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  Chapter One



The only thing keeping Tank from death was his ability to climb. He tried not to think about how high up he was as he moved his grip around a branch so he could pull himself farther up the tree. He spared a glance below him where dirt paths weaved in and out of the trees like vines. The wood cracked under Tank’s weight as he situated himself among the branches. His tail gripped the rough bark to keep his balance. One wrong move, and he’d fall to the jagged, moss-covered rocks lining the forest floor. He scanned the area carefully.  
Always look for movement before making your next move. His father’s words from before they’d begun training echoed in his head. The least trained Sovich will make themselves known first.
Tank closed his eyes. The sound of the forest amplified as he strained for any sign of another Sovich. Since Tank was old enough, his father had brought him training in the forest with the other members of the village. His only goal for the practice hunts had been to find the other young Sovichs before they’d found him. Before long, Tank could pick out the sounds of someone walking through the forest with ease. A twig breaking, leaves rustling a little louder than normal, a Sovich snapping their fangs at someone. Tank’s eyes darted back and forth, scouting the bushes for the source of the sound, but nothing except the forest’s white noise met his ears.
Everyone is doing better than usual today. He craned his neck, trying to spot anyone between the leaves, but they all remained hidden.
Don’t let your assumptions cause you to put your guard down. His father’s voice echoed in his head. Give them an inch and they’ll take a mile. Next thing you know, you have a blaster in your face. Never assume anything about your adversary.
A single blast went off somewhere in the distance. 
Find cover.
The branch creaked too much for Tank’s liking as he inched his way backward. He could just make out the ground through the leaves but if someone walked by, they wouldn’t notice him. 
A branch scraped against his scales and he swatted it away. As he did so, twigs snapped at the bottom of the tree. With a clawed finger on the trigger, Tank pulled out his blaster, ready for a fight. There was a rustle behind him, and a Sovich jumped onto Tank’s back. Their combined weight broke the branches, causing them to tumble to the ground below.
Tank clawed at the tree, grasping for anything that would hold him. Branches zoomed by as they gained speed, their leaves smacking him in the face. He reached for a thick branch, pulling with all his might as his claws dug into the bark. The branch held firm as he hoisted himself up. A few feet below him, the Sovich steadied himself. He swayed for a moment before the wood gave way, crashing to the ground.
Tank landed on his feet behind the other Sovich, drawing his blasters. The Sovich ran from him, but Tank was too fast. He caught up and tackled the short creature to the forest floor. However, before he could make another move, a clawed hand dug into his neck and he was suddenly flying through the air. Tank wheezed as he landed roughly in the dirt, the air rushing from his lungs. The other Sovich stood over him, staring down his snout at Tank and holding his spear inches from Tank’s neck. 
“You need to listen to your surroundings,” Mork said. “Remember, there’ll be more than one Sovich in the Ceremony.” 
“I don’t think I’ll be climbing a tree in the Ceremony.” Tank held his hand over his chest, trying to catch his breath.
“You never know—that’s why you need to be prepared for anything. And you still have something important to work on.” He held up Tank’s blaster. “This fell when I threw you. Try to be more careful.”
Tank sighed. “I would have hurt myself when I landed.” 
His father clicked his tongue. “If you think you’ll hurt yourself when you fall, then you probably will. If you think you can do it, then don’t let your mind stop you from being a great warrior.”
“I know. I’ll do better.” 
It was the same speech Tank received every time they went training with the others in the forest. At one point or another, his father always told him how important the Ceremony was.
“If you were in the Ceremony fighting other Sovich, you’d be dead. Someone would have already gotten the necklace, and we would be out looking for your body.” Mork pulled his spear back and held out his clawed hand to help Tank up. “I do this with you so that won’t happen. This isn’t for fun, Tank. It’s so you’ll stay alive.”
Tank nodded. He’d been training for the Ceremony as long as he could remember. His father took him into the forest almost every day to practice. Tank wanted to prove to him that he could be the best Sovich that had ever entered the Ceremony, but he still needed to work on his skills if he wanted to achieve that goal. Everyone always talked about how talented his father was when he hunted or when they trained together, and Tank wanted to live up to that legacy.
There was a rustle nearby, and several other Sovich emerged from behind the nearby bushes and trees. They relaxed as they surrounded Tank and his father. Most of the younger Sovich were at the same point in training as Tank, but there were a few very young ones who were on their first outing. Their eyes were wide, and they held their blasters with a fragile grip.
“Just saw what you did, Mork. That was amazing!” one said. “Tank, you better pick up the slack if you want to be like your dad. He has to be one of the best hunters in the village, don’t you think?” 
Mork puffed out his chest and threw an arm around Tank’s shoulders. “Just wait. He’ll be better than me one day.”
Tank stood straighter, his father’s words lifting him up. He would be better than Mork one day, he silently promised himself. He would prove it to everyone.
“I’m not sure about that. I saw what happened just now, and Tank still needs work when he’s so close to his Ceremony.” The young one’s father laughed.
A large black Sovich walked out from behind the others. They gave him space as he passed by, not meeting his gaze. The Sovich eyed Tank up and down, and Tank stared back evenly.
Roaz.
“So, you think you deserve praise for what you just did then?” he scoffed.
Tank’s chest tightened as the group laughed. It wasn’t that funny. All he had done was drop his blaster; that didn’t mean he was a terrible fighter. If anything, they should be scared to go against him without any weapons. His father had made sure to train him in hand-to-hand combat for that very situation. 
“Last I checked, no one else has tried climbing a tree. If this was the Ceremony, I would be the only one hidden from everybody.”
Roaz rolled his eyes. 
“It’s alright, Tank. They’re just joking.” Mork elbowed him. 
A small Sovich spoke up. “I think you did well, Tank. If we were in the Ceremony together, you would have killed me.”
“Anyone could have killed you with how much training you still need,” Roaz quipped.
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