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Chapter One

“Are you certain this will bring him back?” Raymond asked. The mage stopped, glared hard at the doubting lad. “I warn thrice before turning back, that was the last time. ”Raymond held his lips together with both hands and bobbed his head. 
They continued their journey through the mountains, leading the way for the four men carrying the coffin behind them. The said four men were dressed similarly to the mage; a dark purple cloak with a hood that covered their heads. The coffin sat on one of their shoulders and was supported by the same hand while they held a long staff in the other hand. 
As they got closer to their destination, the wind blasted viciously and howled in their ears like a pack of wolves. The moon disappeared behind huge fists of black clouds, and an overwhelming darkness covered them. 
“Weideim,” the mage growled and a large ball of green light appeared on the staff in his hand immediately. The rest of the mages simply tapped their staffs on the floor and the same light appeared on their sticks. Raymond stumbled. “Walk close to me,” the mage snapped at him. Raymond scurried beside the older man and muttered his gratitude. “I swear it was not like this the last time I came here,” he said. “Well, the last time you came here, you did not plan to bring a man back from the dead.”
A trident of lightning struck across the blue-black sky and the wind’s howl grew even louder. The mage stopped when they reached the flatlands, struck the floor with the tip of his staff and the convoy behind him halted immediately. “I can sense the energy here is good enough,” said the mage. “Let’s perform the ritual here.”
Raymond covered his ears to protect them from the noise of the raging wind. However, the mages seemed unperturbed by the deafening din. Too many times did the wind threaten to rip his tunic off of him, and it wrestled hard to do so. He glanced at the world around him; in daytime, the place was a plateau of smooth rocks descending in a spiral towards the center. 
“Open the coffin,” the mage ordered. Raymond hurried forward and opened the casket. There was a man of about the same age as he in the coffin. The beards about his chin were only just showing up, and one could still see the now blackened pimples of youth on his face. The corpse was pale and as dead as any corpse can be. The mages put out the light on their staffs and formed a circle round the coffin. “Tonight,” said the mage. “We split open the veil of the underworld and dare to retrieve the soul of this man.”
“Do – do you think maybe – maybe we should go home?” asked Raymond, shivering. “Shut up, Raymond, or I’ll strike you dead,” the mage warned. Raymond swallowed.
“Are you ready, my fellow mages?” The rest boomed a loud “yes” at once. “What’s his name again?” the mage asked of Raymond. “I forget!” “You fool! You forget your own brother’s name? What’s his name?!” “Halse! I think!” Raymond said, biting his fingers. “Now listen,” said the mage. “When you hear us call out the miedem, you’re to yell his name out loud, understood? ”Raymond bobbed. “And do not be too slow about it, we don’t want hungry souls creeping into Halse’s body.”
The mages began to encircle the coffin, and as they did so, the wind began to howl more violently. Then it began to twirl about like a hurricane ready to work destruction. However, the mages were unconcerned about the weather. And though their cloaks flailed wildly in the wind like the flags of a ship caught in a storm, they cared not to stop their chanting. The howling intensified, more flashes of green lightning threw themselves down from the sky.
“…Ed dheiy elsha miedem!” There was a loud crack and a fissure appeared in the center of the plateau. The wind turned into a full blown storm, and the lightning became a shower of electricity striking wherever and whenever it deemed fit.
“Raymond! The name!” 
“What?!” Raymond’s eyes flew open in horror. “I don’t remember!”
“Be quick, Raymond, we have opened the door to the underworld! Say the name!” Raymond whimpered and scratched his head. “Helsa!”
“Helsa?” The lightning cracked like the whip of a horseman. “No! Halse! I meant Halse!” The mages continued encircling the coffin and the body in it like a band of vultures ready to feed on carcasses. Eventually, the howling stopped, and the lightning ceased. The mages stopped their circling and tapped the floor with their staff at once. Raymond ran to the coffin and knelt by it. “Did it work? Is he back?”
“I won’t be surprised if it didn’t work,” the mage snarled. “You rapscallion, you forgot your own brother’s name!”
“But I got it on the second try,” Raymond said, peering into the coffin. The mages tapped their staffs on the floor and the green light came on their sticks, brightening the place. The body in the coffin had grown redder cheeks, and when Raymond put a hand in, it felt warm. “He’s warm! And there’s color on his face,” Raymond announced. Suddenly, the eyes of the corpse flew open and Raymond jerked back in fear, falling on his butt. The man in the coffin examined his own hand, looking at them the same way one would look at a new gun or cutlass. He felt the edge of the coffin and sat up. “Elder!” one of the other mages cried out. “I sense a dark energy from this fellow!”
“What?!” the senior mage gasped. He pointed his staff at the coffin and gasped in sheer horror. “You’re right, Gomor, this is no human. We must return him before he can act.”
The mages all pointed their staffs at the coffin but just then, Raymond stood in their path, spreading his arms to make himself bigger. He would near them and slap the staff out of their hands so they were unable to cast any spell. “What are you doing?!” the elder mage exasperated. “Protecting my brother,” Raymond said. “You’re trying to kill him, you want to send him back. I heard you!”
“That thing there is not your brother, Raymond, you must let us return it. We have no idea who or what is hiding in that body.”
“No!” Raymond bellowed. “I know my brother and this is he.”
“No, you don’t know your brother. You couldn’t even remember his name, and that’s why this happened at all. Because you foolishly let the gate hang open for too long and you did what? Called a different name? Helsa?”
“I AM HELSA, DEMON OF THE DEEP. MASTER OF THE NEW ORDER.” Raymond froze. The voice that came from the man in the coffin was both deep and terrifying. It was almost as though three lions were talking all at once, that is, in the case lions began to talk instead of roar. He turned slowly to face the man behind him, gaping like a dying fish when he saw the man’s eyes glowing bright purple like stones. “Mages! We attack the demon, send it back to the underworld where it came from, now!”
“No! Wait!” Raymond cried again. “What if my brother is in there?”
“Two souls cannot occupy the same body,” the mage replied, impatiently. “Lead the way, Raymond. We have no time to wa—”
The demon was out of the box in a flash and was standing behind Raymond. He wrapped his hand round the fellow’s neck and in one quick movement, snapped the neck. Raymond fell to the ground, a lifeless heap-never to interrupt a mage again.  “Now,” said the demon.  “Will you serve me and bring a new world order or do you choose death?”
Half an hour later, five mages lay on the ground dead and lost eternally to the world.




Chapter Two

“Beringale. A stunning sight during the day, but wait till you see it at night. The best view is offered from the top of the Babylon tower, or the Deally dome.  Babylon’s tower is the best; you get a panoramic view of the city in one location. “The best view starts from six in the evening; that’s when the sun sets. At that time the sky is an acrylic canvas of dashes of colors; purple of dye, orange of orange, white of purity, yellow of the sun, and the pink of a maiden’s sweet lips. Each of those colors are always spread out differently compared to the day before. “Then at night there’s the city itself to marvel at. Especially the distances, the far horizons where all that can be seen are tiny dots of scattered lights twinkling like stars in the dark. Beringale is beautiful… if the buildings and the views, are all that make a city.”
“Karle!”
Books closed hurriedly, drawers slid open, there was a soft thud as something landed far inside the drawer. “Karle!!”
“Yes, father!”
“Karle!!!” Karle leapt out of his room, making sure to lock the door behind him. The last time he left it open, Levi Adair took every single book there was and sold them off. Karle would later find his work on a Beringale’s best seller’s list, under a name that wasn’t his. He hurried to the living room – it was a living room now because it was night and there was no rain. Else, it was an oven during the day, and a shower room when the rain came. Levi Adair was sitting in a love seat, the only chair that wasn’t a bug cartel in the house. “Have you any money?” Levi Adair asked, slurring. He was drunk, and needed money to go get drunk some more. “No,” Karle answered. “I gave you all I had last night.” Levi shook his head. “No, you gave me all you wanted last night. How about you give me what I want?”
“I’m paying back the loans I took from Carte,” Karle said. A rat peeked out from a hole along the eastern corner and Karle took off his left shoe. Levi screwed his face. “Carte? What sort of stupid name is that? Who is Carte?”
“Funny you don’t know him, dad,” said Karle, aiming at the intrusive rodent. “Especially since you owe him enough to settle the national debt.”
Whack!
The rodent squealed in pain and flew back into the hole. “I told you not to come outside today, did I not?” Karle said as he went over to pick his shoe. “I should go borrow some cash then,” said Levi, “I need a drink. My throat is parched—”
“—And your lungs are on fire,” Karle finished. “Your lungs are on fire because you smoke and drink too much, not because you haven’t had a drink. I have told you this several times, but you never listen.”
“I pick—”
“—you up from the streets, gave you a roof –  which, by the way, leaks in every weather – over your head, and I clothed you and fed you and sent you to school – I believe your support stopped at enrollment. Give me money or I’ll kill myself, make it look like murder and it’ll be the end of your life.” Karle was breathing heavily by the time he was done. “Have you no new lines? I’ve been hearing those since you picked me up.” Levi grunted and staggered out of the chair. His graying hair was overgrown, tangled from the lifestyle he chose, unlike Karle who had a shock of messy red hair. Levi stumbled forward, kicked into the broken table in front of him and fell over again. Karle winced but made no attempts to help him up. “Bad child,” he said, “You wouldn’t even help your father up.”
“What’s the point? You’ll just fall again anyways,” Karle replied, leaning against the wall. He folded his arms across his chest and watched Levi rise and stagger and stumble towards him.
Eventually, the man reached Karle and grabbed the lad by the scruff.  “Where—” he belched. “Where is the money?” Karle dug his hands into his pocket and fished out a bill. “Here goes. It’s all we have, all I have because you never work but drink, gamble and pull out loans you’re never going to pay.” Levi snatched the note from Karle and chuckled satisfactorily. “I’ll make it big one of these days.”
“What will happen one of these days is that you will regret all the time you wasted,” said Karle, “but you won’t get that second chance dad, to make things right, you won’t.” Levi belched loudly again and Karle looked away. He pushed away from his son and started out of the house. “Don’t wait up for me,” he said. “I might be late.”
“You’re too drunk to even notice I’m never home at night,” Karle scoffed and shook his head. He turned around and made his way into his room. He unhooked a backpack hanging from a nail on the wall, changed his shoes into something more suitable for running and set out of the house or pen or shelter, or any other word that described the half ruined, moth eaten building he exited from. “Bye homie,” Karle waved without looking back. 
The house heaved and creaked into the night, as though responding to Karle’s greeting. But Karle knew differently; the heave was a warning the house wouldn’t hold for much longer, and one of these days, it would heave its last as it crumbled to the dust.




Chapter Three

The hall where the elder mages sat was large and exquisite. The seats therein were soft and cushiony. There was a large oval table of polished wood at the center, and it was around  this table that nineteen soft, cushiony, red chairs were set. The twentieth chair was rather bigger than the rest and was at the head of the oval table. Cold air wafted in from the air vents nearby, cooling the place and its occupants. The men who sat on the chairs all wore black, smart suits and had a bottle of water before them. Nineteen of them, that is, wore suits and sat about the table. The last man had a brown cloak thrown over his body, and a staff on the table in front of him. The man who sat at the head of the table, on the twentieth chair that was larger than the rest, wore a suit and a dark scowl on his face. “Shedek!” the man growled. “I warned you specifically not to come in… in that! Can you not see the rest of us dressed in a manner that befits our status?” The man called Shedek pulled at his woven goatee and looked round the table as though he was only noticing the rest for the first time. “Oh, poor Desda,” said Shedek, tutting, “I see you’re all trussed up like turkeys for Thanksgiving. Sorry, but I like my freedom, and I like to be ready.”
Desda scowled. “Ready for what?” he asked. “Oh, and please, don’t say Helsa.”
“Helsa.”
Desda threw his hands into the air as though he was frustrated from dealing with a retarded kid. “Helsa came to the world two thousand years ago,” said Desda, “And he was vanquished a thousand years later.” Shedek leaned forward. “And have you any idea what that period when he ruled was called?”
“What it was called matters nothing to us,” said Desda, “he is gone!”
“He is asleep,” said Shedek. “You should know better than to trust muddled history, Desda.” Desda stood up from his seat and walked round the tables to where Shedek sat. “Listen to me old man—”
“Funny you should say that,” said Shedek, pirouetting on his seat. “I’m only sixty.”
“That’s old enough,” Desda said, savagely.
“You’re fifty-five,” Shedek landed. 
Desda spread his arms apart. “And tell me who would ever say that I am not forty. Look at your brothers, Shedek, see how young they look.” Shedek scanned every man in the room, bobbing his head satisfactorily. “Impressive,” he said. “It’s really nice to see mages making skin care products with their magic instead of rooting out danger. Should we make the Guild into a salon? Or a beauty care shop?” Desda grunted and stomped back to his seat. “Today,” he began. “We will be discussing a few matters of interest, including the need to cut down on the amount of students we take in.” A hand shot up. “I’m not even done talking yet!” Desda snapped. The hand waved in the air. “Fine, speak.” Shedek rose up. “You don’t need to stand up,” said Desda. 
“On the contrary,” said Shedek. “I think I need to. The short-sightedness of everyone in this room has reached such a stage where I am no longer certain you can even see me standing before you.”
There was an indistinct murmur among the men, with each talking to the man beside him. “Very few people are born with magic,” said Shedek, “And in our world now, we keep losing these folks to petty gangsters. Many great talents perish because they’re untapped.”
“And the world is safer that way,” said Desda. “But for the Guild, the tension between the magic enabled and the ordinary citizen nearly resulted in civil unrest.”
“So, the solution to that is to make those with magic a dying race?” asked Shedek. “Have you really forgotten who you are?” He grabbed his staff from the table and tapped the ground. “The world is safe, Shedek,” said Desda. “It does need too many magicians. Just enough to monitor those who do have magic.”
“Now, the enemy is us?” asked Shedek. “You’re no doubt an idiot, Desda, but this is stupid much?” Desda growled. “I don’t know where you got your illusion of a “safe world”
“Why is “safe world” in quotations?”
“Because, as long as Helsa is out there, safety is but a lie we feed ourselves.” Desda slapped the table with both hands and scoffed. “Here we go with the Helsa theory again.”
“There was such a time when you would have listened to me at least once,” said Shedek. “Not now.”
“That’s because I’ve come to see how old fashioned you are, Shedek,” said Desda. “You are inflexible, stubborn, rigid, annoying, and you never listen. You know what? Let’s cast a vote.” Shedek frowned. “To oust me?”
“To have you taken off this council immediately,” said Desda, gritting teeth. “Wait!” said Shedek, returning to his seat. “Can we do that after we’ve eaten? I’m starving.” Desda growled and clenched his fist. “I suggest we do it before we eat, Shedek. Let the vote begin! All those in favor of removing Shedek Zorah from the council of the Guild should raise their hands up.  More than half the men threw their hands up in the air. 
Shedek chuckled. “You know, there was such a time when competence and eligibility in the Magic Guild was determined by the good old magic combat. I don’t fancy there’s anyone who wants to give this old man a run for his money, no?” No one raised a hand. “I thought the same,” said Shedek. “You know what’s worse than not having magic? Having magic and denying it.” He stood up with a groan. “I should be on my way home, better alone than in a crowd of fools.” Shedek took his staff from the table and started out of the hall.




Chapter Four

Karle walked fast through the crowd on the busy curb. His headphones did well to keep the honking of impatient cars out of his ears. He took a sharp turn into a less frequented road, took another turn and he was walking past estates. Ten minutes later, he was at downtown. He took a final turn into Cresko Street, and came face to face with the rows of bars and clubs rivaling each other side by side. Though there were fifty bars and clubs on Cresko, the club he had business with was Independence, which was ironic, because he depended on them heavily. “Hey, Harvey,” Karle said, throwing the stout orc in black jacket a high-five. “Good to see you, orc.”
“Karly,” Harvey said, grinning. One would still see what was left of his filed tusks. “What’s up?”
“I’ve got business with the boss,” said Karle, pointing at the doorway. “Any troublemakers tonight?”
“No,” said Harvey, rubbing his smooth head with a hand. “If you want to see the boss, you go through the back.” Karle bit his lower lip at this. “Hey, look,” he said. “You’ve got to do me this favor, man – I mean, orc. But Carte is the one standing guard at the back. I don’t want to go through him and his dawgs tonight.”
“You owe him?” asked Harvey. Karle scratched the back of his head. “Yeah.”
“When was it due?” 
“Three days ago,” Karle said. 
“I don’t know what you using money for, Karly, but you poor. All a poor dude has is his words. If you say you going to pay three days ago then you should have paid three days ago.” Karle frowned. “Did it ever occur to you that I don’t have the money? Oh, good, there’s the boss behind you.” Harvey looked back to see the ‘boss’, just as Karle slipped the other way and got into the club. He hurried past a long passage and as he pulled open the second door which led directly into the crowded dance floor, he saw Harvey bouncing after him. “Come back here, Karle!”
“Poor orc, you guys aren’t very athletic, are you?”
Karle burst into the crowd and pushed past bouncing bodies of orcs, horny boys, and rebellious girls. The dance floor was just the regular vibrating hall with cheap colored lights turning and rolling about. He continued towards the door behind the disc jockey and got into the VIP area. The noise here was reduced, many thanks to the soundproof walls and door. There were four boxes in the VIP area. Karle went to the second on the left and got inside. “Bosse,” Karle hailed as he stepped inside. 
Bosse was a small man, so small that he looked like a six-year-old with wrinkles and graying beards. However, he had big men to do the heavy lifting for him, like the giant standing behind him. “Karle,” Bosse said. He sat behind a large desk covered in jewelries, cash, and tiny white bags. “You’ve come for your errands.”
“Yes,” said Karle, approaching Bosse. “Where’d you find this one? He looks like he’ll crush whatever falls in his shadow.”
“He will,” Bosse said, proudly. Karle took a seat before Bosse. “Then I fear for you; you’re sitting right in his shadow.” The guard looked at Bosse with pitiful eyes and shook his head feverishly. “I’d never hurt you, boss. Never.”
“You heard the man,” said Bosse. “He says he’ll never hurt me. But I fear for you, Karle, I fear that he might hurt you.” Karle relaxed back in his seat and sighed. “And why would he do that?” 
Bosse got out of his seat, rolled the sleeves of his vintage shirt and came round the table up to Karle. The giant guard followed right behind, punching his fist into his palm. “Because I’ve heard that you owe Carte lots of money, Karle,” said Bosse, smiling. “And even if you worked this job for a month, you still wouldn’t have enough to pay up.”
Karle swallowed. It was hard to explain why, but he suddenly felt a chill run down his spine. “Now, if you’ll just let me,” he tried getting up, only for the giant to pin him back to the chair with his powerful hands. “How do you plan to pay back, Karle?” asked Bosse. “I suppose I’ll just work the job for two months,” Karle said. Bosse grinned, glanced at his guard and nodded. “Why are you nodding at him?” asked Karle. “Because I want him to hurt you terribly,” said Bosse, “and he has a plan to do that already.”
“He looks like he’s going to kill me,” Karle whimpered. “How will you get your money if I’m dead? Surely, there must be another way.” Bosse seemed to consider this; he wrinkled his forehead thoughtfully and bobbed. “Okay,” he said, returning to his seat. “I think I know another way.” Karle heaved in relief. “I knew it! Take your hands off me, big boy,” he snapped at the giant. “Give it to me, Bosse.”
“You’ll deliver some goods to Super club,” said Bosse. Karle scoffed. “What goods?”
“Bush, skunk, Mary Jane,” said Bosse. “Super needs us to give them large ones.”
“Super can buy their bush from the gang that controls the area,” said Karle.  Bosse shook his head. “They think it’s too costly.”
“Supplying them bush is what’s too costly,” said Karle. “If the other gang get wind of it, it’ll all be over for Super and the stupid supplier that dares to do another man’s turf.”
“Quite unfortunate you’re the stupid supplier tonight,” said Bosse. “But, I believe if you play smart enough, you’ll escape. I mean, you escaped Harvey at the door, didn’t you?”
“Showing up without bruises explains that, doesn’t it?” Karle remarked, smoothing his face. “But the truth is, you’ve a record for employing dumb people. Like that gorilla behind you.”
“Brains and brawns, Karly,” Bosse said. “In my line of business, you need them both. Give him the goods, Benny.”
The giant grunted and went to a nearby in-wall safe. After a series of turning this way and that way, the safe door hissed open. The giant returned with two brown bars of tightly wrapped packages. “Deliver this tonight, and I’ll forgive your debt,” said Bosse. “Will Carte forgive my debts too?” asked Karle. “That’s the point of this all.”
“When Bosse forgives, no one dares to hold a grudge. Now take the goods and leave.” Karle put the two blocks into his bag, and zipped up. He threw his backpack around his and was at the door when Bosse’s rang. “I do have an ask, Karly,” he said, lighting up his cigar. Karle stopped and turned around. “You work hard, Karly, you work harder than most. What do you use the money for?” A bitter lump grew in Karle’s throat, and he fought back the tears threatening to fall with a smile. Like everyone who pretends to be fine, a stupid, arrogant smile. “What can I say, Bosse?” said Karle, cocking his head. “I’m a family man.”
Harvey wasn’t pleased to see Karle exiting the club in one piece. And he showed his heart with a frown, a stubborn, angry frown.  “You’ll forgive me in a day or two,” said Karle. “Or when you hear of my death.”




Chapter Five

The cab system in Beringale were mostly run by humans, but certain areas were off limits to humans. Orc areas, exclusive elf areas, Magic Guild, forest for fairies and so on. Only humans were all inclusive, accepting all races and kind easily, except of course, for other humans with different colors. As the cab drove through downtown, Karle wished he would die that night anyways. Maybe the Fair Father up will receive his soul and give him the respite he desperately sought after. “You say a few blocks from Super?” the orc driving the cab grunted. “You heard that right,” Karle said. “My uncle, Marko, lives there.” The orc growled and continued driving. ‘Cos “Super'' is an “orc only” area. If you’re caught doing shit there, you’ll be fillet.”
“Thank you,” said Karle, “I appreciate the heads up. But like I said, I’ve got an Uncle Marko living down the block. So, drop me right there.” There were no more questions after that, no more asking what was up. Karle alighted from the cab and paid. He waited till the car was out of sight before he started towards Super. He went round the block and took in the back exit, nodding at the bulky orc standing guard. Business there was quick. He exchanged the goods and got paid in crisp notes. That’s one thing the orcs were good at; being stupid and honest. The elves were painfully blunt, but humans? There was no pattern to follow with that race. Karle glanced left right on the lookout for danger. He found nothing in the alley, save for the orcs entangled indecently, and those with glowing sticks between their fat lips and tusks. He started down the alley, determined to make it back at Bosse’s within the hour. A cab pulled up beside him and Karle got inside. “Where?”
“A few blocks from Independence,” Karle replied.
“That’s just what I thought,” said the driver. And much to Karle’s dismay, the driver turned on him with a .38. “Tell me, does your uncle live there too?”
“Oh shit,” Karle murmured.
“You and I are going for a ride,” the Orc said. He pushed a button on the dashboard and the door locks initiated, he pushed another button and a divider started coming up slowly between the driver side and the passenger side.
“Where are you taking me?” asked Karle.
“You knew a gang controlled this turf before you brought your load, didn’t you? Since you were stupid enough to come anyways, how about I just introduce you to them?”
“How about we do that some other time?” said Karle, chuckling. “I’m not dressed enough for the occasion.”
“Don’t worry about dressing,” said the Orc. “You’ll be dressed up real bad.”
Karle tried to pull the doors open, but he already knew how futile that would be even before he started it. Whatever stuff the glass was made off didn’t crack to blows and punches, so he was a prisoner, in a taxi. The areas they went into were clearly meant for folks with two lives and dead conscience. The coppers never patrolled up to that point, and the Magic Guild didn’t have enough to cover the area. So it was abandoned, allowed to fall further into the sinkhole of degeneration. They drove into a narrow close cut off by a wire fence and pulled over. “Looks like we’re here,” said Karle, whooping. 
The orc got out of the vehicle and slammed the door. He put his hand to his mouth and whistled loud. Nothing happened for a minute, but in the next, orcs started trooping out from everywhere. Mean looking orcs with unfiled tusks.
Karle swallowed. He tried at the door again, pulling the knob with all his strength, and punching the glass till his knuckles bruised. The driver shook hands with the order orcs, and they smiled and grinned and slapped each other’s backs like the gees they all were. Then, they remembered him. Two hefty orcs in ripped shirts and neck chains that looked like ship anchors and punishment pulled the door open and barked for Karle to step out. “Nope,” said Karle, recoiling to the far end of the car. “There’s no way I’m getting out of here.” Then, they opened the second door. “Fine,” he said. “I’m getting out already.” One grabbed him by the scruff and pushed him out of the car so he fell to the ground on all fours, bruising his hands.
The orcs, about twenty of them, formed a circle round Karle and stared at him with dangerous eyes. “Do you know who I am?” asked the orc who’d ferried him to the den. Karle squinted. “An orc.”
“Anok?”
“No,” said Karle, “I said, an orc. How am I supposed to know who you are when you orcs all look alike?” There was a discontented murmur among the orcs. “We don’t look alike! We’re all different, we even smell different!” one orc with a hunched back said. “Yeah,” said Karle, bobbing his head. “I suppose with a back like that, you can’t help but stand out or… bend out.”
“So you have a smart mouth,” said the taxi orc. “My name is Pablo, and I am in charge of distribution in these areas. Your boss, Bosse, knows that I supply these territories, and he knows the price of supplying one of his, just as I do for supplying one of his.”
“In that case, I better get going,” said Karle, rising to his feet. “You and Bosse can settle your score between each other, as one boss to another.”
Something hard cracked against his back and Karle went to the ground, numb from the pain. He shook his head to get rid of the bubbles in his ears. Pablo bent before Karle and lifted his chin up with a finger. “Listen to me, redhead,” he said. “I’m going to separate your head from your body, package it in a box and have it delivered to Bosse. That’s the price for dealing on my turf.”
Two orcs grabbed either of Karle’s arms and held him up so he was on his knees. Pablo threw a punch across Karle’s face and the latter fell to the ground. “You don’t deal on Pablo’s turf, ever!” Pablo yelled. “Shame you will only live long enough to regret it.”
“Listen,” said Karle, drawing in breath. “I’ve got a father, and a house on the verge of collapse.” He spat and a dark fluid issued from his mouth. “If you kill me, that man will die, and the house will fall to ruins.”
“You should have thought about that before coming here, kid,” Pablo hissed. “I didn’t have a choice!” Karle yelled. “I told Bosse, I begged him.” Pablo chuckled. “It would seem that you were destined to die anyways.” He landed another blow on Karle’s stomach, causing him to double up and retch, and cough badly.  “Get me a gun,” Pablo said to one of the orcs nearby. “Now,” Pablo pointed the gun at Karle. “Prepare to meet the Fair Father.”




Chapter Six

Desda heaved in relief when he finally saw Shedek’s back view exit the conference room. He got out of his seat and hurried to the window, determined to watch the man leave the Guild grounds before he said what he had in mind. Shedek appeared three floors below not long after, his staff leading the way as he stepped out the gate. “Finally, we can have some decorum,” said Desda, returning to his seat. “I hope the Fair Father finds it in his heart to never let my paths cross those of a man like Shedek Zorah.
Some of the eighteen men around the oval table chuckled at this. “He was your mentor,” one of them said to Desda. “If you never met him, chances are you would not be occupying that seat now.” Desda pulled down his heavy brows. “He wasn’t my mentor,” he said, in a low growl. “All he did was help a younger, inexperienced me harness what I already had.”
“That’s pretty much what mentoring is all about,” said another of the mages. “And what if he is right?”
“Ragar? Have you contracted the Helsa fever as well?” asked Desda. “How can he be right? The human body is not designed to survive two thousand years.”
“He survived a thousand years, before his disappearance,” Ragar insisted. “What’s to say the human body cannot live forever?” This suggestion elicited another round of excited chatter from the men at the table. Some against, others for, while some discussed the sanity of all those involved in the talk. “Enough!” Desda barked. “You’re seventy, Ragar. Your face is wrinkled now, your nails are rough and black despite the care you give them. But you’re only seventy. How will a human body possessed by a demon live for so long?”
“How is it that the history books don’t say for sure if Helsa died or he merely vanished?” asked Ragar. “Do you all not find it suspicious?”
“I don’t!” Desda said. “If you are convinced Shedek is right about Helsa, perhaps, you would like for us all to take a vote about your continued existence in this honorable council.
“And mind you, you will lose all the benefits you have as a member. The salary, the house, the cars, the weekly feminine visits… all of them.”
Ragar stared at Desda for a moment. His eyes went to the men who sat at table with him, including those who had been in favor of his suggestion; every single one of them was looking the other way. “It’s – it’s been too long anyways,” Ragar said, finally. “There’s only so long the human body can live. I think it’s more of a desperate wish rather than reality.”
“Yes, Ragar,” said Desda, “Helsa is now fiction, nothing more. We are elites now, civilized; see how elegant you all look in your suits? You see it? Compare yourselves to that old shrew. He’s like a nomad, a restless soul wandering the earth in search of what no longer exists.” The men nodded and followed with grunts of “hmm” and “hmm”.
“There’s good news,” Desda continued. He raised his hands above his head and clapped; a troop of men and women pushing carts of food, wine, fruits and meats invaded the hall. The mages laughed and bobbed their heads in apparent satisfaction. “I have spoken with the council of elves, and they’ve agreed to give every member of this esteemed sitting any house of their choice in the Fair gardens.”
“The Fair gardens? Isn’t that restricted to elf Lords and fairy queens?” Desda chuckled. “Mages are gods on earth, people. That’s what we are. Unlike Shedek who wants us to suffer and chase after fiction and whatnot, I, Desda, I only want luxury for you, my friends. Luxury.” 
Ragar stood up and raised a glass of wine in one hand.  “To Desda!” he said. The council raised their glasses.  “To Desda!” they chorused.




Chapter Seven

Karle stared at the muzzle aimed directly at his left eye. He wondered if he would see the bullet when it emerged from the breech, scratching its way through the tunnel with fire burning behind it. He wondered if he would feel the pain of the bullet pushing into his eye, making its way through his brain, and splattering what it could on the other side. But he didn’t want to die. He had suffered too much to die like a dog now. It made no sense that he should die now, or like this. However, the twenty or so orcs flashing tusks and teeth at him said it was his time to die. “Oh, and tell the Fair Father I don’t give a hoot about him,” Pablo said.  Karle’s eyes widened when he saw Pablo’s finger pull the trigger back. “No!” he screamed. 
Then it happened. 
He died. Only… he wasn’t dead yet, just absent from his own body. Karle saw Pablo thrown ten feet into the air and fell into a garbage can nearby. The rest of the orcs were shell-shocked, just as he. It was his body for sure, but it wasn’t him who shot a stream of purple light from his hand. “Magic! Charge at once!” he heard the orcs yell. Karle felt his body rise like a god from ashes. He was hot, burning, and yet, unhurt. His hands clapped together and thunder speared its way across the sky, then with one loud roar, he put both hands to the ground and it rained purple thunder, striking every one of those orcs till there was none left standing, then, Karle fell to the ground, and into a troubled sleep.




Chapter Eight

Shedek Zorah took one last look at the Magic Guild. He crossed the street and never looked back again. He could have taken a cab, but what was the hurry for? His empty house and poor cat were all that expected him.  A boy bumped into Shedek and fell to the ground. “Sorry sir,” he said, scurrying up to his feet. Shedek grunted and eyed the lad with suspicion. He couldn’t have been more than twelve or thirteen at the most. Ripped jeans, dirty shoes… he lived on the streets. “I hope for your sake that you have not stolen my wallet,” Shedek said, tapping his staff on the floor.  A slow smile crept into the boy’s face as he held up the brown leather that was Shedek’s wallet. “You mean this wallet?” he asked, grinning. “Bring it or you’ll regret it,” Shedek warned. “Come get it, old man!” the boy said, taking to his heels. Shedek cursed bitterly. “I should have taken the cab.” He ran after the boy, dribbling between blocks and identical buildings till he was in the most orcish part of town. “If only you were a bit older, I’d have cursed you to a week of reverse walking,” Shedek hissed. He continued down the dark alley, waving away the fumes of cigar wafting from the mean customers along the street; orcs of varying sizes, fit for all the physical and dirty work in town, and boy, did these ones stink?! 
Suddenly, there was a loud explosion and a purple light struck the earth from above causing a loud, explosive boom. The tough Orcs shuddered at the noise, and seconds later, began scampering like hordes of rats away from the area. Shedek’s eyes widened at the phenomenon, and in that moment, he abandoned every thought of his purse. “Magic...” he muttered, softly. “Pure magic! That magic is…” There was a loud splintering sound, like dry wood getting ripped by the hand. Shedek hurried towards the source of the explosion, running despite the tiredness in his legs. The sky still had traces of purple from where the lightning had landed. A magic that is powerful, a purple magic, a magic in the order of the Fair Father. Shedek rounded into a close and saw dozens of orcs lying unconscious positions that were rather uncomfortable. It was certain many of them would wake up and find out they couldn’t feel their legs or hands again. If every one of them was unconscious, then who summoned the lightning? As he went further, stepping over sprawled orcs, he noticed a human in the center of the orc party. The young man was unconscious too. Shedek went closer to him and sure enough, one could still see the sparkles of lightning sizzling dangerously between the boy’s fingers. “Ah,” Shedek said, nodding. “It was you then?” He stepped closer to the boy. However, when he was just a stride away from the kid, his eyes suddenly opened and rather than eyes, one could see the same purple lightning flashing in those sockets. The boy stood up, eyes burning like bulbs of purple lightning. Shedek braced. “Pure light. I have not come to hurt you. I am Shedek, a mage of the Fair Human order.” Shedek knew very well that it was not the boy standing before him. That magic came out as a defense mechanism to protect itself from harm. 
The lights went out of the boy’s eyes and he fell to the ground. This time, there was no sparkling between his fingers.




Chapter Nine

Karle woke up from the most terrible dream he ever had his whole life. His brain felt like there was a belt tightening about it. His throat was dry, parched, and his eyes burned like they were on fire. Karle rubbed his eyes feverishly and took in a deep breath. When he opened them, he saw a ceiling white and clean, staring at him in the face. That’s strange, he thought. His eyes went to the window and he found the glass doors were transparent, rather than stained with rain water and grime. There was a flower vase on a table close to the window. He got off the bed and put his legs on warm, wooden flooring. And… the wood didn’t creak! Karle knew immediately that this was not his room. He got out of bed too fast and the headache struck him hard. He managed to get out of bed, and the room. He continued staring at the ceiling, looking out for any sign of a leak, something to assure him he was home. But all Karle saw was a living room with real chairs and a working TV set. Medals and recognitions of all sorts hung along the walls. All that was missing were pictures of a smiling dog, or kids and wives. He went over to one of the plaques hung on the wall and read it. “From the ministry of mages and magic…” Unless there was a ministry of mage and magic in the afterlife as well. He walked away from the plaques and stepped out of the living room, into the verandah overlooking a small garden. 
There was an old man in funny cloaks and a watering can in his hand. The man stopped his work and looked up at Karle suddenly.  “You’re awake,” he said to Karle, clapping. “I expected you to sleep for three more days.” Karle frowned and shook his head. “And why would I sleep for three days?” The man came over and looked at Karle from head to toe. “People die from what you did,” he said, “maybe you’ll be alive long after all.” The man brushed past Karle and stepped inside the living room. “Who are you?” asked Karle, following the old man inside. “What am I doing here? Am I dead?” The man stopped at this and raised a wry brow.  “If this is your idea of the afterlife, you must have a really poor imagination.” He continued to the kitchen with Karle hurrying after him. “Wait,” Karle said. “I don’t know what’s going on. What’s your name?”
“None of your business,” he said. 
“Oh my, you must hate your parents,” Karle remarked. The man opened the store and threw the empty watering can in it. Karle hissed and ran to the living room, he scoured the plaques and tablets on the wall and found a common name. “So,” he said to the man. “Your name is Shedek Zorah and you’re a mage. A magic enabled.” 
“How did you—” Shedek croaked. “Never mind. You have to be trained.”
“Yeah?” said Karle. “So, are you the kung fu master? Who is the villain?” Shedek froze. “Kung fu?” he asked, screwing his face. “What’s that?”
“Oh, you don’t know martial arts?” asked Karle, “let me show you?”  Karle launched into a series of acrobatics that ended with him kicking his leg against a table. Shedek frowned and put his hands on his waist. “Is that your kung fu? Flapping like a poisoned monkey and kicking against tables?”  Karle scowled. “You’re missing the point. I’m not very good at it. Anyways, what are you going to be training me in?”
“Magic,” Shedek replied in a brisk, impersonal tone. 
It took a few minutes for that to sink in, and when it did, Karle burst into a howl of mad laughter. “Magic?” he said, wiping tears from a corner of his eyes. “Dude, that’s more stupid king fu. Not that kung fu is stupid, because it would insinuate I’m doing stupid things. But dude, really? Magic?” Shedek tutted and shook his head in sympathy. “Come have some tea,” he said.
They went behind the house, where a tree with red leaves was growing diagonally so it provided shade without standing in the way. There was a round, wooden table with four chairs round it under the diagonal tree. “Sit down,” Shedek ordered. He went back into the house and returned with a jug and two small cups. “Hot tea,” Karle said, suggestively. “What about it?” asked Shedek, pouring into their cups anyways. “I’m just saying. There’s a sun up there, bright and shiny, and there’s us down here taking not warm tea, not cold tea, but hot, steaming tea.”
“Okay? So?” asked Shedek, sitting opposite Karle. “Never mind,” Karle said. “So, are you going to tell me who you are now?” Shedek slurped his tea. “I thought you had that figured out.”
“I have a name,” said Karle. “It’s a world of computers, internet, I’ll find out who you are in an hour. Where’s my phone?”
“You mean that small, talking mirror?” asked Shedek. “I left it behind in the alley. But I took your bag, because there was a lot of money in it. You want to tell me where you got that much money from?”
“Why should I tell you anything about myself?”
“Drink your tea while it’s hot,” said Shedek.  “Thank you, but no thanks,” Karle replied. “I think it’s best I be on my way right now.”
“On the contrary,” said Shedek. “I think it’s best if you stay.”
“You have not answered one question that I asked and you want me to stay,” Karle said, gritting his teeth. “What happened? How did I get here?”
“Do you want the long or the short story?” asked Shedek.  “The long story,” said Karle. “I found you at an alley last night with a dozen other orcs, bad orcs, and you were in god mode, you put those orcs down and fell unconscious. So I brought you home and here you are.”
“What’s the short version?” asked Karle. “Same as the long,” said Shedek. “I wanted to give you the illusion of having a choice.”
“Wait, wait,” said Karle, “it wasn’t a dream! Last night wasn’t a dream? Pablo had a gun to my head.”
“He must have talked too much,” said Shedek, downing his tea. “Bad guys who talk too much before pulling the trigger don’t last.”
“Well, I’m glad he did,” said Karle. “But now is that even possible? Do you have any idea the things I did in that state?”
“Yes,” said Shedek. “What I don’t know is how many people will be looking for you now.”Karle scoffed and put his cup to his mouth. “Oh,” he said, “cause I’m the first guy with magic? Not that I believe I have magic, it was probably a video game. But there’s the Magic Guild, there’s magic everywhere. So who cares if another nineteen year old has magic?” Shedek poured himself another cup of steaming tea from the porcelain jug. “Do you know who the Fair Father is?” asked Shedek. “Everyone knows who the Fair Father is,” Karle returned. “He created the cosmos alongside other Fairs. He’s popular.”
“And more importantly, he is the strongest of all the Fairs,” Shedek continued. “Every of the Fairs has magic. Usually, your magic is determined by your race. Green for humans, blue for elves, red for orcs, white for fairies. “But the Fair Father is spirit; he has no race, no ethnicity, no child or kind. And his magic? It’s purple.”
“You’re going to say my magic is purple, right?”
“Your magic is purple,” Shedek said. Something cried in the distance and Shedek turned towards the house. “Methilde, I’m here!”
A furless cat emerged from the slide door and leapt towards Shedek, hopping onto his laps. The old man kissed it gingerly and stroked the head. “What’s that?” asked Karle, pointing at the animal. “What is what?” asked Shedek, crinkling the corner of his eyes. “It’s a cat. Her name’s Mew.”
“I have a dog, and her name is Woof. I also have a crow, but I call it Caw. What you did there is terrible naming practice, the cat must hate you.”
“I’m sure it doesn’t. I have a horse at the back, his name is—”
“Neigh?” asked Karle, oscillating his brows.
“It’s… Ney,” Shedek said, reluctantly. 
“That’s what I said. Why did you shave it?” asked Karle, before putting his hands to his gasping mouth. “I meant the cat. Oh no, does it have cancer?”
“No.”
“Honestly, I thought cats came with their own hairs,” said Karle. The cat eyed Karle and snarled viciously at him. He chuckled nervously. “I think she heard that one. Look, her eyes are two different colors.”
“One’s blue, one’s brown,” Shedek said, proudly. “You just had to pick all the weirdness in the feline family at once.”
“Karle,” said Shedek, putting the cat down. “You’re in grave danger.”
“I’m in your house, doesn’t look like a cemetery to me.”
“Karle,” Shedek said, coldly. 
“You just said I had the Fair Father’s type of magic,” said Karle. 
“And how many people do you think will seek to lay hands on it?” asked Shedek. “There are doors locked forever to humanity. But these doors can be opened again if they meet with a power equally as ancient.”
“If there’s gold, or treasures behind these doors, then let’s go get them.”
“Or demons, such as Helsa.”
“Helsa? Such a cool name. Anyways, enough talk about magic, I’m starving,” said Karle. “Do you need that cat? I’m quite the hand at grilling meat. Oh, don’t give me that face now, I’m just kidding. I love cats, especially in sauce.”




Chapter Ten

Desda stood on top of the Magic Guild with a pair of powerful binoculars in his hand. He put the instrument to his eyes and gazed in the direction of the purple lightning, again. It was surreal, hard, almost impossible to believe. The magic of the Fair Father now rested on one in Beringale, and that one was so close. He took off the lenses and waited impatiently for them to arrive. “Lord Desda,” a voice said. Desda turned to face the captain of the Magic Guild. The soldier was putting on a smart uniform, the dark purple of the Fair Father. All in all, she looked like a soldier built for stealth. But, didn’t all elves?  “Captain Nerih, please, tell me you found it.”
“We did not,” said Nerih, “All we met were a bunch of unconscious orcs.”
“They must have been attacked by the magic wielder,” said Desda. “We found a phone at the scene,” said Nerih. “It is not yet unlocked, but we believe it might belong to a human. It smells too human.”
“All right, all right,” said Desda, “You can go now.” Desda watched Nerih leave and counted to sixty before descending the roof. He went straight into his office and locked the door behind him. Desda went to the fireplace and pushed a red button next to the cold hearth. There was a whirring sound as the fireplace turned and opened to a secret elevator. He got into the elevator and pressed the arrow down button. The elevator door opened a while later and he was nearly a hundred feet under the ground. His destination was a large cave with walls that glowed bright green light in the dark.
Desda entered the cave. On the northern wall, there was a large, green crystal shaped like a coffin and as large as one, there was a man inside the crystal, or what was left of a man. The head in the crystal was half rot, and the eyes rolled like mad balls in their sockets. “Helsa,” said Desda, “how are you doing today?” The head floating in the water, glided close to the wall of the crystal and… smiled. “Do you sense it?” said Helsa. “The energy, pure, sweet, magnificent.”
“My men are looking for it as we speak, Helsa,” said Desda. “And when they find it, I’ll make sure you’re the first victim we have.” Helsa chuckled. His laughter was wicked, cold, and inhumane. And despite the inch thigh wall of hard crystal between him and Desda, the latter couldn’t help the internal shiver running inside of him. “So,” said Helsa, chuckling. “You want to end my existence, do you not?”
“With all of my heart, Helsa,” said Desda. “I’ll make sure you never see the light of the day again. I will finish the work of my forefathers and have you sent to the underworld you truly belong to.”
“It’s alright,” said Helsa, rolling in the water. “No need to get nostalgic on me. But there’s a secret I’m willing to share with you.” Desda scoffed. “You must think me a fool.”
“No, Desda,” said Helsa. “You’re one of the wisest men around. Do you know how many minds I have gotten into because they’re weak? But you, oh, Desda, you make this thousand year old demon feel stupid.” Desda cleared his throat and raised his chin up. “Fine,” he said. “I’ll listen to you. What do you have to say?”
“There is a Holy Grail, Desda,” said Helsa. “One used by the Fair Father himself as he toasted to the creation of the cosmos.”
“And what does this Holy Grail do?” asked Desda. 
Helsa sank to the bottom of his crystal tank, jamming his lipless teeth together like a faulty robot. “Speak, Helsa,” said Desda.  “I have suddenly decided you’re not worthy of the information,” said Helsa. “Perhaps, when I find you more… worthy, I’ll share it with you.”
“If this grail you speak of is indeed in Beringale, then you can be certain I’ll find it.”
“So…” Helsa swam till he was at Desda’s eye level. “You plan to ransack the whole city? You’d have better luck finding a pin in the Ocean.”
“Is it in a temple?” asked Desda. 
“A cave,” said Helsa. “A cave. How can you possibly find it when you think it’s in a temple?”
“What cave?” Helsa laughed. “I’m not telling you anything, Desda.” Desda grunted. “I’ll just search all the caves on Beringale then.”
“There’s five hundred and forty three of them,” Helsa teased. “But, only five are hidden behind waterfalls.”
“So the cave is behind a waterfall then?” asked Desda. Helsa clenched his teeth. “No,” he said, “I’m not telling you anything. You will not get any information from me again. You trickster!”
“Haha,” Desda hollered. “See how easily a demon of three centuries was fooled. Age is just a number, in all deeds.”
“Kill me when you find the grail,” Helsa hissed. “We both know we need a great energy to send you back to the underworld,” said Desda. “And that energy has appeared, Helsa, your end has come.” Helsa hissed sharply and sank to the bottom of the tank. “Death might not be as bad anyways,” said the demon. “If you’ve spent a thousand years trapped as a bodiless, decaying head in a bottle, you’ll understand. “Death is a pathway to an indestructible life, it is an escape. The only idea that beats death is the afterlife.”
Desda flicked a spider away from his suit. “You’re obsessed with afterlife and death, you forget these two come after life itself has happened.” Helsa made bubbles in the water. “Mortals will always seek reassurance, stability, a promise that assures them they’ve arrived at their lifelong habitat. So long there’s still a chance they’re traveling, they’re bound to make mistakes, errors.”
“So, life shouldn’t be enjoyed?” asked Desda. “I am improving the quality of life for my subjects. As you can see from my dressing, we’re going through a thorough revamping of our outlook.” Helsa nodded. “And your staffs? Have you found a replacement for them?”
“We’ve kept the staffs away,” said Desda. “Till there’s such a time when we have need for them but so long you perish, we’ll never have any such needs.”
“Have you heard of destiny? Or chance?” asked Helsa. “Do you know that your destiny is not in your own hands alone? What people do, the words they say, the mistakes they make, all of these create a vicious circle that returns to you, Desda. “I always thought it was arrogance, every time you came here without your staff. I wondered; is he not scared this glass will crack? Does he not know that a demon like me cannot be defeated without a staff?”
“And now, what do you think it is?” asked Desda, edging closer to the crystal. 
Helsa yawned and sank to the bottom of the tank. “I think it’s foolishness, Desda,” said Helsa. “Don’t worry, you won’t feel a thing when the consequences of your actions come.” Desda laughed. “Enough of your horseshit,” he said, waving. “That’s enough mad man talk for one day.” He spun around and started towards the elevator. “I’ll find that cave, Helsa,” he said. “And this holy grail of yours. And more importantly, I will find the one who has the power of the Fair Father, you are history now, Helsa, history.”
The elevator whirred as it climbed back up. Desda got into his office, restored the fireplace, pulled out a map of Beringale, and set about finding the caves.




Chapter Eleven

“I have to get to school,” said Karle, packing his bag. “My dad is probably worried about me and damn! Bosse must be on the lookout for me, he’ll be expecting his money, you know?” Shedek leaned against the door with a cup of tea in his hand and his cat rubbing against his leg. He had a frown on his face, and was evidently displeased with Karle’s decision to leave.  “You could get killed, you know?” he said. “Your magic…”
“It’s cool and better than anything you’ve ever seen, yes, I know,” Karle groaned. “But I worked hard to pay my school bills, there’s no way in the world I’m letting all that money go to waste.” 
“You will go to waste if you don’t let me train you,” said Shedek, coldly. “Can’t you see that I’m trying to help you here?”
“Begin by helping that naked cat,” Karle snapped. “It’s a dangerous world that I live in, old man. I make deliveries for people you’d rather not be with—”
“Like the orcs?” asked Shedek.  “Like the orcs,” Karle replied. “I’ll be back by noon or something.”
“Whatever,” Shedek said. “It’s none of my business if you get killed.” Karle snorted and hurried out of the house. His first touch was at the house, where he grabbed a new change of clothes. Levi wasn’t in yet, which was both disturbing and happy for Karle. His next stop was at the phone store, and afterwards, he continued on to school. 
Ringel High was the only heterogeneous college in Beringale. The rest were strictly human, or strictly orc, or elves only. Very few elves could be found in the college anyways, elves liked keeping to themselves. There was even a rumor that they were preparing to migrate north, to disappear from civilization. It was a rumor, but everyone knew the elves had the money and magic to perform that kind of wonder. Karle was probably the oldest in class, which isolated him from the rest. Of course, he started late, and there were times when he had to miss school for up to a year, those times before he met Bosse. He opened his locker and selected books on mythology and cultural beliefs. It was his least favorite, alongside every other subject taught in school. The speakers droned three times and everyone knew it was time to get into their classes. Karle slammed his locker shut and managed to get the key in at once, shame there was no one to celebrate the feat with. 
Mrs. Ponce took mythology and cultural belief. She had purple hair, pale skin, botoxed face, and eyes the brown of hazelnuts. As always, she wore a suit of deep purple with green shoes and a large red watch. “Settle down,” she said. The thirty something mixed race in the class quieted instantly.  “Today, we’ll be studying a subject more closely related to myth than beliefs.” Karle shot a hand up. “Aren’t myths beliefs?”
“Minus five marks, Karle,” Ponce said, coldly. 
“I’m not sure that's valid anymore,” said Karle, “I’ve got nothing left in my CA.”
“Well then, we’ll just take it off your exams,” Ponce replied. “Now, speaking of myths. We’ll be considering the Veil of the Underworld.” Notes crumpled and pen scribbled as students hurried to jot something down.  “The veil of the underworld is a mythical object, or filter that permits entry from our world into the underworld, but forbids escape from the underworld into our world.  “According to artifacts dug out. The early mages always thought if this veil could be ripped temporarily for a moment, then it would be possible to bring anyone back from the dead. “The ritual is a delicate one, and needs to be carried out only by ancient mages who have gained mastery of their magic over time. If handled incorrectly, demons, phantoms, poltergeists and other unwanted beings.”
“So, is it possible?” asked Karle. 
“Minus five,” Ponce said. “Is it possible? It’s classified under “myths” for a reason, rubber head.” Karle bobbed and the lecture continued. He shot his hand up again and Ponce threw him a wrathful glare. “Have you any plans to graduate this year?” she asked, seriously.  “Apparently, it’s not up to just me,” Karle replied, grinning. “Is there a demon known as Helsa?” Ponce scoffed. “I see you’ve been reading up on the topic. Little wonder you keep interrupting like an annoying fly.” The class chuckled at this. “Silence, the rest of you,” Ponce snapped. “Now, back to you. Helsa is the supposed first demon to have escaped the veil of the underworld from a ritual gone wrong.  “No one knows how true that is, but it’s a demon that supposedly reigned terror over two thousand years ago. The elf records confirm this, so it must be true.”
“Helsa is real then?” Karle murmured under his breath.  “Let that be the last question, Karle,” Ponce warned. “The next thing I’ll be subtracting is you, from my class.” Karle dried up at this and asked no more questions till the end of the lecture. The bell rang and it was time for the first break. Karle was setting his books in his bag when he felt a shadow fall over him. He sighed, knowing who it was. “So, you want to graduate this year, uh?” the voice said. The number of shadows increased and Karle knew he just had to look up. 
Sure enough, it was Taylor, the leader of the school’s Wesnut team. Taylor was human on the outside, demon on the inside. And Karle would probably have dealt with him, put him in his place if the kid didn’t have two orc friends, Uruk and Mok, following him about like guards. “Hey Taylor,” Karle said with fake enthusiasm. “You look nice and lean today.”
“Shut up,” Taylor snapped. “Tell me, did your drunk father teach you about Halse?”
“Helsa,” Karle corrected.  “Shut up,” Uruk barked. Taylor closed his eyes and took in deep breaths. “So,” he said, “did your father fall into the drainage and see all that shit about Helsa?”
“What do you want?” Karle asked.  “I don’t know,” Taylor said. “I just hate you, Karle. Your face disgusts me, you’re poor, you’ve got a shitfaced father, and I – I really should change school.”
“It’s really pathetic seeing you worked up over my dad,” said Karle. “I mean, your dad works in the ministry and he’s never ever crossed my mind, but my drunk father lives rent free in your head.” Taylor threw a quick glance at his goons and they held Karle up. He squeezed his hand into a fist and rammed it into Karle's belly. “Drop him,” Taylor said. “One of these days Karle, you’ll no longer be coming up with smart retorts.” Karle keeled over, head swollen, and watched his attackers strut out of class like amateur wrestlers. “I should get myself some body armor,” said Karle, groaning. “Because… there’s some unfortunate pattern growing here.”
The rest of school that day passed with a blur, with Karle doing his best to stay away from Taylor and his men. Once school was over, he hurried outside and got into the first cab he saw.  “Cresko,” he said to the driver.  “Shut the door,” the man said. “Sorry, but I developed claustrophobia recently, I’ll hold it well enough.” The driver grunted. “If anything happens to the door, you’re paying.” Karle tilted his head real quick. “That’s fine by me. No price is too much for an escape route.” The drive was quick, and Karle suspected it was because the driver was eager to have him out of his car. That was a good thing, the feeling was mutual. Since it was daytime, Cresko almost looked innocent. The clubs were either still in hibernation for nightfall, or they had their music turned down to a mighty low. 
There was a human guard at the front door of Independence club, so Karle took the time to walk around the building and take the back door instead.
“Karle?” Harvey called with the voice of one seeing a long lost brother. “You’re alive!” The orc pulled Karle into a bear hug and squeezed him. “We all thought you were dead or caught or something,” said Harvey. “That’s what we all thought.”
“I’m not, no one can kill me,” said Karle, chuckling. “I’ve got the powers of the Fair Father. Is Bosse in?”
“Yeah,” said Harvey. “Carte is guarding the front door.”
“Yes, I saw him,” Karle replied. “But you said it the last time that whoever wants to see the boss goes through the back, that’s precisely why I came around the back.” Harvey drew his brows together in a frown. “That didn’t stop you from sneaking past me, though.”
“Yes, and now, I want to do things the right way,” Karle said, raising his chin like a dignified aristocrat. Harvey grunted and opened the door for Karle to get in. Unlike the front door that led into a passage and the dance floor, the backdoor opened directly into the kitchen, then the store, from there Karle made his way to the dance floor and finally the VIP area where Bosse’s office was. “Well, well, well,” said Bosse, spinning about his chair. “See who decided to show up.” Karle glanced around the room, or to be more precise, the mean faces glaring at him in the eye. Three orcs, two men and as usual, zero elves. “I’ve got your money with me,” he said, pulling his backpack. “Why didn’t you show up earlier? Thinking of making away with my money?” asked Bosse. Karle turned a chair in front of Bosse’s desk and sat in it. “I didn’t ask you to sit,” said Bosse, in a low warning voice. “You didn’t ask me to not sit, either,” Karle replied. “And I think we’ve known each other for too long, Bosse. I’ve worked for you since I was… since I was your height.” Bosse gritted his jaws together. But Karle wasn’t done yet. He put the thick wad of cash on the table and pushed them towards Bosse. “That’s your money or what’s left of it,” said Karle, “Although, I bet you weren’t expecting me to bring back the money.” Bosse chuckled. “What are you talking about? I gave you goods, certainly, I expected money.”
“No, Bosse,” said Karle, waving a finger. “You expected a service. I’ve been thinking a lot since I escaped Pablo’s net, I’ve been thinking how did Pablo know to prepare for me? He knew when I was going, and where to wait for me, that’s no coincidence.  “So, I came to a reasonable conclusion. Do you want to hear it?”
“No.”
“Good,” said Karle, “It was you who hired Pablo to get rid of me. And Pablo’s payment was the money I collected from selling those ‘goods’ you gave me.”
“I told you no,” Bosse said, lighting a cigar. “I already made my decision,” said Karle. “I just wanted to give you the illusion of making a choice.”
“Pour me whisky and ice, Benny,” Bosse ordered the giant behind him. He took a long drag from his cigar and blew a narrow stream into the air. “Why are you back then? You could have gotten out of Beringale with this money, started a good life elsewhere.”
Karle put both legs on the table, much to Bosse’s chagrin. “Yeah,” he said. “But I like Beringale, so in Beringale I’m staying.” Benny set the glass of whisky and ice before Bosse and returned to his place behind him. “Now that you’re here,” said Bosse, stirring the cup in his hand. “Why shouldn’t I just kill you anyways?”
“You didn’t hear what happened to Pablo?” asked Karle. He took his leg off the table and leaned closer to Bosse. “The magic user who beat Pablo and his goons is a friend of mine, and he’s nearby in a secret location I will not say.” Karle glanced at his watch as he said this.
“Karle,” said Bosse, lifting a brow. “Why did you check your watch now?”
“It’s my friend; the magic user. Let’s just say he’s an impatient person and violence comes to him far too easily. You can ask Pablo if you think I’m lying.” Bosse’s mouth twitched uncontrollably and his nose flared. He closed his eyes, took in deep breaths and forced back a smile. “Of course,” he said, “you’re one of my best. Just don’t go around incurring stupid debts again, it’s annoying. You may leave now, before your impatient friend does something disastrous.” Karle had never been so relieved all his life. When he got outside in the open, he found himself blessing the Fair Father for life. “That went well,” he said to himself. He pulled his backpack over his head and opened it. There was still some cash left from Bosse’s money, and he knew just what to do with it.




Chapter Twelve

Shedek waited till nightfall before he set out of his house. He donned his cloak and pulled the hood over his head. Tap. Tap. Tap. He went, leading the way with his staff. The night was without shadows, many thanks to the moonless sky. Darkness enveloped Beringale like ashes of a distant ruin. Or maybe it was just where Shedek stayed; right on the outskirts of the city, among the whispering boughs and cawing hawks. He came into the brightly lit city and continued along the tarred road till the first taxi came along.  “You’re not a thief, I hope,” Shedek asked the young man driving the car.  “And if I am?” the man asked, looking in the rearview mirror. “Oh,” said Shedek, casually. “There’s this spell I have only just learned. Do you know what it does? It causes a person to walk backwards for one week. I mean, it might be more because my only test subject so far is a bear that tried to eat my cat, and it went on for a month. “But then, bears are stronger than humans so it might only take a week or two instead of a month.” The driver’s mouth fell. “Are you a magic user?” he asked, when he recovered.  “No, my young yellow,” said Shedek. “I am a mage. Can’t you see the staff and the cloak?”
The rest of the drive continued in absolute silence. When Shedek tried to pay after they alighted, the driver simply waved him on. “Keep the money,” he hollered as he drove off.  “That’s weird,” said Shedek, wrinkling his nose. “It’s supposed to be me saying “keep the change”. Not that I had any change to give anyways.” Shedek climbed up the front stairs of the red brick house and knocked hastily on the door. “Who’s there?” a young voice asked. “Shedek Zorah,” Shedek boomed, bracing. There was a flurry of hurried footsteps and a minute later, Ragar opened the door with a smile on his face. “Good to see you again, old man,” he said, chuckling. “Come on in.” Ragar’s place was modern, contemporary. He even had an air conditioner installed whereas the garden by the window was why Shedek hadn’t died of heat yet. “Oh, little rugrats,” Shedek said, grinning at the children running upstairs. “They’re quite the demons,” Ragar said, clearing his throat. “Domestic terrorists is what my wife calls them.”
“Including the girl?” asked Shedek, eyes bulging. “Especially the girl,” Ragar replied, opening the door to his study. “My neighbors say the boy will soon take the mantle when he is older. They say he’ll break things, including himself.”
“You better brush up on your healing spells then,” said Shedek, taking a seat in one of the thick armchairs around.  “I’ll just take him to the hospital,” said Ragar, groaning as he sat. “Your back hurts?” Shedek asked, frowning.  “Not exactly,” said Ragar, chuckling. “It’s a manly thing to do. My father used to do it all the time; sighing as he sat even when there was nothing wrong with his back.  “And then something went wrong with his back, so he had a legitimate reason to sigh. And did he abuse it? Every chance he got.” Shedek burst into laughter at this, wiping the sides of his face with a hand. “He was a good man,” said Shedek. “Your father was a good man.”
“You don’t know him,” Ragar said, pulling out a rectangular box. “You want a cigar?”Shedek screwed his face as though he’d just been offered shite. “I want the old thing. The joy of smoke game begins from your wrap; it’s like good sex starts with foreplay, not the bang.” Ragar laughed and shook his head. “You’re too stuck in the past, Shedek,” he said, rising to his feet. He then exited the room and returned a short while later with a wad of wraps and a vial of bush. “There you go” he said, throwing the pack at Shedek. Shedek set his staff against the arm of the chair and set to work making his own wrap.  “You know,” Ragar began, taking a drag of his smoke. “I still don’t understand your decision, even though you’ve explained yourself a thousand times.” Shedek rolled the paper and ran his tongue over the edge. “It’s not yet a thousand times,” he said, shoving the smoke in his mouth. “But I do agree you’re slow to learn. You’ve always been slow to learn, one of my reasons for not choosing you.” Ragar lifted a corner of his mouth in a sneer. “But you chose Desda to lead the Guild,” he said, teasing. “Tell me where that has led you to?”
“Desda is smart enough to make his own decisions,” said Shedek. “My worry is just that the world is advancing at such a maddening pace, it’s frightening. Thirty years ago, there were no phones. Then the elves and humans came up with the monster. You've seen what that small bastard can do, have you not?”
“It’s called technology,” said Ragar, patting his cigar over an ashtray. “And I would never have allowed it to penetrate the Guild if you’d made me leader. We’ve been friends for how long now? Since we were kids!” Shedek waved a finger. “We were kids, but we were never friends. I was friends with your father, and when he died I extended the courtesy to you,” he said. Shedek put the cigarette in his mouth and closed his eyes. Suddenly, the end of the cigar began to glow a bright red flame. “You used a lighter, did you not?” he said to Ragar. “I don’t think you’d have been much different from Desda given the same chance. Who knows, you might have been worse.” Ragar grunted. “That’s impossible!”
“Well, we’ll never know, will we?” Shedek asked, puffing smoke. “You think you need a title to change the world, that’s why even now you never try to do anything meaningful.”
“I see you’ve come to my house to insult me,” said Ragar, dropping his cigar in the Ashtray even though there was more than half left. “On the contrary,” said Shedek, smiling. “I’ve come here because there’s a task you can do. And because it’s a chance for you to prove yourself worthy.”
“I am worthy,” Ragar said, glaring viciously at Shedek. “You denied me for a tray of food, money, and women,” said Shedek. “I find your worthiness questionable, Ragar. Yet, I will give you another chance.” Ragar sighed, subdued by the revelation.  “I wanted to stay back to be your ears and eyes in the Guild, you need all the information you can get.”
“Why haven’t you told me about the purple lightning then? Unless of course, if you didn’t know there was a purple lightning at all.” Ragar’s eyes widened in their sockets. “A purple lightning? Doesn’t that mean…”
“I know what it means, but that’s not our concern tonight,” said Shedek, leaning forward. “Desda is hiding something. He is too careful, too cautious and as a result too vulnerable. Find out what it is and report back to me, can I trust you to do that much?” Ragar frowned, offended. “You know you can count on me.” Shedek bobbed his gray head. “Of course,” he said. “Of course.” He rose to his feet just as Ragar’s wife came into the study with a tray of cookies in her hand.  “Are you leaving already?” she asked, disappointed.  “Yes,” said Shedek, grabbing his staff. “But I must take these cookies home, lest I spend the rest of my life in regret. See how delicious they look.” The woman’s face brightened at this. “I’ll go pack them then,” she said, scurrying outside. “You can handle women, but you refuse to get married,” said Ragar, grunting as he rose up. “Yes,” said Shedek. “Get married, have kids and put them all in danger. That’s just what a right-thinking man will do.” Ragar scoffed. “You’re paranoid,” he said. “There’s no danger whatsoever anywhere.”
“I hear you,” said Shedek, turning to face Ragar. “One more thing, Ragar. Whatever it is you find Desda is hiding, do not try to take action on your own. Come back, and report to me first.”
“Of course,” said Ragar, grinning. “I don’t even know what I’ll find, or if I’ll find anything at all.”
“I hope you find nothing,” said Shedek, stepping out of the study. Ragar’s wife was already holding a tote bag in one hand, the bowl of cookies sitting warm inside it. Shedek took the gift, thanked the woman profusely and left the house.




Chapter Thirteen

“I have heard of the Moji Garden far west of Beringale. Beyond the gaze of the Babylon tower, hidden behind the mountains of the Fairs. “Every lore says the flowers in Moji sing during the day, and at night they become stars; bright and colorful. It is believed that the long-forgotten centaurs, the halfmen and half beast, the unicorns, and the untethered fairies of the old all live in Moji, that old mystical garden. “Why is no one hurrying to get there? Because those that do never return. We wonder if they even made it there, or there’s more to Moji Garden than we know.” Karle closed his book and rubbed at his face. He grabbed the broken mirror on the table and glanced at his reflection in it. The cracks on the mirror deformed him, dividing his face and misaligning the parts. But he was certain that was the true reflection of what he was inside… broken, misaligned kid with rough red hair and…cute green eyes.  “That’s one positive thing to look forward to,” he said, narrowing his eyes to a smothering gaze. There was a shatter of glass outside and Karle hurried to his feet. He found his dad on the side of the road, asleep and drunk in broad daylight, the neck of the shattered bottle was still in his hand. Karle sighed. After many grunts and near falls, he carried Levi inside the house and set him on his bed. He raised a pillow under the man’s head and stood to watch. Was he always like that? Drunk, dead to the world and himself. 
Sometimes, Karle would dream of a man smiling down at him while he slept. At first, he used to think it was Levi, however, there was nothing to suggest that anymore. He didn’t even remember ever seeing Levi smile. Karle grabbed his bag and got out of the house, deciding to pay the old man he met the other time a visit. As with the other times, he held the cab door open much to the driver’s chagrin. And when he alighted, the woman didn’t wait to see the back of him. “Really? In the forest?” Karle exclaimed as he saw the dirt trail ahead of him. It took a few minutes then he saw Shedek’s place up ahead. Karle sighed, pleased. The house was a retreat built in the middle of the forest. Elven wood for pillars, thick glasses for walls, hand carved mahogany for doors, sweet little gardens on all sides, and a man with crying hair trimming the flowers. It was picture perfect. “You should be a gardener,” said Karle, brooding over the flowers. “I think you’ll make it, big time.”
“If it is defined by how much I earn, then I can make it in more than one profession,” said Shedek, scowling. “Isn’t that all you kids think of nowadays? Money, and women.”
“That’s right,” said Karle, settling in the rough stone steps. “All the last generation, your generation, thought of was how to make more kids. Now we have a population crisis, and lots of homeless kids. You should have worried more about money.”
“Why are you here?” asked Shedek, dropping the trowel in his hand.
“You said you were going to train me,” said Karle, smiling. “That’s why I’m here. To get trained in the ancient path of magic and the forbidden sorceries of darkness!” Shedek’s heavy brows furrowed together. “I said that?” Karle waved. “Of course not, I was just trying to spice things up. Anyways, I’m in a good mood right now, how and when do we get started?” Shedek regarded him for a while. “We will begin with the basics…”
“Really?” Karle’s eyes twinkled. “Do I learn how to blast someone really annoying out of my face? Or some people. There’s actually three of them I really want to blast off.”
“Rule number one of magic, never learn it for petty purposes,” said Shedek, climbing the steps past Karle. “Follow me.”
“If you got punched in the belly till you spilled your insides out, you’ll find it’s not so petty.” Karle followed behind. “Okay, maybe the blast was too much,” he said, “can I at least learn how to tongue tie people who talk at me too much?”
“No.”
“How about those who try to punch me?” asked Karle, “surely there must be a spell to turn their arms to noodles every time they think of hurting me.”
“Not that either,” said Shedek, “because my arms would turn to noodles far too often.” Karle chortled. “That’s only if you’re… wait. Are you thinking of hurting me?” Shedek stopped and turned around. “I’m thinking of learning a spell to tongue tie you. Wait for me under that tree we met last time, allow me to clean up.” Karle was still seated when Shedek returned with a small, old book in his hand. The mage dropped it on the table and took a seat opposite Karle who already had a brow raised. “What’s this?” asked Karle, pointing at the small brown book. “It’s a book. An introduction to magic.”
“And what am I supposed to do with this?” asked Karle. “You’re supposed to train me. Give me a staff and show me how to use lightning to smite my enemies.”
“You can’t use my staff, unless she wants you to, and I’m not sure she’ll allow it,” said Shedek. Karle rolled his eyes. “What? It’s just a piece of wood.”
“No,” said Shedek. “What’s just a piece of dead wood is your patience. My staff, on the other hand, has a soul. She is calm, and she talks to me a lot. One secret rule of the magic world is this: the closer you are to the staff, the better your spells and attacks are.”
“Great,” said Karle, throwing his hands up in the air. “No wonder nobody wants to learn magic anymore. You’re telling me I have to convince a piece of wood to like me? How about I threaten to break it instead?”
“You won’t,” said Shedek.  “If you betray your staff, you’ll never be able to bond with another. Now, be quiet, let me introduce you to the world of magic.”
“Okay,” said Karle, forcing himself to yawn. “I’m going to listen to this very interesting theory.”
“Magic, regardless of the type, is roughly divided into three forms,” Shedek began. “Attack, defense, and spells. Every user has a wee bit knowledge of them all, but a mage is a master in at least two of them.”
“And which two are your areas of specialization?” Karle butted. “All three,” said Shedek. “Healers usually specialize in spells and defense. They’re hard to break, but they’re not very good at breaking either. Soldiers specialize in attack and defense, but their spells are usually weak. “Attack, as the name implies, is to launch an offensive at an enemy. The goal of an attack is to break, destroy, and kill. Assassins are terribly good at only this, they don’t care much for the rest.”
“They should learn a bit of defense though,” said Karle. “They don’t need to,” said Shedek. “Their attacks usually leave no room for counters. Then comes the defense, which protects you from attack magic and spell magic. The bodyguards are usually proficient at this. “It’s not unusual for politicians to have an entourage of retired assassins and bodyguards; one attacks, the other defends. And finally, the spell magic.” Shedek stood up from his seat and closed his eyes. When he opened them, they were burning bright blue flames. Karle’s brows raised and knitted together while his mouth opened in utter awe. Shedek closed his eyes again and sat down. When they opened, they’re gone back to the gray, sinister pair they were before. “Is that a spell?” asked Karle. Shedek frowned. “I’m afraid not,” said the mage. “That’s a warning.”
“What warning?”
“Therein lies the drawback of intuitive magic,” said Shedek, regretfully. “It warns you of impending danger, but where is the danger? In what form shall it appear? How soon shall it appear? The intuitive magic tells you nothing of these.”
“It’s useless then,” said Karle. “So, about spells.”
“They’re cast on special occasions,” said Shedek. “They can be passive or directed at a person. They can be used for good such as healing or for evils such as bringing the dead back to life.” 
“How can resurrection be a bad thing?” asked Karle. “The dead suffer from a sickness called death, if you bring them back, you heal them from death.”
“That’s a childish depiction,” said Shedek, rising up. “Put that in your bag, let’s go to the kitchen, I’m starving.”
“Ah, me too,” said Karle, rubbing his belly. “Contentment is a part of your training,” said Shedek, “you won’t be tasting my dish.” They got in the kitchen and Shedek began cutting the vegetables, rather, the knives began cutting the vegetables and onions while Shedek continued tutoring Karle. “Spells like bringing a man back from the dead break the chain of reality. They tear open the veil of the underworld and let in ungodliness from below into our world. These escaped spirits and souls have no natural predators here in our world, and as such, we mortals are vulnerable to them.”
“Including the elves?” asked Karle. “Including the elves,” said Shedek. “I’m glad those perfectionists have a weakness,” Karle said, licking his lips. “So, where’s your family?” Shedek lifted his chin. “Tired of magic, aren’t you?”
“There’s only so much I can learn in one day,” said Karle, “but don’t worry, I won’t forget about the five branches of magic.”
“Three,” Shedek corrected. “I know, I just wanted to see if you still remembered what you taught me.” Shedek frowned. “You’ve never married?” Karle pressed, ignoring the glare from the mage. “And what is it to you?”
“They say men who act so tough like you, for example, don’t know how to approach women.”
“I know how to approach women,” said Shedek, “that cat was given to me by a woman.”
“Aw,” Karle exclaimed. “She must really hate you. She gave you a furless cat.”
“Okay,” said Shedek, slamming his hand on the desk. “That’s enough, be on your way now and be sure to finish that book before tomorrow.”
“What?! Are you kidding me right now? It’s got fifty pages!
“And that’s too much for you to handle?” asked Shedek, tapping his feet. “Leave and return when you’re done with the book, whatever year that is. You don’t seem to be willing to learn, anyways.”
“Looks like I stepped on your tail with that cat, didn’t I?” asked Karle, throwing his bag behind him. “See you again tomorrow.”




Chapter Fourteen

Desda was ready in his office by the time Captain Nerih arrived. His eyes were bloodshot and restless, and when she entered, he startled behind his desk and jerked. “Captain Nerih,” he said, smiling feverishly. “You scared me.” Nerih shook her head sadly. “You’re tensed up, Lord Desda.”
“Please, take out the ‘lord’,” said Desda, “That title bears down on my shoulders like the anchors of a freight ship. It’s no wonder I feel like I’m drowning.”
“Why don’t you confide in High Mage Shedek?” asked Nerih. “He can help you. He was made High Mage for a reason, and he’s proven over and over that he’s worthy of that title.”
“And I have not?” asked Desda, fiercely. “If Shedek were dead, would I summon his soul from the underworld?”
“No,” said Nerih. “There’s no need for that because Shedek is not dead, and while he is still alive, he is your friend and mentor—”
“ENOUGH!” Desda bellowed, slamming his fist into the mahogany desk before him. “I have had enough hearing you all refer to him as my mentor. He taught me briefly, but he is in no way greater than I am! I was a mage before I went to him.” By the time he was done talking, the veins of his neck throbbed and pulsed visibly under his skin. His face reddened and became sweaty. Nerih, however, was as calm as ever. Her expression was placid, and not a twitch was to be noticed around her face. Her gray eyes betrayed her though, for they filled with moisture and salty tears. “That’s well heard sir,” she said, “shall we set out now, Lord Desda?” Desda sighed and stepped out from behind the desk. “Nerih, I’m so sorry. I totally—”
“I’ll be waiting right outside with the rest of the team sir,” Nerih said, saluting. She turned a 180 in one military precise move and marched out of the office. “Oh,” Desda sighed. “That’s terrible.”
He poured himself a glass of water, downed it in a single gulp, and joined the team waiting outside. 
 
After the revolution about forty years ago, a young Shedek had agitated for the need of a police to monitor the magic users running rogue in town, and for that reason, the Magic Guild was formed. It was also there that they trained magic users to harness their powers. Some of them turned out to be the worst criminals history ever presented. And it was always the most brilliant of them, some were even stronger than Shedek himself. So, how to mitigate that risk? By gradually taking magic out of the world. If no one used magic, sooner or later, the ability would atrophy, and it would be a brand new world. A world free of magic and its users. And thank the Fairs for science, Desda didn’t think too many people would miss screaming to light the stove when they could just order it from bed. He had created an elite team. The members of which were highly trained and taken from the best of the best divisions. They were all armed with the best guns, high tech body suits, and best Intel tools. “Stand at ease,” Desda ordered the team of ten before him. Eleven if angry Nerih was added to the count. “Today, we are acting on a hunch to raid certain locations for lost technology and artifacts. We’re going in armed and hit because that’s how we go, but I do not expect any hostility. “Our mission is a simple search and report, but be on the lookout for criminals and rebels, is that understood?”
“Yes sir!” they chorused. 
“Now, let’s move.”




Chapter Fifteen

Ragar sipped sweetened coffee from the disposable cup and crammed the rest of his wafers into his mouth. He waited till the armored vehicles left before he stood, grabbing his staff. He had been heading to the Magic Guild earlier that morning to begin the assignment Shedek put in his hands when he saw Desda emerge from the building. Not that there was anything special about emerging from a building, but if one wore body armor, boots, and helmets as big as enhanced watermelons, it wasn’t a friendly meet. So, he had found himself a decent spot at a café opposite the Guild, ordered a cup of coffee milk, enough sugar to induce diabetes, and a packet of wafers to chew alongside it all. He waited five minutes after the vans had left before he crossed the tarred road to the Guild. There were guards at the Guild, but they all recognized him to be one of the important members of the council and bowed as he passed. “You came with your staff today?” one of the guards asked. Ragar paused and turned around slowly. “You came with your foolishness today?” Ragar asked. That settled the matter of who came with what that day. Ragar hurried into the elevator and pressed for the last floor, where Desda’s office was. The machine whirred and hissed as the doors opened. The door to Desda’s office was locked when Ragar arrived at it. But a little nudge from the staff and the lock clicked open. “Shedek’s right,” Ragar muttered. “None of these technologies rival magic.” He closed the door behind him and looked around the office. “Another dose of magic, eh? A spell, definitely.” A tune sang in the room, like the soft enchanting flow of a harp. Ragar looked around for the sound and found no source for it. He hurried to the windows and shut them, pulling the curtains over the curious light. Next, he hurried to the roughly center of the room and stood with his eyes closed and his staff in front of him. 
“Fona hanmi…” he muttered softly. “Fona hanmi…”
As he spoke, a blue mist began to emerge from his staff. But instead of just filling the entire room as normal mist or smoke would, the magical blue mist snaked around certain paths like roads on a map.  Ragar opened his eyes and saw the twist of magical must around him, he smiled. “Now, let’s see where you’ve been.” Some parts of the mist were thicker than the others. Which indicated that Desda passed those routes more often. Ragar traced each path with his eyes; to the wall of books behind Desda’s chair… “Boy, Desda sure has some terrible urinary issues,” said Ragar, following the thick line that led to the toilet.  He continued his search, tracing each snaky mist till he found one that led to the fireplace. “Now,” said Ragar, squinting his eyes. “Why would he frequent a redundant hearth? There’s no picture on the wall so…? Ah, a button? What does this do?” Ragar went over to the fireplace and bent over the red button next to it.  “This could be an alarm,” he said, wistfully. “Well, is he always in danger? Probably one of his stupid technology-based witchcrafts.” Ragar pushed the button and jumped backwards, preparing for an attack. However, rather than an attack, the fireplace and a portion of the wall above it creaked and groaned as they parted open, making way for an elevator.  “A secret door?” Ragar exclaimed. “Aw, that’s cute. I’ve always wanted a secret door in my office.” He held his staff tightly and went into the elevator. There were two buttons there: arrow up and arrow down. Ragar pushed the arrow up button. The elevator shook and shuddered but didn’t move upwards. He frowned, then pushed the arrow down button. 
The lift scratched, and Ragar threw out a hand as the machine began its descent downwards. A short while later, the door opened into a cave with green crystals lining all the walls. Ragar stepped into the cave carefully, his staff raised to combat any sudden danger that might arrive. But no danger arrived.
He continued into the largely empty space, eyes wide with wonder, mouth gaping in amazement. “Look, look, look. Who do we have here?” a voice like the sound of three hefty men chorusing rang. “Ragar, the brave son of Laroth. A noble mage in the Guild of magicians. I see you, a man born to lead.” Great fear roused in Ragar’s heart, but an even greater pride swelled in his heart like the tides of the dark evening. And that pride inspired him to seek out the voice that called him rather than run from it. He came face to face with a large crystal shaped like an egg. And in that crystal was greenish fluid, even more spooky was the head floating inside the fluid. A lipless face locked in an eternal grin stared at him. Ragar’s face turned white as horror washed over him. “You,” he said, aiming his staff at the head. “What are you?” The head sank to the bottom of the tank, laughing wickedly before bobbing up again. “You want to know who I am?” he chuckled again, sending a fresh wave of fear down through Ragar’s body. “Well,” said the head. “Since you asked so nicely, I am Helsa, the true head of the magic Guild.” Ragar’s legs turned to rubber under him and it was a miracle he was able to keep on his feet at all. “Helsa?” Ragar’s eyes rolled deliriously. “Didn’t Desda say there was no Helsa?”
“Oh well, Desda lied,” said Helsa, chuckling. “There is Helsa, and he lives happily in a tank of green crystal.” Ragar was entranced, lost in a messy train of shock and his own thoughts. “I should tell Shedek, I should tell Shedek.”
“Shedek knows about me, Ragar,” said Helsa, chuckling. “It would seem you’re the only one left in the dark about my existence. I wonder why… could it be that they think you incompetent? Perhaps… they doubt your leadership qualities.”. Ragar scowled darkly. “You shut up!”
“I won’t,” said Helsa, bobbing to the bottom of his tank. “I must tell you the truth, Ragar. You see, people hate and doubt the things they do not understand. Including you.”
“You’re playing with me, you’re playing with me,” Ragar cried, frightened. “I want to help you,” said Helsa, “I want to help you achieve your true potential. But you seem content playing second fiddle to Desda and this… Shedek.”  Ragar tightened his lips. “Didn’t you say you knew Shedek?”
“I know him, but I don’t like him,” said Helsa, “You have a strong destiny, Ragar. And now, you finally have the chance to fulfill that destiny with me.”
“You’re playing with me,” Ragar scoffed. “I’m getting out of here.”
“I am your only chance at becoming the head of the Magic Guild, Ragar of Laroth. Choose me and you’ll never answer to anyone again.”




Chapter Sixteen

Levi was no longer in bed when Karle arrived home. And much to his surprise, there was the smell of food cooking in the house. He dumped his bag on a chair nearby and continued his probe into the house looking around for the source of the intrusive smell. “Who are – Levi?”
“Karle.”
Food was done and neither father nor son had the energy to look each other in the eye and talk. They just stabbed lazily at the food, spearing at potatoes and dropping it back into the plate.  “You are not eating,” Levi said, staring at his son. All of the matted hair on his face and around his beard was gone. Karle dropped his fork noisily into the plate and pushed the food away. “Maybe that’s because you never cook, sorry, important things first. To cook, you’ve got to be at home, to be at home, indicates the existence of a shelter fit for human habitation, not this bird nest.” A bird flew out from nowhere and landed a drop right on the table they sat at as it flew past. “That reminds me of a bomber dropping shells from the sky.”
“What do you want, Levi?” asked Karle, folding his arms across his chest. “Do you need money? More money? You want to pull out some loan that requires you to look good?” Levi held his palms up. “Please, calm down,” he said, coolly. “I know I’ve not been the best father to you.” Karle pinched his nose. “You’ve not been a father at all.”
“True that,” Levi said. “But…” Karle slapped the table, causing the plates and spoons to bounce. “You should go back to your drunk self. That one is easier to forgive because I know he’s drunk and out of his wits. But this… this sane man before me? I don’t want to have anything to do with him.” He pushed his chair away and left Levi to eat alone. Karle slammed the door so hard, it threatened to pull out of its hinges. He slumped on the bed and buried his face between his palms. There was a knock on the door. His door. When was the last time he’d heard one? It was strange, weird, and almost impossible to believe. He’d always hear the other kids saying their parents knocked on their doors and for a long time, Karle wondered what it would feel like to hear that knock, that tiny miracle on his door, his own father knocking on the door.  “Karle, I need to talk to you,” Levi said on the other side, although he didn’t try to force his way inside. The door buckled probably under the weight of Levi leaning against it.  “I’ve been wanting to talk to you for ages,” said Karle, “You were always too drunk to listen.” The door shuddered again, followed by a scratching sound and a quiet thump. From the shadow under the door, Karle could see Levi was sitting on the floor, outside the door.  “There’s no excuse for how I’ve treated you all these whiles,” said Levi. “After your mother, my wife died—”
“Really? You want to base your whole crescendo on mother’s death?” Karle barked, angrily.  “Losing Willow was no reason to go Berserk, Karle. But do you know she died saving you?” Karle frowned. “How? What are you talking about? Save me from what?”
“Some strange men came for you shortly after we found you on the streets,” Levi explained. “They might have been traffickers, but they were magic users for sure. They wanted to take you away but Willow refused to let you go. So they blasted her with magic… and you.  “When I woke up, she was dead and curled around you. Even in death, she was trying to keep you safe. After that, every time I saw you I didn’t… I didn’t see you. I saw Willow covered in debris, curled around you like a shell.”
“I didn’t choose to be saved,” Karle said, brushing the tears off his face. “I didn’t choose to be saved! Why did I have to suffer for it?”
“That question is what I asked myself, Karle. I – it might sound absurd, weird that I envy a baby. But I always wondered why Willow chose you over us. Why didn’t she let you go and stay alive? It upset me. “I miss her, Karle. She completes me, thanks to her life was starting to make sense. I miss her hair, black as gel, and her eyes, blue like the ocean under a rainbow. I didn’t know how to take her loss.”
“So you resorted to drinking,” said Karle, quietly.  “It was an easier reality to face,” said Levi. “Each bottle I took was a bullet to the truth I hated; that Willow was gone and never coming back.” Karle went to the rain-stained glass of the window. Wasted… wasted… all those years wasted living in the past.  “So, why did you change your mind?”  He heard Levi sigh on the other side of the door. “Because I want to take this second chance while I still have it. Tomorrow is not promised Karle. I’m sorry for all those years when I made life harder for you. I truly am.”
“Sorry doesn’t change anything,” said Karle, clenching his fist. “It’s too late for repentance now.”
“Yes, I understand,” Levi said, rose from the door and left.




Chapter Seventeen

Ragar sat in Desda’s enormous chair, his elbows on the smooth mahogany, his fingers interlocked like tug chains, his chin on the interlocked fingers. That side of the desk felt good, felt powerful, felt magical. The chair was even more comfortable than he had thought, he could feel the warmth of it. Just earlier, he’d discovered the chair could give him a vibrating massage. And all he had to do was step into the same reality as Desda and Shedek.  Little wonder those two never had it good between themselves. That almost explained Shedek’s enigmatic powers, and how Desda was the only true rival he’s ever had. It was all because they shared the same source… Helsa. His eyes went to the dead hearth, the red button beside it, but it was his mind that got into the elevator and traversed to the cave over a hundred feet below. All he had to do was say “Yes” and this desk would be his.
The office door opened and before Ragar had the chance to react, a guard stepped in. He swallowed, shamed at being caught testing out the leader’s seat. The soldier stood before Ragar with a confused expression on his face. Ragar scowled. “What do you want? And since when did you come in here without knocking first?” The soldier saluted. “I’m sorry sir,” he said. “I had important news.” Ragar furrowed his brows. “What’s it about?” he asked. “That’s… that’s for the leader of the Magic Guild sir,” said the soldier. “Well,” said Ragar, “I am in his seat now, ain’t I? So, speak or lose your job.” The soldier flinched and shuddered, and Ragar felt good about it. He was on the right side of command today. “We unlocked the phone from the purple lightning scene and found out the owner of the phone sir.” Ragar frowned. Shedek did tell him about the purple lightning. So there was a sighting of purple lightning? “Print the details, whip them into shape and bring them back in thirty minutes,” Ragar ordered. “Yes sir!” the soldier saluted, hurrying towards the door. “Soldier,” Ragar called. “Do not come here a minute earlier than thirty, or you’ll lose more than your job.”
“Yes sir!” Ragar could barely wait for the soldier to exit the room before he leapt towards the red button. He got into the elevator and tapped his foot nervously as the machine went down.  “You have news for me?” Helsa said, bobbing in his tank. 
“A purple lightning was sighted,” said Ragar, laughing. “Your end is near.”
“Desda already told me it was sighted three days ago,” said Helsa. “And contrary to what you think, the magic of the Fair Father will make me invincible, not weak.” Ragar’s face drained of blood at this. They were doomed, all of them. “I want to become leader of the Magic Guild,” said Ragar, “Can you do that?” Helsa closed his mad eyes and issued bubbles. “You have to swear yourself to me, like your predecessors did.” Ragar put his hands over his ears. “They didn’t do that.”
“How else do you think we trusted each other enough to work? You just swear your allegiance to me first.” Ragar’s eyes narrowed and his lips pressed together. “And after that, what happens next?” 
“We make sure Desda never returns,” said Helsa, laughing. “Oh, and one more thing. You have only a short time to make your decision.” Ragar sniffed. His heart beat as though he had just finished a brutal marathon of high jumps. Sweat covered his face and crawled down the skin of his back.  “Fine, I’ll do as you ask,” he said. “I’ll do as you ask.”
“You will do as I ask of your own volition,” Helsa announced. “Now, let me teach you a little awakening spell for an old friend.”




Chapter Eighteen

Desda alighted from the armored van, his rifle in hand. He pulled the visor of his helmet down and signaled for the men to follow him. They had arrived at the Kagura fall, the last on their list that day, and by all means the least visited. The forest around the Kagura was thick and clear, and it was possible to hear all manner of croaks and chirps and clicks as they made their way towards the roaring fall. The place had a reputation for housing the weirdest of creatures, but Desda reckoned that was because it was almost never visited. And as a result, these creatures found a safe haven in it. Desda and his special unit crouched low and aimed their rifles forward. Captain Nerih was right behind him, taking thermal reading from the environment with her thermal scanner. “My reading says there’s a cave behind this fall,” she said, “but we’ve always known that.”
“What else?” asked Desda. “The cave is so small, I don’t know if we all can fit in it.”
“What?! That small?” Desda asked, surprised. “Yes sir.”
“You and five others should move in with me, let the rest stand guard outside,” said Desda. While the rest waited outside, Desda and his group dropped into the water, swimming till they were behind the curtain of falling water. They gasped for breath as they resurfaced, hissing pressure out of their systems. The rock of the Kagura fall was black, which gave it a haunted or cursed appearance. Tourists would do well to steer clear of the site, and the rumors of people disappearing in the vicinity did not help its reputation at all. “There it is,” said Nerih, pointing to the cave a short distance ahead. They climbed upwards, boots crunching over rocks and sand and, if they looked carefully, dried bones. The lights on their rifles came on as they entered the cave. Nerih was right; while the cave had a great mouth nearly fifteen feet across, its depth was a measly four feet chamber with floor covered in sand. “There’s nothing here, sir,” one of the men reported. Desda sighed. He noted the disappointment in the soldier’s voice, and while he had no plan to take any action at that time, he took a mental note to not include the man in future missions. If one soldier thought their leader was incompetent and was wasting their time chasing phantoms, then he could spread the same spirit to the rest of the company, and it’d be the end for such leader.
Desda stepped inside the cave and looked all around the walls and ceiling. It was old, and as far as Desda could tell, the cave didn’t look untouched. People have been here a long time ago. The walls were filled with drawings of men bowing to monsters, babies raised to the sun, possibly as a sacrifice to some god. He examined the back wall of the cave, running his fingers over the rough rock till he suddenly ran over an extremely smooth area. Desda paused, surprised that a part of the rock could be as smooth as ceramic tiles. He lit his touch over the smooth area and found it to be a perfect square. On a hunch, Desda pushed his hand into the smooth square and the rock pressed inside before stopping with a click. There was a rumbling and the back wall began to tremble. Desda and his men hurried away from the wall, bracing for what danger would come from it. The trembling stopped and a part of the wall rolled into the ground, leaving a round entrance for them to go in through. “Call the men standing watch outside,” Desda said to Nerih. “Listen,” he said when the men arrived. We are going into that cave to see what’s inside of it. Report this to the headquarters and have them come here in two hours if they don’t hear from us. 
“Three of you five should come with us. Two men will suffice for the task I said just now, and make that call to the headquarters immediately.” There was a freezing current inside the cave, it was like stepping into a different weather. Then there was an uncanny smell blowing about inside the cave, like the smell of dried fish, or old books. The world they walked into was black and wide. And it was empty except for a concrete bed in the center of the cave.  “It looks like a concrete coffin of some sort,” said Nerih, tracing the top of the bed. “We should open it,” said Desda, “see what’s inside.”
“Are you sure?” asked Nerih, uncertain. “This looks like something the Guild should handle.”
“I am the Guild,” Desda growled. “Open it.”
“Two of you should grab the lid from the head, two men on each side, and two men for the foot.” The men did as they were told; a pair on each of the four sides of the box. They counted down to three and heaved as they lifted the slab off the bed. Despite the fact that there were eight of them, they could only manage to move the slab a few inches to the left, leaving the bed half open. Desda aimed his torch at the inside of the coffin, expecting to find dried bones and jewelries and that cup, the holy grail from which the Fair Father drank. “What’s that?” Desda gasped, his eyes widening considerably. Nerih put her light into the box to examine the content. 
Something scratched…
“Hold that lid, it must not crack,” Nerih said. “The anthropology department will be happy if we leave it as we see it.”
“If we break it, then we don’t tell them we found this place. What’s in there, Nerih?”
“I don’t know,” she said. “The writings on the walls and the carvings on this coffin show it was done nearly a thousand years ago, if not earlier. But the corpse inside doesn’t look human. “I see a head smaller than a man’s, maybe a monkey’s. There are twenty ribs and the arm reaches the knees, I see four legs here.” Desda shook his head. “That doesn’t sound like a cup. Let’s get out of here.”
“Sir!” one of the men called. “What is it, lieutenant?” asked Nerih. “I saw movement from the body,” said the lieutenant.  “You’re seeing things,” said Nerih, returning to the coffin. The flesh on the corpse was dry and withered, possibly the corpse had been mummified before burial. She flashed her torch at the eyes and waited for a response. “That body is over a thousand years old, it wouldn’t blink.”
“Let’s move out,” said Desda, heading outside. 
Suddenly, one of the men screamed. It was blood curdling, terrifying, scary, blood freezing even for Desda. He’d trained these men himself, they’ve worked the most difficult missions ever for him. “What’s that?!” Desda asked, spinning around with his gun. “It is me,” said the creature holding one of the men up in one hand. “Oh, sorry. Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Cobalt.” It was surreal. The ‘corpse’ was holding a man three times its density up in one hand. The rest quickly raised their guns and took aim. “Put the man down or I’ll shoot you,” said Desda. Cobalt chuckled, putting a hand to its mouth. “There’s no arrow, how are you going to shoot me?”
“It’s called a gun,” said Nerih, “And an arrow is a joke beside it. Drop the man and you’ll be spared.” Cobalt tutted, shaking his head. “And therein lies the problem. I don’t want to be spared. Inor!” The man in his hand began to yell and thrash and kick about like a man during his last moment on the gallows. “It’s burning!” he yelled just as he burst into flames and a few seconds later, ash.
“Fire!”
The guns sang their best, firing, raining hell on the risen demon. For a full minute nothing else could be heard but the sound of bullets exiting the muzzle of the guns. Cobalt shook and shuddered as the bullets pierced into him, perforating what was left of his withering body. “Cease fire,” Desda ordered. The demon slumped to the floor, dead, or rather, empty. What they found on the floor was a skin, the old person of a snake after each change season. “That’s impossible,” Desda muttered, picking the skin from the floor. “Where did he go?”
“I’m right behind you,” said Cobalt. The men turned around, but instead of a four legged demon, they found one of their own standing. To be more precise, they found the same man Cobalt burned to ashes standing before them. “You…”
“Oh please,” said Cobalt, waving dismissively. “I’m a demon, don’t act so surprised now that you found I can turn into you or anyone I like. “That gooey skin you found me in was the last thing I could think of before I was put to sleep. Now, I have been summoned again to unleash horror on the world of humans. Anybody have any questions?” Desda swallowed.  “Good,” said Cobalt, flexing his fingers. “Because it’s my turn to fire.”




Chapter Nineteen

Shedek dropped his cup and went outside the house again. If he kept count it’d probably be the sixteenth time he would be stepping outside for no good reason at all. He got inside again, and sank into the thick leather in his study.  Mew came over and rubbed her head against the back of his leg. “Not now, Mew,” Shedek said, putting the cat down. “Something is wrong and I just don’t know what it is. Oh I hate this stupid, good for nothing intuition.”
“Shedek, are you in?” Shedek frowned and came out to find Karle grinning. “You came.”
“Yes, I did,” said Karle. “Have you finished the book?” asked Shedek. “No… something came up,” Karle replied, sitting on the sofa. Mew came over and settled on his lap, but he didn’t push it away. “You shouldn’t have come then,” said Shedek, turning away. “Why?” asked Karle. He sighed. “My dad came back yesterday, and for the first time in maybe fifteen years, I got to see him sober.”
“Listen to me, kid,” Shedek said, hotly. “I don’t care about you, your personal struggles, or anything. All I care about is having you master that magic and using it for the good of others.”
“If my life isn’t good, how can I make other people’s lives good? I’m telling you my whole life has been filled with sorrow after sorrow and now it’s finally seeming to make sense and I’m scared it’s too good to be happening. “What if it doesn’t last?”
“Then it doesn’t,” said Shedek. “Listen, take your family and personal problems and go elsewhere. If it’s not magic, don’t bring it to my doorstep.” Karle scoffed. “Are you being serious right now?”
“All you had to do was read a fifty page book, did you even open it at all?” Karle shook his head left, right, and dead back to the center. “I told you something came up.” Shedek clapped. “Out of my house.”
“But…”
Shedek grabbed his staff, aimed it at Karle and to the door. He could see the surprise on Karle’s face as he was lifted out of the chair and thrown out of the door by the invisible force of the magic. “Let me ask you; how many divisions of magic are there?”
“Three!” Karle said. “Name them.”
“Fight magic, block magic, and healing magic,” Karle called out hurriedly. Shedek grew red as tomatoes. “You are hopeless! You know what? Go back to your drunk father. I think you got just what you deserved.” A dark change came over Karle as well as he picked himself up from the floor. “And you too! You shriveled old man! Living in the forest, ain’t you? One day you’ll end up alone in bed, dying with no one to care a hoot about you.”
“Mew will be there,” Shedek fired back. “Oh, will she?” Karle laughed bitterly. “Not even that cat can stand your presence, Shedek.” The kid turned on his heel and broke into a run. Shedek felt something pushed lightly against his leg. “He said you’re going to leave me too. How about you just GET AWAY FROM ME!”
The cat hissed in terror and jumped away from Shedek, flattening its body to the ground. It took one look at its master and broke into a run, disappearing into the forest. “I’ll be alone, but I’ll leave the world a better place,” Shedek said to himself. The uneasiness grew worse in him and when he could take it no more, he grabbed his cloak and hurried out of the house. Shedek noticed the soldiers hurrying into armored vehicles when he arrived at the Magic Guild. He pulled one of them aside; “What’s happening?”
“I’m sorry sir,” said the soldier, “But that information is classified.”
Shedek grabbed the soldier by the collar and stared into his eyes. “If you don’t tell me what’s going on, I will classify your mouth before your hand reaches that gun behind you.” The soldier gulped. “Lord Desda ordered us to come meet him at a location if he didn’t return in two hours.”
“Where?” The drive to the Kagura fall was maddening. And all the time, Shedek couldn’t shake off the feeling something terrible had happened to Desda. He worried about Desda’s safety, but he also knew the man’s death was a mighty drop in the ocean; ripples would be formed, some good, some bad. However, knowing the kind of world we lived in and how difficult it was to pull through with good things, he was certain there’d be more of bad than good. The fall looked like a war zone when they arrived. Two armored vehicles were already smoking in fire. The body of men lay strewn across the floor. Shedek looked to the fall and grunted, he turned to the captain of the men. “We should check behind that curtain.”
“That’s precisely where he said he was sir,” the orc replied. Shedek hurried into the water, wading through it. When he got to the fall, he raised his staff up and the water parted as though an invisible umbrella was held up. He came before a cave nearly ten feet across. There was a round entrance at the back wall of the cave. Shedek closed his eyes and sniffed. “What the hell was Desda doing here?” He continued inside the cave without waiting for the men behind him. Shedek would have run outside if he’d not seen men die in the past. He would have fallen to the ground and rent his clothes if he hadn’t seen souls perish in combat. Shedek would have denounced the world and cursed everything in it if he had never seen the face of a man lost in the hands of death hot and fiery. Five bodies were smoking, burnt beyond redemption. Shedek saw some piles of ashes here and there, and four or five of them, and he had no doubts those were bodies as well. There was a low whimper from one of the bodies and Shedek hurried to the spot. Though her flesh was burnt, and her beautiful ears and golden hair were gone, Shedek still remembered captain Nerih. “Oh, Nerih,” he said, weeping. He quickly shook his head and set the staff on her, then closed his eyes and began mumbling incantations. The staff glowed and shook and Shedek groaned as the incantation took its toll on him. “Shedek…” His eyes opened slowly as they met Nerih’s. He squeezed his face to keep the tears at bay. “Who did this to you, Nerih? What happened?”
“Helsa is back…” said Nerih, with great difficulty. “Desda has been hiding him all this while.”
“Desda was working for Helsa?”
“No… someone set Helsa free and Helsa set that one free…”Nerih coughed her last and fell asleep. “Spirit of the Fair Father,” the orc captain muttered as he came inside. “What happened here?”
“Carnage is what happened here,” said Shedek, rising. He went over to the concrete coffin in the middle of the room and the half opened slab, and ran his fingers over the carvings on it. “And I’m afraid, it has only just begun.”




Chapter Twenty

Karle stood from afar, watching his father trim the overgrown garden outside the house. It was hard to go to school, run errands, care for a drunk father and still keep the garden in check. He turned around and headed to the city, towards the Babylon tower. It was a few minutes before dusk and he knew better than anyone that the best view the city had to offer would come that night. No one was allowed to go into the tower at night. There had been a statistical rise in the number of people who died from gravity around the Babylon tower. Further research proved most cases happened at night, and the gooey mass spilling from jeans and shirt or plaid gown and wig was not tomato paste but a person. He snuck into the wire fence through a hole only he knew of because it was he who put it there. Once in the compound, Karle climbed the outside wall and entered through a broken window on the second floor. The Babylon tower was like a lighthouse on land and without the light. The inside was no more than a spiral of stairs twirling up into the height above. Karle hurried over the steps, climbing as fast as he could. He pushed the trapdoor overhead open and got out into the open-air deck a thousand feet above. The sun was sinking onto its hideout, retiring after a long day blazing the heat and light over the world. Did he mention that Beringale sky was a wonder at this time of the day. That dusk it was a streak of yellow, like mango canvass, another part looked like the sea when viewed from a plane. He’d heard the older pilots would sometimes crash into the sea because they couldn’t tell which was sky and which was sea. Karle walked to the edge of the deck, putting his hands on the cool steel railings. The city never changed, did it? Ten years ago, when he first discovered his love for the sky above, the freedom it promised, the option to end it all with a single leap, ten years ago he found the cars were smaller when viewed from this distance, that parts of the city were brighter.
Nothing had changed.
He sighed and sat down on the plush, soft rug.  “I thought I saw someone climb up here.” Karle started visibly at this his eyes met those of the uniformed elf smiling at him. He was Halen, keeper of the tower. “Am I in trouble?” he asked. Halen cocked his head. “Only if you get caught. I’m manager here, not security.” Karle nodded. Halen came over and sat three feet away from Karle. They both leaned back against the railing, as though they were silently telling the world it was them against it. “What if we fell?” asked Karle. “What if the railing gave way and we fell.” Halen cleared his throat. “That’d be fun. The thrill would last for a few seconds and it’ll be over at once.”
“And…” Karle added. “It wouldn’t count as suicide.”
“Yeah,” Halen agreed, chuckling. “Because it was an accident. Now, no one will know we too were praying hard for it to happen.”
“If only there was that one button,” Karle sighed. “You mean that one button that will magically blot us away from the face of the earth alongside all memories of us? A button to not exist anymore?” Karle laughed at this. “What’s this? An elf having terminal thoughts? You’re rich, you’ve a family.”
“We all wear different shoes, Karle,” Halen said, glancing at his watch. “If you look carefully enough, you’ll find out people are not much different from you. Same problems, different forms.”
“Really?”
“Listen, I can’t promise you things will be better but I can assure you this is not the worst you’ll face. So chin up and make the most of your situation. It could be worse, you know? You might have been born an orc.”
Karle snorted. Halen got up. “Come on, let’s get off here. I need to get back to my kids.” Karle bobbed his head and followed Halen back down the spiral stairs. “So,” he asked. “What’s the worst thing you’ve ever done in your life?”
“Like my biggest regret?” Halen asked, snatching a ladyfly out of the air and releasing her after a kiss. “Something like that.”
“Karle, I don’t know how you humans rank regrets, but as at the time they all happened to me, they were my biggest regrets. You want to know my last one?” Karle nodded. There were still like three hundred million steps to climb down. “I followed an orc, one of my workers here to an orc-only restaurant.”
“Was it bad?”
“It was awful,” said Halen. “Everything they served was swimming in gravy, even their chips came pre-dipped in gravy. But you know what else was worse? “Everything else had something about brain in it. Fish brain, plant brain, ox brain, minotaur brain, rabbit brain, elephant brain, fly brain… it was like they were desperately trying to get back what they thought they lacked by eating lots of it.”
“Orcs are not exactly intelligent, are they?” Karle admitted. “Sometimes, I wonder if this tower was built by an orc.” Halen glanced at Karle behind him with a bemused look. “Why do you say that?” he asked. “Because… we’ve been climbing down for ten minutes and we still aren’t down yet!” Karle bemoaned. Halen sighed. “We should have jumped.” Karle was tired by the time he arrived home. Even as he stood by the door, he didn’t know exactly how he was supposed to act; surprised? Happy? Excited? He raised a hand and knocked on the door. He rubbed at his knuckles, and looked at the door again. There was not one time when he ever had to knock. Why did he even knock? There was a series of jiggling behind the door, then a click and the door creaked open. There was his father, still sober, clean shaven and wearing an apron. There was a miracle right before him, a wonder. “Hey, I made you some—” Karle jumped at Levi and held him tightly. “I missed you, dad. I missed you.”




Chapter Twenty One

An emergency meeting was called at the Guild now that Desda was dead. Shedek stood by the door of the same room he’d last seen Desda alive. The members of the Guild were there, each with his staff, chattering away nervously like birds after a long night. Ragar came inside flanked by two guards and the room hushed only temporarily. However, instead of having his usual seat among the rest, he went straight to the head of the oval table and sat down. That was Desda’s chair. Shedek frowned; the ripples had begun moving. “It is with great sadness that I announce the tragic departure of our beloved leader Desda Weir. May the Fair Father find his soul worthy of acceptance in his glorious presence.”
“Amen,” the meeting chorused.
Shedek, however, was unmoved. He’d grieve in his own way and how he wanted. There was something malicious in the air, something malignant, dark and fearsome all at once in the air. And though he couldn’t lay hands on what it was, he could feel it sending chills and ill through his bones. “You’re in Desda’s seat,” Shedek said. “Hasn’t the man only died less than three hours ago?” Ragar scowled darkly and turned the most wrathful look on Shedek. Ragar the scared, Ragar the greedy, Ragar who was pleading with Shedek the night before. He looked away from Shedek and turned to the men sitting at the table. “I have decided for the interest of this assembly to step up as a temporary regent. A placeholder, a link between the chains of military command and magical command till a candidate is elected.” There was a murmur among the men. But Ragar merely raised his chin and relaxed back into his seat, his expression was carefree and careless, the look of a man who had the world at his feet. “Listen,” Ragar continued, combing his goatee with his hand. “If there is any among you who has any objection to my decision, they should speak up right now. And when they do, they should prepare for a duel with me…” Shedek smiled. “It would seem the old ways are back.”
“Indeed, Shedek,” said Ragar, coldly. “The old ways are back. Magic has come to rule again, no more of Desda’s pacifist ideas will remain.”
“I see,” said Shedek, pushing away from the wall. “One more thing, should we not be investigating Desda’s killer?”
“I have people on that already,” said Ragar, “although, pointers say it might be a natural occurrence.”
Shedek snorted and burst into laughter. “Twelve men went for a recon at a waterfall, five were found burned to ashes, five burned beyond recognition, two sliced in two. But, “pointers” say it is a natural occurrence?” A soldier stepped inside the hall at that time and went straight to Ragar at the table. “Sir!” he saluted, crossing his chest with his left hand. “Reports from the investigation.”
“Speak,” said Ragar, “I’m a very open leader.”
“We have unlocked the phone found at the scene of the purple lightning incident and have identified the owner. Should we close in on him?” Shedek swallowed.  “No news about Desda’s killer?” Ragar asked. The soldier looked perplexed. “What? I mean no sir. We are still working hard on the case sir.”
“That’s the only news I want to hear about for now,” said Ragar, “Dismissed.”
“Yes sir! But what about the identified owner of the phone?” Ragar wiped his face with both palms and sighed tiredly. “We have more pressing matters as hand, leave, or I’ll blast you to oblivion.” The soldier saluted again and left without another word. “What else are you waiting for?” asked Shedek, coming up to Ragar. “Didn’t you say pointers suggested Desda’s death was natural?”
“And after you made your brilliant point, I realized it was not,” said Ragar. “So, I am reviewing my stance on the matter. The death of our previous leader must be given top priority.”
“It was done by a demon,” Shedek announced.  There was a loud gasp after Shedek dropped his bomb. “A demon?”
“Yes,” said Shedek. “The carvings on the cave wall fit the description of an old demon. The formless demon of fire and disguise. And he is a subservient demon too.”
“A subservient demon?” Ragar repeated, before going into a fit of eye watering laughter. “Let me guess, the demon your demon is subservient to is… Helsa?”
“Yes.”
“Desda was right about one thing,” said Ragar, “you are obsessed with finding a nonexistent Helsa. If a demon killed Desda then we will make it rue the day it escaped from the underworld.
“And now, if you will excuse us, we have more important matters to discuss. Do not forget you’re no longer a member of the venerable assembly.” Shedek nodded and smiled. “That is right. I shall await you in Desda’s office… or your office, I presume?”
“No!” Ragar cried, jumping out of his seat. Then he looked around and saw everyone staring at him in wonderment at his excitement. “I meant, no,” he said in a much calmer tone. “Don’t wait for me in my office, I will not have the time to attend to you at all today.” Shedek tugged on his ear. “Very well, I shall come see you some other time.” Ragar cleared his throat and turned away from Shedek. “Please, I need you men to think and suggest means…” As Shedek walked out of the building, the intuitive unease he felt worsened and he wondered; wasn’t the worse over yet? What else was there to come.  He raised his head to the heavens and met a sky as dark as evil. Then it occurred to him. 
Karle.




Chapter Twenty Two

Karle put his bowl to his mouth and finished all the soup in it. When he was done drinking, he furthered the course of food optimization by cleaning the plate with his finger. The saying is waste not, want not touched even matters of soup and bowls. “So you could cook this well and you made me eat junk for the past what? Fifteen years?”
“Your mother never dared me in the kitchen,” said Levi, laughing. “At one point, we were going to open a restaurant. She said we had to “cash in on my skills”. Karle pulled his shirt over his head and fanned himself with it. His head was sweaty and his nose was running from the spice in the soup. “Oh, I’ve been eating poison,” he said. “I always make meat broth, but it never tastes like this, and you never take it.”
“Your meat broth can drive a drunk back to the bottles,” said Levi, laughing. “Come on, let’s clear the table.” Karle got up readily, bare-chested with a stomach the size of a pregnant hippo’s. There was no food in the closets but they looked attractive, alive, like those of a real house. “We should fulfill mom’s dream then,” said Karle, “Open a restaurant and cash in on your skills.” Levi snorted. “We could do that together. I’m sure the orcs would appreciate eating something other than gravy.” Karle roared with laughter. “You know! I was just talking to Halen earlier and he mentioned the same thing too.”
“Orcs and gravy are like chipmunks and nuts,” said Levi, “but wait, doesn’t Halen work at Babylon tower.” Karle nodded. “Sure, that’s where he works.” They put the dishes in the sink and turned on the tap, rinsing the plates before washing. “You know, Willow and I first met at Babylon tower. I worked there as a cleaner and her father was a friend of Halen so she’d always come around to say hi to him.”
“Wait, how old is Halen?”
“Maybe two hundred,” said Levi. “He’s still young as far as elves are concerned.” Karle nodded and a silence filled the room. The water rushed from the tap, washing away the soup on the plates. Karle watched as his father washed the plate, and it was almost poetic the way the man moved his hands. “So, if I forgive you, will everything be clean again? As good as new?” Levi had been startled by the question that he dropped the dish in his hand, and somehow, it only cracked instead of shattering. “Oh, sorry,” said Karle, picking the plate up from the ground.  “It’s okay, we’ll just glue that right up,” Levi said, examining the crack. “I’m afraid, Karle. But forgiving me doesn’t mean everything is going to be new.” Karle tilted his head. “Why?”
“Because I have broken you in those times I was supposed to build you up. I will spend the rest of my life gluing the broken fragments of our relationship.” Karle shrugged. “It’s okay,” he said. “I’m just going to make the most of my situation. Halen says there’s always a bigger problem coming, so I should enjoy now.”
“You’ll have me to face that bigger problem with,” said Levi. “Do you have a girlfriend?” 
“What? Yes. No. I mean no, yes. No.” Levi was rolling on the floor with laughter. “Wait, have you ever spoken to a girl, ever?” Karle’s shoulders dropped. “No,” he admitted. “We’re going to have to work on that,” Levi said. “Yeah?” said Karle, smiling. “Dad, did you know I have magic?” Levi shrugged. “Willow always believed you were special. I believe it takes a bit of magic to work that effect.”
“No, no, not that,” said Karle, shaking his head. “I am talking about real magic, literal magic. I’ve got magic inside of me. The Fair Father type of magic.” Levi stared at Karle, expecting him to burst into laughter any second, but Karl’s didn’t laugh. Karle was telling the truth. Levi looked like he’d just been struck by a shock hammer.
“Are you being serious right now?”
“Yes,” said Karle. “The other day I took out a dozen orcs, but there might have been more. I didn’t kill them though, but they were so done, they couldn’t move at all.” Levi furrowed his brows and pinched his nose. “I’ve heard the Fair Father’s gift is rare, and dangerous. We should go to—”
Knock. Knock. Knock. 
Father and son exchanged suspicious glances. “Expecting someone?”  Karle shook his head, no. “I’ll get it,” said Levi, wiping his hands on a napkin. Karle followed behind grabbing his shirt and he went. Levi stopped at the door and put his hands on his waist. “Who—” The door pushed from its hinges and slammed into Levi, throwing him into the air. He crashed into the small, half broken table and just sat there with empty eyes staring into the ceiling. Karle blinked, numbed by the reality presenting itself to him. Was he dead? Did it really take less than a minute to take away the father he’s waited all these years for? In the end, was it worth the wait? “Dad?” he said when he managed to find his voice.  “I’m not sure that one is going to wake up today, or tomorrow, or any time again.” Karle turned to face the soldier standing at the doorway. There was an unnatural smile on his face, and a dangerous glint in his eyes. He took one step inside, his boot clomping on the hard, wooden floor. With each step he took forward, Karle took two backwards.  “Allow me to introduce myself. I am Cobalt, a life changing demon as the man staring into the empty space would agree were he not so eternally changed. And I am here for one thing, you.”
“You killed my father,” said Karle, bumping into the wall behind him. “You killed my father.”
“You didn’t have to say it twice,” said Cobalt, laughing. “And if you want, I can be a father to you.” Right before Karle’s eyes, Cobalt took on the image of Levi and the man broken at the table, the true Levi, dissolved into ashes. Rage burned in him like gas. “I’ll kill you!”
“Come to daddy,” said Cobalt, laughing. “I’ve always wanted to say that.” Karle climbed a chair and threw himself into the air, landing a wicked punch on Levi’s face, or as it was now, Cobalt’s face. The demon chuckled. “I assure you, if I was a puny human like you that would hurt. But then, I am not!” He grabbed Karle by the hand and threw him across the room line a ragged, paperweight doll. The latter crashed into the easterly wall, shattering old frames preaching love and peace. “What do you want?!” Karle asked, groaning and writhing in pain. “Your magic,” said Cobalt. “They said you have some very rare kind of magic. And seeing how useless you are at combat, it’s obvious you have no idea what to use this magic for. So…why not let me take it, relieve you of the burden?” Karle sat up against the wall, and spat blood. “That’s all you wanted?” he asked, angrily. “Why didn’t you just ask? You killed the only person that mattered to me.” Cobalt stood before Karle, a corner of his mouth raised in a mocking sneer. “I would have had to kill him anyways,” he said, lifting Karle’s face up by the chin. “You see, taking your magic from you means taking your life from you. But don’t worry, after I’m done with you, you’ll just join him where he is and maybe have a big reunion party in the netherworld.” Cobalt grabbed him by the throat and lifted him up with one iron hand. Karle closed his eyes, not bothering to fight back or kick; If this is the end, so be it.
But it was not the end, far from it.“Edina!” cried a familiar voice.
Karle felt Cobalt drop him hurriedly and turn around only to be sent crashing into the wall by a fiery blue blast. His eyes followed the line of the fire and he found Shedek standing with his staff aimed in his direction. “Karle! Are you alright?”
“Yeah, I’m fine,” said Karle, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. “As you can see, there’s no blood on my mouth, nobody is trying to strangle me to death and my father is having a nice time breaking his own neck. You can join the party and break a leg. “Why are you just arriving? If you wanted to help, you should have come earlier.”
“Yeah, it took me a while to figure out that intuitive magic.” Shedek hurried over to Karle and helped him up just as Cobalt walked out of the wall. The demon flexed his neck and gave a cold laugh. “At long last, true magic user,” said Cobalt, “Oh, and his staff! Where have you been all my life?”
“At the end, waiting to tell you goodbye,” Shedek said, raising his staff. “Edina El aawqwa!” Cobalt let out a loud wail and ran into the wall, breaking into the darkness outside. “Come here,” Shedek said to Karle, “You’re alright now.”




Chapter Twenty Three

Karle woke up the next morning feeling numb. The moment he opened his eyes and saw the white ceiling above, the clean window and the stupid flower at it, he knew it was no dream what happened, it was real, and that realization hit him like a blow in the chest. He sat up in bed and looked down on himself; there was a thick wrapping of white bandages around his chest. Red cuts and bruises were visible here and there on his arms and legs. His lips felt swollen and hard. He lay back on the bed, drew his knees up and faced the wall. Karle might have been there for four to five hours, but it was well past midday when he heard the door creak open behind him.  “You awake?” Karle closed his eyes instead. “I know you’re awake,” Shedek pressed. “I’ve made some potion to help your healing.”
“I don’t want to heal.”
“That demon is still out there, running about with your father’s face.”
“It doesn’t matter, no one knew him anyways. He only mattered to me.” There was a sigh behind him. “Listen, I know you’re hurting right now.”
“Have you ever lost someone?”
“I’m sixty, I’ve lost more people than you’ve known.”
“That there is the problem,” said Karle, pushing himself into a sitting position. “I didn’t know so many people. I only knew one person, and that one person was all I cared for in the world and that one person is now dead all because of this stupid magic! I wish there was no such thing as magic.”
“The last man who wished the same died at the hands of this demon. But I have no doubt he would have been saved if he didn’t try so hard to fight the reality that stares us in the face.” Karle sniffled. “And what’s that?”
“That there is magic,” said Shedek, “And the presence of magic is evidence there are enemies that can only be dealt with by magic. We cannot drop our weapons before the war is over.”
“I don’t want no part in this war! I don’t!”
“And yet, here you are, locked in the center of that battle, nursing your first wound and loss,” said Shedek. “That demon will come again.”
“Cobalt will come again?” asked Karle. He didn’t know whether to be scared of the monster that killed his father without batting an eyelid or be angry. It took away his dreams of a happily ever after and didn’t even leave a corpse to bury behind. “Yes, so long as his master asks him to, he will come again,” said Shedek, setting the steaming bowl on the table. “It’s bone broth, you should take it for quicker healing.”
“Why me? Why not you? I mean, you’re so good with your magic, isn’t it easier to just come for you?” Shedek stared blankly at Karle for a while and finally spoke. “You’re a little selfish here, but I’ll put that down to your grief. Nonetheless, as I have told you before, your kind of magic is very special, and I don’t know what he needs it for.”
“You should,” said Karle, “Maybe we can set a trap for it or something.”
“More than setting a trap, you should begin your training immediately. Did you read the book I asked you to?”
“No, I was going to leave you and all that is magical behind.”
Shedek sighed. “You’re stuck, I’m afraid. And I’m sorry for your loss, I’m sure you’ll miss him.”
“Yeah, the bigger problem did come.”
“We will be traveling in three days, you and I,” said Shedek. “Where to?”
“Moji Garden, we need to get you a staff.”




Chapter Twenty Four

“So you failed to capture him?” the voice asked. It was filled with bile and heavy with disappointment. “You can’t blame me, no one said there’d be an elder mage armed with a killer staff.”
“What was his aura?”
“Blue. He’s a Fair Human.”
“You failed to kill a man with a Fair Human magic?!” Helsa roared, causing the cave to shudder. And as the cave shook, debris of green crystals fell from the ceiling and walls. Cobalt sighed. “I’ve told you already, he’s good. And he just jumped on me so suddenly, what was I supposed to do?” Ragar watched as the demons exchanged words with one another. He simply leaned against his staff, watching with bored eyes as they fought each other, master and rebellious servant. “Don’t dare me, Cobalt,” said Helsa, “Go and find the kid and bring him back to me.”
“I think I know who attacked him,” said Ragar, smiling. “Tell me, Cobalt, does he wear a cloak?”
“Yes?”
“His staff is an extra arm rather than a weapon?”
“Yes.”
“His hair is braided on both sides along the ears, and the back, same as his goatee?” Cobalt spat and stared at Helsa bobbing in his tank. “Is this man here stupid?”
“Ragar, are you stupid?”
“What? No!”
“Oh, he is,” Cobalt retorted, clearly incensed. “It’s you who is stupid, why else would you ask if I was stupid when you knew I was stupid although I am not stupid?”
“Ragar, just tell him the name,” said Helsa, tiredly. “It’s Shedek, you know him,” said Ragar. “I do?” Ragar frowned. “You told me you did,” he said. “You said he and Desda were… wait, you lied to me? How could you?” Cobalt sniggered. “He’s a demon, lying is a strong trait in us. So, who is Shedek?”
“Well, he is the best,” said Ragar, “He trained Desda, you know?”
“Desda was good?” said Helsa. “I beg to differ, but he is a fool,” said Cobalt, “Was it not he who attacked me with that modern, strange looking arrow?”
“It’s a gun,” Ragar said. “And Desda was good, he was just too foolish to accept his own person. On his day, Desda would have you with your tail between your legs.” Cobalt frowned. “You want to run that by me again?”
“No.”
“Good.”
“Ah, bad company doth corrupt good manners. I’ve only spent a day with you two and I can feel my intelligence melting away from me already.”
“In a year you’ll be comatose,” said Ragar, laughing like a nervous hyena. “Shut up!” Helsa and Cobalt barked at him. Ragar shrunk away from them, scowling darkly.  “I want you to find me this human, Cobalt, and bring him to me,” said Helsa, “Even if that means killing this expert in your path.”




Chapter Twenty Five

“Don’t touch anything on the wall. Don’t switch on the TV! Put your legs on the floor, not the table! Damn it Karle, are you a child?” Karle put his legs down from the small stool he set them on. “I’m not a child, you’re just a cranky old man who has lived alone for so long, he cannot tolerate others anymore.”
“And you wondered why?”
“I haven’t seen your cat, has she left you?” Shedek dropped the bowl on the table with a loud clang, ignoring Karle’s question. But the lad would not be deterred, and despite grieving for his father, he still had a sword for a tongue. Shedek grunted as Karle came up to him in the kitchen, leaning against the counter. “The cat has left you, has it not?”
“That,” Shedek said, scowling darkly. “is none of your concern.” Karle snorted and raised his hands. “I hear you, papi. But at least, we can safely conclude you’re a cranky old man. Even the cat’s left you for good. You should be grateful I’m here with you.”
“No, you should be grateful I saved your sorry ass,” said Shedek. “If I didn’t that demon would have brewed the magic out of your soul.”
“You know what you remind me of? A dysfunctional society that does nothing until half the world is burning. If you had showed up five minutes earlier, my father would still be alive!”
“Now you blame me for your father’s death, do you not?” Karle snatched a wooden cup from a tray nearby and filled it with water from a tap. “Let’s just say, my bad luck began the day I was destined to meet you. Can’t be a coincidence, right?” Shedek stared at the young man with a bandaged chest drinking water from a wooden cup in front of him. He wondered if he should lay a silence curse on him, or maybe something a tad more drastic, like having him blind for a week. “Are you thinking of cursing me right now?” Karle asked, suddenly. Shedek coughed, returning his attention to the mushrooms he was washing. “Of course not.”
“Anyways,” said Karle, “I’m going to do the cooking, so, you are excused.” Shedek raised a hand. “That won’t be necessary…”
“Yeah? Because you’re used to doing your own cooking and can’t bear to see another person make your food? Such a terrible lifestyle you’ve chosen, sir.”
“Fine,” Shedek said, wiping his wet hands on a napkin. “Do what you want.”
“I’m glad to see you’re open to change,” said Karle, taking his place behind the sink. “What I’m about to make right now is downright one of my specials. Been making it since I was thirteen.”
“I just hope it’s not as terrible as that stage of your life,” Shedek muttered under his breath, before exiting the kitchen.  He went to his room and sat on the bed, sighing. There was something off in the air, something wicked and dirty, something capable of changing Beringale and the rest of the world. And smart as he was, he just couldn’t figure it out yet. He considered visiting Ragar, but the feeling that the son of Laroth had a primary role to play in this couldn’t be ignored, although he couldn’t say for sure if Ragar had the balls to pull off such a heist. “Breakfast is served!”  A minute after that announcement, Shedek was sitting on the woven cane chair in the dining area, staring at the steaming bowl of abomination in front of him.  “Go on, eat,” Karle urged, spooning broth and meat into his mouth.
Shedek dared to lift his spoon and take off the food on his plate. He shuddered at the first bite, and swallowed hard.  “I smell weed in this… soup ?”
“Yes,” said Karle, proudly. “I added a bit for spice.” Shedek coughed. “You added weed for spice? Do you even know what weeds are?”
“Plants that survive no matter what happens?” said Karle, chuckling.  “It’s everywhere here, why do you think that is? Because no one eats it!”. Karle shrugged. “It’s scarce in my neighborhood, why do you think that is? Because we consider it a delicacy!” Karle fell quiet. “My dad and I were going to open a restaurant.”
“Was he going to do the cooking?” asked Shedek. “Yes,” said Karle, smiling. “He was.”
“The business stood a chance then.” 
“You don’t even know if he cooks better than I do.”
“This food here is the threshold for terrible cooking, it can’t get any worse,” said Shedek, screwing his face as another spoon entered his mouth. “Ah, it’s no wonder you turned out with a corrosive tongue.”
“When do you say we leave for Moji?” asked Karle. “In two days, we need you to recover a bit of your energy, and to willfully touch your magic for the first time. So eat up quick, we’ve got a lot to do today.” Only Karle managed to finish his food. Shedek took a couple more spoons and declared he’d die younger if he ate any more of Karle’s special.  “So, can you cook something else that isn’t special?” Shedek asked as they stepped out into the space behind the house. The floor was cemented and smooth, a short distance away was the umbrella tree Karle sat when he first saw Shedek’s cat. “That food is special for two reasons; one, I’m the only guy in the whole world who knows how to make it. Two, it’s the only thing I know how to cook because it’s cheap to prepare, otherwise, I go for a takeout.”
“Okay, now, just what I do,” said Shedek. He stood upright, put his palms together, and closed his eyes shut. “Are we praying right now?” asked Karle. “No,” Shedek replied without opening his eyes. “We’re connecting to the core that makes us magic users. Close your eyes, take in deep breaths, and feel inside your soul.”
“Oh, that’s cliché, next you’ll be telling me to see the real me and discover who I am.” Shedek opened his eyes and frowned. “And you can’t do that?”
“It won’t work on me,” Karle replied, sitting on the concrete floor. “My mind and I have a toxic relationship; we work together, but we don’t talk.”
“You want to tell me why that is?”
“I’m worried I’ll just get depressed and succumb to Hara Kiri at the top of the Babylon tower. I survived this long ignoring reality, and I no longer know how to stare at life in the face.” Shedek went over to Karle and bent before him. “Listen kid, I’m not asking you to stare life in the face. I’m saying, talk to your mind.”
“And where do you think life is?” asked Karle. “Isn’t the mind kind of where life gets interpreted? How come an old man doesn’t know this? Maybe you’re avoiding reality as well.” Shedek threw his head backwards and cleared his throat. “I face life head on.” Karle slept on his back and sniggered. “More like you face the present challenges without time to mull over the whole affair. We’re a lot alike in many ways.” Shedek stood up. “No,” he said, firmly. “We’re nothing alike. This isn’t working, we need a more radical approach. There should be something… wait here, I’ll be back in a minute.” The elder mage hurried back inside his house, proceeding straightway to his study. He ran wrinkled fingers over the books as he searched through their names, then… he found stopped and pulled out a green, thick book. “There you are,” he said, blowing dust off its back. He fetched his staff as well and returned outside to meet Karle. “There’s an ancient right for people with a bricked mind like yours. Karle? Karle!”




Chapter Twenty Six

Karle stared at the ruin that was once his house, his home. The place had collapsed and had a red tape tied around it. Staring at the house now, the reality dawned on him again, and it was like he was back inside that house, on that night, watching his father die. There was no theatrics, no last words, no cough, no gasp, just death, instant death. He ducked under the tape and went inside what was left of the house. The front half had caved in. There was no house here, just a literal representation of what his life had become, a ruin, a mess. He made his way over the debris and went inside the room that used to be his. His drawers were all opened and empty, and his book was gone. Disappointed, he turned away from the house and started down the street. A black car with black glasses crawled up to his side and the glass on the passenger side rolled down. “Karle Adair?” the man said. Karle frowned. “Who are you?” he asked. “I’m Ragar, son of Laroth, from the Magic Guild. Do you mind stepping in for a moment while we discuss?” Karle stopped and turned to face the car. The dark glass on the driver side rolled down as well, and a fierce looking man with a smooth head stared at him. “Fine, let’s discuss.” Karle always knew it was different to be rich, and riding in that car reminded him of just that again.  “So,” Ragar began, clearing his throat. He had a cloak about his neck, just like Shedek and his staff was shorter and lay on his lap. “I felt very bad when I heard what happened to you, and your father.” Karle raised a brow. “You knew Levi?”
“I knew Levi Adair,” Ragar remarked, smiling sadly. “He was my friend.”
“I wonder how,” said Karle. “You could have convinced him to stay sober enough to buy a car of his own too.”
“The gates to change can only be opened from inside, Karle,” said Ragar. “No one can change a man who doesn’t want to be changed.”
“You could have tried, though.”
“I did, but your father just couldn’t agree with the fact that you have magic. It drove him crazy, drove him to the point of drinking.”
“Really? I never understood why he took to drinking. He could have just trusted me.”
“People aren’t particularly big on trust these days,” Ragar replied, drumming his fingers on his laps. Karle noted how the man was almost like Shedek. Was plaiting the hair a mage thing? However, despite all the similarities, one wouldn’t fail to note the arrogant confidence of a man good at his trade, which Shedek possessed, was missing in this man. “Did you know my mother?”
“Willow? Of course I did,” Ragar announced, proudly. “You have her red, rebellious hair, and her green eyes.” A bitter lump formed in Karle’s throat and he swallowed, painfully.  “What’s your name again sir?” he asked the mage. “Ragar, son of Laroth.” Karle bobbed his head and leaned out the window. The car was driving towards a water bridge.  “Well, Mr. Rags, your lies are as tattered as your name. Willow has black hair, and Levi never knew I had magic until I told him. Which means, you’re a liar, and an idiot that fails to pay attention to important details.”
“Lock the doors!” Ragar yelled at the driver who dug his finger at the central lock button. “Ha-ha! How do you plan to escape now that you’ve figured out my secret? Hmm?”
“Why is he locking the door?”
Ragar scoffed. “Turns out you’re duller than I thought. To keep you from getting out of the car!”
“Doesn’t the door have to be closed for it to lock?” asked Karle. Ragar’s eyes widened as realization dawned on him. “You didn’t close the door?” Karl cocked his head. “People aren’t big on trust these days, your words sir.”
“Surely you can’t jump out of a moving car! It’s still a win for me.”
“Why not?” Karle asked, kicking the door open. “I can swim well enough. So long, Ragman.” Karle jumped out of the car, kicking on the doorframe to give him a boost as he jumped over the rails into the river below.  “Come back here!”  He heard Ragar howl. Karle made his way back to Shedek’s slowly and painfully. He had allowed the current to take him downstream in order to give him a head start ahead of his pursuers. His ribs felt like it had collapsed on itself, and every part of him hurt terribly. But slowly and surely as a turtle making its way to the sea for the first time, he made his way home. Shedek was reading a book by a white lamp at the dining area when Karle stumbled in, wet and hurt.  “You look like a professor in that glass of yours, add that to the robe and—”
“You should leave,” Shedek said, without looking up. “You are totally unteachable.”
“You don’t think maybe you’re an awful teacher?” asked Karle, sitting on the floor. “I met someone from the Magic Guild today, his name is Ragar Laroth. He wanted to take me away, lied about knowing my mom, and about being a friend of Levi. Good thing the man was sober long enough to tell me a bit of history.” Shedek sighed and threw a glance at Karle. “Are… are you hurt?” he asked, rising.  “No, not at all,” said Karle, chuckling. “I’m fine. I’m always fine. Although I might have broken another rib jumping out of a moving car.” 
“You did what?” Shedek hurried out of his seat. “Ragar is a good man. Though he can be nervous and overwhelmed by the urge to lie at times.”
“Nervous, urge to lie, sounds like the top requirement of low tier bad guys to me. I’m not sad I jumped away from him.”
“Come,” said Shedek, hoisting Karle’s arm over his head. “Let’s get you to your room.”
“Oh, it’s my room now?” asked Karle. “You finally going to live with someone.”
“I was never alone,” Shedek said, groaning as he helped Karle to his feet.  “No?” Karle grimaced as pain shot through his chest area. He felt dizzy and nauseous at once. “But you’ve got to admit I’m your first hairy customer.”
“I wish you broke your jaw when you fell into that river,” Shedek said drily.




Chapter Twenty Seven

Why do people fail? Because the world is imperfect; the world they live in is imperfect. Why is the world imperfect? Because the people that live in the world are imperfect; imperfect people make imperfect worlds. Then failure is a product of imperfection. Simply put, it is impossible to fail in a world where everything is perfect. Unless of course, the initial objective was to fail anyways, and in which case it will still be a success. Do we need a perfect world? One deprived of all the errors we wish we would go back in time to rectify. Do we need a perfect world? One where everyone is perfect, ordered, arranged, and organized. A world without all the noise and chaos, a world where the only failure there is… is deliberate. Everyone would be better that way, won’t they? If they didn’t have to think about consequences of some stupid error made at a certain time. If all they had to worry about was… nothing.
A perfect world. One where the lines and wrinkles on the old woman’s face are not poems of regrets authored by time and age. A world where the kids don’t spend their childhood worrying about getting spanked by some error prone adult who forces down an image of utter perfection on them.
What people will give to have that world. What people wouldn’t give to have that world. To attain perfection, each man in his eyes… No. It’s not in our eyes that our perfection matters, it’s in the eyes of that man, that woman, those neighbors… we hope that they see us as… perfection. But they don’t… because you aren’t perfect. No one is… so, imagine a world where everyone is perfect, a world where you can’t make mistakes, a world where you never have to try a second time because the first time was enough.
Perfection.
Our bane. Our love. Our friend. Our enemy. Imagine a world where perfection is not subjective, where perfection is not the two-faced bastard it is now. Imagine a world where you are enough for yourself and everyone… a world where you never have to doubt yourself. A world where you are perfect. A world where everyone loves you perfectly. A world of order, and perfection.




Chapter Twenty Eight

Shedek pulled the sheet up to Karle’s shoulder and stepped back to the doorpost like an artisan staring in admiration at a completed craft. Pride swelled in his heart, alongside an ache he didn’t want to name or investigate. “In Beringale, there are many stars. But in Beringale, there is just one moon, Karle. Just one moon, Karle.” He went out of the room, closing the door softly behind him. His intuition was back again, and it was beating heavily in him like the wings of a pigeon taking off. Shedek grabbed his staff and stepped into the arena he was going to train Karle at earlier that day, before the boy ran away from him, of course. “Wrie Edei derue isoh,” he murmured. “Show yourself, oh summoner.” He struck the ground with the tip of his staff and held it firm in both hands. His eyes shut, but a moment later, they were open; two bright blue balls, the eyes of gods. Shedek felt a falling sensation, like earth had betrayed him to emptiness, like he was falling down into a well, falling into a well without end.  Then… he stopped falling.  There was darkness all around him. It was thick darkness, dense like a burnt blanket dispersing at the slightest touch.  Something rattled in front of him. In that palpable darkness. “Shedek Zorah…” the voice came, like the sound of three men talking at once. “Do you know who I am?”
“You hide in the shadows and then ask if I know who you are… pray tell, how does that even work?”
“Very well.” The rattling became louder, like the sound of heavy chains unwinding from a wheel, dragging on rocky floors. Then emerged in front of Shedek, the largest serpentine figure he’s ever seen. Although he was certain it was no snake that stood in his front. The scales were like plates of red iron overlapping each other. The eyes were crystals of yellow fire, and the pupils were a black eclipse in the center of the fire. It had a great whisker on either side of its snout. “Do you know who I am now?” the great snake asked, rearing its head feet above Shedek.  Shedek didn’t know who it was. For all he knew, it was no human that stood before him, and if it was a demon, then it might have chosen this form temporarily. “No,” he said. “I don’t know what you are.” The snake hissed sharply, and its nostrils flared. “Who. It’s who. You don’t know who I am.”
“I don’t know who you are,” Shedek corrected. The snake dimmed its eyes and encircled Shedek, but it did not go a full circle, preferring to return the way it came.  “You have heard of me, just as I have heard of you. My name is Helsa.” Shedek scowled. “I see. And what have you brought me here for, demon?”
“On the contrary, Shedek, it is you who brought me here,” said Helsa. “I believe you have something of mine with you.”
“And what is that?” 
“I’m about to bring in a new world order,” Helsa said. “And I want you to be the mortal face of that plan.”
“You’re recruiting,” Shedek said, as-a-matter-of-factly. “And what does this new world order bring?” The snake coiled and grinned, flashing fangs. “The clue is in the name, Order. I plan to end all forms of chaos, put an end to imperfection in this world. That’s what I seek to achieve with the new world order. And it’s not mine alone, everyone will benefit from it.”
“To be imperfect is to be human,” said Shedek. “Are you not saying that you will take away our humanity? Our freedom to try out new things.”
“The world is developed already,” said Helsa, “Humanity is greedy for knowledge, and he cares not how it is attained. You have these machines to ferry you about, you have everything you need, what’s there to try? You want to go on and keep hurting yourselves?” Shedek nodded faintly and caught himself just in time. He put a fist to his mouth and cleared his throat.  “How do you plan to bring this Order about?” Helsa laughed, coiling and uncoiling, slithering and hissing, throwing out his forked tongue as though to taste an unseen meal in the air. “Again, the clue is in the name; by Order. In lands where there are no rules, there are no sins.”
“No,” said Shedek, waving. “We’ve had leaders come with fierce rules, and we’ve had military men enact their force in place.” Helsa hissed sharply. “You bring in imperfect men to rule other imperfect men to perfection? How quaint! I am not mortal, and so my rule will be absolute. Everyone will be their own police.”
“I don’t understand,” Shedek said.  “Oh, they said you were brilliant,” Helsa said, clicking his tongue. “The souls of every man will be tied to these rules, and every time they flout them, their own souls will punish them for it.”
“Then they’ll die every time they offend?”
“Not every time,” Helsa said, bringing his face close to Shedek’s. “Once they sin.” 
“And these rules will be determined by who?”  Helsa tilted his head. “Someone has to take responsibility, and that someone has to be me.”
“So, why do you need the boy?” Shedek asked.  His question had been so sudden that Helsa balked for a moment. It was a flash of weakness, but it was enough for Shedek to know what he was dealing with.”
“That’s… unimportant,” said Helsa, snarling. “Are you joining with me or not?” Shedek rubbed at his chin. “I wonder if you need the Fair Father’s magic to break those chains holding you back.” Helsa laughed. “Very good. You know that, and so far, only you have figured that out. Yes, in order to bring my glorious plans to fruition, I need the boy’s magic.”
“So, you’ll kill him,” said Shedek, “You’ll take every last drop of his magic and shred his soul?”
“Sacrifices must be made to achieve success,” said Helsa. “He’s expendable. He’s just one tiny dot in the grand canvas of our glorious future.”
“That’s precisely what I wanted to hear,” Shedek said, laughing. “Every mad tyrant I’ve ever met has a wonderful plan in their heads. The problem is, there’s no end to what will be sacrificed to get that goal.  “First, it will be about the people, then it will be a bind to the people. Away with you, Helsa. Shedek, son of Zorah, will have nothing to do with you.” Helsa exhaled through his nose and steam blew out of it. He was like a red wingless serpentine dragon more than an overgrown snake. His countenance soured quickly, the red plates on his body glowed like melting iron, and became like dark clouds during a storm. “And one more thing, Helsa,” said Shedek. “If you summon me like this again, I will add chains of my own to you.”
“You fool!” Helsa roared, hissing viciously.  He burst, headfirst, into an attack at Shedek, but the mage simply smiled and closed into the darkness. When he opened his eyes again, he was back in his house, Karle was standing in front of him with worried eyes and the sun was blazing ferociously overhead. “Oh, that went well,” he said, before falling into Karle’s arms.




Chapter Twenty Nine

Shedek didn’t want to talk about what happened last night. He kept a straight face and managed to avoid Karle the whole day. But Karle was no fool, he knew something was terribly wrong, and unfortunately, Shedek wasn’t doing a good job at hiding that fact. They returned to the lawn, ready to begin training.  “I’m going inside the study to fetch a book of spells, so we can activate your magic, should I just go take a nap or you’re no longer homesick?” 
“The last time was a one time thing, I’m not one to run from reality,” said Karle. Shedek snorted as he headed back into the house. “Says the man who is too scared to confront his own internal reality.” The elder mage returned a few minutes later with a large book and his staff in one hand.  “Have those got to be heavy?” Karle asked, pointing at the book in Shedek’s hand. “Every magical book I ever saw is heavy, save that little manual you gave me.”
“Which, despite its size, you failed to take a single glance at.” Shedek was holding a piece of white chalk between his fingers.  He licked his lower lip, and flipped the book open. The old pages smelling of grasses, vanilla and time. His eyes squinted as he searched it through, page after page, like a hunter seeking out a target. When he found it, he bobbed his head and smiled to himself. “Stay put now,” he said to Karle, “This spell involves casting you to a new world.”
“I hear the elves and humans are working on a machine capable of carrying a fellow out of this world. A literal out of the world machine”
“They’ll defile every part of the universe, those folks,” Shedek scoffed, scowling. “It’s called exploration, not defiling,” Karle corrected. “Well, you better keep quiet now,” said Shedek, as he began to draw a circle on the floor around Karle. “If this magic goes wrong, you’ll be exploring the tethering ends of madness.” Karle shut up. Shedek drew a large circle, then drew another ring within the large circle, then another till he was drawing round Karle’s feet. He had five circles around Karle. Next, he drew a spiral to connect each circle, with each spiral resembling two reverse ‘S’ written over each other. Outer circles connected to inner circles, till all were linked to the circle right outside of them. “You ever considered a career in art? I feel your life is wasting as a mage.”
“I’ll waste your mouth if you spew one more line of nonsense.” Once he was done, Shedek counted five steps backwards and opened the book to begin reciting the necessary incantation. “Why are you stepping back?” Karle asked, grinning like a chess cat.  “Oh me?” said Shedek, casually. “I’m just making sure I’m on the safe side. It says right here in the book that if this magic fails, the effects are rather explosive.” Karle felt the blood run cold in his veins. “You can’t be serious right now,” he said, chuckling till the mirth began to fade from his face, gradually. “Wait… are you serious?” Shedek smiled. “Get ready to explore, papi,” he said, beginning the recitals. Karle saw the clouds above him begin to twirl like the winds of a hurricane. Purple lightning flashed in the sky as the vacuum built right above him. He heard a loud crack like a giant rock snapping in two. Sure enough, there was a giant crack in the floor and it ran between his legs.  “Shedek?!” he called out, frightened for the first time in forever. “Are you seeing this?” But Shedek was no longer in front of him. Instead, there was a wall of racing wind running around him like celestial horses chasing each other.  “Shedek! What am I supposed to do?!” he called out loud, trying to raise his voice above the raging elements. “Nothing, Karle. Just face your reality, accept it! If you don’t accept your reality, there’s no chance in the world you’ll ever change it.” Karle cupped his hand over his nose and tried to slow down the air long enough to breathe it in. He noticed something in the dark storm swirling around him, pulling at his clothes and blowing his hair and eyes. There was a face in those eyes, a woman’s face. “Mom?” 
It sounded stupid, even to Karle that he should call a woman he’d never seen since he was born “mom”. Then… there was darkness.




Chapter Thirty

Ragar was in his office, prancing the length of the room like a caged, restless beast. His hands were thrown behind him, his lips pursed till they were pale and thin. He would walk to the window and look out of it, then return to the immense mahogany table in the center of the office and slam into it with a hand.  There was a knock on the door and he froze, turned away from the window sharply and marched to his seat.  “Come inside,” he grunted. A giant orc in uniform stepped inside, stood before the table and saluted. “Yes, Rahim, tell me you have something.” 
“We went to search the house just as you ordered, and we didn’t find any clues as to Karle’s whereabouts. Ragar sighed and buried his face between his palms. He just loathed the fact that the kid had disappeared right from his grasp. That stupid kid was even using his own words against him. And what sort of slippery fool didn’t lock the door when they entered a car? “You are dismissed, Rohim.” The orc saluted, while Ragar kept massaging the headache threatening to explode through his skull.  Rohim turned around and started out of the door. He, however, stopped when he reached the door and slapped at his breast pockets. Ragar narrowed his eyes, watching the display with curiosity. He had deliberately installed a big orc as leader of the Magic Guild guards because the bigger they were, the stupider than usual they were. Advantage was that they obeyed him without question, disadvantage was that they frustrated him like it was some passion of theirs. “Found it!” Rohim exclaimed and turned around to meet Ragar. He held up a small book. “We found this beginner’s guide to magic book in the debris.”
“Let me have it!” Ragar snapped. He snatched the book from the elf and opened it. There was a name on the front page: Shedek Zorah. Ragar raised a wrathful eyes at the orc. “You blasted wet lumber sap! Didn’t you say you didn’t find any clue?” Rahim frowned. “But we didn’t.”
“Yes, I understand. Get out, get out!” The Orc stumbled after kicking his own leg and managed to get out of the office. Ragar jumped to his feet immediately and rushed to the fireplace, slapped the red button, and a few whirring later, was standing before Cobalt and Helsa with his chin up and shoulders squared in arrogance. “I believe that I have accomplished what your aide from the tomb failed to do,” he said, chuckling. “I know just where the boy is.” Cobalt scowled. “So, why don’t you have him here?”
“Because! Let’s just say I haven’t been sleeping for more than a thousand years. How about you do some work? Stretch those stupid bones of yours. I forget, they’re not even yours.”
“I’ll kill him!” Cobalt said, starting towards Ragar.  “No, you will not,” Helsa ordered. “You will not lay a hand on a single hair of his body.”
“I can’t lay my hand, fine! How about a spear or a kitchen knife?”
“Cobalt!” Helsa roared. The crystal tank that held him shook, and his empty eyes flashed bright green flames. “Remember before whom you speak. You will go to the site referred to Ragar, and you will bring me the boy.” 
“Yes, Helsa,” Cobalt said, bowing deep. Ragar swallowed, bowing with Cobalt. “I’ll give you men.”
“Do that and none of them will return alive,” Cobalt growled. “I’m a lone wolf, I work alone.”
“As you wish, wolf. As you wish.”
“No, I’m coming with you,” said Helsa, bobbing in his tank.
Cobalt frowned. “How’s that even possible?”
“With magic, you’ll be surprised what is possible.”




Chapter Thirty One

The alley was dark, narrow and empty. Rogue pages of newspapers tumbled along the asphalt, rolling into an existence of restlessness. Huge waste drums lay on either side, overflowing with the waste they held. The end of the alley was obscured with blackness. This was no normal darkness; it felt and looked like a wind of black soot was covering it. Karle found that this was true for both ends of the alley; a swirling darkness shifting and breathing like the smooth sands of a syrtis. There was a pink baby bed at the end of the alley, before the wall of shifting darkness. The bed was a rocking bed, and it swayed to and fro though there was no hand pushing it. It just seemed locked in that eternal motion, to and fro, up and down. Karle started gingerly towards the bed. The road beneath him crunching with each step he took. He continued towards the pink, rocking bed, crouched low like a tiger expecting ambush. As he got closer, he thought he heard the soft cry of a baby in the bed. Karle threw caution to the wind and ran towards the basket. 
There’s a baby in there, he thought. 
But when he reached the bed, there was nothing in it. It was empty.
Where are you, child? 
“Here.”
Karle spun around at that sound, his eyes darting about furiously like floodlights of a watchtower. “Where – where are you?” he asked.  “Here.” Karle spun around again, and found no one. He was alone in that alley, closed off by darkness, walled in by buildings of red brick towering into the empty, black sky above. “Where are you?!”
“Who?” He turned around again, but instead of the emptiness and shifting darkness, he came face to face with someone.  Karle crouched into a defensive position and held his fists up, ready for a fist fight. “And who are you?” he asked the stranger. There was something powerful about this person. Despite the earth brown of his skin, the gray of his hair, the mixed white and black of the wool cloak he wore. He has a staff in one hand, straight as a pine with a round bulge towards the end, just where the hilt would stop if it was a sword.  “I am Axel, although you people would often call me the Fair Father.” Karle gasped. “You – you are the Fair Father?”
“Yes, I am. But don’t trust this look, I merely borrowed it from a mage who lived five thousand years ago. Tomorrow, if we meet again, I might appear to you in your own image.” Karle nodded, unsure what to say or do. He straightened and put down his fist, although he was still on the high alert, in case this was a phony.  “Why am I here? Why are you here?” Karle asked.  Axel tapped the hard ground with his staff and a chair appeared behind him which he sat on. “Please, sit,” he said to Karle. The latter looked behind and found a similar brown chair of polished wood and thick leather waiting for him. “You’re here because someone nice is trying to activate your magic. This is a last resort, I can only take it to mean you have a problem activating your magic in the earth realm.” Karle looked around. “Then, this is not earth?” Axel shook his head. “No, far from it. This is a fragment of reality. This world is your mind, it’s inside of your head.”
“It’s dark.”
“Not dark, just hidden. Notice how the ends of the streets are covered by shifting sand? The first end you came from is your future, and as no one knows it, it is covered. The second end is your beginning since you were put in that bed by your true parents.”
“And why can’t I see before that time? Why can’t I see my parents?”
“Because your mind has no recollection of your parents. This scene here was described to you by the man who found you, it’s not what happened, it’s what your mind believes happened.”
“If I already know this place, then why am I here?” asked Karle, settling into the seat behind him. “Because it’s too dark to see,” said Axel, “do you find this place frightening?” Karle looked around him again; the walls on either side were so menacing, they induced claustrophobia in him. The gloomy sky with lightning crackling through, black sands of shifting darkness. “It’s disturbing,” Karle admitted. “Your mind is your reality,” said Axel, “if your mind is dark, the world outside your mind will always be dark.”Karle laughed, shaking his head. “I don’t think that applies to me. I mean, I’m always smiling, always laughing. My world is tough, yeah. But it’s not dark, no, far from it.”
“Smiles are beautiful, but do they always reflect what we have in us? In my experience, people who laugh the most have usually gone through the most. So, what if your smile and your laughter are just lies you tell yourself?” Another purple lightning seared across the sky, and a violent rumble followed. Karle’s face grew dark, furious. “And so what? What’s wrong with masking all that pain?” The thunder rumbled again, and the wind howled like a pack of wolves racing through dark woods.  “Because then you don’t know how to take care of yourself. You don’t know you have to heal. And if you don’t heal, your magic will forever remain trapped within you.”
“You mean the magic that makes me so special? The one that took my home and father away from me? I’d rather it perish inside of me.”
“Your father would have died for you, your home was going to collapse anyways, it was your magic that kept it standing.” Karle frowned, confused. “What are you talking about right now?” Axel shrugged. “What? You’ve never the creak of your house trying hard to fall? Tired from standing through all these years of abandon? Your magic has helped you countless times. How do you think your father came to his senses when he did?” Karle gaped at this. “Magic did that?” he asked.  “You did that, Karle, because you never stopped hoping for a miracle. Your desire was strong enough to cause an inactive magic to work.”
“So I changed him?” asked Karle, eyes wide with wonder.  “You convinced him, and he chose to change. All he needed was a reminder, and your magic did that.”
“He could have asked for a reminder if that was what he needed,” Karle said, bitterly. Axel rose from his seat and went over to where Karle sat to sit beside him.  “People handle grief differently.” Karle snorted. “In Levi’s case, grief handled him terribly.”
“And here you are, towing the same road as he. Don’t ask me how; you did say you didn’t want to heal. Wounds that don’t heal fester, and kill those that carry them.”
“So, what do you want me to do?” Axel looked up and pointed at the gloomy sky above. “Clear these dark clouds, Karle. Clear them, face your reality.”
Suddenly, the world came crashing. The walls on either side cracked, and the ground split as though a quake ripped it in half. The sky above rent like rag, and the wind became erratic.  “Looks like our time is up, Karle,” said Axel. “If we meet again, I hope there’s a bright, warm sun shining in the sky of your mind.”
“But wait! I still have questions—” The crack erupted and Karle found himself falling into endless darkness. Then, he woke up. “Will someone tell me why I’m sleeping on a horse?”




Chapter Thirty Two

Shedek had felt a violent spasm of intuitive magic ring through his body. It was strong and refused to stop till he stepped outside the house and was standing in the middle of the road. When he returned into the house again, the ring returned, then on returning to the road, it ceased altogether. That’s when he realized it wanted him to flee. But, how would a man of sixty flee with a nineteen year old, unconscious, spoiled wet wipe? He fetched his horse from behind the house, threw Karle over it and started a gallop towards the forest. The tingling kept fading as he continued west; towards the mountains do the Fairs, towards Moji Garden. He felt Karle stir, and slowed down. Shedek was even surprised Karle was able to remain in the trance for as long as he did. Usually, the trance would break immediately the participant is moved out of the magic circle. “Will someone tell me why I’m sleeping on a horse?” the wet wipe asked.  “Oh, I was bored and decided to take you for a spin,” said Shedek, coldly. “Put me down you destructive old man,” Karle groaned. Shedek pulled the horse to a halt and Karle slid down from it. “You evil old man, couldn’t you have at least made me comfortable? Perhaps, I’d have all the answers I was looking for already.” Shedek scoffed. “Stop being an idiot, you can’t get all the answers to your questions at once. You’d have to find some out yourself.” Karle sniffed and threw a grimace Shedek’s way. “All you magical folks love nonsense and time wasting. It’s no wonder you rarely marry? After all, the woman has to seek the answer to your proposal when she can just give you a “yes” or “no” on the spot.”
“That’s enough. I wish I wasn’t stuck with you.” 
“Poor you,” said Karle, sneering. “Your wish just became a horse, and you’re riding on it.”
“Did you get your magic working or has whoever you met there had a taste of your bitter tongue?” Karle put his hands on his waist and looked up to Shedek on his horse. “I met a man named Axel, he said he is the Fair Father.” Shedek gasped. His lower jaw fell, his brows raised, and his eyes widened.  “What’s that? You look surprised,” said Karle.  “You met the Fair Father! Do you know what that means?” Shedek asked. Karle yawned. “And then I wake up and I’m still broke, and I’m on a horse running to whoever knows where. Where in Fair Father’s wrinkles are we going?”
“I sensed something was heading our way at home. I had to leave.”
“You couldn’t stand and fight?” asked Karle, bewildered.  “You were frozen like a statue. And besides, don’t you think whoever was coming to fight me home would be prepared for me?”
“So, you don’t fight people who are prepared for you?”  Shedek grabbed the reins and urged the horse into a walk. “That’s not it. I just don’t let competent enemies choose the fight ground; it puts me at a disadvantage.”
“Hey,” Karle said, hurrying up to Shedek’s side. “It’s your house, you’ve got the home advantage.”
“It’s just wood and glass, there’s no advantage there. You haven’t told me if you got your magic fixed.”
“Oh well,” said Karle, scratching his nose. “The Fair Father and I were in the middle of a powerful vocal ritual when you roused me up. You ruined it because you were worried I’d beat you at magic when I woke up.”
“Pathetic,” said Shedek, shaking his head. “I think you must first learn to fight without magic. For now, you’ll learn evasive maneuvers.”
“That’s a nice way to say, “I’ll teach you to run away from fights,”” Karle replied, sourly. “Anyways, is there any chance you’re getting off the horse? I don’t think I’ll live very long if I continue walking like this.”
“No chance at all,” Shedek said, humming. “Oh, and please, try to catch up.”
“I have low blood sugar,” Karle said, jogging after Shedek. “It’s a family curse.”
“I’m sure we’ll find some sugary leaves or wood ahead, for now, consider this the start of your training.”




Chapter Thirty Three

Cobalt was alone when he arrived at Shedek’s home. Ragar’s staff buzzed with magic in his hand, rippling black and green magic. He climbed the front stairs, eyes unmoving but seeing it all. He pushed the door aside and stepped inside. “They’re gone,” he said. “They’re gone.” He went into one of the rooms and took a deep breath. “Ah, the boy was here. I can smell his magic. He was here a few hours ago.” Cobalt exited the room and continued to the yard at the back of the house. He furrowed brows and threw his head forward. There was a marking on the floor, a circle of chalk and magic. Cobalt bent at the edge of the circle and put a finger into the chalk. He raised the same finger to his mouth and wiped it on his forked tongue. “Ah,” he sighed, closing his eyes like a crack after a drag of bush. “Magic of the Fair Father. How delicious, how sweet, how invigorating the purple flames of creation is! I must have it. Yes, I must.” He got up and ran out of the house, his eyes reading the floor for signs. Once out on the dirt road, he noticed fresh marks on the floor – horse hoofs. His eyes traced the direction the prints went and raised his eyes west, towards the misty mountains of the Fairs. “They’re going to Moji, we must get them first! Argh!” He looked down and found a cat snarling at him, claws bared. His left calf was scratched and bleeding.  Cobalt chuckled and snatched the cat up in one sweep. “This cat here looks like it’s got an owner.” He put it to his nose and sniffed. “Ah, he owns you, does he not? I can smell his horrible magic on you. Good thing you came now that I’m hungry, we’ll take you first, then your master next.”




Chapter Thirty Four

“Straighten your back, you want to build stamina, not develop a hunch,” said Shedek.
“You know, this would have been difficult if you didn’t put a rock on my back while you asked me to hold a plank position.”  Karle was stretched on the floor, propped on his elbows and the tip of his toes. He had stripped to his shorts, but his back was already slick with sweat, made worse by the rock Shedek put on his waist to make it “harder”. 
“Most assassins are great at speed, guards have the stamina to take all sorts of hits. As the magicless magician that you are, I strongly advise you learn to take blows, because you will be taking a lot.”
“’magicless magician’ is that even a thing?” Shedek tilted his head. “What can I say, Karle, you’re the height of irregularity.” He stood from where he sat and pushed Karle’s abdomen up with his staff “You know? I’m really beginning to think it’s unnecessary, all of this,” said Karle. “One can’t outrun spells, right?”
“Why not?” asked Shedek, grinning. “When I was a younger man, during the great revolution, I would fight trained mages with my fists and speed.”
“Tell me, what’s the revolution like? What really happened?” Shedek closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “I don’t know Karle,” he said, in a low voice. “The revolution was probably the best moment of my life. I had it all, friends, Desda, Ragar, Donaruth the dwarf, Lord Hush of the elves. “It’s funny how I never realized so much time had passed, Karle. Desda is dead, killed by the magic he tried hard to deny. Ragar has to run the Magic Guild and I’m worried he’s not the type to keep power out of his head. Donaruth is lost, Lord Hush now immortalized. “Since the war ended and peace was restored, since the Guild was formed and I stepped down as its head, since that time I’ve lost all purpose in life. I’m like a wind with no one direction. Just swaying this way and that way, hoping like hell something comes along.”
“That’s where I enter the picture?”
“It’s not just you,” said Shedek, “there’s a demon I’m not confident humanity stands a chance against.”
“Who? Helsa? He’s that powerful?”
“Because he can twist a man’s mind, yes. It’s not the man that throws fires and spits thunder you should fear, Karle. It’s the one who knows how to use people to his advantage; those sorts never run out of resources.”
“I think I’ve run out I’d resources and will die if you don’t let me have some rest.” They ate some of the fruits Shedek had found; large, pink and juicy like overgrown apples.  Later that night, they went to the river, towards the rapids. “Get in,” Shedek ordered. Karle scoffed. “I should get into a rapid? Are you senile?”
“The worst that can happen is that you die.”
“Well, I’d appreciate the few more years ahead of me if I don’t die at this. You have a death wish, not me. It’s you who’s seventy.”
“Sixty. I’m sixty.”
“It doesn’t matter,” said Karle, waving dismissively. “I’m young, still need to have a girlfriend—”
Shedek clicked his tongue and frowned. “There’s a demon after your life and you’re still thinking of having a girlfriend?”
“When you say it with that attitude it sounds very bad. I think anything you say with that attitude will sound bad.”
“Listen to me, Karle. The attacking force of magic is like swimming against the tide. Only it’s twenty times harder, and far hotter than the river can ever be. You learn how to survive this and maybe you’ll stand a chance against whatever is coming against us.” Karle turned to face the roaring river. The white foam boiling tumultuously as the waves crashed and slapped against each other. Every now and then, a fish would leap out of the mad water and fall back in with glee. “Let me ask one question; is there a waterfall at the end of this rapid?”
“Yes,” Shedek answered. “Does it have sharp rocks at the bottom? Rocks that can kill me if I fall over?”
“Yes! Consider it an extra incentive to swim against the tide.” Karle shook his head. “You know what? Let who’s coming to kill me come. You’ve done this swimming against the tide thing, right? I believe your experience will suffice for us both.”
“They know that, and they’ll separate us from each other. I need to be sure I can trust you to stand in the time of adversity.”
“I’ll play dead.”
“That’s it,” said Shedek, clenching his teeth. “I’ve had enough of you for one day.”
“So, you’ll let me go?” Karle asked, brightening up. “Let you go?” Shedek repeated, before a creepy grin spread across his face. “More like, make you go.” Karle’s eyes flew wide when he saw Shedek aim his staff at him.  “What are you doing, you senile old man?”
“Making you go!” Karle gasped as he felt himself lifting off the ground. He wriggled and writhed till it looked like he was struggling not to drown in the air. “Put me down!” Shedek chuckled. “In a minute!” He aimed his staff towards the rushing river. And as he did so, Karle began levitating towards the center of the river. “Now, this is where you scream.” Karle froze. Whatever was holding him up in the air suddenly vanished and he was hanging in the air, subject to gravity. He screamed as he fell down from fifteen feet into the water. “Your magic gives you extra ordinary human strength,” Shedek said. “Try to swim against the tide.” Karle bobbed in and out of the water. The force of the relentless river knocked him off his balance and he got buried feet deep in the water. He gasped for air as he emerged from the water.  “Let me out of here!” he yelled when the water began knocking him about again. He barreled like a loose tumbleweed. “No, you just have to swim against the tide.”
“I. Can’t. Swim. Against. This. Tide.”  The water had grown stronger now, and Karle found himself tiring. It was impossible to swim up. Heck! He couldn’t even balance himself yet. But things were about to get messy. The force of the water began to drag him behind, pulling him backwards like a magnet drags iron. He winced as his side bumped into a rock, black and red dots flashed in his vision as the pain seared through body. 
“Shedek!” 
Karle might as well have called a wood. The last he saw of Shedek before the water washed over him, the old man was watching him. It reminded Karle of the legend of Kor, the orc god whose temple was destroyed after he said he didn’t want to interfere with the affairs of mortals. Karle could hear the fall roaring behind him. He wondered how far down it was, especially since it was obvious Shedek wouldn’t come to his rescue.He threw his arms again with a last surge of determination, pulling water to his side. Unfortunately, the current was too strong, and rather than forward, he found he was swimming backwards. Eventually, Karle gave up trying to swim and focused on not getting drowned by the water instead. The water deepened and the force of the liquid rushing past him grew tenfold. He was at the fall, and any minute now Shedek would run over and pull him out. More fool, him. He glanced at Shedek again and found the man hadn’t moved an inch. 
This is the end, Karle thought, wistfully. Falling gave a sense of freedom. That precious few seconds when the body was completely untethered from the world, hanging in the air like debris in space. He closed his eyes as he began plunging. If he was lucky, he’d land in water and all would be well. But if his recent fortune continued here, then all was lost; he’d die for sure. He shut his eyes as he fell down, dropping through the air like a falling stone. The water down was warmer, and as he broke into it, he waited dutifully for his head to smash against a rock. Karle let out a gasp and he lunged to the surface. “I’m alive!” he screamed, raising his hands to see if they were still there. “I’m alive you evil, murderous old man!” Karle swam to land, and when he reached, he fell on his back exhausted. “Who are you?” a coarse voice asked. “What do you think?” Karle said, not looking in the direction of the voice. “I’m your guardian fairy. Had a little air turbulence and crashed into the water.” He opened his eyes and found a face covered in brown hair staring at him. His eyes widened and a scream escaped his mouth. Karle jumped to his feet despite the exhaustion rocking through him. “Who are you?!”
“That’s what I asked.” The man standing before Karle wouldn’t reach his waist level. He wore a tattered, handmade tunic and held what looked like a dangerous cross between an axe and a hammer in his hand.  “Are you a spy from the city?” the dwarf asked, dimming his small, beady eyes. Karle snorted. “A spy? What’s that? Ah, I get it now. You’re one of those theater troupes, aren’t you? That’s why you’ve got the fancy hybrid axe. Is that a real thing?” Karle reached forward to touch the axe, but he never made it there. For as he moved, the dwarf swung the axe and slammed the hammer into Karle’s belly.  He doubled and fell to his knees. “Stop it, Ashka! You’ll kill him.”  Karle turned to see Shedek heading his way, staff in hand like an accomplished shepherd.  “Son of Zorah?” the dwarf, Ashka, said. Shedek laughed as though he’d just met an old acquaintance. “That’s right, Ashka,” he said, “And it’s a fine bliss seeing you again.”
“I understand why you’re such a sore old man now,” said Karle, sitting on the floor. “You have dangerous enemies, and axe wielding friends.” Ashka growled and combed his enormous beard with a hand. “Who is the weirdo?”
“That’s right,” said Karle, scoffing. “I’m so weird. I don’t have a beard a foot and a half long, and I don’t carry an axe about.” Shedek ignored Karle’s remark. “He’s a special one, Ashka. He holds the magic of the Fair Father.” Ashka’s eyes widened in surprise and the small hole that was his mouth opened in the midst of the thick beards.  “That’s right, Ashka. You just attacked the chosen one. I’ll make sure you pay for what you did, you evil, undergrown bushman.” Ashka shook his head and returned to Shedek. “He’s a sore one. You must be disappointed, isn’t it?”
“Oh, you have no idea,” said Shedek, shaking his head.  Karle rose to his feet. “I believe that I’ve had enough of your madness, you two. Especially you, She-whatever.”
“Karle, I want you to meet Ashka,” said Shedek. “As you might have noticed, he’s a dwarf. Their tribe is the last of the pure race.”
“Of course, he is a dwarf,” said Karle, “And I see very well why they don’t live among the rest of the world.”
“Be careful, Karle. Those are murky waters you’re stepping into. Ashka, I need to meet with your clan right now.”




Chapter Thirty Five

Karle was going to protest after they’d walked a full day without stopping. He felt like his legs had turned to lead, dead weight, and rather than walk, he was barely dragging them across the floor. Meanwhile, Shedek and Ashka looked like they were built for the country. They would laugh at intervals and talk, but not once did they slow down or stop to catch their breath. “Where’s the horse, Shedek?” Karle asked, pushing himself from the tree he lolled against. “I let him go,” the mage replied. “He’s served me long and well.”
“You couldn’t let him serve me at least once before you sent him his way? And you! Dwarf! Where are we going? End of the world? We started walking yesterday evening and it’s noon already!”
“Are you tired?” asked Ashka. “No, I’m not. I’m happy we’re walking like camels across deserts. OF COURSE I’M TIRED!”
“We’re almost at the gate, bear it a little more.” The “little more” turned out to be half a day’s walk into the forest. At one point Karle no longer felt pain, and Shedek had to hold him to stop when they arrived at the gate and his legs wouldn’t walk anymore.  The “gate” was actually an arc of concrete standing in the middle of nowhere.  “We’re where?” asked Karle, screwing his face icily. “And please, don’t tell me that concrete arc there is the gate because it isn’t.”
“No, it isn’t,” Ashka said, walking over to the arc. “This is the lock to the gate.” He put the end of his weapon into a hole in the arc and turned. There was a groaning sound, and the chatter of wheels pulling and levers grinding. The earth in front of Karle opened apart like the doors of an elevator, revealing a hole large enough to accommodate a car. And in that hole was a flight of stairs crudely hewn from rock. “Didn’t you say gate?” asked Karle. “You really need to work on your vocabulary. This entrance is a hole. Like a bunny hole into a tunnel.”
“Ashka’s tribe live in underground cities. You’ll be surprised what you find in this “burrow”,” Shedek said. “No, I won’t be surprised, because I’m not going in with you. Why should I trust you?”
“Because I saved your life, twice,” Shedek said. “You couldn’t save my father though, what’s to say this is all a part of some weird plan?” Shedek sighed and came up to Karle. “You’re telling me I’d have a demon like the one you faced on my side and I’ll all need to deceive you? Aren’t you giving yourself too much credit?” Karle rolled his eyes. “Fine.”
“Let’s get in,” said Ashka. Ashka led the way into the tunnel. As they went in, the tunnel got darker and darker. There was a loud creek and the gate above began closing.  “Can I get a key of my own?” asked Karle, watching the doors above him close.  “Don’t worry Karle, the dwarves are friends of ours, today.”
“They can become enemies?” asked Karle. “Isn’t that what life is? Those that were on our side yesterday are no longer with us today.” 
“I totally understand. Sometimes, I wonder if you’re on my side or not.”
“Sometimes, I wonder if you are on your own side or you have a death wish.” Karle snorted. “I can’t die. Back in the days when I delivered stuff for Bosse, me and the other guys would bet I wouldn’t return from one errand.”
“They bet on your death?”.
“It’s an occupational hazard, and the job pays well. In a city like Beringale, it’s the only job high school kids can take. That’s why there are few poor kids in colleges; most of us lose the gamble.”
“Grab a torch each,” Ashka barked in his hoarse voice. There were about a dozen torches blazing bright fire hanging from a wall. Karle and Shedek grabbed one each, although Ashka continued without a torch. They continued walking through the tunnel, traveling deeper into the earth they once walked on. Karle noticed the air becoming lighter, and cooler. There was also the faint smell of salt in the air. Suddenly, they weren’t in the tunnel anymore but in a civilization under the earth. Hundreds of torches hung around in the deep and far. Dwarves could be seen making their way up and down the place. Windows, and caves that they used for home. Bridges connecting two sides of the walls together. “Where is this place?” asked Karle, eyes wide with wonder. “Egeda, the lost city of the dwarves,” Shedek replied. “It was never really lost, just hidden from the rest.”
“Why?” 
“Because with great power comes great responsibility, Karle.” They continued in that labyrinth till they arrived at a peculiar cave. “Here now,” said Ashkay, “I can’t step in, I’m not royalty. But the king will be inside.” Shedek nodded and Ashka turned around and left. Karle watched the dwarf disappear among the crowd of other dwarves. He’d never seen so many of them gathered in one spot. “Why won’t he go in with us?”
“Traditions, Karle,” said Shedek, “Come in here, let’s get inside.” Inside the cave was structured like a temple for some mighty deity. Huge columns ran from the smooth marble floor to the high ceiling above. Everywhere was black, but they glittered like torches in the oblivion. At the far end of the said temple-like cave was a mighty seat, also carved from stone but with fine workmanship. Karle didn’t realize it was stone till he reached nearer.  The dwarf sitting on the throne looked like a potato in fine fur. He had a bright red, flaming beard twisted into a long braid. Around his neck were chains of gold and diamonds. His hands had ten nine rings each; two for each finger except the thumb. And each ring had some enormous stone on it. “Robador, king of the hidden tribe,” Shedek said, bowing a tad. “It’s been a while since we last saw, has it not?” Robador grunted and cleared his throat. The crown on his head was a smooth ring with a green stone at the front.  His eyes were black and filled with resentment, almost as though he hated Shedek. Karle feared it might be just so. “Indeed, the times have been quiet since then. What wind blows you here? And who is the child? Did you manage to find a woman?”
“The child is a wielder of the purple magic. He carries the burden of the Fair Father’s calling,” Shedek replied.  Karle noticed Shedek was holding his staff tight, and his eyes were narrow. “Is that so now?” Robador asked, kicking the empty air with his dangling legs. It took a lot of effort on Karle’s part to not tell Robador he looked more like a child sitting in his father’s chair than a king sitting on a throne. “It is so, Robador,” said Shedek, “And as for the winds that bring me to
Egeda, they’re ancient winds, King of dwarves. They are mortal and ancient winds.” A dark change came over Robador’s visage. He swelled visibly like a bull frog and curled his ring studded fingers into fists. “I just knew from the minute I saw you that the peace was over. You’re the harbinger of all that is terrible and evil, Shedek.”
“I am he that makes sure you're not caught unawares and stands a chance at survival, Robador. It’s not my fault you have developed such an inordinate taste for rings and stones.” The hall of the King’s Court was quiet, cold and dead. Great statue of dwarves in their armor, and beards sweeping the ground, stood along the east and west walls of the hall. Karle counted twenty of such statues.  Each carried a weapon nearly as big as they themselves were. It would seem what they lacked in size, they made up for in weapons.
“So, the great evil is back,” said Robador, in a voice that said he didn’t believe. “And you know this how?”
“Because he summoned me,” said Shedek. Robador froze. “The great evil summoned you? And you saw him?”
“It was during a meditation. He took the form of the beast that truly represents his person, a snake. But he was chained, which I suppose means the reason we haven’t seen him around is because he suffers a restriction.” Robador snorted and burst into a guffaw. “The great evil suffers a restriction? Oh, you seem to be too engrossed in fables, Shedek. And why would he choose to summon you in your meditations? Why not anyone else?” Robador pushed off the chair he sat on and threw his fur cape behind him. Rather than come down to them, he went off to a large stone table on a side of the hall. Karle didn’t notice the table until then. The heaps of food, the colorful fruits, smell of the wine Robador poured into a golden goblet. He saw Karle staring at him and raised a corner of his mouth. “Perhaps, the special one would like to have some food?”
“No,” Shedek replied before Karle could speak. “We have no need for your food.” Karle bit his lower lip in regret. He’d probably have protested had he not sensed the old feud between the men talking. “Oh, well,” Robador said in a high pitch, returning to his throne. “My physician told me to take this wine more frequently to prevent hallucinations during my meditations.”
“That’s alright,” Shedek said, “People who have no need for the truth are generally known to dull their own senses.”
“You will watch your tongue, Shedek!” Robador bellowed from his throne. 
“Helsa—” 
“Don’t say that name in here!” Robador shrieked. His small beady eyes were white with fury, and the golden goblet shook visibly in his hands. “You seem to fear the vanquished too much, don’t you?” Shedek teased. “You are too engrossed with the past Shedek. The history books say it clearly; two thousand years ago he came into the world, and a thousand years later he was vanquished.”
“That’s what the books written by men who want to comfort the masses say. The chronicles of the mages say clearly that Helsa—”
“Don’t say the name!”Robador yelled, hurling his cup at Shedek. The elder mage simply held his staff up and the liquid flowed back into the cup. He then set the cup on the floor before him and put a finger in it. “Joy plant, When-shee, hops, incense,” Shedek said, after putting the wet finger to his nose. “No wonder you are no longer the warrior you were in the past. Tell me, does this silence the voice of your conscience?”
“Don’t even get started,” Robador growled. Shedek picked the goblet and emptied it aside. “As I was saying before you threw your poison at me. The demon, in fact, escaped its prison three thousand years ago, and it was not until two thousand years later that it was badly wounded with energy from the Fair Father’s comet. That same energy lives in this boy, if this demon rises a second time we will need this boy to defeat it.” Robador sighed and raised his chin. “If you have found a way to end this, why are you here?”
“To tell you the time has come, Robador. Time to let go of your attachments and go into hiding. If you fail to do so, then may the blood of your people be on your head.”




Chapter Thirty Four

Ashka led Shedek and Karle out of Egeda, but this time through a different route. “The demon must suspect where we are headed, what he doesn’t know however is how we plan to get there. Ashka will lead us to a gate behind Moji. We’ll be standing on different sides of the garden then.” Karle bobbed, silent. Ashka continued ahead of them, his hammer-axe sitting comfortably on his small shoulder. “Is he back?” he said, suddenly. He still didn’t look back, even as he asked. His small frame oscillating left and right and he led the way.  “I’m sorry to be the one to herald such terrible news, Ashka. Forgive me.”
“So he is back,” said Ashka. “I was hoping I’d be dead by the time that happens. There’s this fine spot I’ve found, it’s close to the gate you came in by. It’s a garden. I wanted to die there.”
“Your children can do that,” Karle said. “Children? I don’t have any. See the world? See how wicked it is? How can you bring kids into this world?” The journey out of Egeda proceeded in grave silence, each soul filled with the dread of a war yet to happen. They arrived at the gate and Ashka opened it again with his axe. “Here, Aga is yours now,” he said, handing Karle a small, silver blade. “She shines when the great evil is nearby. It is a family heirloom, I suppose that makes you family now.” Karle was speechless. “Thank you,” he said, fearing to say anymore. He looked behind as the gate closed, it would probably be the last time he’d set eyes on Egeda. Maybe the next time, their bones he’d meet, ravaged by a demon too old for time to hurt. He hurried up to Shedek’s side. “When you told Robador it was time, what did you mean?”
“When Helsa ruled many years ago, he had to be trapped so a spell could be cast on him. It was the dwarves who lured him in with their treasures.”
“So, if he was to return…they’d be the first to suffer his anger.”
“Exactly,” said Shedek, “Which is why we have to make sure he never returns. But if perchance, it is no different from you swimming against the tide, we must be ready for the worst.”
“Speaking of tides,” said Karle, “Was the swimming thing necessary?”
“Yes, it was. Magic to the unprepared is like a blast of fire, to the ordinary person it’s like hell rolled into a ball. But that’s just the general pulse attack. There are other attacks with far more deadly effects.”
“And I have to scream the spell every time? I can’t just say it in my mind or something?”
“I can, but that requires a level of faith and practice. And you lack both right now.”
“You blame me? I have the worst teacher in the world. The harbinger of evil!” Shedek snorted. “He didn’t mean that.”
“Oh really? I was going to say he’s got a point.” Shedek glanced at Karle and shook his head. “I want to curse you right now.”
“You dare not!”
“There’s one curse I’ve been dying to try out. Guess what it’s called? Walking in reverse. But it’d take a week or two to wear off.”
“Is it simple? Let’s start with that. You teach me that.”
They continued their journey and on the third day, they arrived at the gates of Moji garden. “Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me,” Karle said, staring at the ocean before him. They were standing at the edge of an abrupt cliff, staring at the endless stretch of green water before them. And Shedek was telling Karle in all honesty it was Moji garden that stared him in the eye. “All you have to do is jump when I do,” said Shedek. “And you need to hold on to my staff.”
“You’re delusional,” said Karle, staring at the water nearly a thousand feet below. “This is a back door, that’s why it looks this way.”
“Well, we better go look for the front door. I’m not jumping, no ways. And you magical folks might want to scratch “gate” out of your dictionary. It don’t seem the same thing the rest of us think it is.”
“The gate is actually a portal. When you jump, it takes your intentions into account and opens to you.”
“That’s such a shame,” said Karle, shaking his head. “My only intention right now is to survive.” Shedek put one hand on Karle’s shoulder and looked him in the eye. “Karle, you need to trust me on this.” Karle sighed. “Fine,” he said.
“Grab one end of my stick and jump when I do, do you understand? It’s important that you jump when I do and that you do so by holding my stick so we can be together.”
“I’m not an idiot, alright?” said Karle. “I’ll jump with you.”
They took five steps away from the cliff edge. Shedek raised his staff so Karle could hold the other end beside him.
“Three…two… one! Go!”
Karle broke into a run, holding the staff firm in his hand. All he had to do was jump and he’d be fine, after all, Shedek was with him.
And even if he fell to his death, it would not be painful at all. Falling from a thousand feet high meant zero pain, ever.
The edge came nearer and nearer and nearer and then Shedek jumped, while Karle let go of the staff. “Karle!”
“Enjoy the swim, old man,” Karle said, waving a hand. He bent over so he could watch Shedek fall into the ocean below. But a veil tore open right before his eyes and Shedek fell into it rather than to the ocean below. “Oh no,” Karle gasped. He hurried backwards and ran over the cliff, desperate to fall into the portal before it closed. But when he looked down, there was no portal, just the green ocean crashing against the rocks. “It is my intention that you open!” he cried as he fell from one thousand feet above and dropped into the icy water. He was dunked several feet inside the greenish water and kicked to get back up again. His face was contorted and swollen from the pressure below. He let out a long hiss as he gasped desperately for fresh air.  He looked around and saw nothing but pillars of rocks, and the endless ocean swaying around him. “Oh no,” he said, shaking his head. “What have I done?”




Chapter Thirty Five

Karle managed to swim ashore. There was a wide cave there, and he went inside it when it began to rain water and hard ice. The cave was wide, stretching about fifteen feet across. It had a low ceiling no more than six feet high. In the center of the cave was a small pool of dark water. Karle was both hungry, weak and tired at once. And he’d probably have fallen asleep if he knew how to doze on the cold hard floor of a cave. On the morrow, he’d begin the arduous ascent up the cliff and maybe fall to his death. Either way, once he was able to reach the top, he’d maybe try to return to Egeda, or run away from Beringale. “Why didn’t I think of that earlier?” he thought, pulling his knees up to his chest. The rain fell relentlessly outside, and from the unforgiving blackness of the clouds, it would probably continue till the next day. Karle was dozing off when a bubbling sound reached his ear. He blinked in the darkness and strained his eyes to see better. The surface of the pool appeared calm, unperturbed. Although when the sound came again, he caught the bubbles forming in the center of the pool. He sighed. It was most likely some freshwater fish living in the pool. When the sound came again, Karle didn’t bother to stir. He was trying desperately to sleep and he needed it badly. He was just about dropping off into the land of the nod when he felt something wet wipe across his left cheek. Karle first assumed the sensation to be coming from his dreams, but when the wet, slobbering feeling came again; it was like having a soggy liver dragged all over his face. He woke at this, opening one heavy eyelid after the other. Sure enough, three bright blue eyes were glowing at him in the darkness. He kicked away from the phantom, whimpering as he did. “Get away from me,” he said, feeling his body for Aga. The animal let out a low, guttural growl and advanced slowly towards Karle. He held his knife out, and pointed it at the enemy approaching him.
“Stay away from me, I warn you,” he said, flexing his shoulders.
Regret began to wash over Karle like rain. Oh, he should have listened to Shedek and learned to harness his magic. Now, he was mincemeat for an abomination with three eyes.
He couldn’t make out the shape of the animal, but from the silhouette he could tell it was huge, like a bear walking on all fours. It crouched low, snarling and growling dangerously. Just as it was about to jump at Karle, a blinding white light flashed in the cave. “Get back here, Yeri. How many times have I told you to never attack visitors to the cave? The last person cane three hundred years ago! Back in your pool now, back in it.” Karle opened one eye, the light was gone and there was a woman in the cave, at least, that’s what she looked like until he noticed the object snaking about behind her. “Visitor to the cave of Pink, you’re highly welcome to my humble abode.” She bowed and raised her head up, smiling. Karle sighed. That was the first smile in days. The only time Shedek wasn’t frowning was when he was doing something really terrible to Karle.
“Hullo, Pink?” he said, quietly. 
She hurried towards him. “Are you cold? You are shivering.”
“Yeah, a little,” he admitted, jamming his teeth to stop the chatter. “We should get you somewhere warm,” she said, starting out of the cave. Karle hurried after her, his knife swinging beside him. “I was going to climb the cliff later on,” he said, “You know, it’s too late and the weather’s not.”m She closed her eyes, clapped her hands together and raised it up and right before Karle’s eyes, the cave he crept out of rolled into the floor and shelter with a real wooden door rolled up. “Come on inside,” she said, excitedly. The cold cave with a pool in the center was gone, and in its place was the homeliest place Karle ever saw. Inside was brightly lit by a lantern he was certain wasn’t electric, but was also sure there was no fire burning within it. There was a shelf of small pretty cups, plates and beautiful seashells on the northern wall. Four chairs stood round a table on which there was a mountain of mouthwatering fruits. There was a steaming pot of something that smelt really nice. The sight of food, and bed did a lot to Karle that he fell to his knees and began to sob. “Oh my, so you don't like the house? Have I done something wrong?” Pink asked, hurrying to his side. “No,” said Karle, “Your place is just so wonderful, it makes me cry.”
“Thank you!” Pink said, clapping her hands. “Come, let me give you something warm to eat.” Karle took the second, third and fourth plate before he asked what the spicy delicacy he was served was.  “Octopus brain,” Pink replied, delightfully. Karle turned purple. He swallowed hard to keep the food down in his belly. Then shook his head to get the nausea out of it. Karle looked at Pink. She was a regular human, just that she looked older and had a tail behind her. Oh, and she had magic and cooked octopus brain well enough. Her apparel consisted of a short silver skirt and silver whatever that covered her bosom. Her hair was white and reached her waist easily. “What are you?”
“A demon,” she said, chuckling. “I escaped from the underworld years ago.” Karle swallowed. He’d just been fed octopus brain by a demon. It’d come as no surprise if he slumped to the ground and died. “You don’t look like a demon,” he said, gulping a cup of water. “And this house…?”
“I’ve got a tail,” she said, laughing. “Oh, and magic. Just like you, you have magic too.”
“How did – yeah, you’re a demon, you’d know,” Karle said. “But I can’t use it. My teacher is currently helping me learn how to fight without magic.” Pink narrowed her eyes. “He told you not to use it?” 
“No, I’m the problem. I can’t summon it, or do anything for that matter,” he let out a tired sigh. “We were going to Moji garden to get me a staff then me being me just did me and didn’t follow. Now I’m stuck here.” Pink reached across the table and held his hand. “Don’t worry,” she said, smiling. “What sort of magic do you have?” Karle’s heart skipped a beat at this question. “Er, I think it’s a blue one.”
“How’d you know if you’ve never used it?”
“Oh,” he chuckled, nervously. “Sometimes, there are sparkles between my hands. Blue sparkles.”
“It’s alright, I’ll help you master your magic.” Karle jumped to his feet. “Let’s get started then.”
“Okay,” said Pink, rising. She picked one of the quaint looking cups on the shelf, this one was shaped like a sheep, and set it on the table. “Magic basically alters reality. You can fight with it, save yourself with it, or create unnatural events with it.”
“Attack, defense and spells,” Karle murmured.  “You have to believe you can do it, that’s all there is to getting started,” said Pink. “You need to feel the magic flowing inside of you. Concentrate.” Karle closed his eyes and tried to imagine the magic in his veins, in his bloodstream, flowing like the wind within him. “Can you feel it?” she asked.  “Yes,” he said, gulping.  “Good, now destroy the cup,” said Pink. Karle’s eyes flew open. “Destroy? Why should I do that?”
“Because it's easier to destroy things than to put them back. Go on, destroy it. It’s just a cup.” Karle stared at the sheep cup in the eye and shook his head. “I don’t think I can do it.” Pink giggled. “That’s funny. You’re the first magic user who’s refused to try and attack a cup.”
“Well, it’s so lifelike,” said Karle.  “I know, c'mon, go get yourself some rest. We’ll get you started tomorrow and maybe you’ll reach the cliff as well.” Karle fell on a bed nearby and was about dozing off when he felt Pink slip beside him.  “What are you doing?” he asked.  “Sleeping? This is the only bed I have.”
“You can’t conjure a bed or something?” 
“No, I can’t, and neither can you,” said Pink, “You alter reality, not create or destroy it. Now sleep and don’t worry too much about sharing a bed with a demon.” Karle sighed and fell into a deep slumber. He had a dream, Shedek was standing at the edge of that cliff and he was only a few feet away. The old mage was yelling something at him but the buffeting wind drowned his voice.  “What are you saying?” Karle yelled, pushing in the stormy rain. “Wake up!” 
“I should what?” 
“I said you should wake up! Wake up, Karle!” Suddenly, the earth beneath him gave way and he began falling.  Karle woke up panting like a hot dog and in all sweats. He looked beside him and found Pink was no longer there. “You, you lied to me.” Karle turned and found Pink standing by the table, all the loveliness was gone from her features. There was no mistaking her pale, tiger-stripe skin for a human’s. He rubbed his eyes and put his legs off the bed. “What are you talking about?”
“Your magic is purple, not blue,” said Pink, letting her hands drop to her side. Only those weren’t hands but vicious claws. “You have the magic of the Fair Father.” Karle gulped. It’s over for me, he thought.




Chapter Thirty Six

Pink approached Karle and he reached for his knife. “Don’t come any closer, I don’t want to hurt you,” he said. “You can’t hurt me, but you will try, like the rest.” Pink clapped her hands together and fire erupted from them so it looked like her hands were on fire. “Now will be a good time to bring that magic out, or what do you think?”
“I think you should go back to being the sweet, nice Pink I met earlier.”
“That one died,” said Pink. She roared and threw a fiery ball of fire at Karle and he managed to duck in time to evade the attack. “Good,” she said, “at least you can dodge attacks.” Karle ran around the room like a cornered rat seeking refuge while Pink blasted everywhere with her fire. He managed to get outside the house, on the shore of stones. But that was as far as he could go; the mountain was before him, the ocean behind him. Pink stepped out of the house like a god rising from ruins. “Pink, please, you don’t have to do this,” said Karle, “please.”
“Oh, but I want to do this. With Fair Father magic, I can open the veil and pull my sisters out of the underworld. I like it here, and I’m sure they will too.” She threw another ball, and this one was so fast and big, it struck Karle right in the belly, throwing him to the edge of the ocean. Pink came and stood over him, a wicked grin on her face. Karle was spread on his back, his breath choking in his throat. “Just take it,” he said. “Take it and let me go.” Pink snorted and flew into a loud cackle. “You just have no idea, do you? A man’s soul is tied to his magic, taking your magic away will kill you, idiot.”
“You’ll kill me?” he asked.
“Watch me,” Pink said. She clapped her hands together and this time, a flaming sword of green fire formed between her hands. An anger suddenly rose inside Karle. All these while he had been pushed around and tossed about by everyone, everything. He watched his father die less than three days after getting him back, his education was ruined because some mad demon was chasing after him and now this? Hot heat rose in him like lava boiling in a volcano. “Get away from me!” he yelled and at the same time fired a jet of purple fire at Pink.
The demon was thrown several feet into the air and bounced against the mountain behind her. She fell and wasn't nice again. Karle looked down at his hands and saw the fire burning around them, purple, bright and furious. “I did it,” he said, before looking at Pink ahead. “But at what cost?” The light went out as Karle ran over to Pink’s side. He knelt beside her and put her head on his lap. “Are you alright?” he asked, shaking her gently. Her stripes had disappeared and her color was restored. She opened her eyes, and smiled. “Yes,” she said. “It worked, didn’t it?” Karle ground his jaw. “What are you talking about?”
“You know what I’ve learnt all these years? It’s that sometimes, we need a little push to show what we’re truly capable of doing.”
“So, it was all a lie?” asked Karle. “I almost killed you. You idiot!” Pink coughed. “Bold of you to call a demon an idiot. You are the first person to remain calm after I introduced myself as a demon. Every other person ran away when they noticed the tail. You even let me sleep in bed with you.”
“Stop talking like you’re going to die,” said Karle, sizing Pink up. There was no visible damage on the outside, but it was hard to tell with demons.” Pink laughed and coughed again. “I’ve been around for too long, I need to rest. And do you know the thing about demons?”
Karle fought back the tear gathering in his eyes. “We don’t die, we just disappear…” And as she spoke, her skin began to disintegrate into tiny, smooth particles of gold dust. By the time the last of her left, the sun was rising from the horizon. And she was gone. Karle stood up, slapped dirt off his cloth. He went to pick up his knife in the smoking house and left.




Chapter Thirty Seven

Shedek was surprised to see Karle enter the garden. “You look like you’ve been through hell,” he remarked, sniffing. “And you smell like it too.” Karle nodded. “I’ve had my own share of troubles,” he said, “why didn’t you return for me?”
“Because that gate only leads inside, not outside. The only way out is through the front, and I believed you had more sense than to try to come in through there. Not with Cobalt following us.” Karle sighed. “Where are we going next?” he asked. “Where the feet may fail Karle. We’re going to get you a staff.”
“Yeah? And are you sure this is Moji? Moji has a garden behind it. This looks like Moji wastelands.”
“Shut up and move, Karle.” They started their journey through Moji. And as Karle said, there was nothing to suggest a garden or the similitude ever existed at the place. The trees were torn and smoking as though a war had just ended within the realm. Large birds of prey circled the clouds, flying around as though there was some carcass nearby. The sky was white and gray, and gloomy. The air was hot, and oppressive. Yet they made their way on, ignoring the cries of animals unseen, and the screech of birds unknown. The floor of Moji is covered by pebbles black, brown and white. Far in the distance a smoke rose into the depressed sky, and as they furthered into Moji, the fog grew thicker and thicker. “I have a bad feeling about this,” Karle said, “which is funny, considering the fact that we’re walking in a ghostland sold to us as a fairytale, and named “garden” by you magical folks. Tell me, Shedek, do you folks have a dictionary different from ours? I should get me a copy before I run crazy from your ironies.” They came to a large tower with a metallic outlook. The said tower rose so high, the top of it was spearing into the sky above, surrounded by clouds and mists. “There are unicorns and fairies in there they said,” Karle lamented, “Even the slums of Beringale look more beautiful.”
Shedek led the way into the tower. The first floor was all the floor there was. The tower was like a library of staffs, each magical stick was held in a glass like artifacts in a museum. And they went so high, nothing else could be seen. “The Moji garden earned a garden from this place. Because it's here we all come to choose our staffs, or rather come to get chosen by the staff. Get on in the center.” Karle jerked forward, his shoe squeaking against the smooth marble of the tower floor. There was a drawing at the center of the tower, much similar to the one Shedek had drawn for him back at his lawn. He got in the middle of the circle and spread his arms as though to say “what next?” There was a loud rattling up above. Karle looked up and saw something coming his way. But it was so far above, he couldn’t make out what it was.
“Shedek? Is this the part where I run?” asked Karle, shuffling his feet restlessly. “This is the part where you stay in one spot and don’t m an inch,” Shedek barked. “The staff must find you in the center of the circle.”
“Easy for you to say, nothing is falling straight at your head, is there?” There was a loud crack and a large… was it a bird or a man? Karl couldn't say. Or maybe it was an eagle with a man's head. “Who are you?” the creature bellowed, spreading its enormous wings to keep Shedek out of view. “Me?” Karle said, stuttering. “I’ve been asking myself that question a lot lately. I’m having an existential crisis and barely know who I am or what you are.”
“Just tell him your name,” Shedek ordered from behind. “Your friend doesn’t need some over smart answer? Right. My name is Karle Adair. I am Karle Adair, right? It’s not really a pleasure meeting you.”
“Karle, son of Adair, Karme the keeper of the Moji greets thee.” The half bird, half man said, bowing. “I greet thee too,” said Karle, bowing low. “We’re here to get him a staff, we hope that you can find us one worthy of a lifetime,” Shedek said. “I don’t think I’ll live an entire lifetime if I keep meeting these sorts of folks,” Karle murmured. “Just get me one to last me through the day.”
“One to last you through the day,” Karme repeated. “No, Karle, what have you done?” Shedek howled. “Uh, I placed an order?” Karme spread his great wings and began beating them, gaining height as he did. He went up, further and further till he was a tiny speck above. “He’s gone to get the best,” said Karle, chuckling. “I hope so, Karle, for your sake,” said Shedek, clearly disturbed. “You can only choose a staff once, if you pair with the wrong staff, you’re done for.”
“That’s nothing new to me,” Karle said, proudly. “I’ve been done for since the day I was born, how do you think I was found on the streets?” There was a loud screech above and Karle looked up to see Karme descending with a staff in his claws. The keeper dropped the staff on the floor before Karle. “There she is, a staff to last you through the day.” It was white, like those of the great white wizards and sorcerers he’d read of in books. Karle bent down and picked the fine wood up. “I love it,” he said, running his hand over the length. There was another loud screech and Karme took off, soaring and swirling into the world above. “We should go now,” said Shedek, “And let’s hope for all that the staff doesn’t vanish tonight.” Karle scoffed. “What? Someone is going to try and take it from me?”
“You asked for a staff that will last the day,” Shedek said, scowling furiously. “Surely, Karme wouldn’t treat me so,” said Karle. “I have a feeling he likes me.” They stepped out of Moji tower, back into the wastelands of the world outside. “Demons don’t like people,” said Shedek, “Nor spirits.” Karle tutted, sniffing at the fine wood of his staff. “Seems I’ve tasted a kind of lovey not even you have seen yet. Do you know I can harness my magic now?” Shedek froze and turned sharply. “You can?”
“Yes,” Karle said proudly, holding his staff in one hand. “And it was a demon who taught me to.” His voice fell. “She even lost her life when I attacked her.”
“Show me,” Shedek said. Karle pulled his sleeves back and cleared his throat. “I can feel it moving inside my bloodstream and boom!” Shedek scowled and hissed. “I should have known better than to believe your fables.”
“But I’m serious,” Karle said, running after the old mage. “I definitely conjured a ball of fire, purple fire from this hand. But I was very angry when it happened, and I wind up killing the one who taught me.”
“Just shut up and let’s go,” Shedek snapped. “I’ve got an ask,” Karle said, swinging his staff and striking his own head. “So, are there no animals, no living things in this  place?”
“There are,” said Shedek. “But they won’t step out.”
“Why?”
“Because the Blue Fury is with you,” Shedek replied.
“What’s that? Oh, my staff? I believe White Fury is a better appellation for my baby,” Karle said, kissing his staff.  “I wasn’t talking about your staff, I was talking about me.”
“You’re the Blue Fury?”
“I was, but it’s a good thing they don’t know that.”




Chapter Thirty Eight

Cobalt paraded the mouth of Moji, his face blanching with fury and anger. He threw his hands behind him, preferring to walk to and fro among the trees than to stand about the same spot. The need to rip something apart was overwhelming. He scratched at his bruised face and belched about the same time. His breath tasted like a cat, a hairless cat.He closed his eyes as he patrolled the area, waiting for the quarry to step out of the Moji. There was some ruffling among the leaves and he started. “Show yourself or die unknown,” he said, clenching teeth. Ragar came out of the bush, beating overgrown bushes away from his sight with his staff. “Don’t you dare attack me,” he warned, frowning when he saw Cobalt in a defensive pose. “I’ll haunt you for the rest of your miserable existence.”
“What are you doing here?” asked Cobalt, coldly.  “What else? Coming to tell you waiting at the door for Shedek will be the end of you. Even I would expect you to lay an ambush outside Moji. There’s going to be you against a renaissance warrior and a vengeful kid. “I’m just saying I find you useful and need your protection so you’re no use to me dead.”
“And how do you know this?” asked Cobalt. “When launching an attack, write out the first five options that come to your mind, then make sure you don’t use any of them.”
“Who taught you that?” 
“An old friend. Now, I have already thought of the first five options and crossed them out. And I’ve discovered there is a better way to take them out.”
“How?”




Chapter Thirty Nine

Karle held the staff straight with both hands, just as Shedek had taught him. He aimed the weapon forward and crouched. “The staff functions independently of your ability to wield your magic,” said Shedek. “There’s a group of assassins I used to know one time called the Invaders. “Not one of them was born with magic. But they had discovered a way of getting the staff without magic.”
“And they beat folks with magic?” 
“It was a purge, Karle. They slaughtered a host of great magic users. Until they were caught. There hasn’t been quite a group since. Continue with your training.” Karle obeyed.  “How did they beat magic users though?” asked Karle.  “Patience and rebounds,” Shedek replied, “The Invaders would run just like I taught you to. Running about till their enemy was out of gas, tired, or less careful. Then when the mage threw a careless blast, they would parry it right back with their staffs.”
“Feeding people their own poisons,” said Karle.  “It’s not easy as it sounds Karle,” said Shedek, “Just continue your training for the next one hour.”
“Can’t we stay here and train?” asked Karle, swinging his staff in a full arc. “Moji will only get more dangerous. Once the first demon summons courage to attack us, the rest will come trooping  behind.” They rested a bit more and resumed their journey. The gates of Moji were in full view now. It was a tunnel that led out of the Moji realm into the world Karle and Shedek left behind. “Be ready, Karle,” said Shedek, as they started into the tunnel. “I have a feeling we’re being expected on the other side of this tunnel.” Karle gripped his staff tight and nodded at Shedek. “I understand.” There was nothing on the other side of the tunnel. Save for the forest surrounding them. But Shedek found prints, footprints that showed someone had been there and waited for them to step out. “Looks like he left already,” Shedek announced. Karl groaned. “Oh, that’s terrible now. He took to his heels after he heard the man with a white staff is coming right out.”
“That color can be a big weakness. It makes you too easy to target.”
“All I need to do is tell him to change skin, right? Hey staff, go brown.” The staff obeyed and took on the brown hue of coffee beans. Karle gaped. “Oh, you see that? You see that? I bet your old school staff can’t do anything cool like that.”
“My staff is a weapon, not a toy.” Shedek turned away from Karle and tried to think. There had to be a reason the person waiting here left. The footprints were still fresh, did the enemy tire of waiting? Or was he hiding among the trees, bidding time before he showed face and rained horror and pain. “Let’s go,” Shedek said. 
They continued through the forest, with Karle with an obviously much lighter demeanor. He couldn’t hide the excitement coming from the fact that their adventure was almost over.  A little bit more and he’d be home again, sleeping all nice and warm in bed. The octopus brain he had had long gone with the wind and he craved for something else, even if it was a bowl of cockroach brain. The forest became sparser and grew thinner as they continued through it, till they arrived at the spot they had stood before Karle was told to go swim at the rapids. “You don’t want me to go swim against the tide, do you?” Shedek shook his head, distractedly.  “Are you worried we didn’t run into the enemy?” asked Karle. “Shouldn’t I be? Demons aren’t exactly forgiving,” said Shedek. Karle shrugged. “Humans are hilarious; first, we pray we don’t meet problems on the way, and when the prayer is answered, we begin to worry there’s no problem in our way.”
Shedek cleared his throat and continued without replying to Karle's quip. Home came in sight and there was no sight or sign of the demon that flushed them out of the house. “Are you sure your magic intuition thing isn’t broken or something?” asked Karle, stretching his legs on a small table before him. Shedek frowned.  “What? I’m just saying, we can’t be sure. You’ve had it for so long, maybe it needs some servicing or reworking.” 
“Look at that boot mark on the floor,” said Shedek, bending over the boot sand in the living room. “That’s mine.”
“Why are you wearing your boots inside my house?!”
“No need to transfer the aggression,” Karle said, setting his staff beside him. “You thought there was a demon, turns out there wasn’t any.”
“There was something…”
“I think it’s high time you agree your intuition isn’t accurate,” said Karle. “I almost died because you had an intuitive seizure.”
“Every time I see you, I can't help but think you’re a punishment for all the wrong I’ve ever done.” Karle bowed, taking off his soiled boots. “I’m glad you find me a worthy reward for your past misdemeanors. But I am of the opinion life has severely under rewarded me for all I went through by sending you my way.”
“Good night!” Shedek said, storming off to his room. He slammed the door with such force it threatened to pull out of its hinges, and that would just defeat the purpose. The Fairs know the rascal out there would come over and laugh his throat out. Shedek took off his cloak, the first item of his induction into the magical world, and hung it on a hanger nearby. The room was quiet, save for the ticking sound of the restless brown, round-faced clock on the east wall. Next item from the world of magic was his staff, and he set it on a hold fitted in the wall, so that it looked like he was hanging a katana instead of a magic staff. The world of magic, filled with wonders, joy and adventures ordinary folks could only imagine. The perfect world Desda had opposed vehemently to the point of death, even if it was that world that brought about his existence in the first place. And it was that same world that sent him to the great yonder, the land out of reach. Shedek sighed and he took a seat on a study chair in front of his study desk. His body ached, and his eyes burned like coal in their sockets. He knew just what to do; he would take off his clothes, have himself a decent shower and go to sleep. But before that, he just needed to close his eyes a bit. Perhaps, the fatigue forcing them close would be so kind to let him be long enough to do all he wanted. 
It was past midnight when Shedek woke up, and he knew this because the large round clock on the wall told him so. He got up with a groan and grabbed his staff. Even up to ten years ago, he didn’t need to go out with the staff; his aim was as good as any, and the force of his magic was not impeded by a weak body. Without the staff, he could only manage a couple of tricks. But with the staff, he was still the Blue Fury. He sniffed at his body and rolled his eyes at the stench of his own person. He had given in to fatigue last night, but he felt better now, good enough to look around. Shedek wondered if Karle was right; was his magical intuition broken inside? Intuitions had never been precise science, but a long time ago they always helped, these past few years they just didn’t seem as accurate. It was either that, or the enemies he was dealing with had grown smarter, more cunning than they used to be in the previous years. Unfortunately, he didn’t have time on his side to learn new tricks. He shifted to the yard, his eyes peeled open, ears listening for the tiniest sign of noise. Nothing could be forgiven, absolutely nothing could be looked over.
Shedek was certain he heard some noise in the yard. He swallowed and gripped the staff more firmly. He could see a shadow in the yard, and in that shadow’s hand was a staff, a white staff. “Karle?” The shadow stopped moving and turned his direction. “What are you doing?”
“Training? Building my stamina? The demon that killed my father is still out there and as much as I pretend to be alright, I still don’t know enough to stop him.”
“I could protect you—”
“For how long? You won't be here forever. All those that love me never last, it’s a pattern. I already fear for you, Shedek. Personally, I advise you to hire a good poet and choose your epitaph yourself.” Shedek sighed. “Fine, let’s train.”
“We should? Please, I’m not building my stamina.”
“I don’t think we have the time for that either,” said Shedek. “If you lasted this long on your own, I take it that is because you are strong enough.”
“And lucky,” Karle added, “deathwise, I’m very lucky.”
“I’ll teach you a defensive move, it doesn’t require magic, but it allows you to steal magic from others and wield it to your advantage. There’s just one hitch there.”
“What?”
“You have to be fast, flexible and always on the move. The idea is quite simple; in physical fights, people will use the force of their opponents against them. “Think of yourself as an elastic, or a trampoline. You don’t have anything on your own, what you do have is the ability to throw back whatever is thrown at you.”
“What if it’s too much weight?” asked Karle. “It only becomes too much weight when you stop flowing,” said Shedek. “The blast wants to move, your job is to redirect it. Enough talk, let’s get started.” Karle and Shedek stood opposite each other. Staffs in hand, eyes dimmed for focus, adrenaline surging like water from a pump. “You are to receive the blast with the lower end of your staff. Then you welcome the force inside before throwing it back. Your staff can collect the energy so you don’t have to worry about it.”
“Okay, I’m ready.” Shedek sighed. “Now!” he yelled, before throwing a comet of blue fire at Karle. “What the—" Shedek watched his missile head towards Karle at frightening velocity. But it was when he saw Karle trying to parry it away that he knew this wasn’t going to work. The force threw the kid away, throwing him nearly fifteen feet backwards. Shedek ran over to Karle. “Are you alright?” Karle sat up, groaning. He had a hand behind him, holding his lower back. “That was terrible… you really put all your energy into it, did you not?” Shedek scoffed. “That was my weakest strike.”
“Lies.”
“Fine, it is like the sixth or seventh in my offensive ranking,” Shedek admitted. “Third,” Karle said, groaning. “That has to be your third most powerful form. I think my broken ribs broke again.”
“We should fix that with a spell and some herbs. Give me your hand, let me help you up.” Karle obeyed and yelled in pain as he stretched to full length. “Mister Shedek, I seriously think you and I have a toxic relationship going on. You’re always trying to kill me, and at the same time trying to help me.”
“What can I say?” said Shedek, leading Karle to his room. “You have a very killable personality. One can’t help but try to kill you at least once.” He helped Karle settle in bed and pulled the white cover over him. “Cast the spell, or euthanize me,” Karle said, wincing. Shedek had forgotten all about the spell he was going to cast and was on his way out when Karle’s accusation reached him.
“Sorry, I forgot,” he said, returning to Karle’s side. Karle chuckled. “I understand. You’re not the one with a broken side.” Shedek put his hands on Karle’s body and began the healing spell. There was a bright, warm glow where he put his hands.  “There you go,” he said, “as good as new.”
“Thanks.” Shedek cleared his throat. “Uh, Karle? I wanted to say I’m very sorry about what happened to your dad. And now, I wish I had arrived earlier. Maybe you’re right about my intuition being whack.” Karle coughed and flicked tongue over lower lip.  “You really should be careful what criticism you choose to accept. If I had your intuition, Levi would still be alive now.” Shedek bobbed his head. “Yeah. You’re right. Good night.”
“Good night, Shedek. Sleep well.” Shedek returned to his room and this time, he reached his bed before trying to catch some shut eye.




Chapter Forty

He was back at Moji tower, the wasteland behind and about him, the towering edifice before him. Karme was spread before the building, his enormous wings were stretched awkwardly beside him, almost as though he had been shot out of the sky. The half man, half eagle was not moving, and the man's head was gone. 
Karme was dead. 
The sun was shining above, and though it was warm, it had the faint chocolate hue of the sky. Like there was a veil of black dust covering it. “A terrible place, is it not?”  Karle shuddered at the voice and spun around. There was a great, red serpent behind him, but it might as well have been a dragon. The eyes were fiery, and the mouth was curved in a sinister grin. “Look around you, Karle,” said the dragon. “Look at the withered trees, listen to the crows cawing for flesh and death. Look at that tower before you, the same place where you got your staff.”
“So? What?” asked Karle. He didn’t feel any pain in his body, his staff was nowhere in sight, not that he was still in the same place he slept the night before. “I know this is a dream, so choose your lies carefully.” The serpent chuckled in a low voice that sounded like a growl. “This is not reality, Karle, but it isn’t a dream as you so naively assume. What you see here is a shared reality; we both gave materials from our minds to create this place.” Karle looked around. Moji was certainly spookier than he’d seen when he and Shedek came around. “More like you stole materials from my mind,” he said. “And how psychotic of you to create a wasteland where a wasteland already existed.” The dragon growled and twirled around Karle. “I agree,” he said. “We should be endeavoring to make the world a better place. Which is exactly my plan and why I need you to implement it.”
“You have a plan for the world?” asked Karle. “Yes, I do.”
“Wait, wait a minute. Are you Helsa?”
“Yes, I am.”
“You’re the bad guy,” said Karle, “You're the villain in my story. You’re why I lost my dad, why I am on the run, why there is a demon chasing after me, it’s all you!”
“Sacrifices must be made for the greater good, Karle.” Karle scoffed. “You just don’t understand, do you? I had some little good going on and you took it from me.”
“I also hear you have a little good going on with an old mage, Shedek, is it?”
“Yes, and what is that to you?”
“I’ll ruin it,” said Helsa, slithering about Karle. There was a chain about him, but Karle couldn’t see where it came from. It just ran into the horizon, disappearing in the distance.  “You don’t even know where we are,” said Karle. “And what do you want me for anyways?” The dragon shook his head. “I expected you to have been debriefed, but no. Humans are incompetent, as always. You have a little something that belongs to me.”
“You mean my magic?” 
“You’ve been debriefed then. I expect you’ll begin to spew the lies you’ve been told about me.”
“I’m no dummy, Helsa. There are no lies. I have seen every single thing you did and I so want to kill you right now.”
Helsa laughed. “Oh, everybody wants to be my enemy. I wonder why. I’m not too far from you now, one of us has to kill the other, tonight.” Karle frowned. “It’s not real, there’s nothing you can do to me.”
“Do you know why people wake up all sweaty and scared from thief nightmares? Because the pain and horror they feel is exactly the same as if it was reality.” Karle swallowed, taking a step backwards.  The dragon slithered towards him, baring feet long teeth as he hissed. He reared his head and struck at once. Karle woke up, sweaty and out of breath. The demon was right, nightmares were terrible things. He got out of bed and stood at the window of his room, staring at the world outside. He noticed something stretching and sneaking in the shadows, along the hedge and fence. Karle narrowed his eyes to make out the strange figure better. “Mew,” he said, relieved it was nothing more than Shedek’s weird cat. Karle returned to bed. He was still tired and needed to sleep. He muttered hurried prayers to the Fair Father and went to sleep. 
And this time, he had no nightmare.




Chapter Forty One

The last thing Shedek expected was to wake up that same night to pee. He rubbed his sleepy eyes and rose from the bed grudgingly. As he grew older, he found he had to go to the toilet to pee more and more often. He had reduced his water intake to reduce the frequency, the result being that every time he drank water, he could literally hear his kidney and liver sigh in relief. The sky outside was still black blue, although it had a slight hint of gray shade. Shedek shook the sleep out of his eyes and reached beside him. Of course, the staff was on the rack not far from the door. “I’m just going to pee,” he muttered to the voice telling him to take his staff. “What could possibly go wrong?” Shedek groped in the darkness, squinting to find his way through the house he’s lived in for so many years. He got out at last, preferring to go all the way outside the house to answer nature’s call than use his toilet. Shedek let out a soft groan as the hot urine shot out of his body. His eyes closed in ecstasy, and the pleasure of a man who’s found release after holding in for so long washed over him. He shook and took in a deep breath. The air outside was definitely fresher than the one inside, and lighter too. Something cracked behind him and Shedek spun around. The small bush of flowers shook gently as though swayed by the breeze. 
“Who’s there?” he asked, readying to throw hell from his hands, regardless how inaccurate and uncontrolled his hit may be. There was another snap from the same bush, followed by another ruffling.  This time Shedek ignited the blue flames over his hand.  “Come out now, or I’ll blow you to the underworld you come from.” It came out slowly, walking across the floor as though it was stepping on broken glass. “Mew? Is that you?” 
Shedek held his flaming hand up and saw the hairless cat, limping towards him. “Poor thing, are you hurt?” Shedek bent over and scooped the animal into his embrace. “I’ve missed you.” He bussed the animal on the head and cringed. “And you smell terrible.” The cat purred and Shedek took it inside the house, making sure to lock the door behind him. He went to the kitchen and turned on the lights. “You stay right here, let me check you out.” Shedek set the feline on the countertop and filled its saucer with water.  “You’re probably thirsty,” he said, setting the saucer before the cat. There was a purr from it again, and Shedek shook his head. “Poor thing, what hell have you been through? You look lean.” The cat merely stared at the saucer and looked away from it.  Shedek lifted the animal up with both hands and stared it in the face.  “Ah, there, there now,” Shedek said, tutting. “I just knew there was no way this was my cat. Your eyes are one color, my cat’s got different colors.”
“I’d have noticed if I didn’t spew the eyes out.” Shedek’s face blanched and his brows raised to full arches. He dropped the animal in his hand, hurried away from it. 
But it was no cat that landed but a man. “So, is it you they call Shedek? It’s a pleasure meeting you in person after all these while. My name is Cobalt, and I’m here to kill you… and the boy.” Shedek scoffed. “You’re the one to talk. Did your master fill your head with such lofty dreams of a glorious future or did you come with your own inbuilt madness?”
Cobalt smiled. “Last time, I wasn’t prepared for you, and that is precisely why you won so easily. Tonight is different, I promise. I see your staff is far from reach.”
“Magic existed long before staffs did, what? Do you suddenly think of me as a harmless old man?”
“You’re a harmless old man,” Cobalt said, cocking his head.  Shedek laughed and clenched his hands into fists. “You’re not worried the boy is only a few meters away? All it takes for him to kill you is one shot.” Cobalt nodded. “That’s right, but I’ve heaths kid is a colossal failure. He can’t control his powers yet or so they say.”
“How about you make some noise? Rouse him and we’ll see if he can control his magic or not.” Cobalt waved dismissively. The dining table was all there was between him and Shedek. He glanced behind him and found a pile of steel pots.  “Such nice pots,” he said, pushing the pile so it fell to the floor, clanging loud enough to raise the dead. “What have you done to him?” asked Shedek, crunching fist. Cobalt’s eyes blazed. “Simply put, he is having such lofty dreams about his parents. Foolish humans, you all are so, so predictable, aren’t you?”
“Well, if you think of it. Demons aren’t much different.” Cobalt grinned maliciously from ear to ear. A sigh he was ready to work destruction and terror on his enemy.  “Let’s dance, Shedek.” Shedek swayed. “You’ve got to pity an old man. My joints are stiff, so this dance will not last long. And I’m certain to leave you breathless on the floor.”
“Edina El aawqwa,” Shedek yelled, throwing his spell at Cobalt. The demon dipped and the spell sailed past his head. “It won’t work like last time, especially now that you’re without your staff.” Shedek swallowed. Fighting a demon with a job description that prioritized killing was hard enough, but to do that without his staff was near suicidal. “Darkame!” Cobalt yelled, leaping on the table. He clapped his hands together and threw a ball of dark flame at Shedek. “Abo,” Shedek said, just in time to raise a shield to stop Cobalt’s spell. But the force was so strong, that despite his shield, it threw him into the wall behind and knocked the air out of him. Cobalt stood victoriously over him. “I told you I was here to finish you.” He shuddered as he tried to get up and fell to the ground. Resigned.




Chapter Forty Two

Karle stared in wonder at the sight before him. His father was right beside him with an apron around his waist. But even more intriguing was his mother, Willow. The one that died for him, not the one who left him on the streets to die. And she was just as he imagined; beautiful and heavenly. He contented himself with seeing them talk, preferring to enjoy the moment than say something to ruin it. Although there was a tiny voice nagging inside of him, saying this sight before him was a dream, nothing more. They were at the table in their old house, the same one that was demolished. But it did not seem as though it had tasted destruction yet. “You know what I think about microwaves?” Levi, his father was saying as he poured tea. “They heat the bowl, and leave the food just as frozen as it was when you put it in. I hate that thing, it’s like we bought a weapon fashioned against us with our own money.”
“Maybe you should throw it out, use the stove instead,” said Willow. Levi looked at Karle and gave him a tight-lipped smile. “Or maybe we should just pull the magic out of Karle and power the stove with it.” The smile on Karle’s face disappeared and he looked from Levi to Willow, distressed. “But, the magic is tied to my soul. If you pull it out, I’ll die sure.” Levi slammed his fists into the table. “Tell me, son. Is that too much of a sacrifice for you to make?” Karle watched in horror as Levi transformed into a huge serpent, the same old red dragon that visited him earlier.  The lights in the house flickered as though there was a storm outside the house. 
“Helsa?”
“Yes, and I have a little surprise for you, kid. When you wake up from this family reunion I put together, you will find out that you’ve lost Shedek. But you don’t know he is, do you? That is where I come in. I will be waiting for you Kagura fall.  “Don’t forget to come as soon as you can, because time and Helsa waits for no man. Tick tock. Tick tock.” Karle leapt out of bed and fell off in his fright. His eyes were wild and furtive and his breathing was ragged and rapid. 
Shedek. 
He bolted out of his room, running as fast as his legs could lift him to Shedek’s room. It was empty. “Shedek!” 
He kicked the toilet door open, and raced to the kitchen where he saw the most disturbing sight of his life. The dishes and pots were scattered all over the floor, the tap was gone and the water was gushing madly from the open pipe. There was a smoke rising from a blackened spot on the wall and the door was ajar. 
“Oh, no.”
Karle grabbed a napkin and stuffed the broken pipe with it. He hurried out of the kitchen, running outside. The dirt road was empty, dark, and as deserted as can be. Karle fell to his knees and sobbed. He had barely had a week to train! And it was not as though he had trained two full days in all that time. Heck! He didn’t even know how to summon his magic, what was he supposed to do? He returned to the house, dejected, and tired of it all.
“This might be it,” he said, standing before the mirror in Shedek’s room. “It’s time to go rest in the underworld or afterlife or whatever. But the Fair Father and I are going to have some serious talking together when I get there. And I don’t care that he is the creator of the cosmos.” He took himself a long warm bath, and prepared for the future awaiting him. Karle didn’t care that he had slammed the door of the taxi he was in. If anybody was going to kidnap him, this was their last chance, after that day, he’d become Helsa’s property; a magic bank. “Excuse me, sir,” Karle said to the driver. “I need to see the Babylon tower one last time, do you mind driving me there first?”
“Ain’t no problem, fella,” the man said, light-heartedly. “So long you’re paying.”
“Of course,” Karle said, fuming. The feeling of impending death was making him too polite for his own good. Babylon was just as he had always seen her. Perfect. “What’s special about this place?” the driver asked, getting out of the car to join Karle. It was in the wee hours of the morning and the sun was not due to rise in another half an hour or thereabouts. Karle stared at the driver in sheer unbelief. “You’ve got to be kidding me right now,” he said, “it’s the Babylon tower!”
“I know,” the man said in a nasal voice. “But I've been up it before and nothing special about the place, save for that mad urge to tempt fate and jump right off.”
“So, why don’t you jump?” 
“I am the captain of my own soul, kid. I mean, you probably have a good job in the Magic Guild and don’t know what it means to be poor...”
“What are—” Karle glanced at the staff in his hand and sighed. He was even wearing a cloak. “…but I am poor and I struggle everyday. My da and ma sends me money, but it’s not enough. So I have got to work my ass off and pay for this car I’m taxiing you with. But if death ain’t taking me away, then I ain’t taking myself out of the game.”
“I see you’ve been through fire and brimstone,” Karle said, shaking his head. “Can we get going now? My privileged ass don’t like being delayed and don’t tell me the sad stories of your life when we’re in the car. I’ll blow your head off.”




Chapter Forty Three

The world doubled in Shedek’s eyes as he stirred awake. The air where he was at was cool and damp. Something sharp stabbed at him from behind and he arched his back away from it. He found that he was standing. He also found that he was tied to a pillar of some sort. His hands were firmly secured behind him, and his legs were bound around the ankle. Save for his jaws and eyelids, no other part of him could do as much as move. “Is he awake?” The voice was strained, like a dying old man struggling to say his last words. Shedek noted the form before him was a man’s. It approached him, and he remembered where he had seen that form. 
Cobalt. 
“Old mage, are you awake?” 
“What do you think? Were you expecting me to sleep for a thousand years?”
“He is awake, although his manners still seem to be asleep,” Cobalt said.  “Show him to me,” the voice wheezed. Cobalt came close to Shedek and stood three feet out. He pulled the shirt of his body and set his arms akimbo. “Hello, Shedek. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you in person.” Shedek gasped. “What an abomination!”
“You look surprised,” Helsa said, wheezing with laughter. Shedek would have rubbed his eyes to clean the dust off them if his hands were not bound behind him. Helsa did not have a body of his own, he didn’t even have a body at all. Two eyes and a mouth were on Cobalt’s borrowed body. The two eyes each sat under Cobalt’s nipples, and the mouth was just above his abdomen. “You keep defying the rules of nature, Helsa. Is there really no limit to what you will do for your selfish interest?”
“It’s not selfish, it is noble. And it is not for my interests alone that I speak. The collective world needs an overhaul.”
“Since you are so powerful, and connected, what do you still need the kid for?” Cobalt and Helsa burst into a synchronized laughter.  “He doesn’t know!” they said at once, creating a harmony of two delirious demons. “Fine, since you’re going to die anyways, let me tell you. I am like trapped energy, I cannot be destroyed, or created, but I am not free and as you can see for yourself, I have no body of my own. “The boy’s magic will do two things for me; firstly, I get to choose a brand new body for my continued existence. Lastly, the accident that put me in this situation will never repeat itself again.”
“Well, shame on you. I would like to tell you he won’t be coming.” The smile fell off Cobalt’s face. “You should have just taken him when you had the chance. You see, we don’t like each other much. In fact, we’re always quarreling.”
“Brothers quarrel, doesn’t mean they loathe each other.” Shedek snorted. “You should have considered the fact that I’m more than forty years older than he is. We don’t really fit the brother picture. And you killed his father, so he won’t be showing up here.”
“Not even for revenge?”
“Especially not for revenge.” Cobalt frowned. “I told you to I’ll take care of him then!”
“I do have one question,” said Shedek, “I know you have help from within the Magic Guild. Do you mind telling me who it is? After all, I’m going to die anyway.” Helsa glared at Shedek, his deformed eyes bulging under Cobalt’s nipples. “I hear someone,” Cobalt said. 
“It’s the boy!” Helsa squealed, excitedly. 
Oh no.




Chapter Forty Four

Karle eyed the waterfall with suspicion. It had an air of abandonment about it, and the mists from that morning covered the area like incense. The rock of the Kagura fall was black and eerie. Karle had read of it before in a Beringale weekly, although he had discarded the news then; the Horrors of Beringale column was fond of creating devils where there was none. The water fell from the great height into the pool below, and from there, the water flowed to join another river down the road. It was that river he had jumped into when the man from Magic Guild tried to take him away.  He knew what was waiting for him behind the curtain of pounding water and rising mist was no good. Maybe he should have run away, maybe he should have fled. Shedek was a cranky old man he met less than two weeks ago, and he was already sacrificing his life for him? He took a large gulp of saliva and walked into the water, holding his staff well above his head. The fall pelted him with water as he passed through it, and a moment later, he was on dry land. Drenched and dripping but on dry land all the same.
Cave again.
There was a round doorway that led into a chamber inside. Karle bent over and stepped into the cave. Karle saw Shedek tied to a pillar like a capital criminal from the orc age. Cobalt was standing with his back to Karle, and even though he heard Karle come in, he didn’t turn around.  “Well, well, well. Look who we have here. It’s the chosen of Fair Father,” Cobalt said, sneering.
“The Fair Father has a message for you,” said Karle, “but I’ll tell you only if I manage to destroy you.”
“And if you can’t beat me?”
“Then it’s over” said Karle, “You’ll spend the rest of your miserable existence wondering what the sweet boy you killed had to say.”
“Oh, you’re many things, but sweet and all its synonyms are missing from the list,” said Cobalt, turning around to face Karle. Karle couldn’t believe the horror in front of him. There was a face on the belly of a body that had a face and that belly-face was smiling at him. “You look surprised,” Helsa said, “that look of shock on your face is so priceless. I’d do anything to see it again.”
“Get your own body,” Karle said. Shedek coughed and burst into laughter. When he was tired of the joke, he wore a wrathful expression. “You should have run away, Karle,” said Shedek. “I’m just an old man. There’s no sense dying with me like this.”
“I was just a strange, young child when Willow died for me. I don’t see the sense in dying for a baby that’s not yours, but she did it, the woman I call mother.”
“That’s touching,” said Helsa, “anyways, are you ready to die?”
“More like ready to destroy you,” Karle replied, holding his staff forward just as Shedek taught him. “Ho ho, a white staff. The Fair Father is really the most biased creator there is,” Cobalt said, gritting teeth. “If I was you, I’d finish the kid in one strike,” Shedek said behind Cobalt. “Shedek?!” Karle cried in disbelief. Cobalt scoffed. “And why would I do that? I want to enjoy this.”
“Idiot, it’s called bragging rights,” Shedek pressed, “When you meet the Fair Father, you’ll tell him you destroyed his chosen warrior in one deathly blow.” Cobalt bobbed his head. “Yes.”
“Shedek, I came back to save you!”
“Relax kid, I’m trying to give you a swift death here. Unless you want to be an Invader.”
“An “invader”? That makes no sense,” said Cobalt, “Are you talking to him on codes?”
“It’s old age, sometimes I get a craving for butter,” Shedek said. Cobalt faced Karle standing beside the tomb he himself once lay in. He clapped his hand together, ready to throw a spell to end it all. “Remember the spell is to pull the magic from his body, not kill him,” Helsa warned Cobalt. “He’s going to die if you pull the magic out of his body.”
“There’ll be no magic to pull out if you kill him first you wet wipe!” A ball of darkness began to grow in Cobalt’s hand. It was like a thick ball of burning rubber issuing black smoke and red fire. “Prepare to meet your end, Karle,” Cobalt said.  Karle gripped his staff better and took in deep breaths to reduce the trembling in his body, especially his legs and arms. As for the sweat forming across his forehead, he had no intention of wiping it. He was at that point where he needed two hands to hold anything at all.
“Esdere!” Cobalt yelled, before releasing his missile at Karle. 
What was that Shedek told him about rebounds? He knew that was what he meant by Invaders, but the last time they practiced, he had been thrown miles into the air. He trembled when he saw the death ball heading his way like burning rock from a trebuchet. Then it was before him, his death or salvation, as the case may be. 
Karle skillfully lifted the ball midair despite its great speed. The dark spell clung to the end of his staff like a web on a broom. He swirled with the staff and suddenly, he was facing Cobalt. Karle let out a scream as he released the ball.  “Run!” Helsa screamed at Cobalt’s belly. But Cobalt was too shocked to move; his eyes bulged in disbelief and his mouth gaped and closed like a stammerer trying to find words. The rebounded ball struck him in the belly and sent him crashing into the wall behind.  “The Fair Father sends his regards,” said Karle, looming over Cobalt. “I’d have said there’s no point telling you, but demons don’t go to the underworld, you just disappear.” Cobalt and Helsa let out one last blood curdling scream as they disintegrated to dust.
“It’s over,” Karle said, smiling tiredly at Shedek.
The old mage smiled sadly and shook his head. “Helsa lives still. We must find him and destroy him wherever he is.”
“Oh, we will do just that,” said Karle, hurrying over to free Shedek. “That won’t be necessary,” the elder mage said, coming free on his own. Karle’s jaw dropped. “You mean you could have set yourself free all these while?”
“I was free all these while,” said Shedek, “I just wanted to lead the enemy astray.”
“Why didn’t you fight? What if I had died?”
“You wouldn’t be arguing with me if that had happened,” Shedek said, casually. “I curse the day I met you,” Karle said, hotly. “You don’t even know any spell,” said Shedek, heading out of the cave. “How can you possibly lay a decent curse on the day we met?”




Chapter Forty Five

Ragar watched with bored eyes as the other members of the council paid rapt attention to the story Shedek and his boy had come to tell. And he admitted to himself that Shedek had stuck to the storyline, not one line that did not happen was added to the report. It was an absolute case of nonfiction, unadulterated truth and no more. But he didn’t need to hear the tale, he had seen it all in Helsa’s eyes when the lifeless head bobbing in the crystal tank suddenly came back to life. There was fury written all over the half rotten face, fury, and hate, and disappointment at a plan so perfect that still succumbed to failure. He had spoken to Helsa after the demon’s defeat.
“Where’s Cobalt?” Ragar had asked. “Vanquished,” Helsa said, bobbing in the greenish water. “No one will hear of that idiot again.”
“I always knew the bludgeon to be nothing but an incompetent identity thief.”
“Are you better than him?”
“I plan to prove that, with your permission.” Helsa growled.  “Now, with your permission, allow me to bring my own men on board. So long Shedek is protecting the kid, you can’t lay a finger on him.”
“So you know just who can get rid of Shedek once and for all?”
“Not who, them. People call them, the Invaders.” That’s why Ragar was unfazed by Shedek’s story. Because he was one of those who sat down and decided to write a tale where the mage was passed through hell like thread through the eye of a needle. “I’m sorry, Shedek,” said Ragar, “but if there’s no evidence Helsa was there, why should we believe you? And now you claim there is a spy among this gathering. Are you trying to plant distrust within us? “You and the boy are welcome to the Guild at any time, but the meeting will hear no more fables about the vanquished demon, Helsa.”
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