caused a comfortable feeling in her body and veins. Alex turned his body to his left. Suddenly he started to snore. Cris smiled and her hand took the cover. She slid under it and snuggled to his warming body. Her cool body clung to the furred surface of Alex’s body who slowly opened his eyes. A smile appeared onto his beak.

>> Hey, Cris. Is it too cold for you? << He teased her.

>> At least you’re good enough to warm me. I didn’t think you don’t have any advantages. << She replied.

Alex smiles and giggled. Both knew that Cris didn’t mean it like that. She was glad having somebody who could warm her during the cold night. And Alex didn’t mind sharing his body heat. Their arguments were only masquerade. Their rivalry had started to disappear. 

>> Good night. <<

>> Night… << She said sleepily.
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Orwa strolled along the corridors of his huge villa. The sun stood high on the sky and its light illuminated the rooms. His heavy elephant body caused little vibrations moving through the stone of the walls and the floor by every step he did. Old eyes looked at the door at the end of the corridor. He opened the door and stepped in.

>> Good morning, my friends. << He said as he scanned the room.

Alex, Keegan, and Ssslith were snoring. Cris calmly laid onto Alex’s body. She moved up and down by Alex’s breathing. Little sunlight rays shone through the shutters. Orwa went in front of it and opened the windows letting sunlight and fresh air into the room which was filled with sticky air. Keegan and Ssslith grumbled because their beds were in the sunlight. Keegan turned to his right. Ssslith’s arm rose and he put it in front of his eyes keeping the sunlight away. Alex’s arms wrapped around Cris’s torso and he pulled her closer to his body. Both smiled and a soft purr left Alex’s beak. Keegan opened his eyes and groaned again. He sat up in the bed and scanned the room but seeing Orwa in it.

>> Good morning… << Keegan said and he yawned.

>> Good morning indeed. How are you, Keegan? << Orwa wanted to know.

>> I am okay… Still having some headache… <<

Orwa laughed.

>> I am sure you have a bad hangover after that amount of alcohol you and your male companions drank. But I have some good news for you. The semifinals will start at 4 o’clock. << Orwa spoke.

>> Why’s that? <<

>> We still have some organization problems and something happened at the coliseum. << Orwa explained.

>> I see... <<

Keegan fell into his bed again and he grumbled.

>> Do you need something? <<

>> A bucket with cold water… I think it might help… << Keegan said.

Orwa nodded and he woke the others. Cris grumbled as Orwa touched and shook her body. Alex joined it.

>> What’s up? Let me sleep… << Cris mumbled as she opened her eyes.

>> We’d better get up. Orwa is waking us. << Alex added.

>> Indeed. Breakfast’s time is already over. <<

>> Uh, okay… << Cris said.

As she sustained her hands onto Alex’s chest she noticed that a lot of Alex’s wound were missing. She blinked and slowly brushed her hand through his fur. Alex smiled and moaned softly.

>> What happened to you? << She asked wondering.

>> Some wounds healed. What’s wrong with it? <<

>> I didn’t know that gryphons recover that fast. <<

>> They don’t but I got some help. << Alex said.

>> I see… <<

She kept brushing and stroking Alex’s chest which caused him to moan.

>> You enjoy that? << Cris asked.

>> Yes… It’s great… << Alex answered.

Cris grinned and pinched one of Alex’s nipples as she got up. Alex yelled in pain and watched her walking out of the room. His body tensed and he clenched his eyes. Slowly they opened again and she winked as she left…
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Tension was still in Alex’s body. The pain in his chest had stayed since Cris had pinched his nipple. His avian hand tenderly rubbed it. His eyes scanned the little and dirty room. He wore his blue loincloth and an additional blue vest onto his chest and belly. His belly and chest fur touched the cool air and Alex lightly shivered. The vest consisted of blue cloth and two stripes ran down his body covering Alex’s nipples and his sides. His back was completely covered by that vest. It had hole for his arms and his wings which laid motionless along his body. Alex’s hand enclosed around his spatula’s hilt. He clenched his beak and he started to examine his weapon again.

>> Hmm… That’s bad… << Alex said as his hand stroked over a crackle in the hilt.

He reaches a hand out and grabbed some bandages. He changed his and laid the blood soaked onto a little stool. The amount of wounds had reduced during the night. Ssslith’s household remedy had had a huge influence on the healing progress. Three bandages were left on his black furred body. Some around his left thigh, some around his right lower arm, and some across his chest. He takes his spatula and knocked against the locked door.

>> Hey you! Guard! How long do I still need to wait? << Alex shouted.

>> Calm down, Mr. Eagle. Your opponent will be ready every second. <<

Alex turned around and his wings touched the door. He lunged at the wall with his fists and they smashed deeply into it leaving two dents in it. His anger deep inside him started to boil and it erupted. He turned around shouting out his anger. He went towards the door and slammed his massive body against it. He could hear stone crackling and the door had been deformed by the impact.

>> Let me out! << He shouted.

>> Calm down! Damned! << It came back from behind the door.

Alex heavily breathed and his fists shook. He felt his own hot breath brushing through his naked chest fur. Quietly he cursed.

>> Who will be my opponent? << Alex asked through his clenched beak.

>> I won’t tell. << The guard answered.

Alex closed his eyes and tried to calm down. His mind and his thought drove away and he remembered his conversation with Cris earlier that day. Around one o’clock they argued about the coming semifinals. Cris had meant that he could not drink all the day and all the evening. Alex angrily replied he didn’t drink the entire evening. They had kept discussing and arguing for at least 15 minutes. Cris had been disappointed that every possible opponent would not be able to fight with his entire force and power due to the alcohol they had drunk the evening before. Alex clenched his beak as his memory arrived at that point. He opened his eyes and quickly turned around seeing that the door was open and Alex breathed in. Slowly he walked out of the room and the opposite door also opened. But he didn’t want to see his opponent. With closed eyes again he stepped into the corridor. His foe thought the same and also closed its eyes. Both stood in front of each other and both felt each other’s breath. Like an unsaid command both opened their eyes and looked deep into each other’s.

>> ALEX! <<

>> CRIS! <<

The gryphon and the human embraced each other and Alex picked Cris up. They circled around giggling and laughing. He let her onto the floor but they kept being close to each other. Alex wrapped his big wings around her fragile looking body. Suddenly it hit them like a lightning.

>> We’re supposed to be enemies now, right? << Cris asked softly.

>> Yes… We’re enemies for the next half hour. << Alex confirmed her.

They released their embrace but Alex took Cris’s left hand. They walked out of the corridor towards the coliseum hand in hand. Both had an uncomfortable feeling deep in their chests. They left the corridor and entered the huge round place in between huge tribunes. The place had a diameter of about 60 foot and its ground was covered with a film of sand. The tribunes were filled with spectators which were shouting and cheering. Alex noticed some special looking places and a huge armchair in the middle of them. Orwa was sitting onto it. Alex and Cris went to the middle of that round place. A bold red line had the function of the border. There were no obstacles. Just free space for fighting. They arrived at the middle point and turned to Orwa who stood up from his armchair.

>> Dear inhabitants and spectators, we met today in the coliseum to watch three of the probably best fights we have ever seen in our lives. Some very great warriors are sitting next to me. They fought for their aims and goals but their destiny should not allow them to enter the semifinals. Not like our four young fighters. << Orwa started to make his speech.

While Orwa was talking Alex scanned the spectators. His eyes widened as he spotted DreamDancer, Calimouth, Raptor, and Mike sitting not far away from Orwa’s armchair. He poked Cris’s left arm and she looked to him. He pointed with his finger at their friends and they smiled together.

>> I proudly present out four semifinalists. You can see Mizu, the black gryphon. << Orwa shouted and the spectators cheered. >> He fought against three other gryphons which looked very similar to him. They were splendid fights filled with efforts and sorrows. <<

The crowd became louder and Alex smiled. He slowly bowed in front of his fans.

>> Then next to him is Neko, the only female competitor ever! She maintained herself against three male warriors and her skills led her to victory. We hope she will keep up that good work. <<

Cris had to smile as well and she even blushed which only Alex could see. Several roses flew towards her and they landed around her and Alex. She bowed.

>> Afterwards you will see the second semifinal where “Kitsune” and “Yuki” will fight against each other. Both had an easy way to fight through the first three rounds. They won without much effort and their skills are still unbeaten. <<

Another wave of cheering went through the spectators.

>> And now… Fight! << Orwa said and sat down.

Alex and Cris turned to each other and they hugged each other.

>> Good luck! << Cris whispered.

>> You, too… << Alex replied.

Their embrace came undone and they turned around stepping away from each other. Both did 10 steps and turned around facing each other. They drew their weapons and their surfaces glowed in the sunlight with came through little holes in the could cover. They sprinted towards each other. Their weapons were high in the air. Sand whirled around and as they were 6 foot away from each other they struck with their tools of death. His spatula and her scythe had drunk blood from their enemies and now they were going to drink the blood from their opposite masters. Alex and Cris put their entire strength into that blow and their gazes met in the middle of the place. The weapons collided and both heard a crackling sound. In a split second that sound turned into a breaking sound and they saw their weapons breaking. Shattered pieces of metal and wood passed by Alex’s and Cris’s body. They watched them and passed by each other. Their eyes were wide and their mouths were open. Not paying attention to their motion anymore they lost their balance and fell down onto the ground tasting sand and dirt. Both laid there and a huge cloud of sand rose from the fighting place. Alex slowly stood up. He brushed down the sand off his body and clothes and turned around scanning the place. His spatula had shattered and its pieces were spread all over the place. The same happened to Cris’s scythe. Alex turned to Cris who was running towards him. Alex had no chance to dodge because she was just an few inches in front of him. Her hands were like flashes and she hit his chest three times. Alex reeled backwards and saw her leg coming from beneath. Alex grabbed it and stopped her motion. They looked into each other’s eyes and Alex smiled. He took her leg and pulled it upwards. Due to Alex’s superior height and his strength Cris hung in the air headfirst and she tried to hit Alex’s legs without any success. Alex slammed her down and she yelled in pain. Alex’s trained arms took her legs between his head. He started to rotate and Cris was lifted from the ground due to the centrifugal force. Her hair moved in the rotation and Alex’s smiled turned a grin. He let her legs go. Cris had waited for that moment and she wrapped her legs around his neck keeping them together. Alex couldn’t stop to rotate. He felt a incredible pain in his neck and he shouted in pain. Cris felt pain all over her body especially in her legs. Alex wrapped his hand around her feet ankles and he tried to press them apart. The gryphon clenched his eyes and roared. Cris lost the strength competition and she flew away by the speed and force which was pressed her away. She impacted about 15 feet away. Alex couldn’t resist as well and he flew backwards hitting the ground with his back. He heavily breathed and his heartbeat was very fast. He saw his chest pulsating and he slowly got up. But Cris had been faster again. She was in the middle of her running attack. Alex reacted soon enough and watched Cris carefully. She jumped and stretched out her right foot aiming for Alex’s head. He evaded by moving away and took her leg again. He rotated a single time and let it go. She screamed as she flew much more far away. Alex laughed and she impacted outside of the red border.

>> And the winner is MIZU! << Orwa shouted.

The spectators applauded and Alex bowed until Cris stood up and raised her hand.

>> That means she doesn’t give up. Now Alex can only win if Cris gives up or she dies. <<

Alex nodded and Cris stepped into the arena. She stood in front of him and they shook hands.

>> 1-0 for you… But you know what you have to do now… << Cris said smiling.

>> I don’t have any inhibition to kill you. << Alex said without showing any emotions.

They separated again and Cris turned around assaulting at Alex. He took a defensive position and waited for Cris. She jumped in front of him and she rotated around her y-axis. Alex saw her foot aiming for him and he tried to put his arm between his head and her leg. Cris struck and pushed Alex’s arm away hitting his face and send him onto the ground. Alex rolled over the floor and arched his back to jump onto his feet. He stood safety and ran towards Cris roaring. He knocked her away with his shoulder and elbow. She slid over the surface below her and turned around getting up and jumped high through the sky. Her feet impacted onto Alex’s head and he got some terrible headache. She landed next to him and he took the chance to embrace her tightly. She squirmed in his squeezing grip and luckily managed to move her feet out of the embrace. Her feet hit his beak together and Alex fell backwards. He stood in front of her quickly but both noticed the blood running out of his nose holes. Alex’s started to breath through his mouth. He assaulted at her but she slid out of his way and he passed by. He stopped but Cris was behind him and she struck two times at his back. Those hits were weak but a third one which followed was much stronger than both before together. Alex reeled forward and he was still on his feet. Cris rotated and slammed her right foot and her right ankle against Alex’s huge furry body. He fell again and rolled out of the fighting place.

>> Winner of round two is NEKO! << Orwa announced.

Alex slowly stood up and wiped the blood away. His eyes watched the red fluid onto the back of his hand. He clenched his beak. Quickly he turns around and ran towards Cris with his risen hands and his talons glowed in the sunlight.

>> Mizu also decided to fight until blood flows… << Orwa shouted and sat down onto his armchair.

Cris got the same feeling when she had fought against Hammer, her first foe. The environment around her started to slow down. Her heart beat sounded in her ears. Her body trembled by every step Alex’s heavy body did and shook the earth. She closed her eyes still seeing Alex by her spiritual eyes. She jumped and threw up her legs. Every cell in her body felt the motion and her skin felt the air and wind stroking and touching her body. Her feet hit Alex’s chin and beak letting his head rising and his eyes clenching. Pain shot through Alex’s body and the hit lifted him from the ground into the cool air. His wings moved in the wind and he landed onto the ground letting it shaking again. His sensitive foot soles felt the fine sand under them and he opened his eyes again seeing Cris’s somersault. Alex was captured in the slow motion, too. He opened his beak and roared accompanied by his arm he rose. He collected strength for the next blow because Cris was defenseless in her actual position. She landed kneeling and she stood up opening her eyes. They looked into each other’s eyes and Alex had seen the slow motion of Cris’s eyelids how they revealed her pure eyes. Her eyes widened and Alex struck with his fist blowing her away. The slow motion broke and she slid over the sandy ground. Many spectators startled and some even stood up. Cris coughed and her weak body didn’t listen to her command. Alex stepped next to her and took her left arm. She looked at him and her own arm as Alex kneeled down. He laid her arm onto his hard knee. Alex laughed and rose her arm with both hands and slammed it onto his own knee breaking and shattering her two bones inside. She yelled in pain as both heard the sound of breaking bones.

Alex let her go and she got up with the help of her right arm. Her eyes stared at him who still grinned. She ran towards him and she lunged at him with her legs and her right arm. Alex got hit more than 30 times and Cris didn’t seem to stop. Her strikes were fast as lightning and Alex had no chance. Suddenly his arm fought its way through Cris’s attacks and he grabbed her neck pulling her off the ground. Her legs were flailing and she tried to open his hand but he squeezed even harder.

>> Either you give up or I’ll smash your neck! << Alex shouted.

>> Please let me go… << Cris whimpered.

>> What did you say? I didn’t understand you! <<

Alex’s hand tightened and Cris saw his eyes turning red. He was serious. Like he had said before he had no inhabitation to kill her.

>> I give up! << She shouted as loud as she was able to.

Alex opened his hand and she fell down onto the ground coughing. Alex turned around and walked away heading to his cell where he should wait for the final battle…
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A fragile looking monk took care of Cris’s broken arm. She clenched her teeth and looked away from her arm. The monk took some bandages and a stick. He splinted her arm and put the bandages around it.

>> Are you able to walk? << The monk asked.

>> Of course! I broke my arm, not my leg. << Cris replied.

>> I am sorry… <<

The monk bowed in front of her and left the room with lowered head. Cris stood up from the chair and walked out of the room. She quietly cursed because her arm kept hurting. A young servant passed her and she laid her hand onto his shoulder. The little fox boy turned his head towards her.

>> Hey little fellow, do you know when the second semifinal start? << She asked.

>> Sure. << His high voice sounded. >> It already started. <<

Cris nodded and patted his shoulder as she turned around and walked along the dark corridor. She arrived at her place in the tribute next to Raptor and Mike. She looked down at the round place where she had fought a couple minutes before. Calmly she sat down. Keegan and Ssslith were already fighting. Ssslith lunged at the fox and hit his chest with several blows. The blunt side of his hand hit the brown cloth of Keegan’s jacket. Keegan reeled backwards and struck with his shiny sword. Ssslith evaded easily and swung his body upwards landing onto Keegan’s shoulders. His eyes went wide as Ssslith bended forward. Keegan couldn’t resist and he arched backwards. Ssslith stretched his hands out and sustained himself onto them as they touched the ground. His knees squeezed Keegan’s neck a little bit and Ssslith took his entire force to throw his opponent over himself and Keegan smashed against the floor.

>> Ssslith is good. Alex won’t have a easy fight to beat him. I doubt if he is even able to beat him. << Cris thought.

Keegan slowly stood up and took his sword. 

>> Which round is it, Raptor? << Cris asked his neighbor.

>> It’s the first one. But you can see that Keegan is no match against Ssslith’s exotic style of fighting and moving. << Raptor answered.

Cris nodded and turned back to the fight. She saw Keegan flying through the air again. He rolled over the sandy ground after he had impacted onto it. The fox body slowly rose up from the floor and ran towards the blue dragon. Ssslith slid over the surface and grabbed Keegan’s arm. He pulled Keegan over his shoulder and slammed him onto the floor. His body followed smashing his shoulder into Keegan’s stomach. Keegan gurgled and looked deep into Ssslith’s eyes.

>> I give up… Take care of Alex, please… <<

Second later he fainted.

>> I hope the fight between Alex and Ssslith will be much better than this one. Keegan was really no match against Ssslith. What for a waste of time. << Cris whispered to herself.

The crowd instead applauded and cheered…

9/11/612  4:45 PM

Alex sat into his small room. The hilt of his former weapon laid in his hands. Several fingers stroked its surface. He sighed.

>> It has been a very good time, my friend. I’ll miss you. << Alex whispered and he lifted the bare metal to his beak kissing it tenderly.

A guard entered the room and stared at the gryphon kissing a piece of metal. He lowers his head and led Alex out of the room to his last fight. It was the final fight of the tournament. His body trembled as he arrived at the fighting place. He stood there looking up to the sky. The clouds were huge and dark. Alex couldn’t see the sun anymore. A cold wind blew against his fur and his wings moved in the wind. He scanned the spectators and waved to Cris after he had spotted her.

>> Welcome to the Final! In this last fight “Mizu” will fight against “Yuki”! << Orwa announced.

Alex closed his eyes and listened to the sounds and the noise around him. Several seconds later footsteps appeared in his ears. After a while those foot steps stopped and the noise vanished. Only the sound of the wind remained. Then Alex felt two hands onto his shoulders. He smiles and knew who was his opponent.

>> Ssslith… << Alex said as he slowly opened his eyes and watched the ice dragon standing in front of him.

>> Yes, Alex. We both made it. We’re in the final. << Ssslith said with a friendly expression.

The both warriors embraced each other.

>> Good Luck! << Ssslith said.

>> Good Luck! << Alex replied.

Both broke the embrace and turned around running away from each other.

>> FIGHT! << Orwa shouted.

Alex and Ssslith turned around running towards each other. Alex swung his arm ready to blow Ssslith away. But He noticed Ssslith’s fast steps and the ice dragon jumped into the air stretching his foot out. It aimed at Alex’s chest. The gryphon tried to brake but it was late and Ssslith hit him hard. He lost control of his body and flew backwards sliding over the ground. While Alex was standing up Ssslith went over to him and lunged at his chest and belly area with his hands two times. He easily hit and his knee followed ramming into Alex’s stomach. Ssslith moved away and Alex fell onto his knees holding his belly and stomach. He stood up with a clenched beak and quickly turned around. His closed fingers lunged at Ssslith’s face four times and the dragon could not evade. He reeled back by those hits but Alex’s had not been finished yet. After his fourth hit he used his talons and struck from his right, then from his left, and finally from above with his both hands. Ssslith was smashed onto the ground. He put his hands onto the ground letting his legs raising into the air and doing a reversal somersault. His moving feet hit Alex’s chest cutting his fur. Blood flew out of the wounds which were three parallel lines. Ssslith rushed forward grabbing Alex’s neck and he punched his belly with his free hand three times. Ssslith looked to the sky and saw a black leg coming closer very quickly. Alex’s heel smacked his opponent down and Alex went away from Ssslith. He got up and ran towards Alex. A few inches in front of Alex he turned around and struck with his left blunt hand at Alex’s chest and his right hand struck at Alex’s legs. Alex lost his balance and Ssslith took Alex’s wrists while he was falling down. They started to rotated and Ssslith had to concentrate. His entire body was tensing as he held Alex’s body. The centrifugal force grew and grew and more sand rose around them. Both had closed their eyes and Alex screamed. Suddenly a gust blew across the place and Ssslith fast opened his eyes letting Alex’s wrists go. Alex desperately tried to grab Ssslith’s body but the force was too mighty and it took Alex away. The black gryphon body whirled through the air and he impacted onto the tribune. Several spectators had gone away making place for Alex. Ssslith rose his arms.

>> The winner is “Yuki” <<

Alex coughed and got back onto his feet. He rose his arm symbolizing that he wouldn’t give up. Orwa nodded.

>> The fight continues. <<

Alex spread his wings and beat with them to lift off. While Alex was flying above the fighting place Ssslith got hit by a water drop. It started to rain.

>> Alex lost the first round. Like I thought it won’t be easy for Alex. Ssslith is strong and he coordinates his moves and combos. But it seems that Alex has got an idea. Ssslith’s wings are still new. Maybe Alex wants to use his advantage in flying. And how will the rain influence on the match? I am dying to see how this fight will continue. << Cris thought.

Alex had kept flying and circling around the arena for at least a minute. He dived and attacked Ssslith. His eyes widened because he had never fought against a flying opponent. He tried to took a defensive position but Alex’s strength and might was too much for him and he lost his balance. Alex wrapped his arms around Ssslith’s chest and both lifted off again. The rain became stronger and it became darker. Thunder could be heard in the distance. Alex lunged at Ssslith’s head with his sharp beak and Ssslith yelled in pain. They were in a dive and two yards above the ground Alex let Ssslith go. Due to the speed and pressure of that falling Ssslith rolled over the floor and Alex landed about 5 yards away. Ssslith slowly arose his body from the dirty floor and he heavily coughed. Blood flew out of Ssslith’s wounds on his head and he wiped it away. He assaulted at Alex and did a jump kick. Alex had put his arms in front of his face blocking that attack. The pressure pushed him away but that wasn’t interesting for Alex. He gave up his defense position and slammed his knee into Ssslith’s stomach after he had landed. While Ssslith was bending forward Alex rose his fist and smashed it onto Ssslith’s back. His feet slid away and he fell onto the ground. Alex sat down onto Ssslith’s back taking his legs and pulling them against him which caused a lot of pain in his spinal column. Ssslith roared as he felt that pain.

>> Alex is much more brutal now. At least he doesn’t give up. Well done! << Cris thought as she watched that spectacle.

Alex stood up and turned Ssslith around. They looked into each other’s eyes and Alex noticed Ssslith being panting. He took his neck and lifted him off the ground. His right arm moved and he did a uppercut with his fist which pressed Ssslith into the air. The rain had become heavy and big water drops were hitting their bodies. Alex jumped into the air to be next to Ssslith and he rotated licking him away with his foot. Ssslith rolled over the red borderline.

>> And the second round has won “Mizu”! << Orwa announced.

But Ssslith didn’t intend to give up and he rose his arm and drew his little knife which was in its sheath hanging around his waist. He assaulted and a lightning impacted around 10 yards away from them. Alex thought about a counter blow and Ssslith arrived. Alex lunged at Ssslith’s head but he dodged and ducked ramming his elbow against Alex’s ribcage. Alex did a step backwards and lunged at his chest and belly from below. Ssslith’s grabbed the back of Alex’s head. Both stopped their motion as it flashed. Alex felt the blade and its sharp edge touching his fur and skin by his own breathing. Both were able to kill each other but Ssslith had been faster to get a better position.

>> Kill me… << Alex whispered.

Ssslith rose his hand with his knife in it and he was ready to stab. Alex’s green eyes watched him and they caught Ssslith’s glance. His sapphire blue eyes looked into Alex’s and his feelings for him claimed his body. It trembled and his hand shook.

>> I can’t do it, Alex. I can’t kill you to claim victory. << Ssslith said.

His voice started to whimper. Alex saw Ssslith’s lower lip trembling. Tears came out of his eyes running down his face and cheeks. Alex closed his eyes and reopened them again. Ssslith was crying and his knife fell down stabbing the wet earth. It flashed.

>> I didn’t want to harm you. I have feelings for you, Alex. I… I love you… my dear gryphon. << Ssslith said while crying.

>> Nevertheless… You won… << Alex said.

He closed his eyes.

>> I give up! << Alex shouted so everybody could hear it.

Ssslith’s eyes widened as he saw Alex collapsing afterwards. His body calmly laid onto the wet and muddy ground. Ssslith knelt next to him and rose his head in sadness. He shouted and cried out his sorrows with closed eyes…

        To be continued…
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