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			Dedication

			This, my first ever published novel,

			is dedicated to my father.

		

	
		
			Prologue: The Hellcat
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			There was something beautiful about a cold night; something peaceful about the still, sobering air that always encouraged simple thought. There was something welcoming about the kind of atmosphere that only came when there was just enough of a chill on the wind to send the majority inside. It was usually the elders who saw this beauty and lived in those priceless moments, enjoying them before they inevitably passed by, ever too swiftly. Ika was young—very young—but he was blessed enough to recognize when to cherish a cold and quiet night. So, naturally, on this specific night in Turquoise Town, tucked under the thick covers, he left his window open. 

			Turquoise Town was a quaint place, built atop a lonely hill rising from a dense forest. Trees swaying back and forth in the night breeze were all that could be seen for miles. The flaming blue lampposts that lined the dark glossy streets made the town glow under the night sky, almost seeming to float above the blanket of leaves. The view for Ika on these kinds of nights, when the clouds were scarce and the air was quiet, was breathtaking.

			His bed was pushed up against the wall of his room, close enough to feel cool wind on his face, and to hear crickets in the faint breeze. He had a deep appreciation, perhaps one he was too young to grasp, for that unification of sound. 

			He shared his room with his big sister, Genevieve, whose bed rested up against the wall on the opposite side of the window. 

			“Will you shut that!” she said, clearly not harbouring a similar appreciation. “My feet are cold.” 

			Ika smiled, his eyes blissfully closed. “Why? It’s so nice. Don’t be like that.”

			She pouted at him from across the opening, her hazel eyes somehow glossier, and her bottom lip trembling ever so slightly. “Please, Ika.”

			This got him every time and he hated it. “Fine.” 

			He rolled out from under his covers and stood before the window. The pale moon that hung above the town glazed the grass outside in a bluish light. Since the town sat up so high, all Ika could discern while looking out was ten or so yards of swaying grass before falling off into consummate darkness. His home was close to the brim of the hill.

			He stood on his toes to clasp the latch of the window. Before he could pull it downward, he was stricken stiff by an image in the corner of his eye. Assuming that his sight must’ve been cheating him, he let go of the window and squinted into the night.

			Eyes. Blazing white eyes, like diaphanous slits of pale energy, bobbed up and down in the black, growing ever larger as they did. Whatever those eyes belonged to was coming up the hill, drawing slowly closer to the house. 

			Ika was strangely entranced by them, too lame of thought in that moment to close the window. Foolishly, he beckoned to Genevieve, excitement making his heart beat faster. He had never seen an animal like this. She should see it too. They were on the second floor after all. What’s the worst that could happen?

			“Gen! Come look at this.”

			She lazily rose from her covers, jumping down from her tall mattress. “What is it?”

			Genevieve froze up in a similar fashion to her brother when she saw those tremendous eyes. They were both fixed in a trap, like flies caught in a web, unaware of what was coming. 

			Ika’s next thought was to shout for his mother. Before he could do this, the eyes were suddenly near enough to outline a terrifying form. Sharp backbones danced back and forth above the massive head, while each long black leg planted a paw in the grass in front of it. It was some sort of great cat, larger than Ika thought could possibly exist. The ears were keen and flexed in focus, and the tail rose high above the sneaking silhouette, swaying back and forth before the glow of the pallid moon. 

			Genevieve began to quiver, a sudden tear of panic running down her cheek. She was always one to scare easy. “What is that?”

			Ika gazed out into the darkness, marvelling at the creature’s physique. “A big kitty, Gen. Duh.”

			She smacked his head. “I can see it’s a kitty. But I ain’t never seen one that big. Maybe Mama knows what it is. We should ask her.”

			“I don’t even think she would know,” said Ika. “Maybe Uncle Gira? We can ask next time we see him. It’s kinda scary, though. We probably should call Mom, just in case.”

			The cat started to move slower as it approached, almost as if it was fighting against a strong current. The eyes still fixated on them with a white fire. It was near enough now for Ika to spot saliva pouring out from around its jagged teeth. It was clearly fighting some sort of deep malnutrition. It was excited by them, and growing a little too close now for comfort.

			“I don’t like it,” said Genevieve. She tugged on his shirt. “Ika, close the w—”

			Both children were knocked down onto their backs as the great black cat, with a sound as soft as a sighing wind, leapt through the window and into their room. It made no startled or agitated noise. No growl and no hiss. It simply jumped into perfect position in the middle of the room. It jumped to the second story window. The shock of that alone petrified Ika. 

			It was as large as a fully grown tiger. Though, instead of orange with black stripes, it was a creature of pure black, darker even than the sky above the town—lit only by the stars. This cat was an ink black, deep and encompassing. 

			Ika and Genevieve were too scared to scream. Too scared to breathe. Too scared to think. It was as if a fairy-tale monster had come to life just to seek them out. The cat stood now on its hind legs, growing so tall that its ears dragged along the ceiling and its tail curled into a swirl, pushing off of the wall. It stood directly in front of Genevieve, staring down at her with those marvellous eyes, showering the young girl in a white light. 

			Without a thought for his own safety, Ika rose to his feet and ran at the beast, too terrified to even summon a war cry. It came from his throat hoarse and weak as he tried. 

			In his absolute horror, the cat began to unhinge its jaw like a snake ready to consume a meal many times its size. 

			As Ika drew close enough to touch it, the cat made one frantic swipe of its paw across the boy’s face, sending him flying back to hit his bed. The cat’s behaviour in that moment was almost frightened. 

			Ika clenched his face with both hands as blood began to pour through the space between his fingers. He peered through the wetness to see the black cat’s head above Genevieve. A light glowed in its mouth, as if the pit of its stomach was the source of some arcane power. Ika’s mouth fell open as a certain vitality—an energy—began to be sucked out of his sister’s now open mouth. He watched as her hazel eyes faded to a lifeless grey. This energy was leaving her and entering the beast.

			Ika watched, as helpless as only a child could be, while the cat drained the last of that mysterious force. And Genevieve—his sister and best friend—fell with a resounding thud to the cold floor. Dead.

			A white tear fell from the cat’s eyes before it slipped back into the dark of night, destroying the remaining young boy’s life. It all happened so fast. His humble appreciation for a calming night had cost him his sister and he didn’t even know why. 

			This is where our story begins. Or, at least, where I see most fit to begin it. I will be acting as your storyteller. My name, at the moment, is unimportant. All that’s important is that you recognize this is a true story. As true as breath and blood. As true as the strength of stone or the solemnity of a winter’s night. This is no fairy tale. Wenworld is a strange and mysterious place. It can be gracious and beautiful, yet equally as cruel and capricious, as you have just found out. 

			This story I am preparing to tell you is a sad one, make no mistake of that. Retelling its events in full will be a weight upon my heart, like a heavy stone upon spring ice. This story wounds me. But it also moves me enough that I feel it must be told. Will you hear it?

		

	
		
			Chapter 1: Nine Years Later
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			Ika Ivory and Chandi MorrowHill walked with purpose in their step. They were two kids in way over their heads, but they had each other. 

			Ika had never run away from home before. Ever. And yet, with each confident stride he was taking one step further from Turquoise Town. Weeks had already passed since he first slipped away, completely unknown to his mother, who would’ve killed him if she sniffed out his little plan beforehand. He could still feel a sense of guilt bubbling in his chest, even this far out. He climbed out his window one quiet night, met up with his best friend who swore to join him on his quest, and disappeared. He wasn’t sure if he would ever see home again. But the Hellcat was still out there, and he knew he was ready. Nine years was long enough.

			The sun was woefully bright. It annoyed Ika. That may have just been because his overall mood was irritable at best. Midday had now past by an hour and still no Master. Traveling with his master’s gigantic white Gritka on his back didn’t help his attitude. It’s not like he didn’t know exactly where Master was, considering that unsightly Gritka was his home after all. It was a strange form of northeastern pottery, shaped like a bulbous pear of resilient clay. Ika had heard of Gritkas before, even seen some in illustrated textbooks, but he never knew of one capable of acting as a mobile home.

			Chandi seemed in a far better mood by comparison. Ika watched her as she set her sights to the blazing sun, burning yellow in the center of the empty sky. With the blessing of her Affinity, staring directly into the sun was not inevitably blinding. Of course she was in a good mood; she didn’t have to carry Master’s Gritka.

			“The air is wonderful today,” she said. Her silky onyx hair was tied into a tight ponytail rising high from the top of her head, falling to trail down the center of her back. It was long and thick, swaying with the breeze and each of her dance-like steps. 

			Chandi MorrowHill was a girl of unremarkable appearance. She was nowhere near unsightly, but she didn’t turn heads nor garner jealousy from others her age. ‘Pretty’ wasn’t a word tossed in her direction often. ‘I thought it was a boy!’ was the more common description, usually coming with a collection of giggles. She did have far broader shoulders than other girls her age. And her jaw was sharper than most of the boys. That much even she couldn’t argue. 

			Her eyes were a dark blue that almost seemed to fluctuate in shade the longer you stared. Her skin was soft and brown. Her smile—the one perfect feature of her—was brighter than the rays of the sun she capered under. She was, as ever, Ika’s partner in crime. However bad Ika’s temper would get, it was never as bad as it had the potential of being as long as he was in her company. 

			Ika himself held a slightly more remarkable appearance. His hair was just long enough to rest at the base of his neck. The left half was a crisp and mesmerizing white; while the right, split directly down the middle, was a staggering orange. The irises of his eyes were both a solid and steady white as well. They gave off a similar look to a man who had long gone blind: murky and sallow. The colour was a vivid enough shade to distinguish itself from the surrounding duller white of his natural eye. He also sported a ghastly scar running down the left side of his face: three red slashes from his forehead to his jawline. An ever present reminder of the day he sincerely wished he had the power to forget.

			“All right, that’s enough!” Ika shouted, throwing the great Gritka from his back and slamming it on the fluttering green grass—long and softened by a fresh rain not three days past. 

			Chandi stopped her pace and turned to watch, hands on her hips. “Master hates when you throw him around like that,” she stated haughtily. 

			Ika kicked the side of the Gritka with unnecessary force. It only budged slightly in its seated position. “Well, he can kiss my ass.” 

			Chandi joined his side and they both silently watched the giant milky-white pot, waiting for any kind of response. 

			Ika kicked the Gritka again. “Get out here! You said you would train us every day at twelve o’clock. It’s one now and you haven’t gotten up yet. Enough is enough. You made me a promise!” His voice echoed and was carried by the gentle breeze. 

			The Gritka shook and jittered like it was filled with angry bees. They looked at one another tentatively. 

			Ika dusted off his black training robe both he and Chandi were forced to wear, gathered a courageous breath, and kicked the Gritka again. This time he infused his leg with Moon Kanah, dark and ghastly. It glowed with purple waves of energy that spiraled around his shin. The kick actually counted this time around. He heard a muffled yelp as the Gritka wobbled. 

			“Go away!” An old and tired voice came from within the timeworn pottery.

			This particular Gritka was far older than Ika’s home town. He could beat on it all day but would never see it so much as crack. 

			“I said it’s time to train!” Ika bellowed. 

			“You promised,” Chandi calmly confirmed, taking Ika’s side. 

			Once more they heard the muffled voice, reverberating outwards from within. “And now I’m promising you both that if you don’t let me wake up when I please, you’ll never get your precious revenge at all, because I’ll gut you both like sun-dried Gurbanzas! Leave me alone!” 

			Gurbanza is a breed of fish; considered rather delectable in some circles. Ika wasn’t fond of the idea of being cooked like one, though.

			He took a few steps back and let a wave of swirling black Kanah gather at the end of his right fist. He was preparing his body to use an offensive Curse. 

			“That’s a very bad idea,” said Chandi. 

			“I don’t care.” 

			Ika’s internal energy burned like a furnace, releasing dark Kanah as waves of purple and black in the clear air. 

			“Boooooy, if you even dare . . .” the voice called out as if it was watching every move. This was not possible. There was no way the boy’s mentor could actually see from within his little portable home. Evidently he didn’t need to see to know Ika’s intent. Perhaps he could feel the Kanah summoned from within, could sense its potency. “Hit this Gritka and I’ll make you cry in front of Chandi. You and I both know I could make it happen. Do you really want to cry in front of her?” 

			Ika gritted his teeth. “Now! Get out here, NOW!” 

			A long and weary sigh came from deep inside. “Fine.” 

			Ika relaxed his hand. His Moon Kanah hissed as it faded back into his body, almost like it was frustrated it hadn’t been given the chance to do damage to something. 

			There was a small grey cap at the top of the Gritka. A long, purple-coloured ribbon was wrapped around its girth. It flowed fiercely in the wind as the grey cap burst into the air with a sound like a firework. It soared into the distant field. Ika hated when it did that. He always had to be the one to go dig through the bush, looking for the stupid thing to put back on the pot when the training was finished. His master had already been going over the basics for what felt like months now, every day keeping their routine times for training. Today he was feeling lazy, apparently.

			A dense cloud of white smoke slowly rose from the top of the Gritka, hazing the backdrop of the green plains. The spreading mist was strangely foreboding. Then—as quickly as the cap had just done—a dark brown blur shot from the hole, rising high into the air, coming to rest perfectly on top of the pear-shaped pot. The smog of white marked his entrance with a level of charisma only his master was fond of. As it settled, the figure’s form came into full view under the burning sun. 

			A large brown rabbit sat with its hind legs dangling down, fuzzy and thick. The rabbit was larger than the average wild counterpart. He wasn’t large enough to be the size of a human, but also not small enough to be confused for a house pet. His ears were long and coffee-brown. They didn’t fall down like a dwarf rabbit’s, lazily hanging to the side; they stood sharp and at attention behind his fleecy head. His fur was fluffy and a roguish shade of greyish brown, just slightly lighter than his ears. He wore no cloth on his round body save for a long, deep purple scarf around his neck. Some of his kind elaborately draped the bulk of the body, but this particular rabbit preferred to live his life nearly as bare as the day he was birthed. 

			There was a vast difference between wild rabbits and those of the children’s master’s ilk, the ‘Wenny’. Wenny Rabbits were capable of both using human speech as well as wielding Kanah of their own. The Wenny were a rare and proud breed, considering themselves above humans for the most part. They often wore garments more expensive and lavish than that of the average human prince. This Wenny wasn’t keen on any style other than his favorite scarf. 

			He did, however, carry a staff of violet wood that was quite lavish enough to be recognizable for a Wenny to wield. A staff—as their master would describe it—crafted from the last violet tree ever grown in Wenworld; more priceless than any kingdom standing in the known world. It could fell an army with nothing more than a single swing. 

			That was all drivel, of course. In truth, the staff wasn’t even violet at all. He had carved it himself out of a normal oak tree and painted the thing. He just told everybody it was from the last violet tree because it made him sound more mystical. But it was rather nice, in spite of the lie it was respected by. Both Chandi and Ika were aware of this lie. The true origin of the staff didn’t make it hurt any less when he whacked them over the head with it, though. It was long and sturdy. Not long enough to be used by the average-height human, but still longer than the length of the rabbit’s body.

			Master Cinnamon. Being an elder of a race already possessing a great lifespan, he had more than enough experience with Kanah for Ika and Chandi to have hit the jackpot with him as their trainer. Of course, the only reason Cinnamon even entertained the idea was because Ika ended up saving his life by sheer fluke of circumstance. This job was the one thing Ika asked for in return of the ill-tempered Wenny Rabbit. A smart choice by the boy to take advantage of that incident. Cinnamon was as powerful a teacher as the kids could hope for. 

			The story—as Ika so loved to remind his master—began when he saw Cinnamon training alone, practicing Paralyzing Curses on the shore of a lake nearby to Turquoise Town. Cinnamon accidentally reflected a middling Curse off of the water’s surface, sending it to meet the belly of a leaping Heppa fish. And since the simple-minded and docile Heppa fish cannot be paralyzed, the Curse reflected off its scales and hit the small rabbit directly. Cinnamon fell over face first into the water. If Ika hadn’t pulled him out, he would’ve died a most embarrassing death: defeated by a Heppa fish. Not exactly worthy of song.

			Witnessing the Wenny’s strength, Ika only asked, as a favor for his act, that Cinnamon accompany him and his best friend on their upcoming journey. He told Cinnamon they were after two men who had ruined their lives. He gave the Wenny the names of the men they were after: Kirga the Hellcat, and Wriliara, his most loyal servant. He spoke briefly of the losses they had suffered. 

			In the near decade that passed after Genevieve’s death, Ika had studied and learned much about the nature of the traumatic event. There was still much he wished to understand about what happened that day, but at least he had discovered who exactly was responsible. Kirga happened to be the true name of the black beast Ika met that night. And he was no cat. Not truly. He was a man; one who had the ability to turn himself into that great and terrifying beast at will. 

			The biggest thing Ika learned about that dreadful cat didn’t come from any papers or reports, though. It came from his mother. That black cat had been seen in Turquoise Town even before the event with Genevieve. Ika’s father was also killed by it, a month before Ika’s birth. When his mother made the difficult decision to share that piece of information on his twelfth birthday, it solidified the need for his current quest more than anything. 

			Kirga the Hellcat began to be seen headlining newspapers in Turquoise Town as the years fell away. He was causing trouble all across Wenworld, his history of violence not only being relegated to an attack on a lonely town in the middle of nowhere. Mystery surrounded the man. What was the motive behind entering his home nearly a decade ago? What was he trying to achieve? And how could a man even possess the ability to transform like that? Ika was now on his mission to find out. It was stated that Kirga wasn’t very powerful, either. As far as he was described, he was the average criminal; just a very busy one in the last four years or so. Ika was confident enough in his strength, even at fifteen, to seek him.

			Chandi had her own vendetta to settle—as Kirga’s most loyal servant, Wriliara, was responsible for the deaths of her parents before she arrived to Turquoise Town. Whether or not Ika’s father and sister were somehow related to the incident with Chandi’s parents was on their list of mysteries to solve. 

			Cinnamon was a rabbit who paid his debts, so he agreed to join this mission. There was even a level of private intrigue on his part, considering even he had heard whispers growing of this ‘Hellcat’. The title and myth were spreading fast in the west. It was known that he traveled with servants he deemed his ‘Apostles’. 

			One of those Apostles served as the purpose of Ika’s best friend joining him on their quest. She was as eager to see Wriliara’s death as Ika was to see Kirga’s. It was in their shared trauma that they originally built their friendship. They were both victims of different isolated incidents. But the papers had made it clear over the years that their targets moved together. They could kill two birds with one stone, as it were. 

			“All right, let’s begin,” said Master Cinnamon with a yawn and stretch. 

			Both of the eager students stood erect at full attention. Ika noticed a small smile on Chandi’s face. This brought out one of his own. Training time was often exciting. 

			The testy rabbit swung his hind legs back and forth as he sat on the Gritka. He tapped his violet staff against it irascibly, eyeing his student’s faces. “Let’s begin today’s lesson with an important question.” They watched him tensely. “Today marks precisely three weeks since we started our little voyage, and I’ve waited precisely this long to ask you something very important.” Ika didn’t like the mischievous tone in Cinnamon’s voice. “So far, I’ve been getting you both somewhat familiar with the Kanah that flows through the world, not just what flows within your own bodies. Your meditation has been coming along . . . well, it’s been utter garbage. You both suck. Like, really suck.”

			Ika’s jaw clenched. “What do you mean? I was able to summon my Moon Kanah to all parts of my body four days ago. I nearly created a full Aura! What possible progress was I supposed to make faster than that?” 

			Cinnamon sighed and rubbed a small paw over his long face. “Okay there, big pants, tell me this . . . do you have any idea that the two of you are being followed, and have been for over a week now? Did you sense anyone else’s Kanah the whole time you’ve been tailed, or perhaps when you were summoning your fancy full Aura, eh? I’ve waited for either of you knuckleheads to tell me you’ve picked up on a powerful energy tailing us. Neither of you have noticed it.” 

			Ika felt his stomach drop. Embarrassed and now frightened by this news, he kept his mouth shut. 

			“Oh, and by the way, what you summoned a few days ago was a far cry from a full Aura summoning. The people you two are hunting will spit in your face if that is what you call a full Aura. If it was anywhere close to what you claim it was, you would’ve instantly picked up on the presence of our mystery guest. Neither of you are as in tune with the world’s Kanah as you need to be. You can’t just focus on your own.”

			Chandi cleared her throat. “Who would be following us, Master?” 

			Cinnamon hummed to himself and tapped his staff more irritably. “That’s the question, isn’t it, sweetie? Whoever they are, they’re very powerful. This leaves me confused—and a little anxious if I’m honest. There’s no way Kirga and his Apostles could know the two of you are hunting them. Whoever is following us has no affiliation. That’s either good news or bad. We’ll just have to wait and see if our tracker makes an appearance. They’re good at masking their Kanah. I can tell they’re following but I can’t pinpoint the location. It’s no easy task to avoid direct detection from an Oracle my age. I can’t expect either of you to decipher his or her location exactly. However, by now you should’ve at least sensed you were being followed. Disappointed would be a very big understatement.” 

			Chandi shuffled her feet nervously. “You don’t think they’re stronger than you are, do you, Master?”

			 Master Cinnamon made a flatulent noise with his wet tongue. “Don’t be stupid, sweetheart.”  

			“So what do we do about it?” asked Ika. 

			“Isn’t it obvious?” Master Cinnamon leapt from the Gritka, doing at least seven unnecessarily dramatic front flips before landing in front of his students. “We use them as our training subject. You two are going to meditate here until you can sense their Kanah. This works out perfectly, actually.” A feisty paw pointed down to the ground along with a swift tap of the staff. “Get down and begin. I know you can sense my Kanah cause I’m right in front of you; sensing the Kanah of a distant Oracle and keeping tabs on it will be proof of progress. Show me you aren’t incompetent at something.” 

			Ika was down first in a cross-legged seated position. He was eager to prove a point, also to find out whether or not Cinnamon was even telling the truth. 

			Chandi sat down gracefully. The focus was easier to read on her face.  

			Master Cinnamon paced back and forth behind them as they held their eyes closed. “You know how this works: breathe in, focus your Kanah to the tips of your fingers, then breathe out as you spread it down the veins of your forearms. This isn’t the same as what you pulled off with Aura training, Ika. That was energy within. I want to see the energy around you. If both of your arms aren’t emitting enough Kanah for me to see within the next minute, people are going to start getting whacked. Chop! Chop!” He hopped a few feet behind them, bouncing energetically off of a protruding rock. He looked up to the round sun, ever present in that same spot until nightfall came. 

			The nature of the sun and moon were taught to children at a young age. In Wenworld the sun and moon neither rose nor set; they remained high in the sky and transformed from one to the other at dawn and dusk. This process was called the ‘Morphing’. This was just how things worked inside the Crystal.

			“Bright one today,” Cinnamon remarked quietly. He raised his potent nose to the breeze and sniffed thrice. His purple scarf cackled with a gentle flapping sound in the wind, trailing out beside him as he sat, marking the direction of the airstream. Ika could hear him talking to himself just behind his back, his voice hard as stone. “I know you’re out there. Come out and play when you’re ready.” 

			There were dulcet hills of emerald grass extending to the Gorpa Mountain Range west of their position, rising like daggers of pastel stone in the foggy distance. Grelaiba Fields—where they were currently travelling through—was known for its quiet atmosphere and scarce wildlife; just miles upon miles of grass without a hint of the loneliest flower. There was a certain level of allure to its ambience, though. 

			“Where could you possibly be hiding?” The old rabbit hopped back and forth, surveying the landscape cautiously. “There isn’t much space to seclude yourself in the fields. You aren’t close enough to have me worried, but you also aren’t far enough to have me smug.” He raised his nose and sniffed again. Naturally, there was no scent on the breeze but his student’s, who lurked so near. He bounced into the air, quickly placing his staff beneath him so he stood with one hind leg on the tip of it, balancing while the other end was wedged in the soil. The draft played with his ears as he honed them to the surrounding resonances. “You are too powerful to care for these kids and their little pursuit. Or are you after me? Couldn’t possibly be a member of the Death Squad, could it? But nobody knows I live in that old Gritka. My whereabouts aren’t known to anybody outside of the kid’s hometown. And, sure as my ass is furry, there isn’t anyone with Kanah this strong in Turquoise Town.”  

			The king of Wenworld’s Death Squad would be a cause for caution for any wanted Oracle. The Dalada—as they are officially titled—rarely let a criminal elude them for long. This very old and very powerful group had a particular interest in Cinnamon the Wenny. He happened to be a rabbit with a criminal past, now working on borrowed time.

			Ika peeked behind him at his distressed teacher. He rolled his eyes at the rabbit having a full conversation with himself.

			WHACK! 

			Master Cinnamon performed a near impossible flip, kicking the staff out from under him, having it smack Ika on the head. He landed back in his balanced position without ever touching the ground. “Did I say stop?” 

			Ika groaned, returning to his concentration. 

			He gave the kids the discipline they needed often. They hated to be called kids, but their master was two-hundred and forty-two, so everyone seemed an infant in comparison. The trio worked well together. There was an opportunity for great things to be achieved if they stayed the current path.

			Master Cinnamon’s round eyes returned to his students; what he found was a brilliant collection of white and gold energy eddying and dancing around both arms of Chandi, and a dark and vivacious, purplish black snaking around Ika’s. 

			He kicked the staff out from under his own leg, catching it stylishly and hopping back over to them. “Good. Not entirely pathetic.” The kids kept their eyes closed tightly, knowing their task wasn’t fully over. “I’ve failed to ask you two something since we left Turquoise Town. Without opening your eyes, tell me who has trained you back home to achieve the level you have? You have miles to go, but you are at the very least capable Oracles. How did you learn the bare basics of being an Oracle?” 

			Chandi responded hurriedly. “My grandmother. Ika’s mom doesn’t use her Kanah for combative purposes, and the rest of Turquoise Town are Yeryaila with no Kanah. Oh, except for his uncle, who isn’t around a lot.” There was a pause. “My grandma is a strong Oracle . . .” Her lip twitched. “. . . just like my parents were.” 

			Ika was tempted to open his eyes and put a hand on her shoulder but resisted it, not wishing for another whack. 

			Cinnamon hummed, as if thinking on that. He made no further comment on it. “Now, slowly move your Kanah collection into the center of your chest and hold it there.” 

			Ika despised this part. It took more focus than he had the mental patience for. It felt like trying to look left and right at the same time. And if you get frustrated with yourself, the level of internal balance you need to keep your Kanah held there dissipates immediately. Manifesting your Kanah outside of your body was not for the uneducated.

			Ika could feel the Kanah coursing to its proper spot in his chest. That part wasn’t difficult; keeping it there was the problem. Chandi, on the other hand, already had a ball of white emanating from her breast, calmly keeping it under control. Her breathing was steady and soothed as Ika’s was serrated and irregular. 

			Master Cinnamon smiled at the boy’s angry shaking. He tapped his staff close to his left knee. He was taunting him and Ika knew he was taunting him. It was an ‘I think somebody is getting whacked soon’ kind of tap, and that really irritated the boy. 

			The shaky ball of purple and now red Kanah burst like a balloon in front of Ika’s chest. The expanding of that level of Kanah that rapidly seared his arms. It felt like somebody had dipped his skin in lava. He yelled in pain and frustration. Even with the loud disruption, Chandi remained in perfect form, her ball of white not fluctuating even slightly. 

			“Meamara!” Ika swore. “I wouldn’t have lost it if you didn’t smack your dumb sti—” 

			WHACK! 

			Ika rolled back like an egg, clutching his head. “Ow! Why?” 

			Master Cinnamon bounced over to him and whacked him again on the sensitive part of both shins. “Boy, if me playing a little tappidy-tap messes with your Kanah, then Kirga is going to have a great time playing tappidy-tap on your skull. Stop your whining and complaining. You think Kirga will just sit there and wait for your Kanah to take seventy years to build properly? Not only would I like you to build it to your chest faster, I’d like you to build it AT ALL!” He pointed his staff to Chandi. “Look at her. She knows how to remain calm and is thriving for it. Kirga and his men better watch out, cause it looks like the only actual challenge they’re going to face will come from her. But without your help, she’ll most likely be killed; so how about you smarten up and focus, hmmm? You two are a team. You will only succeed as a team, and right now this team is being carried by her.”

			The thought of Chandi fighting Kirga and his Apostles by herself brought a sense of clarity to Ika. He let his arms fall to his side placidly. “Fine,” he grumbled, returning to his meditation position next to her. The faint grin on her face sent a boiling heat into his veins. There was a new fire in his ice white eyes. He smacked his hands together and settled his mind. His Kanah flowed much more smoothly now. It was held in a ball just behind his pressed palms. 

			Master Cinnamon purred appreciatively. “Not bad, kid. Maybe Chandi won’t be alone after all.” Chandi’s ball of Kanah burned now with a deeper yellow. Cinnamon smiled when he caught it. “Not bad at all,” he repeated. 

			BOOM! 

			Evidently the rabbit spoke too soon, and with too much uncharacteristic pride for the boy. The ball exploded out, searing Ika’s arms again only seconds later. Cinnamon was about to resume with whacking until the image of Chandi bursting out laughing stopped him. He watched as her ball dissipated peacefully into her chest as she howled. Seconds later, despite the pain, Ika started laughing with her. 

			“You suck. You really suck,” she choked out. They both rolled around, giggling from their stomachs. 

			“Couple of idiots,” Cinnamon grumbled. Training these kids was proving to be no simple task. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 2: Following Your Knows
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			Chandi’s head was pounding. Meditation gave her a migraine at times, but they were never going to sense the one following them without better Kanah control. Luckily for her, they had wrapped up their session. 

			Ika was off to the side being lectured by Master Cinnamon over the details of Sun and Moon Affinities, something he always seemed to muddle when verbally rehearsing. 

			All those capable of wielding Kanah in Wenworld were classified as ‘Oracles’. Oracles fall into one of two categories: Sun Affinity or Moon Affinity. Where they fall is decided by the time of their birth. Children born during the day are Sun Affinity, while those born during the night hours are children of the Moon. What abilities—known commonly as Curses—they can use are limited to their specific category; at least in most cases. There are a number of Curses that could be wielded by both Affinities equally. 

			It was not only the Affinities that split Wenworld’s Oracles into two groupings, but also the foundation of their Kanah manipulation. Oracles obviously cannot choose when they are born, therefore they have no power over their Affinity. However, an Oracle can choose what path their Kanah manipulation can take. 

			Oracles can wield either Curses or Jinxes. No one can wield both. Curses are mostly used combatively while Jinxes are recreational. This was the part that thwarted Ika when being lectured. Curses, for example, could harm another Oracle with a scorching flame, or they could shield the user with a barrier of Kanah to protect them during battle. Curses had various and unique combative uses. Jinxes, to the contrary, gave the Oracle the gift of healing, or other pacific uses: such as the healthy growth of crops, mastery over the arts, or even something as seemingly trivial as expertise in cuisine. 

			Oracles must choose one of these paths, setting them into either category for life. Their body’s internal Kanah would fashion itself around which art they studied more on. Oracles who take the path of Curses are called ‘Vizra’ Oracles. Those who live their life using Jinxes are ‘Isani’ Oracles. Ika, Chandi, and Master Cinnamon are all Vizra Oracles, while Ika’s mother was a good example of an Isani Oracle, studying the craft of healing for most of her life. She never wanted her son to obsess over the combative nature of Kanah, but there was no snuffing out the fire of hate that burned in Ika’s heart for Kirga. He refused to become an Isani Oracle, dedicating his life to finding the Hellcat. This broke his mother’s heart. 

			Now, those who are mournfully without Kanah are known as ‘Yeryaila’. They make up most of the world’s population, though Oracles are still no rare sight; least of all in the Capital City. To be born a Yeryaila, even with the frequency of it being known, was heartbreaking for many children who wished to experience the thrill of Kanah manipulation. They would never know what it was like to have those capabilities. Two Oracles were likely to bring an Oracle child into the world, but sometimes even if the parents have Kanah the child may not. One simply had to be lucky.

			After the lecture had concluded, Ika got their master comfortably back into his home, strapped the eccentric pottery onto his back, and the kids made their way through Grelaiba Fields. 

			Chandi was internally grateful that she wasn’t tasked with lugging Master around. She did find it humorous that they had been carrying around a master of Kanah like he was a backpack. The humour of that didn’t distract her from the fact their training wasn’t moving along as well as it should be, though. Even with their meditation now wrapping up, she wasn’t able to sense the Kanah of their follower. Not even a hint. 

			Cinnamon had informed the pair that once they reached the end of Grelaiba Fields, they would come to a wall of yellow stone. They were going east, so the marker for their correct path would end up being the Hrika Mountain Pass. It took the students another hour or so before they finally came to the peculiarly yellow barrier halting their progress. 

			Looking up, they scanned the wall of strangely coloured rock all the way down to the Fogwall, where the eye’s range was lost. Distance in Wenworld was marked by that ‘Fogwall’. 

			Wenworld was level in geography from one end to the other. However, despite its horizontal creation, one could never see across its full length, no living creature’s vision being powerful enough for a feat like that, save for the dragon Glokriel and the World-Snake Sallanir—neither creatures having been seen for generations. 

			There was no actual wall of fog, as the name pertains. But a far enough distance appeared as a wall of white mist to the naked eye. In reality it was just the eyes hazing out distances it wasn’t keen enough to discern.

			The Hrika Mountains froze them. Each mound of rock along the pass rose up with smooth domes of stone, like great sun-coloured bowls strewn upside down by Lady Meamara herself, delighting in the bizarre aesthetic of it all when she created the Crystal. 

			“Now what?” asked Ika. 

			Chandi walked ahead, looking over the range before them. She was in awe. She longed to see outside of Turquoise Town again. She saw much of Wenworld when she was very young, travelling with her parents. After the event of their death, she was adopted by her grandmother, Ajith, who was a notable resident of Turquoise Town. The town welcomed her as a member of their own family. Since that first day she showed up, still weeping in her grandmother’s arms, Chandi has never set foot outside of the Turquoise Town borders. Being out and exploring now was a rush of electricity through her veins. It felt freeing. It felt right.

			She couldn’t fight her smile. “Master said our path to the other side would be the only narrow passage available to us. We just need to find where the pass breaks inward.” 

			Ika sauntered along the wall of stone. “Let’s start walking northwards up the barrier. Eventually, I guess we’ll come to this path.” 

			They began to do just that, observing the appearance of the range. Chandi shook her head at how little Ika seemed to care. 

			“Have you ever heard stories of the Hrika Mountains?” she questioned. 

			“Other than the fact that they look ridiculous, not much to weave stories of,” he replied coldly. 

			Chandi had a joyous bop in her step. “I disagree,” she said. “I think the colour makes them unique.” 

			Ika scoffed. “Please. The colour palate clashes unflatteringly with the tonal green of Grelaiba Fields. It doesn’t even match up with the dull grey of the Gorpa Mountains, not far enough from here to be an excuse for their gross contrast. They are a visual nightmare.”

			Chandi took a moment to give Ika a shocked and marginally impressed look. “Okay there, Ika. No idea the intricacy of colour design was so important to you.” She said each word sarcastically, checking for a reaction. 

			His face went red as he softened his tone. “Pffft, whatever.” 

			Chandi could’ve sworn she heard Master snicker from inside the Gritka. She wiggled her fingers in front of her as if to scare Ika. “They say the Hrika Mountains are yellow because the great dragon Glokriel used to nest here, terrorizing anyone trying to pass through. Lady Meamara grew tired of the dragon’s villainy, showing her face to him from outside of the Crystal Ball, warning him to stop being a jerk. They say the face of our creator beyond Wenworld frightened Glokriel so much that he pissed himself. And now the mountains remain this colour forever as a reminder of what happens when you cross Lady Meamara.” 

			Ika’s face was blank. “That’s . . . disgusting.” 

			Chandi laughed. His own chuckle gradually followed.

			Ika’s Affinity always left him behind Chandi when it came to finding enjoyment in something. She was quicker to smile, quicker to laugh, quicker to find the bright side of a situation. It wasn’t impossible for him to have a good time, but being born under the moon had its drawbacks to his personality: quicker to anger, quicker to grief, quicker to pessimism. One could push through these ailments, but that didn’t mean they weren’t prone to them. Being with Chandi always made it easier for Ika. He was happiest when with her.

			They walked on, and after a time, Chandi could no longer resist bringing up something troubling her since they ran away from home. 

			“What is it?” he asked.

			She shuffled closer to him as they kept moving. She figured she wouldn’t be able to hide any trepidation from him for long. The look on her face alone had probably made it clear she was in her own head. “Ika . . .” She paused, breathing slowly. “. . . I know I’ve asked this already, but . . . you’re sure that we’re on Kirga’s tail? You’re absolutely sure he came this way?” 

			Ika looked to the sky. “I know he passed by Turquoise Town again. I just know he did.” 

			Chandi kept her eyes glued to him. “But how can you be sure?” 

			“It just . . .” Ika stalled, as if the right words were hiding from him. “Like I told you when we left, it felt the same as it did the day I saw him face to face as a boy. I haven’t felt anything like that since. And now I could feel that same energy passing by home again. He was heading this way. Please, just trust me on this. We’re on his tail.”

			She wouldn’t dare question the impression Kirga left on him as a child. The stories Ika told her about that day still made her shiver at times. “I hope you’re right,” she said. 

			“So do I.”

			After another half-hour of eventless walking, they came to a slim opening in the blockade. They peaked slowly around its corner.

			“Finally,” Ika sighed. 

			There was a long, constricted channel that went straight through to the other end of the range. Chandi began walking down the path first. It was almost frightening, stifling in its isolation. 

			“This should bring us right to the next stop. But how long is this thing?” she asked. 

			Cinnamon’s gravelly voice came muffled through the Gritka. “So, you two made it to the path? Good.” 

			Ika shook his head. Chandi could tell his back was beginning to strain. 

			“It would’ve been nice if you came out earlier and just pointed us in the right direction,” he said. 

			Chandi had to lean her head back to catch her master’s echoing shout.

			“You never know who could be watching, kid. With us being followed, I don’t want anyone knowing my location. Unless, of course, you want to deal with the Royal Death Squad on top of your list of enemies? If so, let me out and we can dance a jig together for an audience.” 

			Kirga and the Apostles were more than enough for Chandi’s liking. The ancient Dalada didn’t need to be added to the list. They would chase Cinnamon for the rest of his life. Wenny Rabbits may live long, but nobody lived longer than the members of the Dalada. They were here when the Crystal was created. 

			The subject of Cinnamon’s involvement in their quest was one of vigorous debate between Ika and Chandi. Chandi recognized Cinnamon’s face immediately when Ika first introduced him to her and presented the idea of bringing him along as their mentor. This was an easy thing, considering the rabbit’s face had been on wanted posters around Turquoise Town for years. It was said that he was responsible for the death of the previous king, Vulcris Aberdam. This was the reason their master was so insistent on hiding within his pot. He hid within his Gritka to escape any unfriendly eyes who may report his location to the Capital. It was why he had to be carried around instead of just walking himself. He will be considered a criminal by the Capital City forever.

			However, the validity of the accusation against him was often argued among Wenworld’s people. The tall tale accusing Cinnamon was mostly kicked around—as far as Chandi heard—by a man named Metti. Or was it Metri? She could never remember. All she did remember was the man was known for being mistrusted among the citizens of the Capital. Not to mention the fact that no one actually saw Cinnamon commit the crime. But Metri, or whatever his name was, was respected enough in the Capital that his word became the truth. Chandi hoped for her and Ika’s sake that the story was just a heinous misunderstanding. She would find out one way or another.

			“Fair enough,” Ika conceded. 

			The light of the sun was slowly fading as they went further and further into the pass. The rounded peaks of the tall mountains blocked the light as they pushed together. The path was too narrow for them to walk side by side, so Chandi took the lead while Ika trailed just behind. Neither of them could extend their arms any further than their hips. It was too slim to move much of anything.

			Chandi’s voice echoed somehow in spite of the close space. “Do you think our stalker will follow us through here?” 

			She smiled at how silly Ika looked trying to maneuver down the path. He was attempting to glance back to the entrance, but both Master’s Gritka and the tight space preventing his rotation made it impossible. “I think if they’ve followed us this far for this long, a little claustrophobia isn’t going to stop them. I just hope it’s a really pushy salesman and not a trained assassin.” 

			Chandi giggled her nerves away. “A salesman with Kanah that powerful?”  

			Ika’s voice bounced upward, resounding off the near walls. “Maybe he’s selling, like, reeeally heavy purses, and he needs that level of Kanah just to carry them. There, I solved it. We’ll be fine.” 

			They continued laughing as they sidled their way deeper into the mountains. Chandi peeked back every few seconds to check on him. He looked pretty funny squished up against the yellow, allegedly dragon-piss-crusted rock. 

			“What do we know about what’s on the other side of this pass, by the way?” he asked. 

			Chandi groaned as she squeezed her arms together, trying to avoid the stone scraping her black training garment. “Just past Hrika Mountains should be a man known as Gatekeeper Wuta. Grandma tells me he controls who passes into the Beldish Crest, making sure any unsavory types don’t assault or rob innocent travellers of the area. He’s apparently a pretty strong Oracle.” 

			Ika grunted. “Hopefully he’s strong enough to prevent Kirga from tearing him apart, because I know he came this way.” 

			Chandi shimmied awkwardly away from a long blue centipede she saw crawling up the nearby wall. She was no fan of bugs but wouldn’t dare harm it. “That has crossed my mind. I guess we’ll find out. We can ask him if anyone suspicious came by his gate. That way we can confirm Kirga isn’t far ahead.” 

			Ika crushed the centipede with a blast of dark Kanah, bliss in his white eyes. The guts sprayed along the rock like an oil painting of teal and lime. “Hopefully this Gatekeeper Wuta also hasn’t killed Kirga before I could get to him.”

			After a sweaty and sore period of time Chandi lost track of, the light of the sun returned as they broke out into free space, walking sluggishly from the shadow of the mountains. 

			There was a cobblestone road leading straight from the end of the passage, weaving down into a nearby forest. Any view of the supposedly awaiting ‘Gate’ was obscured by the dark green lush of the woodland. 

			Chandi started down the cobblestone path with no hesitation. She could hear Ika groaning as he trotted to catch up. Carrying the Gritka must’ve been wearing him down.

			The stone path was old and cracked in places, entrancing flowers blooming from within, tickling the exposed parts of their shins as they walked. Chandi recognized some of their kind: Beldish Fillywells, yellow and puffy. Turquoise Dragontongues, spiralling and slender. Reddion Bellpees, dark green and languorous. The hypnotically beautiful pathway led them deep into the forest. 

			She squinted to see through the thick shrubbery. No use. Only a few feet from the path was fully visible. She put out a hand to halt Ika, holding her breath for a moment. 

			“What is it?” he asked, sounding annoyed. 

			Chandi could feel her chest becoming tight. Something dispersedly potent was on the wind. Her hairs stood on end. “Do you sense that?” 

			Ika looked around. “No?” 

			Her meditation was much farther along, making her connection to Kanah much sharper. “Come on.” 

			She moved quicker, slapping curiously dipping tree branches from her path. 

			“What?” Ika asked again, jogging to hold pace. 

			“I sense something . . . bad,” she said, not meeting his eye. 

			They moved hastily, snapping through lingering overgrowth. Chandi knew he would be right behind her. 

			They kept jogging for a few long minutes. She turned her head when she heard Ika gasp. 

			“I think I feel that too,” he said. His face gave away the fact that she wasn’t the only one disturbed by the sensation it brought. 

			After more minutes of nervous running, Cinnamon’s voice called out from his pot. “What’s going on? Stop bouncing around!” 

			“I sense something, Master!” said Chandi, breath going thin. 

			Ika yelled over his shoulder, “I would get out here. It’s bad, whatever it is.” 

			“Relax,” said the rabbit. “You might just be sensing Wuta’s Kanah. We should be close to him now, and I’m not coming out as long as he’s around. I’m a so-called criminal, remember? I can’t be seen by someone associated with the Capital!”

			Chandi decided to keep pushing on without forcing her master to come out. She highly doubted this was any ordinary Kanah, though. 

			Her suspicions were confirmed and her complacency banished as soon as she broke out of the treeline, stepping into an open pasture. Ika followed seconds after, his jaw dropping as he shared her view. If Chandi was anxious before, now she was nauseous. She had no idea what she was looking at. She had no frame of reference. All she knew was that she was scared. 

			This was no doubt the location of the gate, because she could see bits of the stone frame sticking out from a collection of Kanah, rising from the ground like a massive dome of blinding white. It was a Curse. The most powerful one she had ever seen with her own eyes. Gold cracks of lightning covered the giant orb. It was a turbid collection of expended Kanah, so powerful it submerged the surrounding atmosphere. 

			“Master, please come out right now. You need to see this.” 

			Ika said nothing. Chandi had to focus on her breathing to prevent light-headedness. What kind of Curse was this? And where was Gatekeeper Wuta? 

			She heard Cinnamon sigh. “Fine. This had better be good!” 

			The great Gritka’s cork popped off, the force throwing up the back of Ika’s orange and white hair. The little ball of brown fur shot high above the boy’s head. Master Cinnamon landed confidently beside Chandi, staff in paw, taking in the cause for concern. 

			This was the part where Chandi was supposed to be assured by her master that all was well. This was the part where he was meant to inform her that this was just a natural anomaly she had never researched. These things did not happen. 

			Instead, Cinnamon studied the foreign Kanah with stunned eyes. He looked around at the area, taking in all aspects. He took a long breath in. After a chilling pause, he spoke. “I’m taking you two back home. This little mission is over.” 

			“What!” That was the first thing Ika had said since seeing the dome of pale white. “We aren’t going anywhere until Kirga is dead.” 

			Cinnamon sighed, still not turning to meet Ika’s glare. “Do you have any idea what you’re looking at? The slightest clue?” 

			Ika furrowed his ashen brow. “It doesn’t matter. I’m not going back to Turquoise Town.” 

			Cinnamon rubbed his face with obvious frustration. “So no, then? You have no idea. Okay, I shall enlighten you.” He pointed his staff at the Kanah, sparking and effervescing with a palpable odium in the background. “That right there is a Curse known as Tredma Ilia. It’s a Kanah Prison. Kirga has placed this whole range under its effect. Not only has he managed to absorb the entire gate with the Curse—most likely including Wuta, trapped within—but he is successfully maintaining the Curse without being in the area. He isn’t anywhere near. I would sense him if he was.”  

			“So?” said Ika, still grimacing. 

			Cinnamon spoke slowly, as if educating an infant. “The amount of concentration that would take is beyond what you could comprehend right now. Ika, you can’t even summon a collection of Kanah the size of an apple and hold it steadily without having it explode in your face.” He took another look at the looming Curse. “I took Kirga for a common criminal, but this proves he is not. This doesn’t make sense. No news I’ve heard of the man claims him being capable of something like this.” The wind in the pasture seemed to swirl and lash around the dome. “I don’t know what’s going on, but this is enough for me to be certain you aren’t ready, kid. This man will wear your skin for a coat. We’re turning around.” 

			Chandi didn’t know what to say. She knew she didn’t want to go back, but she also knew she didn’t want to disrespect her teacher. 

			Ika clearly had no issues with the latter. 

			“What do you care what happens to us, anyway? You barely know us? Not everyone is a coward who runs from their problems. You’re just scared of the Death Squad or somebody else catching you.” 

			Cinnamon looked like he had been slapped on the nose. “Let me make something clear . . . I’m not scared of anyone, kid. Not even the Dalada.” 

			“Then prove it,” said Ika. “We’ve got a Hellcat to catch. Let’s keep moving.” 

			Master Cinnamon looked to Chandi for a passing second before facing the Tredma Ilia. She wanted to say something, anything to mollify the tension. She could think of nothing.

			“You know what? Fine. You wanna die so bad? See if I care.” Cinnamon brought his staff into the grass, clasping it hard with both paws. 

			“Now what’re you doing?” asked Ika. 

			Slowly and methodically, light blue wisps of Kanah like a diaphanous vapour began to engulf the rabbit. He whispered something Chandi couldn’t discern.  

			“I’m going in there to see if Wuta is even still alive. He might be able to explain what happened. I’m risking a lot just by doing this.” That small cloud of bluish smoke began to solidify into plates of an ethereal armor, shielding Cinnamon’s body. “Don’t even dare to think about following me in there!” he said. “You could lose your lives just by touching the surface of this transformation. Stay exactly where you are until I come back out. I mean my words.” 

			Now armored and insuperable, Cinnamon coiled his muscled legs and jumped forward, being consumed by the bright light as he disappeared into the dome. The power radiating from it could be felt on the skin. Chandi couldn’t imagine jumping inside. She also couldn’t imagine ever being strong enough to create a transformation of Kanah like that. 

			She was staggered by a new look lingering in Ika’s eyes now that Master Cinnamon was out of sight. “What is it?” she asked. 

			Ika stared at the dome as it consumed the stone gate still peeking out in places. “Sun Affinity,” he said distantly. Now that they stood, only the two of them, his aggressive affront fell like a crumbling wall within him. “If this white Kanah is really Kirga’s . . . then that would make him Sun Affinity. Only those born under the sun have brighter coloured Kanah like this.” Heartbroken. That was how he looked as he remarked on the consistency and colour of the distant Kanah. “I . . .” he paused. “. . . I have never heard that about him. Even with all the rumors, I never heard a whisper about him being anything but Moon Affinity.” 

			She didn’t know what she could say. 

			“After what he did,” Ika said, “after what he has done to my family, and I’m sure other families out there . . . how can someone like that be born under the sun?” 

			Chandi felt a sting in her heart as she looked at his face. “Just because someone is born under the sun doesn’t mean they are inherently good. You know that. In the same way you aren’t evil just because you are Moon Affinity.” She watched his chest build and depress with a steadying breath. 

			“You’re right. I guess you’re right.”

			She had always worried about Ika. Never as much as these past weeks, however. Her concern grew deeper the more they pressed on.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3: A Stitch in Time Saves Nine
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			What felt like an hour had passed and Ika was growing impatient. What was Cinnamon doing in there? Ika’s fists were perpetually clenched these days. So what if Kirga could pull off a ‘Tredma Whatevera?’ He didn’t even know what that was. All he knew was that he was strong enough to finally defeat the man who had ruined his life. He would not be convinced he was too weak. Cinnamon was underestimating him. 

			“That was uncalled for, by the way.” 

			Ika was snapped out of his internal ranting by Chandi’s reprimanding voice.

			“He has agreed to come along with us on a journey that could easily get him killed. He has trained us to be better Oracles and you have been nothing but ungrateful.” 

			He rolled his eyes. “Are you forgetting that I am the one who convinced you that he wouldn’t kill us in our sleep? You were right along with everybody else when it came to the whole criminal thing. You didn’t trust him until I convinced you he should come with us.” 

			She tilted her head. “Exactly! I’ve come to realize you were right. If he truly is so bad, then why is he helping us? This is a waste of his time. Now that we’ve spent time with Cinnamon, I highly doubt he actually killed the King. He doesn’t strike me as the evil type, Ika. You didn’t need to call him a coward. We should be appreciative.” The Tredma Ilia still sizzled with wanton electricity. 

			 “I saved his life. We have a deal,” said Ika. “Him keeping to that deal doesn’t mean he’s our hero now. It doesn’t mean he is good, even if his story about being framed is true. He’s pretty shady. And I am strong enough to beat Kirga. He has no idea what he’s talking about.”

			Chandi placed a hand on his shoulder. “I know you are. But Master isn’t our enemy. Stop trying to make him one.”

			The two students raised an arm to cover their faces as a small section on the sizable dome of energy ruptured, their master flying out from within. He was carrying a large body with him as his form streaked haphazard veins of blue and white Kanah through the still sky. He slid across the grass, the body still in the grasp of his left paw, the staff in his right. The kids ran up to meet him. The translucent blue armor Cinnamon had summoned before entering now vaporized from his body. Ika studied the man lying motionless in the green grass. Wuta the Gatekeeper. So there really was no trickery here. Kirga had defeated what was said to be a very powerful Oracle. 

			The man’s face was pale as death, though Ika could see the faintest rising and falling of his chest. His face was like a squared block of hard stone; his hair short and black, cut even shorter at the sides. He wore no armor, only tight black fabric covering his torso, and a pair of puffy white pants below a golden belt. Even clad so insouciantly, he managed to be intimating. It was that face. 

			Cinnamon was huffing and puffing. Ika had lost count of how many minutes he was in there. 

			“What happened?” he asked. 

			“The Curse was stronger than I guessed,” said the rabbit. “I should’ve gone in with a stronger Curse of my own. Wuta was being held in the center. A Tredma Ilia is typically used for torture. It’s a way to keep an Oracle alive but in uninterrupted agony. Kirga must’ve needed information. He would’ve just killed Wuta otherwise. Even if he left the area, he could still communicate with someone trapped inside of his Curse. He must’ve moved on with his Apostles, being leaked information as he traveled whenever Wuta would be willing to give it.” 

			The Gatekeeper’s body twitched when Cinnamon merely said Kirga’s name. How could someone like that be born under the sun? Ika understood the possibility but just couldn’t come to grips with the reality. 

			“So what do we do now, Master?” asked Chandi. 

			Cinnamon leaned back into a sitting position more analogous to his wild counterpart. “Well, now that our friend here is free from that abomination,” he nodded his head toward the Tredma Ilia, now evaporating into the blue sky, “he should wake in time. I’m not saying he will fully recover from this. In fact that is rather unlikely, but his body is no longer under the control of Kirga’s Kanah. I will be able to see just how much damage was done to him when he wakes. He will regain consciousness soon enough.” They all recoiled as a spray of blood shot upward from Wuta’s mouth. He coughed himself awake, his large body shuddering as his brown eyes studied the surroundings. “Sooner than I thought, I guess!”

			Ika assumed that Wuta’s strength acted as a factor to his early waking. He didn’t look too strong at the moment, though. Cinnamon didn’t look at all happy with what should’ve been a good surprise. He looked apprehensive, if anything. 

			“W-w-where am . . . I?” Wuta said with chilling fragility. 

			“You are just outside your gate,” Cinnamon said quickly. “Can you tell us what you remember?” 

			Another mist of crimson scattered upward as Wuta heaved. The blood brought with it a strong scent of damp grass just after a spring rain. Chandi turned around and took a few steps. Ika knew she wouldn’t want to see something like this. 

			“Kirga,” Wuta said, toying with his memory. “Kirga t-t-the Hellcat. They said he was a joke.” His body began to spasm.

			“Tell us what happened here!” Cinnamon’s tone was exacting. 

			“Don’t yell at him!” said Chandi, daring to turn for a moment. 

			“Chandi, this man is going to die. Either we learn what we can from him now, or we have to watch this for nothing. I need to hear this.” 

			Chandi’s blue eyes swelled. “What? What do you mean he’s going to die?” 

			Cinnamon sliced through the air with a paw. “Shush!” 

			Wuta’s eyes were having trouble staying open but he went on. “A-as soon as I s-saw him I knew. I knew it was the one everyone has been talking about. The Hellcat showed up with the two lapdogs he calls Apostles. One massive man with a purple cloak and one m-much smaller, with a green cloak and eyes . . . like a snake’s.” 

			Chandi winced at the mention of the Snake-eyed man. Ika worried for her. That was an old wound. The kind that doesn’t heal. 

			Ika hung on every word. Knowing any bit of detail more on Kirga was welcomed. Wuta’s legs were shaking terribly. It seemed, now that Ika was studying how the man was shifting his weight, that he had lost the use of them. As Ika was looking over Wuta, he noticed a small red trident on the side of his thick neck, as if it may have been burned there. 

			“Kirga wanted to know about the White Raven,” he said. Cinnamon’s eyes dilated. “He . . . h-h-he wanted to know how to kill the beast. He seemed fixated on that.” More blood escaped his mouth, this time dripping weakly from the sides of his lips. That odd stench of spring still lingered. Chandi looked away again. Wouldn’t be long now, Ika guessed. His own hands were trembling. 

			“We fought,” said Wuta. “He . . . overwhelmed me.” 

			Cinnamon leaned closer, as if he may have misheard that. “Kirga did? Alone?” 

			Wuta nodded. “I wasn’t expecting him to have a Tredma Ilia that powerful. Or to have a Tredma Ilia at all. It is a r-rare Curse. That wasn’t the only Curse he put me under. However, the second one has taken my memory from me. Bits and pieces are all I can recall. Kirga wanted to know how to kill the Raven. I told him the Capital City is where he would find his answer on how.” His eyes looked like they were pleading for forgiveness in some way. “There was just . . . so much pain.” 

			Cinnamon nodded sadly. “Nobody blames you. But you have to tell us why Kirga wants to kill the Raven. What would he stand to gain from even attempting something so foolish?” 

			“I d-d-don’t know,” stammered Wuta. “I also don’t know what other information he m-m-may have gotten from me when I was inside. But . . . the White Raven . . .” Thick veins pulsed in all directions outside of Wuta’s pupils, like bolts of red lightning. He hurled more blood, his chest quivering. “He’s after the Raven. I don’t know why . . . but the Genma—” 

			Cinnamon motioned for the kids to look away. Chandi did. Ika didn’t. Wuta was dead within the next minute. 

			Master Cinnamon stood to his full height slowly, leaning on his stick. 

			Chandi was still facing the swaying trees. “How did you know he was going to die, Master? You just said he was going to wake up in time. You said he might even recover.” 

			Cinnamon swept his staff through the grass to clear it of blood residue. “It was the smell.” 

			“The smell?” said Ika. 

			Cinnamon nodded gravely. “When he was coughing up blood, that strong stench of wet grass came from his mouth. That’s the best way to describe the smell. That is the scent your organs will give off if Kanah has rotted them. A Kanah Prison like the one Kirga put Wuta through will send the caster’s Kanah through the prisoner’s body, making it feel as if they’re being lit on fire from the inside. Too much of another’s Kanah through your system can be fatal. I knew he didn’t have long when I smelled how far along the rot was.” The fur above his brown eyes rutted. “Now . . . he spoke about the White Raven?” 

			Chandi turned back around slowly. Her eyes were dazed and disturbed.

			Ika knew perfectly well this wouldn’t be the first time she had seen death, though he knew her to be less inclined to tolerate witnessing it regardless. 

			“The White Raven is a Wenworld icon, Master. Like a god figure,” she said with a weak voice.

			Cinnamon laughed sympathetically. “I’m aware of who the Raven is, my dear. But why would Kirga want to kill it? No one has dared to think of that for a very long time. And the only weapon said to be capable of doing the job is hidden away by Kanakon, never to be used again. The Zyphur Spear, it was once called. The Capital is where he would need to uncover those secrets. But what grudge does he have against the Raven?” 

			Ika looked north, past the ruins of the gate that no longer had a keeper. “Doesn’t matter. If Kirga is heading to the Capital City then so are we.” He walked past Wuta and made toward the ruined gate. 

			Chandi’s voice halted him. “Ika! We can’t just leave this man here in the grass. It isn’t right. We should bury him properly.” 

			Ika’s face was blank. “Why? He’ll be eaten by bugs if we bury him, and he’ll be eaten by bugs if we don’t. At least topside he has a better view of the sky.” 

			Both Chandi and Cinnamon frowned at him. Chandi’s was the one that did the trick. 

			He sighed, knowing full well that he didn’t enjoy a second of watching that either, masked bravado or not. It didn’t matter what kind of experience he had with death, witnessing it takes something from the soul. Every time. “You’re right. Fine.” 

			They put aside an hour in their chase to send the Gatekeeper out appropriately. Ika just didn’t like that whoever was chasing them was now an hour closer. The digging part didn’t take long, thanks to Master Cinnamon’s Kanah creating a decent enough hole for the job in a single blow. It was Chandi’s need to gather flowers that ate away precious time. Ika helped her collect without a complaint, for her sake. 

			Ika and Chandi were the ones to respectably lower the body. When they did, Ika noticed that the veins on the back of Wuta’s hands were swollen black. He assumed that had something to do with the torture he endured. 

			When Wuta was put to rest and perfunctory words were said in his honor, Cinnamon berated Ika once more with feeling. “I’m telling you right now, kid, you are not ready for this fight. Are you sure you don’t want to go back to Turquoise Town? We can go right now. This is the final time I am going to give you the option.” 

			Ika already knew that the road wouldn’t be an easy one, but there was no way he was letting Kirga slip from his grasp. “Can’t go back now, anyway. We’d just run into whoever is following us. Both are dangerous outcomes, but I have a personal grudge with the Hellcat. In any case, your whole purpose for coming with us is to make us ready, right? We keep going.” 

			There was a disconcerting silence for a minute. 

			“Don’t say I didn’t warn you, kid.”

			Ika didn’t care what was said to him. What happened in his bedroom nine years ago could not be simply described as ‘Wrong place, Wrong time’. First his father—just before his birth—then years later the cat returns to Turquoise Town to take the daughter, too? There was a reason his family was targeted twice by the same man. Ika would die before he let it go undiscovered.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4: Smoothing Out the Edges

			[image: ]

			The road to Kanakon would be no short trek from Wuta’s gate. The first few days of travel served as a wakeup call for both students. Their master was in a much fouler mood than his already expected ill-temperament. He wished to test the kids’ hand-to-hand combat proficiency. This was something Ika thought he was skilled in. Master Cinnamon beat him like a drum for those few days. Ika complained how it wasn’t fair how he had to fight an opponent who in no way resembled a human. Cinnamon was too small to hit. An excuse that Cinnamon didn’t take kindly to. 

			When he wasn’t being beaten on mercilessly by the Wenny Rabbit, Ika was sparring with Chandi. Chandi’s hand-to-hand needed much work. Her kicks had perfect accuracy as well as flawless form, her flexibility being the cause of that. Nevertheless, they held no power. Her strikes simply didn’t hurt. It was like being swatted in the ribs by a giant feather. Master Cinnamon tackled this issue by making Chandi’s legs three times heavier than usual, and making her run through streams of a river for hours on end. He used a Curse to attach some of his Sun Kanah to her legs; an amount so dense it added weight. A lot of weight. 

			Ika’s area of weakness was his stamina. He grew fatigued far too easily. Becoming winded in a battle between two Oracles was one of a few ways to assure you a quick death. Master Cinnamon gladly, perhaps too gladly for Ika’s liking, remedied this by straddling onto the back of his neck and rushing him up a mountain on their way north. Up the mountain Ika went, then down again Ika came. Then up Ika went again, then down Ika came. This went on for days. He threw up his breakfast everyday of this routine, and Cinnamon laughed every time. 

			Breakfast, as well as any other food they needed for their journey, was easily obtained. Ika had convinced himself that Cinnamon’s mystical Gritka was actually a portable kitchen, because his master would often leap out of the pot with piles upon piles of food at command. They would never need to worry about being reduced to hunting for their meals. Chandi was overjoyed by that. The idea of killing prey animals made her genuinely upset. Ika automatically assumed that some kind of Jinx was placed on the Gritka, making it much larger on the inside than it appeared on the outside. He asked Cinnamon if they could enter but was rejected every time.

			The following two weeks were equally as miserable as the first away from Wuta, made only worse when Ika reminded himself that they were still being trailed. The thought of that inevitable conflict ate away his sleep. 

			The trio ventured over jagged rock and crawled through sodden caverns, always steps ahead of the one who tracked them. They trained and trained and trained. Master Cinnamon was relentless with them. Sparring was painful and meditation was incessant. They both were no doubt stronger Oracles now than when they first ran away from home. However, this progress didn’t serve to make them any less grumpy, nor did it suppress Ika’s persistent complaining. Out of the two, Ika had always been the first to let the world know he was upset, as if the world had to then bend to that discomfort. That spoiled attitude never failed to make Chandi laugh. 

			Their training was going rather well so far, in spite of all complaints. Master Cinnamon was confident they would progress very fast as Oracles. Would it be fast enough to save their lives in the long run? That much was impossible to know, even for one as old as he. This fact didn’t stop him from letting his students know how much he doubted it.

			The sun’s light was choked out by an array of clouds on the sixteenth day north from Wuta’s gate, as the training finally began to dwindle in its intensity. Rain wasn’t far off. The trio still had a ways to go before reaching the Capital. 

			Master Cinnamon sat patiently under a wide willow tree as his students woke slowly and sluggishly. Chandi rubbed her thighs and Ika looked about a step or two away from death’s front door. They slept at the base of a lonely mountain. ‘Opiana Mountain’, rising from a field of red roses known as the ‘Opiana Plains’. Layering Opiana Plains were various ancient willows, decomposing by the obdurate grip of time. They had stood in this place for many generations. 

			The leaves of the willow trees that grew here hung down in bright red rather than opaque green. The grass that grew surrounding the lone mountain was a colour rarely seen in the world. The blades were an ash-like grey. The sprawling fields were cloaked with thousands of red roses swaying back and forth in unison. This gave Opiana a dreary and depressing atmosphere. Still, even in its morose appearance, it maintained a timeworn splendour. A cryptic beauty. It was a cold and silent beauty, demanding a sense of unspoken respect akin to an old graveyard.

			“Good morning, children,” greeted Master Cinnamon as they approached and sat cross-legged in front of him. They had stayed up late the previous night gushing over the thought of seeing the Capital City some more. Their excitement had cost them a much-needed rest. 

			Their master scratched his ear with his back leg nearly faster than the eye could catch. “Today I’m going to start teaching you both how to perform your own Curses. Real Curses, not the petty ones I’m sure you practiced back in Turquoise Town. I mean ones that deal real damage and provide real protection. Specifically protection today, I think.” He stood and started his habitual pacing in front of them; stick at the ready for whacking. “As I’m sure you both know, Curses can only be performed after the Oracle has spoken the name of the Curse out loud, allowing their Kanah to change its form to match the offensive or defensive technique they’re trying to achieve. Oracles must study and be fully aware of what the Curse is capable of before their Kanah can take the proper form. And then you must speak the name. All Curses are spoken in the now unused language of the first humans of Wenworld, here at its creation. Edamirin, the language is called today. Did you know that?” He sounded proud. Their expressions were bored. 

			“Uh . . . yes,” said Ika flatly. 

			Cinnamon wrinkled his nose awkwardly. “All right.” He continued quickly as if there was no pause. “You must be aware of the name as well as its purpose. You can’t just say random words, throwing syllables together in your bathtub and hope you find yourself a Curse. This is why most Oracles have masters to teach them how to control their Kanah and inform them on the most beneficial Curses for their style of fighting.” He pointed his staff at Ika, motioning him to stand. The boy did so slothfully. “I’d like you to show me the strongest defensive Curse you can use, please.” Ika nodded and closed his eyes, breathing in and out evenly. 

			WHACK! 

			“Already you suck,” said the rabbit. Ika’s head pulsed with pain. “Let’s try again. This time with your eyes open.” 

			Ika rubbed the rising goose egg. “I was concentrating!” he barked. 

			Master Cinnamon chuckled. “Well, you’ll be concentrating your way to an early grave if you make a habit of that. Are you going to play hide and seek with Kirga?” 

			Ika pushed down his anger and stood straight and proud. He placed his hands together in a prayer and pointed his fingers downward toward the grey grass and red roses at his feet. “Sempa Korda,” he said, almost in a whisper. A thin layer of visible black Kanah hovered an inch from his skin and training garment. It gathered most densely around his chest. Ika’s face took on a smile of pure unadulterated vanity. Confidence leaked from his very being. At that moment, he was power itself. He could call the tides and shift the mountains before his feet. 

			Master Cinnamon’s whiskers twitched in annoyance. “Sempa Korda? That’s the strongest defensive Curse you know? Not bad to defend your home from a teenage thief or stop the bullies from giving you a routine wedgie. But for a boy who is hunting the Hellcat?” He gathered a very small ball of gold light at the tip of the staff, touching Ika’s barrier ever so slightly. It exploded like shattered glass around Ika’s body the second it made contact. Master Cinnamon made a sneezing noise. “Absolutely pathetic. Get that out of my face.” 

			Ika’s face fell into a depressive state just as fast as it had shown its egotism. 

			“Okay,” he sighed. 

			The rabbit now looked to Chandi. “Okay, sweetheart, I’m assuming your grandmother trained you two only in Curses that can be used by both Affinities to make it fair?” 

			Any master of Kanah can only impart on their pupils, either Curses that come from the Affinity the pupils share, or only a smaller selection of Curses that can be obtained by both Sun and Moon Affinities. This is why aspiring Oracles will often seek out masters born during the same time of day. Chandi’s grandmother, Ajith, was the same Affinity as her, leaving Ika out of the loop. Their early training had to make adaptions to this setback. 

			Ika looked between them tetchily. “How come she gets a sweetheart and I just get hit on the head all the time?” 

			WHACK! 

			“. . . Shut up.” 

			Chandi giggled. “Yes, Master, we were only taught Curses that we both could wield. Though, Ika was good enough to master two Curses that I couldn’t.” 

			Cinnamon scratched at his chin. “Which ones?” 

			“Delagora and Allada. I just couldn’t get the hang of those ones.” 

			Cinnamon looked incredulous. “Not bad, Ika. Allada is an impressive Curse for only fifteen years old.” 

			Ika’s cheeks grew pinkish. 

			Chandi rushed to defend herself, seeming incompetent in comparison. “I have one Curse that he couldn’t master, though.” 

			Cinnamon’s attitude was jocose, clearly just playing along. “And what Curse is that?” 

			She stuck out her chest rather proudly. “Illibanda.” 

			Cinnamon yet again took on an impressed face. “Also very good. That one a little less than Allada, though.” 

			Ika stuck out his tongue at her, relishing in his small victory. She snuck up a certain vulgar finger at him behind Cinnamon’s back. 

			“All right, all right,” said Cinnamon, getting back to the lesson. “Is Sempa Korda the only defensive Curse you guys know, or is there another?” 

			Chandi raised her hand, wincing as she slowly lowered it. “Yes, Master, there is one more. Ika swears that Sempa Korda is the strongest but I humbly disagree.” Ika rolled his eyes. She placed the tips of her middle fingers against each other gingerly, ready to show off her trick. “Irilia Mimir.” A mutable round bubble of transparent white covered around her body in a sizable radius. 

			Master Cinnamon shook his head, unenthused by either of their defenses. “Too weak. Come on guys, too weak!” In a move too fast for either of their eyes to follow, he dashed to Chandi’s shoulder, breaking straight through the barrier as if it wasn’t even there at all. 

			WHACK! 

			Chandi gripped her head. 

			Ika started laughing, “Finally, some justice!” 

			Cinnamon teleported back in a blink. 

			WHACK! WHACK! WHACK! 

			Ika fell over, groaning.

			 “. . . Shut up.”

			The teacher looked upon his students in disappointment, focusing mainly on Chandi. “Your grandmother hasn’t taught you much to survive in a real fight. She clearly isn’t the Oracle you claimed her to be.” She sat up sluggishly, giving Cinnamon a hurt expression, her lips in a tight line. His face fell sullen, the insensitivity of his words becoming obvious. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to insult your family. I was in teaching mode and sometimes my mouth moves faster than my brain.” He leaned into a brusque bow. “I apologize.” 

			She nodded slowly, accepting his regret, but still looking put off. The lesson carried on.

			“Okay, since you two have the defensive Kanah of a baby pig, I’m going to teach you a real defensive Curse.” He sat back into a relaxed state as he spoke. “You’re going to learn Orisia right now. This Curse is not reserved for any Affinity. Both can learn Orisia. You two already watched me use this back when I tried to rescue Wuta. Yours won’t be half as powerful as my example of it, but it’s a good technique for you to begin working on. I’ll make a deal with you: whoever achieves it first will be free from head whacks for an entire day, how’s that sound?” 

			Ika brought out his best sarcastic tone. “Oh, wow . . . thaaanks.” When Cinnamon’s paw flexed around the staff, he lowered his head like a hiding turtle. 

			“I activated Orisia using my staff. Neither of you can activate Curses through a wielded weapon yet. The basic hand movement for Orisia is easy enough to remember.” He pointed to Ika. “Now, I assume you are familiar with the process that allows a master to impart a new technique to their apprentice? I know you would’ve seen the ritual take place when you first learned your Curses, but was it explained to you?” Cinnamon rubbed his paws together and breathed hot air into them. There was a chilling breeze washing over Opiana and the rabbit’s breath was like a gust of white smoke. 

			Ika wondered comically what the purpose of blowing hot air on fur was but decided he didn’t need another whack. “Yes,” he answered, still attempting to focus his Kanah. “We need your Kanah to steady the process of our bodies accepting a new Curse. Curses, when obtained, change the flow within the body, and without a more powerful medium to temper it, the process can cause severe damage to us, blah, blah, blah. We have to stand together in the Ink Ritual for it to work properly.” He said every word with the droll of someone who is reciting something they had already been forced to rehearse numerous times. “Chandi’s grandma had this fact ingrained. We know.” 

			He had a decent amount of knowledge on the process and purpose of the Ink Ritual. The origin of all Curses was the great library of Sheltrona in Kanakon. They all begin in the form of a book. That is where most masters pick up their techniques to study on. Then they impart what they have learned on chosen pupils.

			Cinnamon gave a nod of understanding, hunching over and speaking into his paws. He uttered the same exact words Ika had heard Ajith use before, and the same Edamirin words that all masters must speak before creating the ritual patterns. 

			“Agdis Wrentil.” A dark vapour escaped from the rabbit’s cupped paws, dispersing along the rock. “Step into the circles before your feet, please.” 

			Cinnamon had created a meticulous pattern on a flat length of cold grey stone. It looked to be drawn from thick black ink, with streaks that could’ve come from a large brush, but the dark design emerged as if from nothing. 

			The Ink Ritual was never prepared with common ink. It was a waiflike substance that works similarly to Kanah. It only resembled ink and would fade once the kids had learned the Curse, not remaining to stain the surface the design was cast on. Both of them had seen this procedure done before back home, though Chandi’s grandma’s pattern was of a slightly different nature. Master Cinnamon’s was tighter with less broad curves and more squared angles, all except for the standard black circles where apprentices were intended to stand. Each master’s ritual design was diverse, but that part was a constant. 

			They walked into their spots. Cinnamon sat roughly a meter in front of them. He was surrounded by the densest amount of sharp and overlapping outlines. “All right, place your palms together and repeat after me.” 

			They prepared their hands and closed their eyes. 

			“I always hate this part,” whispered Chandi.

			“Agdis Citkanah,” said Cinnamon, his voice loud and precise. 

			“Agdis Citkanah,” the kids repeated.

			Immediately, a torrent of callous pain shot into Ika and Chandi’s hands, up through their forearms, travelling into their neck. All three of their Kanahs were now on a shared wavelength. 

			“Now we are all going to speak the name of the Curse at the same moment, then you will be free to train on it yourselves after I know your bodies have accepted it.” 

			They grunted to let their master know they understood, being unable to speak clearly under the unforgiving burn in their veins. 

			Cinnamon’s voice was contrarily empty of any strain. “After three, we will say the Curse at the same time. Ready?” 

			They nodded. 

			“One. Two. Three . . . Orisia.” 

			They all spoke at the same moment and a new sensation swept through the students. This one was far less onerous. As long as the stronger Oracle managed the Kanahs of the students and controlled the ferocity of their flow, the process was painless. Though, it did feel strange, like some cluster of invisible hands were taking the veins of their arms and legs and tying them into knots, pulling them to and fro like a game of tug of war. This was the most powerful defensive Curse they had attempted to learn so far, so anything they trained for back in Turquoise Town didn’t have the same feeling as this did. It was inebriating in a way. A new surge of power. 

			Cinnamon held the energies between them for at least five minutes. This was no easy task for the average Oracle but he made it seem insultingly simple. It was frightening. 

			“There,” said Cinnamon, releasing his paws and causing the black ink to fade upwards and disappear in the air. The ritual was complete. “Your bodies have accepted the Curse and its potential energy, but that doesn’t mean you can just pull it out of your back pockets now. This next part is up to the two of you.” 

			Ika and Chandi slowly opened their eyes. 

			Cinnamon’s new smile was devilish, wiggling the end of his staff at Ika. “I’d like you to try first, tough guy. Speak the Curse after placing the index and middle finger of your dominant hand in the center of your forehead. Just try to gather your Kanah after speaking its name.” 

			Exercising trust, Ika did as he was instructed, lifting his right hand to commit the hand placement. He spoke the Curse’s name and winced harshly. 

			“That pain you feel in between your ears right now,” Cinnamon started, “is because your Kanah isn’t being focused properly. Those earlier Curses you both just showed me required no internal multitasking or focus. They were entrance-level barriers. Orisia would have you focus your mind or it will sting your head, kid. How does your Kanah flow feel at this moment, as it courses through you?” 

			Ika kept his fingers in the same place on his forehead. “Shaky,” he said. 

			“Exactly.” 

			Master Cinnamon tapped on Ika’s head lightly with the staff. Ika just flinched out of habit at this point. “You’ve got too much going on up here. Trying to impress Chandi, trying to impress me, dark thoughts toward Kirga, dark and angry thoughts in general. Be rid of all that and calm the river of your Kanah or Orisia will continue to sting you. And this is only an imitated version to prepare you. Orisia is old, and is quite fickle with new friends.”

			He almost spoke about Curses like they had minds of their own. Ika found this very strange. He gathered a breath and pushed all thoughts from his mind. Kirga was the most difficult one to dispel. After nine years of obsessing over meeting him again, after what he did, it wasn’t going to be a simple task pretending the man didn’t exist. He could feel his Kanah coming to a smoother flow within him. 

			“Good,” Cinnamon remarked. 

			The same ethereal armor that engulfed Cinnamon outside of Kirga’s Tredma Ilia began to form itself around Ika, though very faintly and still not a full Curse. 

			The rather content rabbit turned to Chandi. “You see the hand movement he did?” She nodded. “Good. Then get started. Clear your mind of all things or you’re going to waste your time. Your Kanah and you are one for this. Think of nothing else but your relationship with your Kanah. Treat your Kanah with respect and it shall do the same to you.” 

			Chandi performed the hand movement. There was a thin simmer of yellow establishing around her that slowly adjusted to the form of her body like armor. She released her hands and was awarded praise by the old rabbit in the form of a smirk and nod. It took several more tries before Ika had caught up, receiving a curt roll of the shoulders instead. 

			Their master seemed satisfied. “Now, I’m going to head to the top of Opiana and do my own meditations. You will stay down here and meditate until one of you learns the Curse. I don’t care if it takes all year. Whoever achieves it first . . .” He wiggled the thick fur above each eye. “. . . Remember my deal. No whacks for whatever day it is you learn the Curse.” 

			Ika let his hands drop to his thighs loudly. “Come on! If you want us to really fight for this then give us a better deal. Make it a week.” 

			Chandi smiled brightly to show Master her agreement on the subject. 

			“Oh, fine,” the old rabbit murmured. “One week without a swift hit from the staff. You have my word as a Wenny.” 

			“And you can’t hit us with anything else, either,” said Ika with a suspicious glint in his eye. “You can’t just substitute your staff for a stick on the ground or something.” 

			Cinnamon sulked, clearly thwarted. “Whatever. Just get to it. And watch my Gritka,” he said, shaking a sleepy leg as he stood up and began to waddle away. 

			Ika stopped him with a quick shout. There was something that still stressed him out. “Cinnamon, hang on!” 

			The old Wenny turned slowly and irritably. “What?” 

			“What are we going to do about that Oracle who is following us? What if they attack us while we’re training?” 

			Cinnamon sniffed. “Whoever they are, they’re keeping their distance. I will know if they come closer. Keep using their presence as a guide for training. Have either of you picked up on their concealed Kanah yet?” They both shook their heads sadly. “Then you still suck. Keep at it.” 

			As he left their company, going out of sight at the peak of the small mountain, the battle was officially on. They both got to meditating, standing as they did so to make it easier for the armor to manifest on their bodies. Ika wasn’t exactly satisfied with the plan for their follower, which was no plan at all. He couldn’t think about that right now, though. There was no way he was letting Chandi beat him at this.

			It was turning out to be one, long, excruciating day for the students and one, long, boring day for their master. As time passed, their competition intensified. Both students could feel every cell in their bodies scream when they lost concentration and let the armor fade away. There was a merciless throbbing in their limbs when they focused too hard and a terrible throbbing in their head when they focused too little. Neither of them realized just how many hours they were eating away. It was taking them far too long for two people who happened to be chasing two other people. Kirga and Wriliara would be on the other side of Wenworld by the time they wrapped this up. 

			The time for the day’s Morphing was quickly approaching. Soon the grey plains of Opiana would varnish under the cerulean hue of the morphing hour. Luckily the sun was still visible through the rain clouds that had finally decided to come in. The bulbous, dark clouds that came in seemed to dance around the tired sun. The drizzle began softly and picked up to a blustering shower. The sound of the rain created an encompassing whisper of white noise as the roses and willow trees were soaked in its downpour. Ika, Chandi, and Master Cinnamon had all become drenched as the day was coming to its close. 

			The rabbit was growing fairly impatient, waiting at the smooth peak of the mountain. There was an unknown trace of Kanah on the air, growing nearer as the hour progressed. He hummed questionably.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5: The Pain of Your Present

			[image: ]

			Opiana Mountain had a very irregular structure to it, causing it to be the source of many modern myths. It came to no sharp pinnacle of rock like the average mountain. It was shaved off close to the peak so only a perfect circle of flat stone served as its precipice. There was a long flight of white stairs carved into the base leading famously up to that circular expanse. Torches of refulgent red flame lit the way up beside the sparkling stairs. Those torches served as another source of myth for Opiana Mountain. They never went out no matter what weather came to the plains. No wind could banish them and no rain could abate them. Oracles have tried to quell the flames but have never managed to even faintly dim one of them, nor tear their rods from the stonework. They were as unmoving as the Crystal. 

			Cinnamon reminisced as he sat on the level peak and immersed himself in meditation. Many years before he was on the run—before his famous incident with the King—Opiana had been one of his favorite places to train. This was a time long before Ika or Chandi or even their parents were born. Just as the King’s Dalada had ruined all other aspects of his life, they had also tainted his memory of the sacred mountain. Opiana had now ingrained itself in Cinnamon’s memory as the last place he quarreled with the Death Squad. One member in particular. He battled him on the peak of Opiana, losing that fight, but managing, miraculously, to escape with his life. Belasefka was the Oracle’s name. The mere mention of it now brought a shiver to him. 

			Revisiting this place now with his new students was like seeing an old friend. It was sad in a way. It reminded him of a time before he was hated by the world. ‘Retreating to the happiness of your past can leave you lost forever in the pain of your present’. Something Cinnamon’s papa used to tell him centuries ago. It was his papa’s way of telling him to move forward rather than sulking, to focus on making your life better now instead of wishing life could just go backwards. ‘Never let life go backwards! Always forwards!’ his papa would preach. How long ago those days seemed. Cinnamon missed him dearly in quiet moments like this.  

			The rain had drenched his fur to a deeper grey colour, banishing the more noticeable brown it appeared as when dry. He could’ve easily pulled up a Curse to shield himself but something about the free rain made him feel closer to nature. He sat cross-legged just as a human would, a feat only Wenny Rabbits would be able to pull off, same as walking on their hind legs—their legs possessing a slightly wirier bone-structure than a wild hare’s. 

			His Kanah flowed through his body with the flawless potency that only someone of his mastery and experience could enjoy. Kanah meditation was an immensely peaceful exercise that was both physically and mentally gratifying. There was a relationship between every Oracle and their Kanah. The stronger the relationship, the stronger the overall Aura. Meditation was the bonding process, for lack of a better term. Although, it was currently difficult to enjoy that bonding when there was an annoying mystery Kanah lurking in Opiana Plains. Whoever they were, they were persistent. It was puzzling. 

			“I wish he or she would just piss off or fight me already. Make a choice,” he snarled grouchily. That lingering Kanah on the wind was strong. Very strong. This only made the pomp and circumstance more frustrating. 

			Down at the base of the mountain, frolicking in the grey fields were the two students, hard at work. 

			Chandi MorrowHill had a competitive side deep in her. There were times when she really enjoyed showing up Ika at something, especially when that something had to do with Kanah control. She kept her eyes shut tight and focused with all her might. 

			“I’m gunna beat you,” she teased as her Orisia began to muster. She heard him give a sarcastic laugh from behind her. 

			“You’ve never beaten me at anything.” 

			It took more willpower than she could ever remember mustering not to lose her control and begin tearing into him. Perhaps that was his nefarious plan to get himself a step ahead. “Oh?” She remained calm and continued to gather her internal strength. “What about chess, which I beat you at every single time we have ever played. Or maybe rock-climbing? I trust you won’t want me to remind you how that competition went? Don’t think I forgot swimming, either.” Ika’s laugh rang in her ears again. She smiled at the sound even though his intention was to tease. 

			“You’ve never beaten me at anything I’ve actually tried at. Let’s put it that way.” 

			She shook her head and bit her lip. He wasn’t going to get her. “So all those times you weren’t giving it your all? You seemed like you were giving it your all at rock-climbing. Until, of course, when you fell from about three feet and cried for an hour. Those tears were all an act? I’m impressed.” 

			His returning tone made it clear he wasn’t going to let her affect him, either. “I wasn’t crying. You caught me trying to use a new Curse. Very powerful stuff. Turns out the salt in one’s tears can cause them to be manifested into needle-like daggers that shoot from the eyes, becoming lethal projectiles. I wouldn’t expect you to be privy to it. Only the real Oracles have dabbled in this secret art.”

			Ika had put on the fakest and most hilariously foppish voice. She couldn’t help but burst out laughing. She somehow maintained her Kanah as her chest heaved. As much as he aggravated her, it was nice to see him in a better mood. Chasing Kirga had put a hateful kink in Ika’s step. She worried about his mental state whenever they gained on Kirga and his Apostles. It was like the closer the two of them got to their goal, the more Ika lost of himself. He was angry and determined with a dark fire. She struggled herself when it came to her hatred of Kirga’s closest Apostle. Wriliara was ever on her mind as well. But Ika’s Moon Affinity complicated his rage. Times like these Chandi held onto. Times like these Ika was himself. She feared he would one day lose his sense of humor.

			Her eyes were still shut and she remained attentive. She could feel her Curse budding as the seconds turned into minutes which then crept into hours. There was something about her inner control that was improper. Despite the progress she was making, an aspect of her Kanah flow was unhinged; more so than usual. It felt like she was trying to grab hold of a thin stream of falling water, only to be left with wet, empty hands when she pulled away. Each time she would swipe her hand through that allegorical water, she expected to grasp it and run with it, as if it was a ribbon of fine silk. Whatever she was doing, this was not the way. Her meditation was flawed right now. 

			Next, she tried focusing her inner self in a new approach. This felt like she had placed a metaphorical bucket below this stream of water within her soul, attempting to gather its power within, and then proceed to stand up and walk away with its contents. Still no good. Her Kanah remained unsteady and irresolute. 

			Then, like a spark in the dark cave of her doubt, the answer made itself clear to her. It was so obvious. But in order for it to work, she needed Ika to connect the dots too. She had enough faith in him to catch up. Kanah was a fickle thing. Weaknesses of personality and drive could hinder its flow. 

			“Ika,” she began, “can I ask you something?” 

			His answer came after a delayed silence. It may have been the tone of her voice that caused him to pause. He just may have opened his eyes at it, if she dared to look. “Sure. You okay?” 

			She fixated on her breath and the beat of her heart. The breeze crawling up Opiana came with a biting chill. “Are you expecting to die on this quest?” 

			An even longer delayed response this time. His voice was as shaky as the conflict within her. “I don’t know, Chandi. Does it really matter? As long as I take him with me.” 

			Her eyes remained in the dark. “It matters. It matters to me. I can tell you that I don’t plan on dying when I meet Wriliara face to face one last time. If I find out you don’t plan on coming back home with me after this is all done, if I find out that you don’t plan to make it through to when this is all done . . . I will drag you back to Turquoise Town myself. I’ve lost enough, don’t you think?” 

			His response was quicker this time, more unyielding. “Yes. Yes you have. I’ll make it back home. Promise.” 

			She smiled. “Good. But if we’re going to make it through this at all, we need to be with each other every step of the way. You aren’t going anywhere, right?” Chandi could feel the wind sending her black hair flapping above her head. 

			“No. I’m staying right beside you until this is done. Then we can go home and get beaten to death by my mom together. I’m never going anywhere.” 

			Once that confirmation was shared, at the exact moment of it, both students achieved a glorious display of Orisia. Chandi’s was a marvellous yellow, while Ika’s was a spangled shade of pink. Competition. It was the chain holding them back. She was focusing too hard on beating her own best friend. Master Cinnamon spoke about Curses like they had feelings . . . morals, even. Orisia would never accept an Oracle who obsessed over such things. Even a Moon Affinity Oracle must have a foundation of principles for Orisia to take hold. Fascinating. The students left their competitiveness behind, at least for that instant, and the Curse conceded to them.

			The rain had not let up. It was only ten minutes until the Morphing would begin. It didn’t take them days after all; just most of one. Cinnamon was nearly ready to finish up his meditation when his exhausted and wet apprentices reached the top of the white stairs. 

			“We are finished, Master,” Chandi said. She could feel her heart ready to explode in her chest. A part of her wanted to always be victorious over Ika, just to relish in his jealous face. Another part of her was constantly proud of him and didn’t care as much for the competition. 

			Master Cinnamon shook off the damp from his fur and walked over to them. “We are finished, eh? You’re telling me you’ve both learned Orisia? Hmmmmm . . .” He studied their eyes intently. “Prove it.” 

			The students eyed each other, hair hanging wet over their confident faces. They shared a warm smile. “Orisia,” they said simultaneously. Their Auras built quickly around their limbs, but as the Kanah armor began to show itself, the thick plates of pink and gold wraithlike armor clinging to their arms, they abruptly stopped. They removed their hands from their foreheads at the same time and looked to their master with bright smiles taking over them. Something new and exciting distracted them. 

			“I can sense it, Master!” Chandi shouted. 

			They were practically bouncing. 

			“I can sense it, too! The Kanah of the Oracle who’s been tailing us!” Ika joined in with the face of a child on Crystmas. 

			Cinnamon had a tightly furrowed brow as he stared over their shoulders. 

			Chandi was beside herself with excitement. “This means we’ve progressed, right? We are getting better faster than I thought!” The sky slowly started to take on its bluish shade as the sun would give way to the waking moon. The rain was loudest now in its deluge. Chandi could barely hear her own voice over the sound of the droplets hitting the smooth stone. She had to shout just to make sure Master could hear. She was hoping Master Cinnamon would be more excited than he looked. “Master, did you hear us? We can sense the Kanah now!” Her easy smile usually won over the old rabbit. Now it did little to change his peculiar sulk.

			Cinnamon’s face didn’t let up its sternness, nor did his eyes meet the student’s. His voice was like stone. “That’s wonderful, both of you. But I honestly can’t say that I’m impressed . . . considering he is standing right behind you.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 6: The One Who Walks With Lightning

			[image: ]

			The kids nearly gave themselves whiplash as they spun around. And sure enough, standing at the top of the stairs they just climbed, was a tall hooded figure. Clearly a man. A long, fluttering cloak of midnight black shielded his face from sight and the falling rain. The final two torches of the Opiana staircase hailed him under a menacing crimson light. The dark hood of his cloak dripped water in front of his shaded face. 

			A glowing band of white energy, like a rope, snapped around the hips of Ika and Chandi, pulling them behind their master in the blink of an eye. “Who are you?” Cinnamon asked while making sure to protect the kids. It was about time their follower made his appearance. 

			The tension in the air was thick. The man slowly raised his arms out to his side, removing them from under his cloak. He turned his palms upward and cracks of thick black lightning came at silent call to his hands. It was like the electricity was being sucked from the clouds above. The kids trembled at this display of strength and stepped further behind Master Cinnamon, who stood firm in the face of this Oracle. Dark bolts of power emanated from the man’s arms and exploded from around his head. He looked like the human embodiment of a forming summer storm. Black and purple waving beams of Moon Kanah hovered around his shoulders and torso. A cold voice boomed from under the hood. It echoed in the air like the speech of a concerted god. 

			“Ika Ivory,” the voice roared, much louder than the storm—almost hushing it. 

			Ika’s knees shook. Chandi’s eyes were bloodshot. 

			Master Cinnamon eyed the hooded figure, waiting for battle. 

			“Ika Ivory! I command you . . . to come forth . . .” The wind whispered shrilly as his hands seemed to hold claim over the mood of the tempest. 

			Cinnamon was ready to protect the kids and fight if it came to it, which appeared to be the only course right now. 

			“. . . and . . .” The voice thundered, rattling the very bones. “. . . Give your uncle a hug.”

			Cinnamon dropped his staff to the ground. “What?”

			Ika’s knees stopped trembling. “What?” 

			Chandi’s heart skipped a beat in her chest. “What?” 

			A silly, childlike giggle came from under the sinister hood. The black shocks of lightning calmed around the man’s arms and the rampant storm seemed to ease up as well. The dark and hissing Kanah dissipated slowly as he giggled. 

			Ika stepped forward with a lean, checking under the wet hood. “Wait a minute.” He spotted a sharp jaw and clean-shaven face. Above were two piercing silver eyes. They had a dark and wavy outer ring, but as they grew closer to the heart of the iris, they brightened with lighter, shining grey. One of them winked at Ika. 

			The boy ran forward and threw off the aggressor’s hood. Underneath was a handsome man with long, scruffy black hair sticking out from under a white bandana tied around his head. “Uncle Gira?” Ika’s face broke into a bright smile, as did Chandi’s. Ika embraced the man with a hug and Chandi ran to join it. Cinnamon was left rather confused in the wake of their delight. 

			Gira Ivory released the children and remarked them both with a strong hand on top of each head. “You kids gave me a heart attack, you know that? Ika, your mother is going to bring the wrath of Meamara down on you for this. You ran away? Are you MAD?” 

			Ika looked guiltily downward to his shoes. 

			Cinnamon picked up his staff and shook more water from his fur. “I’m very confused right now,” he said. 

			The small group went on talking to each other. Ika tried to plead with the man. “Uncle Gira, Kirga passed by Turquoise Town again and . . . you know I have to.” 

			Gira sighed heavily. “I don’t blame you, kid. If I were you, I would want his blood as badly as you do. There wouldn’t be anyone in this world that could stop me from getting it. But you have to be smarter than this. What about your mother, hmm? Who, by the way, is in complete hysterics back home. She nearly screamed the skin off my face, demanding I track you down after I finally got back to Turquoise Town. I came home looking to relax and catch up with my family. Instead, I got kicked out the door and sent on another hunt. That wasn’t right, doing that to her.” 

			He sent a very disappointed look at Chandi. Disappointment was always a deeper cut than scorn. “And you! What about your poor old grandmother? I can’t imagine what misery Ajith is in knowing that you’ve snuck off. You are that woman’s whole world, Chandi. Both of you need a lesson in respect, it seems.” 

			Chandi lowered her head and tapped the tip of her foot on the stone. 

			Cinnamon was getting a little irritated now. “Can someone please help me catch up here?” 

			Ika looked up at his uncle with sad eyes, not even hearing his master. “I know. But you really think she would ever let me track down Kirga? Not a chance. It’s best this way. And what about Chandi? She has just as much reason to chase down Apostle Wriliara as I do for Kirga. We can’t just sit at home and forget. I refuse to just move on with my life.” 

			Cinnamon bounced up and down like a spoiled child, very unbefitting behaviour for a master of Kanah. “HELLO! CAN SOMEONE PLEASE TELL ME WHAT’S GOING ON?” 

			The three of them turned to the small, furious rabbit. 

			Ika laughed at his frustration. “This is my uncle, Gira. He’s been gone from home for a while on business. That’s probably why you didn’t sense his Kanah when you were hiding near Turquoise Town before we met. I knew he was strong, but . . .” he turned back to his uncle, “why didn’t you tell me you were that strong? What was that, with the lightning and stuff?” 

			Gira laughed. “A powerful Curse you’ll never learn, so don’t bother trying.” He ruffled Ika’s hair.

			Cinnamon was finally putting the pieces together. “Wait. Gira, Gira . . .” he repeated the name and hummed to himself. “Gira Ivory! Oh my good God,” he lamented. “Ika! You never told me what your last name was. Your name is Ika Ivory?” 

			Ika nodded, now confused himself. “Yeah, so what?” 

			Cinnamon pointed his staff at Gira. “I know you. You’re well known inside the Capital’s inner circle. You’ve been notorious for close to a decade now. You’re close with the Death Squad. You’re the Oracle who has been chasing us? What are you doing here?” Cinnamon crouched into a fighting stance, narrowing his eyes at Gira. 

			Ika and Chandi gaped at Gira like he was some kind of celebrity. Gira working with the Death Squad was not a piece of information either of them knew of. Ika knew his uncle worked for Kanakon, but had no clue about the weight he held in the Capital.

			Gira narrowed his silver eyes down at Cinnamon. “I was going to ask you the same thing, Rabbit. The Capital would pay a hefty price for any information on you. I can’t imagine the praise I would get for bringing back the legendary Wenny in the flesh. What’s a criminal who kills kings doing with my kids here?” He stepped in front of the kids, now protecting them as their master just had. 

			“You know the Death Squad?” Ika finally asked. 

			“I happen to work closely with them on occasion,” said Gira. “It’s not important.” 

			“Not important?” said Ika. “Are you kidding me? Why would you never tell me that?” Working with the King’s squad sounded like anything but safe. Ika guessed that this had something to do with the secrecy. Gira wasn’t even listening. Typical. 

			Chandi pulled on Gira’s black cloak, stopping him from moving on Cinnamon. The last thing they all needed was a fight. “Gira, please listen. He’s been helping us track Kirga. He’s been teaching us to be better Oracles.” 

			Ika took an unlikely stance by choosing to defend his teacher. “Yeah, it’s not like you’d just be our master. No matter how many times I asked, you refused to train me. So looks like I found another master. I was lucky enough to save Cinnamon’s life a while back. Now he owes me this training.” 

			Gira frowned. “How did you save his life?” 

			“He accidentally reflected a Curse off a Heppa fish that almost killed him. Long and embarrassing story.” 

			Gira snorted at Ika’s mock master. “The Cinnamon the Wenny Rabbit, bested by a Heppa fish?” 

			Cinnamon grumbled under his breath, refusing to meet Gira’s silver eye. “Not one of my finest moments, I’ll admit.” 

			“You’re just gunna ignore me, huh?” said Ika abruptly. “Why are you always like this?” 

			Gira spun around to his nephew, a chiding lilt to his voice. “I didn’t train you because I wanted you to stay out of trouble. I didn’t train you or introduce you to this life because I knew the second you thought you knew how to fight, you’d be off trying to fight everybody under the sun! Your anger is a dangerous thing, Ika. It blinds your common sense; hence the fact that we are standing on top of Opiana Mountain instead of at home with your mother. She and I argued over whether you were really stupid enough to chase after Kirga alone. Looks like I won that bet. You are that stupid. Don’t get snarky with me. You’re lucky I’m not dragging you by the ear back to Turquoise Town and feeding you to your monster of a mother.” 

			Chandi was looking anxious. It was probably wise for her not to jump in.

			Ika paused before yelling back. “Wait, you’re not taking me back home?” 

			Gira sighed heavily. He looked down at Ika with empathetic eyes. He paused for a few seconds, wiping the still falling rain from his brow. “You know what . . . you’d just sneak away again. I get why you’re doing this, Ika. But you aren’t doing it alone. I’m coming with you. I know you two have always wanted to see the Capital City anyway. Visiting Kanakon will be a good learning experience for you. But you will be under my supervision.” Gira turned to send a warning glare at Cinnamon. “I’ll keep an eye on you and keep you both safe, since I really don’t trust somebody like him to have your best interests at heart. I don’t trust him to care about anyone but himself.” 

			Both Ika and Chandi cheered with enthusiasm. They started singing a little off-tune song about how they were finally going to see Kanakon together. Gira looked at them fondly. 

			Cinnamon made a sneezing noise and thumped his foot hard on the stone, a primitive similarity between him and his wild counterparts. “To think somebody like Gira Ivory had a nephew in a place like Turquoise Town. And to think I was unlucky enough to start training this nephew. What a world. You’re not gunna take me back to Kanakon in chains, then?” 

			Gira still held his cold glare. “No. I help Kanakon when I can but I’m not their errand boy. I choose to help them when I want to, and with what I think is important enough to lend my hand in. I like Turquoise Town precisely because it’s out of everyone’s way. I can enjoy some peace and quiet there. My nephew and his best friend are in for quite the journey. If keeping you around helps them in any small way, then I’ll let you live. Betray us and I’m guessing you know how that will go?” 

			Cinnamon thumped his leg again. “You think I’m scared of you, Ivory?” 

			“I think you should be.” 

			The Morphing light was peeking through the storm. It was clear that Gira and Cinnamon would not become fast friends. 

			Chandi stepped in the middle of their potential quarrel, keeping her hands up firmly. “We should get moving. The Capital is waiting for us. And now that we’ve established Gira won’t be capturing or killing anybody, maybe you don’t need to worry as much about the Royal Death Squad, Master.” 

			Gira crushed these hopes. “No, honey, I still wouldn’t recommend he is seen in Kanakon. It’s best, if he really has to come with us, that he stays hidden in his little Gritka that I’ve noticed he hides in. Now, if I may ask, have we figured out more about what Kirga is after? What his goal is?” 

			Chandi raised her hands to clarify. “We were told by Gatekeeper Wuta that Kirga and the Apostles are going to Kanakon. We know he’s looking for the White Raven. Wuta is dead.” 

			Gira rubbed his chin. “Interesting. I wondered why Wuta wasn’t at his gate when I passed through. The place was just empty. Kirga won’t find the Raven anywhere near the Capital.” 

			“That’s what I said,” Master Cinnamon joined. 

			“Quiet, criminal,” Gira gobbed. “Kirga is a wanted man. Perhaps not as wanted as our fuzzy friend here, though. Still . . . Is he crazy, walking right up to Kanakon’s gates? I don’t see the motive.” 

			Ika stepped forward. “Whatever he’s sneaking in for must be important if he’s going to risk being caught for it. Maybe he doesn’t know where the White Raven is, and he’s going to Kanakon just for information?” Ika had never strayed very far from his home in Turquoise Town. This left him very ignorant to the ways of the world. 

			Gira put a hand on his shoulder. “No, kiddo, almost everyone in Wenworld knows where the White Raven is. He never moves from his place of rest. He slumbers in Paragon Forest in the northeastern corner of Wenworld. Whatever Kirga wants in Kanakon, it’s not the location of Cor—” 

			“Don’t say his name, you twit!” Master Cinnamon shouted. It was forbidden to speak the true name of the sacrosanct raven. It was blasphemous. Gira raised his hands in mock surrender. 

			When things finally calmed down between Gira and Cinnamon, the kids wrapped up their training for the day. Now that a new member had been added to the party, they all slept at the base of the mountain again. They took shelter from the rain that night under a collection of tall red willows. 

			Opiana Mountain had now been the setting of a very important meeting. Crossing paths with Gira Ivory would now add itself to the growing list of memories Cinnamon the Wenny had with this place. The grey grass, red roses, red willows, and monotonous ambience of Opiana appeared more and more in Cinnamon’s dreams as the years went by. It was such a lonely, dejected place. One of Wenworld’s most fascinating plains and yet no one was ever seen wandering its sad fields, picking the flowers that grew or snapping pictures of the sombre scenery that encompassed the location. It was as if people stayed clear of Opiana out of some mutual and quiet respect that nobody really understood. 

			Opiana had become the Limbo of Wenworld, caught between life and death, happiness and despair, love and hate. Opiana was a treasure that none wished to let their eyes witness. Wenworld and its inhabitants preferred to let it be. Cinnamon was one of the few who felt a connection with the place. Something was always mystical about the location. The plains were grave and the mountain was depressing. It always felt like Opiana was the source of some great and unknown agony, or it one day would be.  

			Ika and Chandi noticed the feelings that stirred within them when on Opiana. At the moment, however, they ignored them. They were ecstatic to have Gira tagging along. Cinnamon was less than enthused about the whole thing. 

			The students performed their Curses again come morning, this time for an audience of two. Gira congratulated them heartily. Master Cinnamon gave them a somewhat passing grade for their efforts. In his opinion, the armor was still too weak. Far too weak to contend with Kirga, based on the Tredma Ilia the man was capable of casting. That Curse was their only frame of reference other than tall tales. 

			There was something about Gira that Cinnamon didn’t like one bit, and it wasn’t just because he feared the man might capture him and bring him to Kanakon for execution. It was like the idea of the kids fighting with Kirga the Hellcat wasn’t at all disturbing to him. Did he really think they could pull something like that off at their level? Not feasible. 

			“Let’s get going, I guess,” said Gira, stretching and yawning his still worn-out back. “We aren’t far from Kanakon at this point but still not technically on the doorstep. Should be only a few more days if we aren’t slowed by any interruptions. What do you say, Rabbit?” He glared up at Cinnamon. 

			The Wenny’s whiskers shivered. “I’d say so, too. Though, we don’t know how long those ridiculous trees will hold us up when we get to them.” 

			Gira laughed from a gruff throat. “I’m guessing you mean the Beeky Trees?” 

			Chandi’s curiosity was peaked. “What’s a Beeky Tree?” she asked. 

			Gira gave her a cautious look. “Oh, you’ll see.” There was a suspicious smile on his face. 

			Ika gathered Cinnamon’s Gritka onto his back again. The peevish Wenny jumped in and escaped into his preferred mode of travel. Gira, Ika, and Chandi walked down the mountain and said their goodbyes to Opiana. It was time for walking again, this time with one more in tow.

		

	
		
			Chapter 7: In the Company of Beekys

			[image: ]

			Ika was glad to have his uncle along, despite being upset with his secrets at first. Upon further reflection, he supposed that he wasn’t one to talk about secrets. 

			The group had one final valley to cross through, then they would be in the final stretch to the Capital city of Wenworld: Kanakon. Unfortunately, the valley that stood in their path was no simple task to overcome. ‘Beeky Valley’ was a tremendous chore to march through, three days at least to see the other side. There were many ways to get to Kanakon. They could come from the north, south, east or west, considering the city sat in the direct center of Wenworld. But since they were coming from Turquoise Town’s southwest direction, they had no choice but to cross through Beeky Valley, if speed was truly their aim. 

			This valley was akin to a vast forest that curved into the ground like a massive crater. It was surrounded by the impassable mountains of the Tremial Range. One must descend into the long, rounded gorge of the Beeky to cross. 

			Thick white clouds gathered above the center of the land and rose into the sky like pastel, flocculent mountains floating in a copasetic sky. Those dense, magnificent clouds hovered over the circumference of the valley. It was a particularly overcast day when the group arrived to the edge of the crater. 

			“Here we go,” said Cinnamon with an exhale. They stood on the high precipice leading down into the dense woodland. All they could see from above were bushy mounds of a meek pink. The Beeky Trees of Beeky Valley were famous, amazingly, for having smooth pink leaves. “I truly, truly despise this place.”

			Gira shrugged his shoulders at the remark. “Oh, pfffft, come on! I actually love these trees. If you ever wanna throw a party, you’d be doing an injustice not to invite some Beeky Trees. It actually sucks that we don’t have the time to relax here with them. They know how to have fun.” 

			Cinnamon thumped his leg. Ika noticed that quirk of frustration was happening often whenever Gira spoke. He began to step down the steep slope into the valley first. “I have no idea what you’re talking about or what to expect, but I’m excited. Let’s go!” 

			Ika first, then Chandi slid down. Gira skidded down on his boots; with his hands out like it was some sort of ride. Last but not least, Master Cinnamon dreaded his life as he leapt down. It took them what felt like close to ten minutes to slide all the way down the soft dirt that guided them gently with the leniency of common sand. The valley was deep.

			The forest grass was wet and iridescent with a lively green. It was the healthiest forest Ika had ever been in. Everything was clean and in order to the point of being immaculate. Even the dirt had a handsome silkiness to it. The party could no longer see the sky above at all. When they craned their necks, all they saw were leaves of ‘Beeky Pink’, as that particular shade had grown to be called in Wenworld. It was a shade only ever seen in the valley. 

			Vines hung all around with that same special shade. The bark was a solid birch white, however. Ika ran his hand down their smooth texture. “Hey, Cinnamon, shouldn’t you be in the Gritka while we travel?” 

			Cinnamon looked around warily at the white trunks closest to him. “Not much need in here. I highly doubt anybody in the Death Squad would be hanging around in Beeky Valley of all places. Besides, our new friend can vouch for me.” 

			Gira was looking around with much more enthusiasm in his eyes than any of them. “I already told you my word would mean nothing. I don’t personally care about whether or not you truly killed the King. I know the man who accused you, and . . . suffice to say his word isn’t very trustworthy. What I do care about is whether you’re a danger to these kids. I don’t trust you.” He sneered cheekily at the rabbit. 

			Cinnamon tapped his violet staff on a predominantly thick trunk. “I don’t much trust you, either. People with Kanah as strong as yours that work with Kanakon are usually shady types. That entire city is corrupt. Always has been. I’m sure you have quite a few secrets that make you just as dangerous as people accuse me of being.” 

			Ika sent a nervous look at his uncle. 

			Gira ignored the comment completely. “I’m shocked they haven’t started up yet,” he said, sounding puzzled. 

			Ika and Chandi subconsciously stayed close to each other when in situations they weren’t familiar with. They were touching shoulders. Ika always felt safer this way. 

			“Who hasn’t started what?” Chandi asked. 

			Cinnamon groaned from behind them. “It’s because the main two morons haven’t made their entrance yet. When they do . . .” he groaned again, “. . . it’ll start up real quick. I hate this place.” 

			Another thing Ika did subconsciously was look to his uncle when in situations he wasn’t sure about. The only thing he gained from that was spotting a goofy, eager smile on Gira’s face. “What will start up? What are you two not tellin—” 

			At that moment, a radiant light green fog seemed to rise from the forest floor. Even though none of them could see the sky, there was still light from the sun peeking through the trees. That was, until the tops of the trees seemed to hug together, making the whole forest pitch dark except for the strange fog. This mist astonished Ika because it glowed as a source of light. He knew it must be a strange Jinx but wasn’t familiar with its kind. 

			“Here we go,” said Cinnamon with his head hung low. 

			“What is going on?” asked a now distressed Ika. 

			The group all stood in a line and faced the deep forest at the source of the green-lit fog. 

			“It ooks ike we ave some visitors, eh brother?” A voice as soft as velvet but as loud as thunder rang in Ika’s ears. It sounded like it was coming from all around them. 

			“Aye, it diz, doesn’t it? Who be you, intruding on our home an all dat?” The second voice resounded around them as well. 

			The fog gathered higher and pulsed with white energy. Whoever was doing this could clearly control some form of Kanah. What an odd and useless practice of it, though. 

			Gira wasn’t far from bouncing on the spot with anticipation. Ika raised his eyebrow at him. His uncle wasn’t unlike a child at a carnival. He wasn’t shocked. Gira was known to struggle with maturity at times.

			“Ang on dere, brother! Who be dat? Is dat Gira?” the first voice, the deeper of the two, called out. 

			Gira called back into the darkness. “It’s me. Me and my family . . . and this one rabbit need to cross through the valley to get to Kanakon. I’m afraid we don’t have time to party today, guys. One performance will have to do. I always love them. But we can’t stay for too lo—” 

			“NONSENSE, GIRA!” the second voice screeched. Music began to build up tremendously in the forest. Where it was coming from or who was playing it, Ika had no possible idea. Somehow, instruments could be heard blazing from within the mystic fog. There was a rising, hasty, rhythmic beat of drums and a joining saxophone. 

			Gira’s excitement was juvenile. “We may have a bit of a task on our hands getting out of here sometime this week. They really like to party for a long time.” 

			Cinnamon held his staff in front of him as if to protect himself from the absurdity of it all. “Tell me again how you adore these trees.”

			“I adore these trees,” Gira said without hesitation. “But yes, we need to get moving.” 

			The music had a captivatingly catchy beat to it. The trees around them responded to the enticing rhythm. The thickest branches around the middle of each trunk wrapped around one another like humans would wrap arms around each other’s shoulders. Then, miraculously, the trees began to sway back and forth to the music. The bottom halves of their trunks even swung back and forth, not wholly unlike human hips, the bark somehow flexing like rubber to avoid a snap. The vines that hung down now palpitated and changed colours with the beat. Pink, purple, yellow, back to pink, red, purple again. They glowed with cheerful light as well. 

			“What the hell is going on?” repeated Ika.

			“Misery. That’s what’s going on, kid,” said Cinnamon. “I’m starting to regret not taking you up on that offer of staying in my Gritka. Why didn’t I think of that? Although, I’d probably still hear their stupid music.” 

			Two fat trees, bulging at the center with smooth white bark, actually walked out of the fog to meet the group. The library in Turquoise Town was very limited. There wasn’t much that Ika could learn about the rest of Wenworld no matter how deep he dug. He simply had no idea that talking and dancing trees could exist. The world outside his door was far bigger and stranger than he ever imagined. 

			The leaders of the Beeky Trees made their slow and swaying entrance. Booka and Snooka, their names were. One of the trees had a long rosy beard of a peculiar moss that rested on his big, bark belly. He had a long pointy nose and wore a crown of vine that changed colour just like the adjacent ones. This was Booka. 

			The other tree was equally fat, if one could even call a tree fat, and sported a goatee blooming of whitish, slightly furry fungus. His nose consisted of a shorter and blunter wood, bent to the left. This was Snooka. Both of them had slim eyes of glowing pink and two trunks for legs. 

			Booka shook his hips, or what passed for hips on a tree, like a sultry dancer. “Gira! Always good fo a party, always good fo a party. Why you goin o da Capita?” His accent was implacable even to the sharpest ear. It wasn’t any solid accent at all. It was a Beeky Tree accent, which evidently was entirely its own thing. 

			Gira raised his hands, still smiling. “We’re hunting someone very dangerous. That’s all you need knowing, my friend. We are in a bit of a hurry. The person we’re hunting has supposedly been through here on their way to Kanakon.” 

			Snooka snorted. “Bah! Ain’t no soul ben tru ere, Gira. We wooda seen em! Stop tryin to escape om a good party! Get eeeeet on!” 

			The rotund trees slapped their wooden hands together and shimmied humorously back into the darkness. Moments later they emerged from the choreographed wall of trees with a long conga line of other dancing Beekys, all with human-like faces. The drums picked up their pace and the saxophone kept up. 

			Ika spotted first that the music was actually coming from wooden instruments that some of the Beekys were playing. He wondered how they could produce those beautiful noises when constructed from simple bark.                    

			


			Gira says he be huntin a man,

			On his way to the big blue city.

			Got no time to dance or party,

			Well damn, ain’t that a pity? 

			


			The Trees all shimmied and shook. Chandi started giggling. The rainbow lights lit up the dark forest circle. The lyrics of their little tune were easier to understand than their basic dialogue. 

			Ika hadn’t joined Chandi in her laughter, not being exactly in the mood for dancing trees at the moment. The Beekys had remarkably lovely voices. Some more emerged from the darkness carrying mugs of splashing red drink. It was presumably wine of some kind. Their mugs were also carved bark. Ika watched a skinny Beeky tip one back and drain it down his jagged wooden mouth. Cinnamon’s fed-up face was what finally made Ika break into a smile.

			


			Beeky Trees throw the best bashes,

			Disagree and catch forty lashes.

			We just wanna have fun, down here in Beeky Valley.

			Add another hit to the Beeky song tally!

			


			Wenny Rabbit lookin rather coy,

			Don’t think we didn’t notice you.

			Don’t be shy, ol’ Cinnamon boy,

			Come and grab yourself a brew!

			


			We love a good time, us Beekys do,

			Don’t be rude and push right through.

			Come join in our fun,

			Won’t be till dawn when we decide we done!

			


			Ika panicked for a second, noticing that he had lost track of his uncle. Chandi was none the wiser. The panic didn’t last long, however. “Uncle Gira, what are you doing?” he barked, trying not to smile. He looked around to see Gira had joined the conga line and was dancing along with the music. A thought came to Ika. He spun to Cinnamon in a returning fright. “Wait a second, Cinnamon, are they using some kind of mind control Kanah on him?” 

			The angry rabbit scoffed. “What? No. They may be annoying but they’re not dangerous in any way. That idiot is doing that all on his own.” 

			Ika nudged Chandi and made her behold his uncle’s behavior. 

			She slapped her forehead. “Really?” 

			Gira shimmied along to the tempo. “I can’t help it. These guys get me every time!” 

			Cinnamon sprang up and landed on Ika’s shoulder. He whispered in his ear, “They’re lovely and all. Jolly fun. But we’re gunna have to sneak outta here if you don’t wanna be partying with the Beeky Trees for the next three months.” 

			He really couldn’t see how such a thing could be pulled off at the moment. “Okay, I agree. But how? They’ve got us trapped in their funky circle of fun.” 

			Cinnamon glanced around for any form of opening. “First off, I’m going to pretend you didn’t just say ‘Funky circle of fun’. Second off, I’ll create an opening myself. I’ve escaped these lunatics in the past. I know how to get them outta their dancing fever. Just give me a second. Grab Chandi and run when I give the signal. You’ll know what it is. Gira can die for all I care, but if you wanna bring your uncle too you better be quick on your feet, kid.” Cinnamon bent his legs and soared straight into the air, disappearing in the thick pink leaves above. 

			The Beeky Trees kept on grooving to the music. The saxophone and drum cadence was so catchy Ika had to stop himself from bobbing his head along with it. 

			Slowly, after another minute or so, a ball of glimmering yellow light came down from above, blinding everyone in the circle like it was a miniature sun. 

			Booka and Snooka waved their arms at it angrily. “Not again, Cinnamon! Ome on now, why yuuu gota ruin all our fun?” 

			All the nearby Beekys booed and hissed at the ball of light. Suddenly that ball burst, and hundreds of strands of yellow electricity, like snakes slithering through the air, started zapping the trees, making them run around in a panic. 

			“I take it that’s the signal,” said Ika to himself. He grabbed Chandi by the arm and ran toward Gira—who was still dancing with himself, somehow, despite the interruption from Cinnamon. He yanked on him as well and they ran to the only break in the tree circle. 

			Booka and Snooka left a wide opening as they swatted at Cinnamon’s air snakes. They ran and ran and ran until the Beeky party was far behind them and they were much deeper into the forest. Ika didn’t dare to look back.

			They escaped. Cinnamon hadn’t rejoined them yet and Chandi was vocal with her worry about this, but the three of them continued to jog to be safe. They only slowed their pace to a walk when Ika ran out of stamina.

			“That was fun,” said Gira. 

			Chandi huffed and puffed too, though less intensely. “That’s one word for whatever that was.” 

			Ika noticed that the trees were no longer as huddled together in this part of the forest. There was enough of a break in between for them to actually see the sky again. Apparently, they were in there longer than any of them had realized, because the sun was gone along with the blanket of clouds, and the sky was full of twinkling white stars. 

			Ika craned his neck to gaze at them. “Where are we now? And how long were we in there? It looks like the middle of the night.” He was exhausted. Still wearing the heavy Gritka on his back was quite the labor. 

			Gira walked ahead and inspected their current location. “Time flies bizarrely when partying with those guys. I couldn’t even tell you myself but something about their songs traps you in a limbo of sorts. Booka and Snooka are far from hostile, but they’ll definitely make you late to a meeting.” 

			Ika and Chandi took a moment to catch their breath. The location of Cinnamon was still a bothersome mystery. The trees around them were still birch white and the leaves were still a stark pink, yet these ones didn’t strike Ika as the type to come alive in a conga line. Something told him they were free from that for now. 

			“You kids see that there?” Gira was pointing to a dark stone tower in the far distance, piercing the sky. A long shaft of onyx black stood proudly just above the wild pink roof of the forest. Most of the dark tower’s base was covered by massive trees, a dozen times larger than the ones next to them now. They had to be hundreds of meters tall in order to cover most of the structure. 

			“Yes we do,” said Ika. “What is that place?” That tower wasn’t visible when they first arrived on the border of the valley. The clouds that hovered over it made it undetectable. But now that those clouds had cleared and the night sky was bare, it was in perfect view. 

			Gira kept looking on. The only reason the three of them could spot the tower at all in the dark of the now present night was because a lustrous orange light was coming from a balcony at its highest point. It illuminated the forest beneath it, giving the surrounding area an ominous quality. The light source also seemed to radiate down and around the tower similarly to the strange Kanah that made the fog emit light earlier. It appeared to be clad by a shimmery sheen of that energy. 

			“That is the home to the prince of the Gast, Prince Dessiel. There are two resident groupings within Beeky Valley, kids. One, are the Beeky Trees, as you’ve just had the pleasure of meeting. Two, are the Gast. The Gast aren’t particularly hostile, either. Well, for the most part. Offend them and they can be quite . . . unhospitable. But I’m sure we’ll be fine. Besides, we need to ask Dessiel if he’s seen or sensed Kirga pass through here. I find it odd Booka and Snooka had no idea of any intruders. They are anything but clueless, no matter how they may seem to you. Kirga and his boys slipped right under their noses.” 

			Any figure of power in all of Wenworld, regardless of species, could only refer to themselves as Prince or Princess. There was only one true King or Queen in Wenworld, and they would reside in Kanakon during their time of rule. The rest of the world respected that prestige by brandishing a lesser title. 

			“What about Master?” said Chandi.  “Are we just going to ignore the fact that he isn’t with us? I refuse to go on without him. We have to wait here.” 

			Gira slouched in tired response. “If he really is as dedicated to helping you track Kirga as you think he is, then he will find us. This can be a perfect little test of his real motives. He knows I work with Kanakon, but so far has had no opportunity to give me the slip. Now he’s out of my grasp. Does he come back willingly into it? Or does he ditch? I don’t fully trust that Wenny, kids. But for your sakes I’m going to wait and see. It’ll take us a while longer to get to the tower. If he actually wants to, he can easily catch up in that time. Now let’s get moving.” 

			The black tower was further away than Ika thought when he first saw it. The three of them slept in Beeky Valley two more nights before coming close enough to see the base of it, still far off in the distance. Both nights saw no sign of Cinnamon. Chandi stressed over this endlessly. Ika wasn’t happy about it either, but feigned an uncaring attitude. They still weren’t on the best terms since their spat at Wuta’s gate. 

			He worked away his stress by waking up in the middle of the night to train while Gira and Chandi were asleep. There was something odd about Gira during those little training sessions, though. Ika knew he was asleep, but some aspect of his Kanah seemed like it was still awake. It was like he was in a constant state of awareness even though his mind was unconscious. Ika didn’t know Kanah could be honed to that level of mastery. Apparently, there was a lot that both he and Chandi didn’t know about the control of Kanah. It fascinated him but also made him jealous. He wondered what it would be like to confidently wield power like that. He also wasn’t sure if he could trust himself with it. Chandi was always less swayed by power than him.

			On the third morning the trio grew closer to the elusive tower. The sun wasn’t as bright when fighting to shine through a sheet of copious cloud moving in on an eastern wind. 

			“Are we expecting a greeting from these Gast, or what?” Chandi asked. 

			The trees that grew here were definitely not the same happy Beekys. They looked the same on a basic level, but they were up to five times wider in radius, like heavy pillars of white wood that would take half a minute just to walk around. They shot so high into the sky that the fading morning stars appeared to be hanging from their long pink leaves like numinous fruit. Beeky Valley was admittedly beautiful now that the forestry had spaced out enough for open roaming. 

			White reindeer with smooth, tall antlers of beige pranced in and out of sight, weaving between bushes of sparkling snowy leaf. Similarly white foxes ventured close to Chandi’s feet, curiously sniffing at her. Their eyes were soft blue and their tails almost a meter in length longer than their stout little bodies. Flowers of vivid violet and pink grew around the base of these new trees. 

			Gira, as enamored as he was with the Beekys, didn’t seem impressed. “Probably not. We’ll need to knock on the front door in order to meet them, in a manner of speaking. The entire species of Gast in this valley live within the tower. The name of this place is Grematorga, and it is a city, not just a watchtower. Believe it or not, a dense and thriving metropolis exists within the confines of the tower’s walls. It’s one of the most fascinating places I’ve journeyed to over the years. Can’t say I’ve ever had the pleasure of meeting the Prince, but I know he sees all that goes on in this valley. If Kirga really did come through here, he’ll be able to help us.” 

			“You’ve been here before?” asked Chandi. 

			Gira cracked his back as he walked. “Yep. Long story short, I decided it would be a good idea to fight a Yillian Rock Troll while piss drunk. Some passing Gast found this rather funny. And, because of that alone, decided to save my life after the troll beat me nearly to death. My healing took months within the city. In those few months I learned much of the Gast and how they carried themselves. They are a difficult race to corner into a single-sentence definition. They are many things and few things. They are wise and they are ignorant. They are quiet and they are boisterous. One could possibly say that humanity could be summed up in a similarly undefinable way because each individual is different than the last. But the Gast are a stranger breed than even us humans. 

			“There was a sleeping power within all of them, a dormant soul that gave them such an ethereal quality. Not in their appearance, but in just . . . the feeling they gave off as a people. I was pretty swept away by their society. The Gast have a deep connection to each other and to the dirt beneath their feet. I could study their species for many years and chances are I still wouldn’t be able to pinpoint what it is that makes them so special, or how it is they came across this mystical connection they have with Wenworld. They are one with the Crystal, you could say.” 

			Ika had never heard his uncle speak in such a way before. He was always so silly around him and Chandi. Seeing him serious was off-putting. 

			“Though,” he continued, “they are a very strange people.” He grinned like he was the only insider on his own joke. “You’ll see, I guess.” 

			After meeting the Beeky Trees, Ika wasn’t sure how much weirder things could possibly get. But he would find out. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 8: The City of Grematorga
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			The three of them now stood directly before the substantial outer wall of the tower. Chandi was in awe of its construction. From a distance Grematorga appeared as a cylinder of shadowy stone. Now that she was standing right before it, its width was so tremendous that she could scarcely see the distant curve of it, far off in the dim fog. There was still that faint orange radiance stemming from the light on the highest point, blinking like a morning star. 

			Ika dragged along beside her, blearily. “I see no front door. I see no windows. I see nothing but wall, Uncle Gira.” 

			Chandi caught a whiff from under his arm as he was adjusting Cinnamon’s pot. He could really use a proper shower that didn’t come from a stream or lake, using old bars of soap given to them by Cinnamon. 

			“That’s because the Gast don’t use doors, bud,” Gira said, stepping forward and raising a hand. “Kids, come place your hand on the wall. Let that orange Kanah surround your hand . . . and wait for the magic to happen.” 

			They gave each other confirming looks and joined him. They all placed their hands softly on the marble-like surface. Chandi sent one last hopeful glance back at the forest to see if Master Cinnamon would come bouncing out of the colourful shrubbery. Nothing. The time period that Gira allowed him had now past. She had no choice but to assume Cinnamon had run off and ditched them. That stung. She was really beginning to like him. And yet, Ika still carried around the Gritka. Perhaps he held onto hope?

			The orange Kanah slowly engulfed Chandi’s fingers first before taking over her palm. 

			Gira had a smile on his face. “This part is like a clearance of sorts. We are being monitored by Grematorga as an entity, if that makes any sense to you. Like I said, the Gast have a strong relationship with the Kanah of Wenworld, different from the Kanah of Oracles. This source of energy doesn’t come from the sun or moon. This tower is like a swirling collection of Wenworld Kanah forged into a pillar of black. It’s kinda like the Crystal itself is going to fill in the Prince on whether we should be allowed inside the city or not. It will look into our souls, and if Grematorga doesn’t like what it sees, then Grematorga won’t be letting us in.” 

			Chandi found the idea of Wenworld Kanah very intriguing. It was stimulating to hear about a source of Kanah that’s purpose didn’t serve an Oracle’s wishes. A Kanah of connection. Connection with Wenworld and with the Crystal. The thought of reading more into this new subject thrilled her.

			She flinched, the Kanah sending a tickling sensation into her arm. She looked over to Gira, his hand was inspected by the Kanah in the same fashion as her own. Although Cinnamon’s disappearance left her feeling a degree of emptiness, having Gira around eased her mind. This was a man who had earned her trust and held it over a much longer period of time than her master. She had fond memories that went as far back as Gira teaching her how to swim, teaching her how to ride a bicycle through Turquoise Town’s streets, helping her understand what was happening to her body during her younger teenage years. Ever since the passing of her own parents, Gira became the father figure she had lost. Master may well have left, but Gira by her side was enough for a smile to show. 

			A buzzing sound like a collection of swarming bees came from the thin, ghostly safeguard. 

			“Here we go. Don’t panic. We are in no danger. But stay close to me when we get inside. Don’t think that because you two are Oracles that you are part of any special group. Humans and most other races have a portion of their populace that are Yeryailas, but all Gast are Oracles. No Gast is born a Yeryaila. Don’t stray or wander anywhere. Do you two understand me?” 

			They nodded obediently. 

			The buzzing sound built to a shrill crescendo, then a powerful light blinded Chandi. She felt like she was spinning violently in a circle where she stood, yet her eyes could see nothing but white. 

			This frightening state of paralysis lasted exactly seven seconds before sight returned to her. When her vision was clear and her balance maintained, she took in the full view of the first district of Grematorga, the city of Gast. Already she and Ika were bumped and spun by furry shoulders that brushed past like the kids didn’t exist. Ika grunted as a very large, fox-like creature nudged him aside in his gait. Chandi tried to move closer to Gira but was stopped by a similar creature, thin and mangy.

			“Human girl?” it snarled. Its face was hungry as it brought its snout down to inspect her with a few sniffs. “Interesting. What brings you he—” 

			Gira showed up behind the Gast, hovering like a protective shadow. 

			He put a vice grip on the creature’s shoulder and slowly moved him back into the swarming stream of moving Gast civilians, going about their days in the lowest district. 

			He had let a sliver of his Kanah flow into his fingertips as he guided the Gast away. That was more than enough of a demonstration to let the creature know that this man was far out of his, or anyone on this district’s weight class. The Gast said nothing to defend his bravado and moved silently into the mass of moving shadows. 

			Gira quickly nabbed Ika by the ear and pulled him closer, as the boy was curiously trying to wander off. “Looks like Grematorga accepted us. We’re officially in. Welcome to the city, kids. Both of you stay right by me. That Gast may not have hurt you, Chandi. But if you offended him there is no way of knowing what he might’ve done. It’s better to be safe than sorry in a place like this. The Gast are very unpredictable with their emotions. They can snap very easily. Their moods are fickle at the best of times. Keep quiet. And again, keep by me.” 

			The massive crowd of shaggy-furred beings swept through the street, all in a fervent rush. Chandi studied the Gast, fascinated to see this new species. They stood on two legs like a human would. They even had things more reminiscent of hands than paws at the ends of their arms, though they were matted with fur of diverse colours. So far, she spotted thick coats of blue, red, orange, purple, and black. They wore clothing over their torsos and legs, some with plated armor, others with gilded garment. Some faces were wolfish while others came off more as a fox. Some chubbier Gast even gave off an impression not unlike a gerbil. Their teeth were long and polished white. Their eyes were all the same colour, a dark and burning crimson. They were startling to look at. 

			The street they stood in, like the only frozen fish in the stream, was lit by bright balls of orange Kanah that hovered in the air. Another example of Grematorga’s own system of power, no doubt. Fancy domestic Jinxes. Buildings built of varying stonework and standing at various heights surrounded them. 

			Gira kept hands on each of their shoulders. “The lowest district is the poorest, and the households and businesses around reflect the state of it.” 

			Alleyways that strayed from the main road were filled with sketchy-looking Gast sending them peckish glares. 

			The Gast that swarmed the main street were all headed to their respective careers they served within the city. 

			“This species is serious about the jobs they were raised into; the ones who actively maintained these careers, anyway. Some of them dedicate themselves to less than legal endeavours. But even then, they don’t disrupt the safety of the city. They sneak themselves a profit without spilling blood. They are strong Oracles but rarely murderous. The Gast who do follow the standard regulations were passed down a purpose from their elder kin, performing their duty without room for straying dreams until they were too old to continue, then they passed them down again. 

			“These jobs mostly include things like construction and Kanah Maintenance. Kanah Maintenance crews consist of Gast who dedicated themselves to conserving the flow of orange Kanah that Wenworld supplied to the tower, the source of the place’s security and the fuel for all life within the city. They meditate at the second highest district of Grematorga; preserving the relationship they have with the Crystal. Kanah is a sensitive thing, and if they were to show complacency and ungratefulness to Wenworld, their source of power may one day disappear.”

			The street was paved with a pale orange stone that Chandi wasn’t familiar with. It had an appearance like Yillian Moonstone but it couldn’t have been. Yillian Moonstone set your feet on fire when you stepped on it. Whatever it was, it was the source of the main road of Grematorga; a road that curved up the inner wall of the tower, snaking all the way to the very top. The view while looking up was truly breathtaking. Gira wasn’t kidding. Grematorga was an entire city inside of one tower. 

			The layout of the buildings and streets as it went steadily higher reminded Chandi of the complex chess set Gira used to use when playing against Ika’s mother. There were platforms that branched off from the main road and appeared to be floating on different levels, attached only thinly to the main structure of the highway. It also, funnily enough, reminded her of the fuzzy little, castle-like play area for her cat back in Turquoise Town, haphazard construction with edifices going in and out of each other as they hung high in the air. 

			“We stay near the main highway, kids. It would be unwise to venture into the web of alleys in either direction. Less respectable Gast can be found there.” 

			“I’m going to guess and say the Prince will be at the very top of this tower?” said Ika. “Uncle, you said you’ve never actually met the Prince before. How do you know if he will even see us?” 

			Gira’s eyes surveyed the dark backstreets close to where they stood. There were three large Gast eyeing Ika and Chandi from under a half-fallen sign that hung between two grey buildings. Gira’s Kanah was too much for them to make a move. They were strong, but Gira was far stronger. If he wasn’t with them, it’s unlikely they would get very far into the city without some kind of confrontation—violence not necessarily a given, but still an option. 

			“Yes, he’ll be residing at the highest district. And as for that other issue, I made a friend the last time I was here. It’s been four years, so I hope my time of need will still mean something to him. If I let him know that we need to speak with the Prince, I have faith he could make it happen. We need to know if Dessiel has seen Kirga through the valley. Maybe we get real lucky and Kirga is actually here, captured by the Gast for trespassing. Wouldn’t that be something?” 

			He didn’t sound convinced. He elbowed the kids lightly, shepherding them into the moving crowds at a quicker pace. All the other Gast walking up and down the road kept quietly to themselves. Their heads were down and they didn’t converse with one another. They were busy. They had places to be and appointments to make. 

			“Do you think that’s likely?” asked Chandi. 

			Gira grunted with an annoyed face as a massive Gast, couldn’t be shorter than ten feet, bumped him astray while walking in the opposite direction. “Hell no,” he said, righting himself grumpily. “It would be great to let Ika execute a captured Kirga and call this a wrap. Head right home before Ika’s mom kills us all. But I know that’s not the case. I’m more interested in if they at least sensed Kirga passing through. There’s something fishy about the swiftness of his travel. I don’t know what abilities or Curses his Apostles possess, but a hunch tells me they have something to do with him not being noticed when passing through Booka and Snooka’s territory. They may be bumbling fools, but those Beeky Trees know their forest. They had no idea anyone had crossed at all. If Prince Dessiel has a similar response, then Kirga’s squad is capable of a troublesome Curse they’re keeping secret. A Curse of stealth, most likely. It would mean trouble.” 

			The party of three moved along the thoroughfare at a relevant pace to the horde around them. They stopped to rest at a half-circle of watery stone that hung out from the road and over the first district’s ground floor. There was a small, dark, dome-shaped building that drew Chandi’s eye. It was covered in small designs that reminded her of the Ink Ritual, though far more intricate. 

			Gira walked ahead to the front double-doors of the little dome. “Before one of you complains, which I’m impressed you haven’t already, we aren’t going to walk all the way to the top of this tower. That would take us literal days. These buildings here are placed at the beginning of each district. Most Gast have already peeled off the main road and arrived at their destinations before this point, if you’ve cared to notice. They work on the previous district. Now that we are entering a new one, we can use the Waypoint System here to bring us to the top. Waypoint Systems are created by something called ‘Runeworking’. Only an official Runeworker, which I am not, can help us travel by this system.” 

			Chandi had read briefly on Runeworkers in the library back home. There weren’t many existing texts for her to study, though. She wasn’t fully familiar with how they worked. 

			“On top of that, we also need clearance to enter the highest district. This is where my friend comes in.” 

			The kids looked around with raised eyebrows, standing empty-handed by the front door. There was nobody outside the building but them. 

			“And where is this friend of yours?” Chandi asked. There was a patio over the top of the building that protruded from above like the long brim of a metal hat. It served as the floor for a Waypoint receiving spot. 

			“My friend will be able to sense my Kanah the second I release enough of it. He’ll come running, I assure you. Give me a second, if you please . . .” 

			Gira clapped his hands together in a prayer. The hair on the back of Chandi’s neck stood on end as his Aura grew to a level so dominant it was bloodcurdling. She could feel thin veins pulsing in her forearms and the backs of her eyeballs were rattling like ice in a shaken glass. Gast heads turned in curiosity on the main highway below them. Gira’s power was no doubt felt through much of the tower at this point. It wasn’t a hostile Aura that escaped Ika’s uncle. If it was, the Prince’s guard would’ve been starting a fight in no time. It was only a causal and passive release of great pressure. Now that he was no longer dedicating his focus to concealing his Kanah, its gravity could be felt even by an untrained Oracle, due to its potency. Gira had such perfect and admirable control over his own energy that Chandi wondered if Ika could ever possibly catch up to his uncle.

			“Gira, this is incredible.” Her mouth had fallen open. She hadn’t noticed her legs were shaking. Ika’s own were wobbly, too. 

			“Thank you,” Gira said calmly, standing in a swirling storm of dark purple vitality. “Should be any minute now. He’s taking longer to sniff me out than I ex—”

			 A small ball of blue fur landed on top of Gira’s head, cutting off his sentence. 

			He stumbled around trying to pry this spastic invader from his black hair. Ika and Chandi got into a fighting stance just in case. 

			Chandi squinted to recognize that this ball of malice was a very tiny Gast. A small, fox-like creature wearing a vest of black silk and pants of soft white cotton. There were also tattoos displayed over the fur of its arms, white and archaic in appearance. They looked similarly drawn to the work on the small building. Perhaps this was a Runeworker?

			 It also had those same burning red eyes that every Gast had thus far. The creature wouldn’t stand to Gira’s kneecap if it was placed on the ground. Chandi had taken mental note already that this species varied in size, but she wasn’t aware they could be that small. 

			Gira spun around, trying to free himself from this uncomfortable situation. “Will you get off of me, you freak!” he shouted. 

			The little Gast extended his arms to the side and performed a fancy flip, one that reminded Chandi of Master Cinnamon’s own style. He landed on the ground, extending his arms again as if expecting applause. Gira patted his white bandana, returning to proper posture. The kids relaxed their stances and inspected the assaulter. Its tail was fat and bushy, twice as thick as its plump little body. 

			It reeled on Gira with barred teeth. “Four years! It’s been four years! ‘I’ll visit as often as I can’, he says. ‘I’ll be back in Grematorga before you know it’, he says. ‘You won’t even notice I’m gone’, he says. I NOTICED!” 

			Gira looked akin to how he normally did when getting on the wrong side of Ika’s mother and her temper. “I got carried away with other things. I’m very busy these days, I’ll have you know. No need to ambush and throttle me.” 

			The little blue Gast raised a furry finger and pointed it at Gira with a blatant, silent warning. 

			Ika spoke up hesitantly. “It’s . . . uh . . . nice to meet you.” 

			The creature turned to him and Chandi. “Hello there. Since I actually possess some manners, I’ll greet you both properly. Sorry you had to see that.” He bowed like he was addressing a king and queen rather than two Turquoise Town brats. They blushed accordingly. “My name is Samritala, but you two can call me Sammy if you wish. My friends call me Sammy, and seeing as how I’ve just lost one behind me, I’ve freed up room for new friends.” 

			Gira sneered in response. “Oh, come on! Four years isn’t so bad. If you knew half the stuff I’ve been through in that time you’d be far happier to see me in one piece.” 

			Sammy unheeded him. “What are your names and what brings you to Grematorga?” 

			Chandi stepped forward formally to explain. “My name is Chandi MorrowHill. This is my best friend, Ika Ivory. We are here because we need to speak with the Prince. We are told by Gira that you could help us with that.” 

			Sammy giggled as he shook his head. “My girl, you are just too cute. Yes, I can help you speak with him if you truly need that. But I must pry; did you say Ika Ivory?” 

			She nodded softly. 

			Sammy turned to Gira. “By god, you don’t have a son you didn’t tell me about, do you?” 

			Gira choked on air. “Most certainly not! Are you mad? That’s my nephew.” 

			Sammy’s face fell into a clear and heady gloom. “Ah, of course. Your brother’s son. I’m sor—” 

			Gira waved away his compassion. “Forget it . . . please. Can you just bring us to the Prince? It’s very urgent.” 

			Sammy made a sneezing noise. “Four years, and you aren’t even here to see me at all. Just to use me for something else. You never much cared for anyone’s feelings but your own, did you? You just have no filter for it.”

			Gira sighed. “Sammy, this is very important. Someone very bad and very strong is on his way to Kanakon. We need to stop him before things get very ugly.” 

			Sammy sighed out a breath of his own. “If whoever you’re after is truly headed to Kanakon, then let the Death Squad handle the fool. You’re as strong as a mountain; I know this, but why waste your energy?”  

			“The Death Squad may not even know he’s in the city. We do. Besides, the Dalada only follow direct orders from the King, and he isn’t too concerned with Kirga in comparison to all the other things he has to deal with. We have a vague idea of what he’s after. I know it sounds crazy but we have to speak with Dessiel.” 

			Sammy caved under the same silver eyes that used to get him into unnecessary trouble four years ago. “Fine. Come with me, then.” 

			They followed Sammy through the front doors of the station. He was stronger than he looked, because those doors seemed far out of his weight range. Once they got inside, they were eyed by two city guards, clad in taupe undercoats and dawning black capes. 

			Chandi could sense their Kanahs. They were both Moon Affinity. Each of them was standing on either side of a tight beam of shimmering orange light that glowed as the focal point of the room. The Waypoint. The room was mostly empty save for a few loveseats and two small Blackwood tables. Curtains of silky beige hung on either side of the Waypoint, just behind where the guards stood. 

			Sammy walked up to the thick beam, nodding at the sentinels as he placed a hand within its waving energy. “Each of you grab onto my other hand.” He had to stretch his free hand high above his head for the others to reach without getting on their knees. They grasped on. It was a squeeze to fit all three hands on tiny Sammy’s. “I’m taking these three with me to the Crown District.” 

			The guards flexed their bulky hind legs and tightened their fists. “You don’t have the authority to bring three strangers before the Prince. They need to be accepted by Yonna before that is even a possibility.” 

			Sammy stuck out his tongue. “Yonna never accepts anybody to meet the Prince and this is important. I’ll take the heat for it. I’m only letting you know in case you need to know where we are. I’m not asking.” 

			They were clearly unhappy about it but the guards stepped down submissively. 

			Sammy gestured to the crook of the room. “Ika, you can leave that huge thing here. We can get it on your way out.” 

			Ika looked delighted to part with Cinnamon’s Gritka, discarding it in the corner. 

			“All righty,” said Sammy, “off we go.” He bent his head down and closed his eyes. “Wallia”.  

			As soon as he spoke, Chandi’s head spun and fuzzed with a severe sense of vertigo. It only lasted a few unbearable seconds before she fell face first onto a cold, golden floor. Ika came out of the teleportation unfazed. He stood firmly and prepared for anything. This embarrassing comparison bothered her internally. Orisia had taught her to bury her competitive nature, but when humiliated like this in front of Ika, she had no doubt she would be catching heat for it later. Damn.

			Gira, Sammy, and Ika stood like pillars of stone while Chandi wiggled like a worm in a puddle. She jumped up as confidently as she could, brushing off dust that wasn’t on her to begin with. Ika smirked at her. 

			She did her best to ignore it with a false cough. “Where exactly is this prince? Is this his district?” she asked Sammy. She spoke with such solemnity, as if she didn’t just eat the floor. Her face was as red as the morphing sun. 

			Sammy was a kind enough soul to humor her act. “This district, yes, but we need to head up a couple more levels, then we will be in the presence of the majesty himself.” 

			Their current level was coated with the finest gold Wenworld had to offer. This floor wasn’t connected to the rest of the tower in the same way. There was no place for them to look downward and see straight to the first district. They were safely above the sight of any common Gast. The majority of the city of Grematorga was below their feet, under the thin sheet of extravagant gold. Due to the vast radius of the tower, the floor still felt like it was a massive stadium they stood in the center of. The second, final floor was a detailed complex of decorative housing. The houses were a radiant and wraithlike white. 

			“Here is the area of the city where the Prince’s family bloodline lives. The title of prince or princess will be passed around within the people of the Crown District. Every seven years a new prince or princess is decided, regardless of whether the previous one is capable of rule or not; also regardless of civilian vote. The Royal Bloodline makes these decisions all their own.” Sammy was speaking mainly to the kids over Gira, who already had an idea of how Grematorga functioned. 

			The streets were solely empty save for their little group. Not even royal guards of any sort wandered the vacant community. Globes of yellow Kanah flew around the district, lighting the streets with no need for the natural stars or power of the sun. 

			“Where is everyone?” asked Ika. 

			Sammy fluttered his hand in a weak fret. “The Royal Family will be on the final level just above us. The whole family. I hope you kids don’t get stage fright easy. If you wanna talk to the Prince . . . you better be ready to do so in front of an audience.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 9: The Prince of Perfect
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			Ika was considering asking Gira if they could move on without the Prince’s information. What could one Gast possibly know, especially when the whole species only stayed within the confines of one structure? “I don’t know if I like this, Uncle Gira. I sure hope this prince is worth it. We could be moving straight to Kanakon right now.” 

			Ika, Gira, Chandi, and little Sammy walked up a set of golden stairs at the end of the Crown District. The railings on either side were made from whatever fanciful, gleaming material the Royal Family also had their homes built from. 

			Before the party could reach the top and greet the leader of the tower, a figure stood in their way—just before the top of the steps. It was predictably another Gast, one with shaggy yellow fur. It curled and hung from his body, making him look more like a Golden Beldish Retriever than a fox or wolf, as the others standing at his height tended to resemble. His oval shaped, floppy ears were also a new feature. 

			Sammy stopped when he spotted the figure blocking their advance. The others stopped in tandem. Right off the bat Ika noticed something peculiar. This Gast didn’t have crimson eyes. Every Gast that Ika had passed since he arrived had those same, glowing red eyes. This one had tender yellow eyes. Eyes that were large and wetly polished, like they were on the verge of tears at all times. 

			He wore a tight brown jacket around his furry torso, almost looked like leather to Ika. His pants were a rough and dirty grey. He stood tall in a pair of heavy black boots with a knife sheath clearly sticking out of the sides of each. Ika noticed he was smoking a Yillian cigar, thick and golden, emitting a pungent cloud of pitch-black smoke from its fiery end.

			“Odd,” said Sammy. “He isn’t a member of the Royal Family. I know every elder to every child by heart. He is not of royal blood, and I’m one of the few Gast who are allowed to freely roam in these districts.” 

			Ika moved closer to Gira. “So who is he? And why are his eyes a different colour than yours?” 

			Sammy began walking up the stairs slowly again. The figure was still at least forty steps above them. “No idea, Ika. Can’t say I’ve met this fellow.”  

			They climbed leisurely and remained prepared for anything as their obstacle stared them down with his big yellow eyes. When Ika looked up at this creature—truly studied him—it was as if life inside the Crystal halted. It was like time had stopped and all things faded from certainty. Ika steadied his breathing. He ran through the Curses he knew in his head, trying to guess which one would be most appropriate to use if a fight were to break out right here on these steps. The Gast gave off a menacing Aura. It wasn’t a powerful Aura, just unnaturally morose. Depressing, in an anomalous way. 

			The Gast watched them approach through his curled, matted fur that tangled near his eyes. How strong an Oracle was he? Ika knew he was one, he could sense the Kanah flowing dynamically through him, and Ika wasn’t very skilled at sensing other’s Kanah. Besides, as Gira stated, all Gast were Oracles. 

			Although he could sense it, the nature of the flow didn’t indicate this Oracle was in any way proficient in single combat. It was such an odd feeling. He had never sensed a Kanah before that was scary but also soporific. Was it a hostile Kanah? He had no way of knowing. Each step was agony as they grew closer to what felt like an inevitable fight. Ika’s breath hitched as the creature opened its mouth. 

			“Greetings and salutations!” 

			The ominous atmosphere vanished as quickly as a balloon with a pin stuck in it. His voice was high pitched and soft as the feathers of a baby owl. The Gast pulled out his cigar from his now big, goofy grin and waved his hand like a child greeting possible new friends. 

			His yellow eyes squinted with glee. “Humans don’t come around here often. What are your names?” He looked down at Ika with sincere courtesy. It was very off-putting and almost flattering.

			Little Sammy stood offensively in front of the group. It was hard for a Gast so small and very far from intimidating to take a serious stance, but bless him, he tried. Ika found the sentiment a little silly, though, considering Gira was undoubtedly the strongest of their posse. “How about you state yours first? And while you’re at it, let us know what you’re doing this high in the tower. Did Yonna let you up here?” 

			The mangy Gast turned his gaze to little Sammy. He blew black smoke from between his sharp teeth after sucking from his Yillian cigar. “My name is Phiggy, friend. I don’t know who Yonna is. I’m here because I wanna be, and because I wanna watch the show. I have an itching feeling that it’s gunna be a good one.” 

			Show? What did that mean? Even though Ika was heavily unnerved by this fellow, he noticed that Gira wasn’t confrontational. That put him a little more at ease. 

			“What show?” Gira asked. 

			Phiggy rested on the railing and smiled earnestly. “I asked your names first. You ignored that common courtesy by demanding mine. I complied. Now it’s your turn.” He pointed a sharp claw at Gira. “I know who you are. Gira Ivory. It’s an honor to finally meet you in person.” He stepped down a few steps until he was eye to eye with Gira. “May I ask the pleasure of shaking your hand?” 

			Phiggy stuck out his arm and waited for a response from Gira, who remained emotionless. After a handful of tense heartbeats, Gira complied, shaking Phiggy’s fleecy but strong hand. 

			“Thank you,” Phiggy said politely. “And you, poor kid,” he said, turning his snout to Ika. “I’m very, very sorry about your father. I mean that in more ways than I think you realize.” 

			Gira’s arm moved so fast Ika didn’t even see a blur. His grip was on Phiggy’s neck, just above his black leather collar. He lifted Phiggy into the air as if he weighed only a few measly pounds. “How do you know so much about the Ivory family? It’s no surprise you know of me, but what could you possibly know about Ika or his father?” 

			Phiggy’s smile was unbroken, his civility unyielding. “Are you sure you want me to answer that, Gira?” 

			Gira’s eyes faltered in their fire for a second. “Forget it. I don’t know who you are or how you know us, but you aren’t going anywhere now. In fact, I just might take you to Kanakon and see if Don-Galaga can loosen your tongue. Are you a spy for Kirga?” 

			Phiggy laughed, making a sound like a chirping bird. “I don’t serve Kirga the Hellcat. I don’t serve anyone. Well, not anyone still around, anyway. And although a trip to the Capital sounds lovely, especially in this time of year, I think I’ll hit the dusty trail now. I’ve got places to be and people to see! And as for you . . .” he turned his gaze one last time to Ika. “It was also a great pleasure to meet you. Catch y’all real soon!” He slapped his matted hands together and—to Ika’s astonishment—vanished into thin air, like a mirage upon closer inspection. Gira’s still outstretched grip now held nothing at all but the warmth of his own flexed fingers.

			Having nothing or no one to now vent his anger on, Gira spun to Sammy. “Sammy! Who was that?” he shouted. 

			Sammy raised his hands and shook his head. His bushy tail bobbed up and down nervously. “I have no idea. But Kirga? Are you kidding me? That’s who you’re chasing? The Genmaga?” 

			Genmaga. Ika was not familiar with this term. By the look on Chandi’s face, neither was she. 

			“It’s a long story,” said Gira. 

			Sammy shook his head. “What did he mean about Ika’s dad? How much does he know about your family?” Gira’s look was enough to let Sammy know to drop this subject fast. 

			“No,” Ika joined. “He’s right. How does this guy know my dad is dead? Does that mean he knows where Chandi and I are from? Does he know where our home town is?” 

			Gira clenched his jaw. “I . . . don’t know what to tell you.” 

			Ika spotted Chandi sneaking upwards to peak at the final floor.

			 “What the?” 

			He ran to join her. He understood what Phiggy meant by ‘Show’ now, as he reached the opening into the Prince’s floor. What awaited them on the final level of the great and renowned tower of Grematorga . . . was a concert. The entire Royal Gast Family was seated in their own, personalized, great and tacky throne. Even the children had miniature seats of gold and white diamond. They sat around a glass table while they dined on various Wenworld culinary delicacies. They faced the same direction in their thrones, a long and tall stage on one side of the floor served as the focal point of the area. This floor was large but not even half as large as the lower areas of Grematorga. This was only the size of a small stadium. On this stage were two Gast locked in intense combat. 

			Ika couldn’t believe what he was seeing. It was a glorified gladiator concert. It only classified as a concert in Ika’s head because, on a small podium that flew around the stage, on a flying purple carpet, was a Gast with a face like a dying ferret who held a small rod of polished glass with a tiny collection of Kanah on its tip. He sang into this stick and his voice amplified around the whole floor while the Royal Family cheered to his tunes. This metal staff was Jinxed to make his voice resounding. 

			What looked like gigantic glass boulders were placed around the room that released different vibrant colours as powerful beams toward the dark ceiling. Some of them fired blue and red, others purple and orange. They were crafted from a special mineral that actually came from a place not far from Turquoise Town: Reddion Swampglass, if Ika remembered Chandi’s research correctly. She used to lecture him about all sorts of things she’d discover in Turquoise Town’s library. This glass flashed different rays of light at a whim. The Reddion Swamp always looked like a party was taking place, all year round. The Beekys would love it.

			There was a band of shaggy-haired Gast playing instruments on another podium that floated below the lead singer. Kanah was used to amplify their sounds as well. 

			Gira looked down at his friend. “Okay . . . Sammy. Please explain.” 

			Ika and Chandi joined him with equally confused expressions. 

			Sammy giggled nervously. “What can I say, the royal bloodline likes to party. This is their precious Gladiator Gig. They just adore this stuff. Oracles battling to Grematorga’s most popular modern music. Musicians make names for themselves in the lower city and are given the honor to play for the family and for the Prince. It’s all just good fun, I suppose. None of the Oracles who participate ever get killed. The fights don’t go until one is dead; they are stopped well before an eventuality like that. Though, they can be beaten quite badly. The Gast are certainly not opposed to death, just as long as it’s not their own kind. It’s surely abnormal but I kinda like it.”

			Ika was well and truly convinced now that the entire world outside of his bedroom door was incontrovertibly insane. “I thought we escaped the craziness of the Beeky Trees, only to meet up with these people?” He was more tired at this moment than he had been in a long time. He needed a nap, if anything. The music boomed and shook the soles of his feet and the numerous Gast heads bobbed from side to side with the sound. 

			“Uh oh.” Sammy nudged Gira and pointed down an aisle of chairs for non-royal staff close to the stairway. A tall and slender female Gast with the bulky face of a brooding alpha wolf strode toward them with clear purpose. She wore armor of shining velvet that protruded from her shoulders like long scimitars. Her fur was dark grey and her ears were pointed forward. 

			Sammy jumped in front of the kids and curtsied weakly to the heated warrior. “Yonna. Wonderful to see you. Look, Gira’s back! I’m taking him and these kids to meet the—” 

			Before Sammy could finish, Yonna had grabbed his bushy blue tale and lifted him in the air. She held him upside down so that they were nose to nose. “You shouldn’t be interrupting today’s gig. If you have visitors for the Prince, you’ll need to reschedule for another time. I couldn’t care less that Gira is here. I had hoped that four years ago would be the last that I ever saw of him.” She threw Sammy over her shoulder like he was crumpled up paper. Sammy’s distant squeal faded as he flew away in a grand arc. 

			Gira gave the same pathetic curtsy. “Yonna, you look . . . well, as repulsive and angry as I remember. In a world where things always change, it’s nice to know some things stay just as horrible as when you left them.” He winked and stood back straight. He was at least three heads shorter than Yonna. She was a hulking creature.

			“Why would someone like you need to speak with the Prince?” She looked down on him with confounding ridicule. Disdain was practically leaking from her Aura. 

			Gira broadened his chest. “I’m even closer with the King and the Capital than I was four years ago, you know. I think I can speak with the prince of Grematorga about whatever I want, whenever I want. And I also think that I have no obligation to tell you anything, other than the fact that your breath smells like rotten ass.” 

			Ika muffled a laugh. She growled a horrible sound, barring her teeth like glossy white swords. 

			Gira and Yonna played their staring game for another minute at least before Sammy limped back to the little circle. “Can you two please not make a scene? Once the Prince decides he’s ready to talk, it’s going to create one hell of a scene anyway. We don’t need to make a horrible first impression here, Gira. You two getting into a fist fight right now would be very uncomplimentary, don’t you think?” No one said a word in response. Sammy was bold enough to climb up Yonna’s armor and look in her snarling face while he perched on her shoulder. “By the way, speaking of more important matters than immature squabbles . . .” he cleared his throat obnoxiously. “. . . did you let a yellow Gast in a brown leather jacket up here for the concert? Was he one of the staff assigned for tonight?” 

			Yonna stopped her rage and regarded Sammy with her equivalent of a raised brow. “I know nothing of a Gast with that description.” 

			Sammy sighed. “I thought not. He said his name was Phiggy. Any bells chiming for that?” 

			Yonna shook her huge head, looking puzzled and annoyed. “Are you trying to tell me that an intruder is on the Crown District of this city, as well as Gira Ivory stopping by to speak to my prince? Because I am already in a foul mood, please do not render me into a homicidal one.” 

			Sammy giggled unconvincingly and put a hand to his mouth. “Oh, just kidding. Just pullin your tail. See ya later!” He beckoned for Gira and the others to follow as he bounded from Yonna’s shoulder and onto a path behind the line of elaborate thrones. 

			Yonna yelled after them as they walked off. “Samritala, come back here and explain! Samritala!” 

			The four of them hurried along and lost Yonna in the stream of chefs and waiters that walked with efficient speed to each member of the royals, making sure their buffet was the best it could be. Not a single member of the Royal Family acknowledged Gira or the kids, focusing only on the Oracles battling and the music blaring. 

			Sammy scuttled quickly through long hairy legs. “Maybe if we’re lucky we can get the Prince in private. The last thing we need is the whole family having their eyes on you guys. They are very hard to entertain and if you take their enjoyment away from this concert, you may just be in for more than an urgent conversation.”

			Ika had no idea what that meant but didn’t like the sound of it, anyway. He glanced back every few steps to check on Chandi. He wanted to see both how she felt and whether she had gotten lost in the crowd. She gave him an unconvincing smile every time he looked back. 

			It was comforting that Sammy didn’t falter in his course. Obviously, even among the countless Gast in thrones around them, laughing and basking in their peculiar merriment, Sammy knew which throne seated the Prince on it. 

			Ika was baffled by how little anyone cared that they were present. Humans didn’t travel often to Grematorga, yet here were three humans waltzing around on the final floor of the tower and not a head was turned. Were they all just that confident that Grematorga’s security was impeccable, so they needn’t worry about actual intruders? If that was the case then they were surely mistaken, considering one grungy dog-thing was capable of smoking his cigar and enjoying the same show directly under their powerful noses. 

			Ika felt Chandi bump his shoulder. 

			“I think that one is the Prince,” she said, almost laughing for some reason. 

			Ika looked where her head gestured to and felt his hope for a proper, wise and respectable monarch to speak to slip sadly away. The biggest throne of them all waited at the top of a small, glitzy staircase of orange-tinted glass. The throne was carved in various gemstones from around Wenworld, each of them no doubt costing more than all of Turquoise Town. The throne was like the solidified essence of a beautiful rainbow. The same orange Kanah from Wenworld that protected the tower also swirled around it, giving it even more of an obnoxiously colourful flare. Overtop the throne was a massive plaque against the wall that’s letters were made from more radiant gemstones. 

			


			THE PRINCE OF PERFECT

			


			Ika was glad Chandi was amused, because he was well beyond fed up with this day. The Prince himself didn’t resemble many of the other of his kind. His face was far more close to that of a giant mouse than the fox or wolf-like features that many Gast are seen with. He sported fur as white as December snow and big pearly eyes of the natural crimson. He wore a long, silken jacket that reached his feet. It was equally as gaudy as his surrounding aesthetic, rhinestones woven into the fabric and a belt of blooming peach. 

			Gast’s hands were not far off from a human’s save for the fur and claws, but their feet were far more ‘paw’ than ‘foot’. On the Prince’s paws was a pair of diamond high-heeled boots, his left paw swinging as he crossed his legs upon the throne. Atop his tiny mouse-like head was a crown—more resembling a tiara than anything else—with more glowing jewels of whimsically bright shades. 

			Even Gira was apparently put off by this first impression, based on his tone. “Uhhh, is that Dessiel right over there, Sammy?” 

			The response was quick and with no hint of indignity. “Indeed it is. I’ll request a private meeting and we’ll just have to cross our fingers that he doesn’t make a big deal out of your visit.” 

			Gira did a double take toward the Prince’s direction “Sammy, are you kidding me? He looks like he’s the type to make quite the big deal out of everything! This is the Gast we are putting our hopes in? How is he supposed to know anything about Kirga? I feel like I could confide more in Booka and Snooka about the severity of our situation than him!” 

			They grew closer and closer with each stride. 

			“He’s done better work for Grematorga politically than any prince in the past twenty-one years. Just trust me. I haven’t let you down before. He’ll have information on Kirga for you, I guarantee it. Don’t judge a book, right?” 

			Gira glanced back to assure his nephew that they weren’t just wasting precious time. “Look, bud . . . I swear this will be worth the trip. I trust Sammy. I know this looks—” 

			Ika smiled. “We’re here now. If there’s even a small chance that we can pick up any clues on Kirga, then I have no trouble being here. Neither does Chandi. Let’s see it through.” 

			Gira nodded and smiled back. 

			Ika was in a hurry to learn more about Kirga. One short meeting was an easy price to pay for that. How bad could he be?

		

	
		
			Chapter 10: A Fabulous Lesson

			[image: ]

			Within another minute they were standing before the Prince of Perfect in the flesh. Ika and the group looked up to the lustrous, kaleidoscopic throne. Ika noticed a dark figure lurking to the left and just behind the brim of the seat’s backrest. A black, wolf-like Gast was standing resolutely. He bore armor similarly sharp and intimidating as Yonna’s, but his was a dark maroon that glistened like it was perpetually fresh from water. 

			Sammy motioned for Ika to kneel quickly before the Prince noticed them. “That’s Clarendon. He’s Prince Dessiel’s personal bodyguard as well as Yonna and I’s boss. He decides what Gast have the privilege of guiding newcomers and visiting politicians around the city safely. It may not look like he’s paying attention, but I promise you he is watching us very carefully. It looks like he wants to take a nap, but if one of us moves toward the Prince in any hostile way, we’ll be a pile of dust before taking a single step. Well, maybe not Gira. But you and I will be toasted, surely.”

			Yonna came scrambling up behind them. She was visibly agitated with Sammy. It was too late for her to make a scene, though. 

			“Excuse me, Prince Dessiel!” Sammy called up, taking a just bow. He motioned with a hand behind his back for the others to do the same. They complied reluctantly. 

			The tiny prince kept his round eyes toward the stage where the Oracles still battled fiercely. One of them had kicked a few teeth soaring from the others mouth, following with a nasty Curse that set the opponent’s feet on fire. Ika noticed that the Prince was filing his sharp claws with a shiny pink filer, the only thing that remotely held his attention along with the fight. There was no verbal response from him. 

			Clarendon’s red eyes were giving off a rancorous, hungry light that fluctuated in intensity, like a camp fire with a new log thrown to crackle in the pit. They flamed as vigilant slits in the shadow of the throne. He seemed to be fixating on Gira. 

			After a few more seconds passed by without response, Sammy went on. “I have brought three humans with me. I know you would have already sensed when they entered the city, Your Fabulousness, but the motive of their visit may intrigue you.” Still no passing glance. Sammy cleared his throat nervously. “These three are trailing Kirga the Hellcat. They are sure that he has come through here and would be very much appreciative of any information Grematorga can provide them about his movements; or at least what Curses he may have used to slip through Beeky Valley mostly undetected.”

			A soft and mundane humming came from Prince Dessiel. He was humming along with the sound of the buoyant music. Ika was beginning to get a little annoyed. Chandi nudged him and shook her head, giving a clear message not to do anything stupid or hotheaded. 

			Yonna kicked Sammy out of the way so she could stand proudly in front of the Prince. “Your Fabulousness, if you wish them to leave, only ask me and I shall remove them from your sight. Or if you wish, I could kill them all here where they stand and have done with it.” 

			Gira laughed and gave her a challenging look. Sammy’s eyes bulged. 

			“Kill us, eh? The day you’re strong enough to beat me is the day our Crystal Ball implodes, my dear.” Gira shoved Yonna hard out of the way, a trifling payback for kicking his friend. The look on her face was a mixture of shock and seething hatred. “Enough games. Stop filing your damn nails and look at us! I know you know Kirga came through here. My nephew and his friend here are on his tail. Have a mature conversation with me and we will be out of your fur. Or, you can just sit there like a brat and I’ll come up these steps an—” 

			Sammy shot onto Gira’s face like a magnet had drawn him there. He snapped Gira’s mouth shut with his hands and shoved his fluffy tail into his face. 

			“I am so very sorry, Your Perfectness. My friend has never been one for manners. I will escort . . .” 

			Ika stepped forward, dodging Chandi’s feverish attempt to grab his arm and stop him. Too late. 

			“Look, Prince Dessiel . . .” 

			Sammy’s eyes widened so much it looked like they could have fallen out and hung by their veins. 

			Ika paused, confused, as the entire floor—royal Gast cheering, music blaring, chefs and waiters scurrying, and even gladiators fighting . . . stopped. A dead silence filled the stadium-like floor and even the boulders from Reddion Swamp stopped flashing their lights, as if they were also personally offended by this. Clarendon stepped out from behind the throne and frowned at Ika. 

			The Prince had finally brought his attention down to the visitors, along with every other pair of eyes in the entire place. The gladiators stood shoulder to shoulder and stared at Ika like he had seven heads. One of them was slowly picking up his own teeth from the floor and putting them in his back pocket, never prying his eyes from the boy. 

			Ika was suddenly hit with the worst case of stage fright he had ever experienced. “What did I say?” He spun and looked at Chandi with pleading eyes. He whispered, “What the hell are they all looking at me for?” 

			Chandi managed to pull her face from the safety of her palm. “Don’t look at me. I have no idea. All I know is that you’ve screwed us somehow. Well done.” 

			Ika now looked for help from his uncle, whose face was still covered in a petrified ball of blue fur.

			The Prince slowly stood from his throne, striking an outrageously superfluous pose when he finished. It looked like he was prepared for someone to take his picture but nobody did. Every Gast in the room did bow once both his heels hit the floor, however. He clapped his fingers. Ika did a double take to make sure he saw what he just thought he saw. The Prince did it again. Yep, that was no mistake. He clapped his fingers. He brought his middle finger down on top of his index finger, creating an echoing clapping sound that a pair of human hands couldn’t replicate with the full force of their palms. 

			Even with the obstruction of thin grey fur the noise was like bare skin. There was a pink spark, though, so it was safe to assume that he was just igniting enough Kanah on his fingers to make an echoing sound. “Clarendon, come hither! I wish to descend my stairs!”  

			He had exactly the type of voice that Ika imagined, the squeaky pitch of a spoiled mouse. 

			The dark and brooding wolf came at his beckon, bringing himself proudly down to one knee. Dessiel appeared much taller when sitting on his glittery throne. Once he was off it and standing at his full height, there wasn’t much height there at all. Even in his fancy-heeled boots— which were so tall it was clearly unproductive—the little mouse was only a head taller than Sammy, who barely reached Gira’s kneecaps. 

			Prince Dessiel hopped onto Clarendon’s shoulders and straddled him like a piggyback ride down the steps. Once Clarendon had reached the bottom, Dessiel clapped his fingers again. Still strange. “Someone bring me my Beanbag Chair of Diplomacy! Do I really need to call for things verbally nowadays? Be a step ahead, darlings!” 

			Another Gast ran in front of Gira and placed a big, soft ball of lime green down on the floor. Just as he requested, the Royal Beanbag Chair of Diplomacy. Dessiel jumped from Clarendon’s back and landed comfortably on his new seat, legs crossed and relaxing in his comfy chair. 

			He clapped his little fingers again. It freaked Ika out no matter how many times he did it. “Be seated and we shall discuss what you came for.” 

			Ika, Gira, and Chandi all looked around like they were expecting beanbag chairs of their own. The Prince clapped his fingers more fervently. 

			“Bring your bottoms to the floor. Do you not comprehend me? Cross-legged only. Chop chop!” 

			They sat down as the Prince demanded, cross-legged and attentive. Gira grimaced horribly. 

			“Now, let us talk. No one interrupt me whilst I am speaking,” he pointed at Ika, “or it’s off with this one’s hair.” 

			Chandi dared to speak up. “Um, Prince, don’t you mean off with his head?” 

			Dessiel chuckled. “No, precious, I mean what I say. Off with his hair. Look at his facial structure, he would look appalling bald. Then we can all proceed to laugh at him.” 

			Ika was caught very much balancing on the line between being afraid and being fed up. He wasn’t sure what response was right in this situation and what would get them all into deeper trouble. He didn’t even know what he did wrong in the first place. He figured it would be wisest to just let his uncle do most of the talking. Diplomacy wasn’t exactly his thing either, but so far nobody had done worse than Ika. 

			Sammy whispered something quickly to them. “I forgot to tell you, humans cannot call the Prince by his true name. Only Gast may call him Dessiel. That’s why you’re in trouble.”

			 Ika could’ve throttled little Sammy. That would’ve been nice to hear earlier. He was a little upset that saying the Prince’s name had somehow put him in hot water while Gira blatantly disrespecting the Prince and nearly threatening him cost them nothing. He also asked the Prince for a ‘mature’ conversation, which Ika found ironic coming from Gira’s mouth, of all people.

			Gira shrugged. “Prince, you said you would speak with us about the matter we came for. Does that mean you are aware that Kirga was in Beeky Valley?” 

			The Prince balanced a little ball of orange and pink Kanah on the tip of his claw. He threw it to his other hand and bounced it upon the top of each claw. “Are you aware of the connection some can have with Wenworld?” He didn’t answer the question outright. 

			“I am, yes. The kids are less informed,” Gira replied. 

			Dessiel smiled and bounced in his beanbag chair. “Wonderful! I love getting to play teacher. Listen up, little lovelies!”

			He flung the ball of Kanah energy off his claw and into the air beside the group. He clapped his fingers once and the ball expanded into a perfect representation of Wenworld and the Crystal. With the Kanah used to make this fake image, it looked like a ball of thin glass with a large plain within its center, with small roving mountains and various biomes across its horizontal land. Wenworld was flat after all, stretching from one end of the Crystal’s border to the other. With the image of the world simplified like this, it looked as if Wenworld was a giant snow globe. 

			The Crystal was the omnipotent and mysterious creation that encased the world as they all knew it. That much the kids weren’t ignorant to.

			Prince Dessiel remarked his creation proudly. “Someone bring me my teacher-pointing stick thing that we still don’t have a name for! Once again, somebody should’ve been on that the moment I got excited about teaching! You guys are really testing my princely compassion today!” 

			The same Gast who hurried in previously with the Royal Beanbag Chair of Diplomacy now ran in from the left with a long, wooden pointer rod for lessons. 

			“Not that one, you boob. Get me the shiny metal one. Be off with you!” 

			The poor soul sprinted off and returned somehow in the next handful of seconds with a metal one. The handle had a mixture of purple and yellow fabrics wrapped around. 

			“Perfect. Now let us begin.” He pointed the stick and tapped at on the surface of the Kanah ball. “This, my dears, is the Crystal: the dreadful ball that traps us all within it like wild animals in a zoo. Some worship the Crystal as a divine creation. I find it frustratingly confining. What lies beyond this glorious ball, I hear you ask?” They didn’t. “Nobody knows. But one thing that is known is that the Crystal is the source of Kanah itself. It allows Oracles to utilize the Kanah that they manipulate from the moon and sun, and it provides Wenworld with its own source of that splendid energy. The land within being Wenworld, the Crystal and Wenworld not being precisely the same thing, I’ll have you know.” 

			All eyes on the final floor of Grematorga were on Prince Dessiel. He had somehow turned the whole area into a grade-school classroom, all from the comfort of his lime green beanbag. Even the gladiators on stage, as well as the Gast pop band were sitting cross-legged, remarking him as a god. 

			“Every Oracle must learn to harness the power they are born with an affinity to, this much is true. However, there are those, my beautiful self included,” he winked, “that also have a special connection with Wenworld, and Wenworld in turn having a special connection with the Crystal that supplies us all. Following, darlings?” 

			Ika and Chandi nodded their heads humbly. 

			“Good. This Kanah that comes from Wenworld and not our moon or sun is a very, very singular energy. It is fickle and it is sensitive. Meditation is key in bringing peace to oneself and the world. One must give our world the utmost level of respect in order for it to lend its essence to you or your people. My people are very much in tune with Wenworld. The Gast have a bond with that natural energy and it grants our city with the orange Kanah I know you would’ve seen emanating from the very top of this tower. That same power spreads across the crater of Beeky Valley, allowing us to see all, hear all, and know all that takes place in this land. More importantly, I see all, hear all, and know all.” 

			He pointed his stick at the tiny orange, simulated version of Grematorga. A flow of fake energy swirled out of its base and absorbed the rest of Beeky Valley. “You three humans have come to me asking about Kirga the Hellcat. I can tell you that I am aware that he has, indeed, passed through this land. Yet something about his travel eludes even my foresight. I know he travels with two subordinates, better known as his ‘Apostles’, or so I’ve heard from the grapevine. One of those Apostles is very powerful. I can only assume that one is the man known as Wriliara.” 

			Ika noted Chandi clenching her fists so hard the outer skin was going white. 

			“The other is the source of the problem. This one, and so I hear once again from the grapevine, is the replacement for the Apostle that you killed.” The Prince pointed his stick directly at Gira’s nose. 

			Ika looked at his uncle like he was seeing him for the first time. There was a smouldering anger in his eyes. “What?” 

			The Prince giggled with a hand to the mouth. “Oh, scandalous indeed! Were you not aware of this gossip, boy?” He jumped from his beanbag and struck a marvellous pose from the foot of his steps. “It is true, I say! Gira Ivory, don’t think I don’t know of you taking out Kirga’s past Apostle, forcing the Hellcat to recruit a new member.” 

			Gira avoided Ika’s virtually heartbroken gaze. 

			“You . . . you’ve been hunting Kirga before this? Before me leaving home? You were tracking Kirga, even killing one of his own, without telling me or letting me come with you? You know how much this means to me and you wanted to kill Kirga yourself?” 

			Gira still didn’t meet his gaze, but responded coldly anyway. “You didn’t just lose a sister and a father from his hand, kid. I lost my brother and my niece. Do you ever stop to think about how others feel toward Kirga for what he’s done, or is your pain the only kind that matters? Of course I hunted him.” 

			Prince Dessiel shook his head and made a rebuking ‘tsk’ sound. “Drama, drama, drama. Will uncle and nephew learn to put past their differing opinions on the importance of the young boy’s quest? Will they mend this rift and plan to kill Kirga together, both attaining the revenge they seek? Will Gira ever take off that stupid bandana? My tenderloins are quivering with excitement, my fellow Gast!” 

			He did a fancy little dance number on his steps for no particular reason, and then launched back into his squishy seat. The surrounding Gast laughed and applauded their prince. “Enough! I’ve had my fun. Where was I? Ah, Kirga’s second and new Apostle. This one is capable of pulling off a very tricky Curse. It cloaks Kirga and his squad’s movements, almost completely making them and their Kanah trails invisible. Almost. I could sense their passing but only faintly, and that’s with the assistance of Wenworld, for goodness sake. I know the name of this Curse. Powerful stuff. You won’t find many who know its true title. Looking it up in the grand library in Kanakon will assist your quest greatly, but you’ll never find it without already knowing the name.” The Prince rubbed his furry hands together and grinned devilishly. “Here is where we come to the trade-off. Here is where the real fun kicks in.” 

			Yonna smiled proudly from the side of the group. Ika didn’t know Yonna for very long, but this struck him as a very bad sign. 

			“If this lovely boy who speaks prince’s names so carelessly and disrespectfully wants to know a crucial piece of information on catching Kirga . . . well . . .” His bright red eyes glinted with vile glee. “. . . I’m afraid he’s going to have to compete in my concert against one of my Oracles. And this little match is going to have to be, dramatic drumroll please . . .” 

			That poor Gast who was running around at Dessiel’s whim came in with a pair of bongo drums tied to his chest. He pounded on them with a rising pace of tension. 

			The Prince closed his fist and motioned the drums to stop when the tension was at its dramatic peak. “. . . to the death.” 

			Gira shot up to his feet. As he did, Clarendon moved with insane speed, stepping between him and Prince Dessiel. Gira and Clarendon stared into each other’s eyes, seconds from a clash. 

			“Sorry, darlings, but I have spoken. Yonna, please chaperon the boy to his changing room. He needs to dress properly. Let’s get this show started!” 

			The cheers of the crowd were deafening. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 11: Break a Leg! Among Other Things
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			The changing room was as sumptuous as Ika expected after meeting the Prince of Perfect. The benches were pure white Yillian gold and the curtains that festooned the walls were Torlish silk, worth at least twenty million Teeth for the whole set. The lockers were a bright and outlandish pink. 

			Ika sighed as he was escorted in by the gigantic Yonna. There was nothing anyone could do once the Prince’s mind was made. Chandi was beside herself with worry, and for a moment Ika thought she might’ve punched the Prince in his tiny mouse face. Gira was furious but couldn’t figure out anything to do about it either. It just wasn’t wise to a start a fight surrounded by Gast in their own home. Even Sammy pleaded to no avail. Ika would fight on that stage and there was no discussion to be had over it. 

			Yonna shoved Ika hard, making him stumble over the bench closest to him. “You’ll find your armor in that locker.” She pointed to one tall locker that stood apart from the pink ones. It was painted like a rainbow with blinking lights surrounding it, with a gemstone sign above. ‘Special Guests’, it read. 

			“Great. Who will I be fighting?” he asked without much gusto in him. 

			“His Beautifulness has lined up an opponent for you. He is an undefeated gladiator in the concerts. He’s got teeth like swords and fur as red as the blood he’ll no doubt be spilling from you. He is at least four times your size, so this should be rather entertaining. His name is Humira Hrendalo.” 

			Ika put the name to memory.  

			“You will be summoned on stage by a voice when you leave this room. Only walk on when you are summoned. Farewell, boy. I don’t envy the death you will receive at his hands. I would say it was nice knowing you, but . . .” despite her stoic personality, she coughed awkwardly. “. . . that would be a lie. Farewell!” She closed the pink metal door as she departed. 

			Ika sighed and gathered enough determination to walk toward his lonely, flamboyant locker. 

			He opened it slowly and was greeted by a pleasant surprise. His battle gear was actually to his liking. He quickly undressed and dawned himself in his new attire. It was an all-black body suit made from Reddion Crocodile skin. Black Reddion Crocodiles were known for being tough to kill due to their thick, nearly impenetrable hides. Ika’s opponent would need a powerful set of Curses to injure him in this. 

			He found a mirror on the wall behind one of the curtains. He spun around, smirking at how he looked. He felt his nervousness course up and down his spine.

			He couldn’t die today. Not before taking Kirga’s life. This trip to Grematorga was just one maddening obstacle for him and Chandi to leap over. He was calm. At least, he thought so, until he imagined his opponent gutting him in front of everyone. 

			He quickly knelt beside his colourful locker and vomited freely. Ika was always a nauseous kid, his anxiety often sending him into fits of sickness. This was something he would have to get over if he wished to face Kirga again. He sighed and wiped his mouth.

			He left the changing room from the door toward the stage. Outside was a long, dark hallway with a faint light at the end. “Let’s get this over with. Remember your Curses, Ika. Remember what Cinnamon has taught you and remember never to take your eyes off your opponent. Be calm. Hesitation and anxiousness will cause your death today. Think of Kirga and push through.” 

			He held a long breath and exhaled as he began his walk. He could see nothing except for that light that grew closer with each blind step. Many thoughts swirled about as he came closer to the time. He thought about what Gira would do if Ika was in a position about to lose his life. Would he leap on stage and save his nephew, or be helpless and watch him die gruesomely? What would Chandi do? Would she cover her eyes and scream as Ika lost his head? Would the blood splatter on the crowd? Would Sammy care, even though they only just met? 

			He looked down to notice that his hands were shaking, like he was left soaking wet in the cold. The image of a massive red Gast with a face like a demon wolf ripping him to pieces filled his mind. Why did he have to be facing an undefeated warrior to the death? Why couldn’t it have been one of the Prince’s most esteemed janitors? Why couldn’t he be going up against the Prince’s clothing designer? His luck was never the best, but this situation seemed nothing short of unfair. 

			The thought of Prince Dessiel giggling to himself as he underestimated Ika now filled him with a feeling of rising determination. If he wanted to become stronger and kill Kirga, then he couldn’t cower from a competition like this. He had to conquer it, just in spite of the arrogant prince. 

			He walked into the consuming light as it brought him into the next room. What he saw when his eyes adjusted was a small grey chamber with four steps leading to a red curtain. There were a few darker grey couches on both sides and one small table with a silken gold cloth atop it, its colour warmed by the light of a lamp that held it down. This was his waiting area before the fight would begin. Yonna said he had to wait for a voice to summon him on stage. 

			After ten minutes of waiting passed, Ika suppressed enough of his nerve to sit on one of the couches. After ten more he summoned the courage to lie down. Ten more followed and Ika was beginning to wonder if the fight was called off. He couldn’t afford to let that disease of optimism infect him, only to be crushed when the voice finally boomed. He stood from his seat and walked up the four steps leading to the wall of thick red fabric. He leaned forward and placed his fingers on the curtain. Enough was enough.

			“Don’t even think about peeking, Ika!” Prince Dessiel’s voice echoed inside the little room. 

			Ika looked up and spotted orange Kanah pulsing from the walls with each syllable of the Prince’s speech. Of course. The Prince mentioned that he could see all and hear all within Beeky Valley. This was yet another advanced Jinx that was possible due to his passive bond with the world’s energy. This realization stung, as it was now clear to Ika that the smug prince also saw him vomiting earlier. Could everyone else hear him, or was his voice just in the room? 

			“Are you ready, boy? Are you prepared to die in front of your girlfriend and your own uncle? Oh, the indescribable horror! Oh, the humanity! Oh, the morbid glorification of it all! Curse you, Prince of Perfect! Curse you!” A shrill laugh made the Kanah shiver as it spread along the walls.

			Ika found himself pondering why Wenworld would take a liking to someone like this? It didn’t make sense to him. Was Wenworld evil, or was his mistake the fact that he considered Wenworld to have a conscience at all?

			“I’m ready for whatever it is you have to throw at me. I can’t afford to die here.” Ika kept his tone firm as he addressed the ceiling above him. 

			“Oh, you’re ready, are you? That’s funny; I swear I saw you emptying your breakfast beside my guest locker.” 

			Ika’s jaw clenched. He had the urge to tell the Prince how he truly felt about him, but considering he was in this mess because of rudeness, he thought it best not to aggravate him any further and make things worse.

			“Little do you know, that’s a ritual of mine before any of my fights. I come from a town in the southwest where I battle every day just to survive. I face opponents many times my size and am only allowed to eat when I have removed their heads. I dine on the souls of my enemies and bathe in the blood of their families. Vomiting is how I warm up for these . . . uh . . . things.” 

			A few seconds of painfully awkward silence passed. 

			“Uh huh. I’ll remember that when you’re crying in the next few minutes. I’m Curious; did you get that gruesome scar across your face from one of these epic fights you speak of?”

			 Ika didn’t give any response. 

			“Or was that, perhaps, a little gift from the Hellcat to remember him by? If that’s all you got from that encounter then you should consider yourself very lucky. That Kirga strikes me as a scary fellow. I fear the media is underestimating him.” 

			Still no word of rebuttal from the boy. 

			“I do find you amusing. It’s a shame I can’t keep you. Oh well. Farewell, and try to die in a fascinating fashion. You have quite the captive audience, after all. My family wants to see a spectacle!” 

			The orange Kanah faded with a hiss back into the foundation of the tower. Ika bounced up and down on his toes and rolled his shoulders. He flexed his fingers and kicked out his legs. It was going to be time any minute now. Any second. He ran a finger across his three red slashes and used that gentle touch to fuel him. That touch reminded him of what had been done and it helped him focus on what would soon be done. 

			“AND PLEASE WELCOME TO THE STAGE . . . IKA IVORY!” 

			The voice came from outside. He pushed the curtain from his way and stepped out from his cover.

			Blinding lights of red and yellow shined in his eyes. Once he adjusted to the new blur, he could see the Gast pop band still soaring around the room on their podiums. He looked to the royal crowd and quickly spotted Chandi, Sammy, and Uncle Gira standing as close to the stage as they could. They were a few tables ahead of the Prince’s throne. Beside where they stood anxiously was Clarendon, keeping a watchful eye on Gira, ready to pounce at the slightest move. 

			He did the first thing that came to his head and gave them a feeble wave with a fake, confident smile. Chandi gave an equally unconvincing smile back. Gira still looked furious about all of this. 

			Ika regretfully pulled his eyes from the comfort of his friends over to the other side of the stage. So far it was empty. He was obviously the first one to be introduced. Drums bellowed from the darkness of the crowd. More drums joined in followed by even more from behind the curtains. The sound built until Ika couldn’t even hear his own thoughts. 

			Prince Dessiel’s voice echoed gloriously. “AND NOW, PREPARE YOURSELVES FOR THE UNDEFEATED, IMMOVABLE, BLOOD THIRSTY . . .” he paused, not finishing his introduction. It was time. Humira was the champion Yonna warned him about. Time to let the nightmare cross into reality. 

			Ika wasn’t the only one surprised by what happened next. In fact, there wasn’t a single person or creature present who wasn’t stunned into silence. The Gast that walked out quietly with his hands in his pockets was not the immovable Humira Hrendalo. It was a shaggy blond Gast with sad yellow eyes and long floppy ears. 

			It was Phiggy, smoking his cigar and winking at Ika without a care in the world. Ika looked to the little prince and saw a smug look of dejected acceptance. Somehow he knew that Phiggy was going to walk onstage. There were a few seconds during Humira’s introduction where the Prince’s face morphed into a state of surprise, then into flickering amusement. He had seen something with his Kanah connection, something that halted his speech moments before Phiggy made himself visible to the audience. The reaction of the rest of the room, the gasps of shock, proved to Ika a theory he wondered about: the Prince was the only one who could see and sense all in the Valley. The rest could not. 

			Each mouth among the Royals was hung open in perplexity. Ika looked across to Phiggy. “Who are you?” he asked. 

			Phiggy raised a hand from his pocket and gave Ika an inadequate salute with his first two fingers. “Greetings and salutations! Told ya it was gunna be a good show, didn’t I?” 

			Ika suddenly felt like throwing up again. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 12: Was I Not Invited?

			[image: ]

			Ika really wasn’t expecting to see Phiggy again so soon, or ever. He had hoped that the earlier encounter was a fluke. He supposed now that he should’ve been smart enough to know better. Somehow Phiggy knew that Ika’s father was dead. With that, it was apparent that this Gast had now forcefully inserted himself into the whole equation, whether anyone else liked it or not. 

			He just stood there staring at Ika. His posture was relaxed and nonchalant. The floor was still quiet enough to hear someone’s stuffy nose across the room. 

			Phiggy yanked his hands from his grey pockets and slapped them together obnoxiously. “Why the silence? Get that music bumping again! Get back to your fancy meals! This fight is still happening, folks!” 

			The Prince stood from his throne, inspecting Phiggy with his squinting eyes as if he was expecting him to just disappear the closer he looked. “AH, THERE HE IS. MY ANONYMOUS GUEST! IM DEDUCING YOU ARE PERSUASIVELY TAKING THE PLACE OF MY CHAMPION, THEN? POOR HUMIRA. BUT WHY MAKE SUCH A RUDE INVASION OF MY HOME?” 

			Phiggy sucked in a hearty breath. The gold cigar in his mouth burned right down to the bud as he inhaled it all. He then let the ashes fall to the stage floor and threw the end of the cigar overhanded into a glass of wine belonging to an elderly Gast female in the front row. “I figured you might be able to see me. Your bond of Kanah with Wenworld is very impressive. Sorry for the intrusion, but I’m not asking any permission to take my place on this stage. Maybe I’m ignoring the basic rules of manners for a guest because I don’t like you, Dessiel? Maybe I don’t like you because you put this boy in a situation he could never win? At least . . .” Phiggy patted the air toward Ika in a calming gesture, “. . . not at his current level.” He winked. “I’m gunna fight the boy. You still get your match and I get answers to some things I’ve been wondering. We all win today.” Phiggy was openly disrespecting Dessiel in front of his whole family. 

			Ika was frozen for a while after that, unsure if the Prince was going to explode into a ball of rage or not. 

			Dessiel just laughed and relaxed back in his throne. “THAT’S THRICE I’VE BEEN DISRESPECTED IN ONE NIGHT! THIS IS TURNING OUT TO BE A STRANGE DAY. I DON’T KNOW HOW YOU SNUCK INTO MY TOWER, BUT I DID SEE WHAT YOU JUST DID BACKSTAGE. I’M CHOOSING TO LET BOTH OF THESE THINGS GO, BECAUSE YOU ARE PROVING TO BE VERY ENTERTAINING. MY INTEREST BEING HELD IS THE ONLY REASON YOU STILL LIVE.” 

			Phiggy shrugged his shoulders with a stroppy look on his face. 

			“VERY WELL, IM INTRIGUED BY THIS TURN OF EVENTS. LET THE FIGHT BEGIN!” 

			The same Gast that seemed to be tasked with literally everything rolled out a massive gong on wheels and smashed a red baton against it, signalling the beginning of the bout.

			Not knowing what to expect from his opponent, Ika figured it best not to underestimate him and went into his fighting stance. He quickly fired a blast of basic dark Kanah at Phiggy. He fired an orb of Kanah from his fist with a punch, then followed with another larger orb that shot from the sole of his foot as he kicked the air. A rudimentary combative set. 

			Phiggy grinned with bright white teeth as he swatted the attacks away with his bare hand. They dissipated into nothing after making contact with his fur. Ika placed his index and middle finger tight together and pointed them at Phiggy, who still just stood there vacantly. 

			“Undula,” said Ika, his voice leaking confidence. Long purple rays of Kanah that had crystalized into a form of sharp glass darts shot from his fingers like bullets. Undula was a low level Curse but still impressive for someone his age to have learned, all thanks to Chandi’s grandmother. 

			Phiggy blew black smoke from his nostrils with a sharp exhale. The crystalized darts shattered to mist as they passed through the smoke. Ika was dumbfounded. 

			“How strong are you? Would I have just been better off fighting Humira?” 

			Phiggy giggled. “I’m really not all that powerful, trust me. I have my fancy tricks but I don’t pack much of a punch when it comes to offense. Undula? That’s very, very good. This is fun. Please keep going.” 

			Ika swept his open palm in front of him, sending a wave of black fire at Phiggy. The gust was so vast it towered over the opposing Gast like a tsunami of flame. This was not categorized as a Curse, only a strong transformation of Kanah; an impressive one, granted, but not powerful enough to be categorized as a Curse. The Kanah involved in the attack wasn’t potent enough. Maybe he has some sort of special defense against Curses? Ika thought. He must have some form of weakness. Every defense has its flaws. Let’s see if his is fire. 

			The black flames closed around Phiggy like a blazing glove, cutting off Ika’s view of his opponent as well as the crowds. The black flames closed in and exploded brilliantly. The smoke cleared and no one stood at the place of the explosion. That half of the stage was empty. Well . . . I guess that’s the end of hi—

			“Psssst, turn around.” 

			Before he could, Ika was kicked with full force in the side of the head by a black boot. He flew to the side and slid across the stage. The crowd of Gast cheered. The band cheered as well, so entranced by the fight that they didn’t start the music back up. Everyone watched with awe as this unfolded. The Gast seemed to have some level of respect for Phiggy at the fact that he couldn’t be seen or sensed. They didn’t know how he could do it, but they were impressed by that feat. 

			Phiggy sucked his teeth. “Not bad at all. But you should’ve had your elbow up to block that kick in time. Not every opponent is just going to run at you screaming. Some will catch you off guard like I just did. Don’t get overconfident until you are sure your enemy is long dead.” 

			Ika got to his feet and shook his head. He was dizzy and now felt like vomiting again for a different reason. His vison was shaky as he tried to focus on the laid-back Phiggy. How did he get behind me like that? Probably using the same Curse he used to disappear when Uncle Gira grabbed him. What kind of Curse is that? I never heard him utter any names as he disappeared both times. But something that strong must be a Curse. It can’t be a simple transformation of Kanah. 

			He looked over to the crowd, his vison steadying on his friends. Gira was flexing his hands and fidgeting next to Clarendon. He would no doubt defeat Dessiel’s trusted bodyguard in single combat. But if he were to interfere, the entire floor full of the Royal Gast Family, who were all Oracles in their own respect, would descend on Ika and Chandi. Gira may be strong enough to escape with his life, but the kids would surely be destroyed. He was trapped in a helpless spot. Ika really hoped his uncle wasn’t going to try anything for his own sake. 

			Chandi was mouthing something at Ika when his eyes shifted to her. 

			‘You can do this,’ Ika read from her lips. He wished he was as confident as her.

			He breathed in and out calmly, placing the index and middle fingers of his dominant hand on his forehead.

			“Orisia.” 

			Phiggy whistled with awe as dark plates of armor attached to his body one by one. This Orisia was gloomier than the pink one he summoned at Opiana. First a dark helmet closed around his face, then a broad chest piece clung to his torso. One by one he was dressed in his Curse. 

			“Very, very good. I’m going to assume Cinnamon taught you that one, yeah?” 

			Ika almost lost his concentration. How does he know that? How could he possibly know that? 

			“Whoops!” Phiggy made a mocking motion of zipping his long mouth shut. 

			Ika sprinted at him with full speed. What followed was Ika throwing every single combination of physical strikes at Phiggy, and Phiggy effortlessly dodging each blow as if Ika was attempting to swat a housefly—always annoyingly uncatchable. Phiggy adjusted his body weight and leaned away from every punch and kick, making it look like they were both locked in an intricate dance. 

			Ika became enraged when he caught a glimpse of Phiggy’s face and realized that his eyes were peacefully closed. Ika’s kicks were as fast as he could deliver them. His punches were as unorthodox as he could throw them, trying not to telegraph his movements. He threw hundreds of blindingly fast strikes at his opponent but Phiggy danced around every one of them, all the while looking like he was napping. There wasn’t a single wasted step. He didn’t exert more energy than needed while Ika tired himself out after minutes of this constant fruitless onslaught. 

			Once Ika reached close to exhaustion, his Curse faded from his body, leaving him open to the kick that came immediately after, directly to his relaxed, inhaled stomach. He reeled in pain and slid backwards across the stage again to the same roar of applause. 

			Phiggy sighed. “That was embarrassing. If you can’t land a blow on me, you’ll never even graze Kirga’s earnings. You’ve come a long way and are progressing very fast for your age. But you’re still punching out of your weight class, Ika. You better find wherever Cinnamon has run off to and get training some more, cause you will die at this rate.” 

			Ika slowly got to his feet again. So he knows I’m after Kirga. He knows everything about me, apparently. He says he isn’t very strong. If so, then I’m pathetic. He balled his fists. Dammit! I haven’t damaged him even slightly yet. I think I know how to approach this. I need to catch him off guard. His defense is amazing, but if I can hit him with my strongest offensive Curse at the specific moment he isn’t ready for it, then maybe I can hurt him. I need to fake him out with a bluffing Curse, then strike with the real attack when he thinks he is free of the first. That’s the only plan I’ve got. 

			Ika closed the gap once more, throwing another combination of punches. None to any effect. He threw a kick high, aiming for Phiggy’s slim jaw. Phiggy moved his head back with barely any effort, making the kick swing wide. With its momentum, Ika swung his leg back down behind him, spun his body quickly, and brought that same leg back up to his opponent’s face, hoping to catch him off guard. This time Phiggy ducked under the kick and used his own leg to kick Ika’s furthest foot out from under him, causing him to fall hard on his back. Ika then brought both his hands behind his head and propelled his body with a forceful push, sending both legs cocked and ready to explode in Phiggy’s face. He wasn’t giving up on this offensive.

			Evidently his adversary foresaw this, because as Ika’s feet were soaring upwards along with his prone body, Phiggy was already in the process of leaning back, nearly touching his floppy ears to the stage floor while still holding his balance with the strength of his calves. 

			Ika soared right over him and somehow managed to land stylishly on his feet just behind the Gast. Before he could follow with any other attack though, Phiggy sprung backward and threw a kick of his own. The accuracy was perfect and the power was devastating. He caught Ika just under the armpit, lifting him a foot into the air with the force of his leg and slamming the boy on the floor. Ika practically crawled away as quickly as he could. He spared another glance at the crowd. Chandi was shaking her head and mouthing words again.

			‘I changed my mind. You can’t do this.’ 

			With that new and appreciated vote of confidence, he stood and ran back at Phiggy, this time much more sluggish with each step due to the pain in his head, stomach, and ribs. When he got within two meters of Phiggy, he raised his right foot high in the air, bringing it down on the stage with a loud stomp. 

			“Delagora!” he shouted at the top of his lungs. Another ability he had to thank Grandma Ajith for. The old woman spent day in and day out helping Ika learn it. They studied for hundreds of hours, rain or shine, just so he could begin to summon it, let alone master it. 

			Phiggy didn’t even brace himself or adjust his stance in any way as wave after wave of red lightning fired out from under Ika’s leading foot. They rose and crackled stridently. A wall of smoke formed where the lightning was traveling through the air. With each audible crack more smoke built up. Ika kept his foot placed firmly where it was. More walls of red, dancing lightning moved toward Phiggy. Ika couldn’t see him through the wall of rising smoke but could sense that he was still standing there. He wasn’t even trying to hide his energy. Earlier, Phiggy’s Kanah vanished in the moment before he appeared behind Ika. It was that second of empty Kanah that convinced Ika that he had killed his opponent. Ika knew that Phiggy couldn’t have suppressed his Kanah while also blocking the attack that surrounded him, so he assumed he was struck with full force by the dark flames. He was wrong. Now, his second attempt at an offensive was closing on his opponent. Delagora wasn’t his strongest offensive Curse. That was about to follow. 

			When Ika was sure Phiggy wouldn’t be able to see him either, he cloaked his Kanah as best he could, pacifying his flow and slipping into a state of stealth. He darted hastily under the cover of the smoke. He dived off of the stage and slid under a long table belonging to some of the royals. 

			The lightning wasn’t a speed blitz type of Curse. It took its arduous time before crashing upon Phiggy. Ika smiled as Phiggy jumped backward and began to dodge the long, squirming bolts of red just as he did Ika’s physical attacks. He’s making the effort to dodge. This means he is vulnerable to those attacks. Either that or he’s bluffing me. I’m going to take this at face value and assume it is possible to harm him after all. Otherwise, why dodge? Now it’s time to lure him into the last card I have to play. 

			 Ika maneuvered the pirouetting lightning threads from under the table. One thing about Delagora, is that once the lightning has been expelled, the caster of the Curse can manipulate its movement with the sway and effort of their hands. Dark puppetry, in a sense. It was wisest for the caster to release the Curse and then find a place to play with their opponent in safety. It took Ika a full year of constant training back in Turquoise Town to become at the very least adept with this Curse, and that was with daily instruction by Ajith. Chandi was never able to learn Delagora, being the first of two that Ika had over her.

			Ika remembered what he was told about the focus required for guiding the lightning. He kept his eyes on Phiggy and circled his hands in a dance-like motion, making the lightning surround Phiggy and close in on him. Any moment now he’s going to use a defensive Curse or Transformation of some kind to dispel Delagora. He has no choice. At that moment, he’ll be open for my last move. But I need him to get closer to me. 

			Still hidden under the cover of the long table, Ika swung the sparks of threatening crimson behind Phiggy and coxed him toward the front of the stage. Each bolt cracked like a deafening whip every few seconds. Phiggy dodged each pulsing strand easily. 

			The Prince’s voice roared for the first time since the start of the bout. “THIS IS GETTING GOOD! IKA IS PUTTING UP MORE OF A FIGHT THAN I THOUGHT HE WOULD. I WAS KIND OF HOPING FOR A FABULOUS BLOODBATH BUT I SUPPOSE THIS IS ENTERTAINING, TOO. HOW LONG CAN THE BOY KEEP UP THIS PERFORMANCE BEFORE HE TIRES HIMSELF OUT? HOW LONG BEFORE HIS DEAR FRIENDS WATCH THE LIGHT LEAVE HIS EYES WITH A FINAL, AWKWARD SQUEAL? WILL HE WET HIMSELF AS HE PASSES ON IN DEATH? WILL HE CRY? I’M SO EXCITED!” 

			Ika found it very hard not to send those bolts of lightning at Dessiel’s chair.

			After about a minute of maneuvering, Phiggy was standing precisely where Ika needed him to be. Now is the time. He closed his palms together slowly and watched as the lightning and fumes suffocated his opponent. Once the Curse had officially overcome where his target was standing, Ika moved his hands to a different position. He made a pyramid with his flexed fingers. A small, swarthy cloud formed over Phiggy’s head. It was time for the most powerful Curse Ika was capable of pulling off at his current level of skill. He hoped in the name of Lady Meamara that it would be enough to get him his victory. 

			“Allada.” 

			With Delagora taking a full year to wield properly, this Curse took Ika four years of study to use, and he still couldn’t use it to its highest potential. 

			Ika was right after all. Just as the last bolts of Delagora closed in on Phiggy, the shaggy dog brought up a surrounding dome of white that the red lightning bounced off, fading to nothing. The smoke, however, remained, making the stage challenging to see for both audience and gladiators. At the moment Phiggy’s defense came down, Ika’s final Curse rained down on the unsuspecting Gast. 

			He planned it perfectly. The smoke that came along with Delagora granted him the stealth he required for his own hiding, as well as a way to slip in his final trump card. Ika couldn’t help but feel regret that Cinnamon wasn’t here to witness this. He imagined the grumpy rabbit may actually have been proud of his performance. 

			The menacing cloud that formed over the stage let loose thousands of bright purple raindrops down on the wood of the stage floor. And more importantly, down on Phiggy. Ika froze for a moment as he saw a clear glimpse of Phiggy’s face before the rain of the Allada fell down on him and the surrounding area. He was smiling from ear to ear. 

			All Ika saw next, all anyone saw next, was a collection of controlled explosions of purple light. It was loud and came with a blinding gleam. Each raindrop brought with it enough power to crumble a house of stone. They thundered and they snarled with each meticulous impact. The explosions went on for two full minutes. Phiggy was nowhere to be seen in that mess of destruction.

			When the smoulder and dust from both of Ika’s strongest Curses cleared and the stage came back into full and soundless view . . . the fight was officially over. Ika got out from under the table and limped onto the stage. His whole body was in horrendous pain. Some of that pain was from the blows he took from Phiggy, and the rest was due to the pressure put on his body from using so much Kanah. More meditation could fix that problem. He had to remind himself to take meditation more seriously from now on, because his cells were palpitating with a relentless sting.

			A massive crater of broken and burnt wood was all that was left of this bout. There were no remains of a body in the hole. Ika wanted to believe that he had just disintegrated Phiggy, but he was smarter than that. He knew better than that. Oh well, his trial was complete. 

			He looked to the crowd and raised his arms. “Well? I’ve done what you asked, even though you placed the odds against me! I came here for information on Kirga the Hellcat! You will give me what I came for!” 

			To Ika and his group’s surprise, the Royal Family erupted into applause of appreciation for the boy and his display. They clanged their forks on their plates and raised their decorative glasses. The Prince’s standoffish attitude also melted away. 

			Dessiel decided to stop using his arena announcer voice, no longer amplifying his tone with Kanah. “I’m a Gast of my word. You have passed this combat trail, so I will tell you what I know of the Hellcat. I’ve had my fun, and judging by the applause . . . so has my family.” He stood from his throne and clapped his fingers again. Clarendon left Gira’s side and returned to his prince for another humorously senseless piggyback ride. “Let us speak in private. FAMILY, I WILL RETURN SHORTLY! ENJOY THE FOOD!”

		

	
		
			Chapter 13: A Fabulous Warning
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			Chandi’s hands were still shaking. “That was incredible! That final Allada was textbook. I’m super impressed.”  

			Ika looked away, hiding a blush. “It was nothing.” 

			The kids, Gira, Sammy, and Clarendon all sat cross-legged on a circular, fuzzy red carpet while the Prince rested in a big beanbag chair, this time purple instead of lime green. 

			“You performed beautifully,” agreed little Sammy, leaning over. 

			They were in one of Dessiel’s personal quarters. There was nothing in this particular room except for beanbag chairs of varying colours. All colours of the rainbow and beyond. None of which anyone was allowed to sit in except for him. The one Prince Dessiel currently sat deep within was his ‘Beanbag Chair of Scandalous Discussion.’ Each colour chair had a different purpose or occasion for its use. 

			The rest of the group were chatting amongst each other while the kids continued to whisper.

			“Please,” Chandi scoffed at Ika’s nonchalance. “You nearly crapped yourself the second Phiggy practically sneezed away your Undula.” 

			Ika paused with a feeble sniffle. “Okay, yeah.” 

			Chandi didn’t want to admit how worried she was about him, watching from the sidelines. When Phiggy kicked Ika in the stomach the second time, she was dangerously close to storming the stage herself, consequences be damned. She wished in that moment she was the one who was sent on stage in place of him. There were times when her protectiveness of Ika made him embarrassed or frustrated. Though, Chandi was pretty sure he would’ve welcomed her assistance in that moment. “I really don’t think you actually killed whoever that was, Ika. Do you?” 

			He sighed quietly. “No. Whoever that was will turn up again somewhere.” 

			Chandi smirked the same way she always did when she was about to tease him. “I also don’t think he was trying all that har—” 

			Ika plugged his ears with his fingers. “La la la la la!” 

			Gira raised his voice enough to let the kids know the important part was coming up. “Prince, if you please . . . the reason for our visit to this city?” 

			The Prince rubbed his chin. “Although the boy was very promising up there, very fancy indeed, I don’t personally believe he can win against the man you seek. I could be wrong, but I think he is too young for this endeavour.” 

			Chandi was beginning to get annoyed by all the people underestimating Ika. She was also suppressing the very strong temptation to walk up and punch Dessiel in his tiny nose. He purposefully put Ika in harm’s way. Anyone who does something like that with no remorse will never be an ally in her mind. She wanted to strangle him. 

			Gira adjusted his legs slightly. “I will be with him on his quest. I’m aware of where he is at compared to where Kirga is. We will bridge that gap before the time of meeting him comes.” 

			Dessiel laughed aloud. Even Clarendon snickered, making that the first sound any of them had heard him make. 

			Clarendon spoke up, his voice like a boot in deep snow, rough and brusque. “That is highly, highly unlikely. What is likely is that he kills these two young ones. The media out of Kanakon has greatly understated the Hellcat’s abilities, I fear. He is the Genmaga. Even if it hasn’t been recorded yet, he must be capable of great power.” There was that weird word again. Genmaga. “The only ones in all of Wenworld who make him at the very least cautious are the Dalada.” Clarendon referred to the Death Squad by their oldest and truest title. 

			Gira scowled, refusing to address Clarendon. “With all due respect, Prince, we didn’t come here for your advice. I have neither use nor want of it. All we need from you is the name of the Curse his Apostle is using. That is all and that is enough.” 

			Sammy’s face cringed at Gira’s tone yet again, but he said nothing this time. 

			Chandi was always put off by how affable Gira could be when he wanted to be. She knew him to be Ika’s silly uncle. He was always the first to make her laugh or to act many years younger than his age. She respected he could turn that off when the situation required it. 

			Gira clearly had more to discuss but Ika interrupted. “Prince,” he finally addressed properly, “do all Gast share the same foresight as you, or are you the only one who sees all?” 

			Prince Dessiel sat up as proudly as he could portray while sinking in his chair. “Only me. That blinking light the three of you no doubt saw when approaching the tower is how I do it. Anyone named the prince or princess of Grematorga gains a personal bond with that large collection of Wenworld Kanah. Only the prince or princess can muster the full power of Grematorga.” 

			Ika hummed. “Fascinating.” 

			Clarendon spoke up again. “How do you plan to bridge this gap you speak of, Gira Ivory? Have you been training the boy yourself? My Prince’s information may bring you closer to the Hellcat than I believe this boy is ready for. I believe you are holding your nephew’s hand and guiding him toward his death. The girl will suffer the same fate.”

			Gira brought his silver eyes to the Prince’s bodyguard. “And I believe I just stated the use I have for your advice. Was I not clear?” 

			Sammy coughed awkwardly and shook his head at Chandi. She shrugged her shoulders, letting Sammy know she was powerless to stop Gira’s crudity. 

			A cold silence held in the small room until the Prince broke it. “I can see you are all very dedicated to this suicide mission. Let that fate be yours, then. The name of the Curse Kirga’s newest Apostle is using is known as Kima Dollora. It is the highest form of cloaking Curse that I know of. I recognized its Aura when vaguely sensing their passing. If they are in control of a Curse like that, then they will sneak into the Capital City right under the King’s nose. Whatever it is they seek in the Capital, they’ll get it with that Curse. I don’t know its weakness. For that, you’ll need to resort to Kanakon’s library. I’ve done all I can for you. Sheltrona will have any more answers you seek.” 

			Sheltrona, the greatest library in all of Wenworld. Chandi’s heart skipped a beat at the thought of her getting to enter its doors. 

			Gira opened his mouth, but before he could speak, a tall Gast in full body armor burst in the room, heaving with exhaustion. 

			“My Prince,” he bowed. “You should come and see this. We have found the whereabouts of Yonna and the champion, Humira. I don’t think you will be pleased.” 

			The Prince rubbed a hand over his long, soft nose. “I already know what happened to them, you moron. I can see all, remember?” 

			The guard looked embarrassed. “Of course, my Prince.” 

			Dessiel stood and groaned. “Let’s go take a look at what’s in their mouths, anyway.” 

			Ika frowned. “In their mouths?”

			They all left the Prince’s private quarters and followed the guard into the opposite waiting area of Ika’s on the adjacent side of the stage. What they found was odd, to say the least. Yonna and Humira were lying on a bed of fluffy yellow pillows. Yonna wasn’t dishonest about Dessiel’s champion. He was even more physically imposing than she was, red as blood and thick as a Beeky trunk. They were unharmed, but remained frozen in some state of paralysis. 

			The Prince wore a bored expression, already seeing this take place before the fight. “That Gast was bold enough to enter my home and easily defeat my greatest champion, as well as my greatest assistant.”

			Sammy looked crestfallen at that.

			 “He was in possession of a tricky teleportation Curse. I don’t even know the name of the one he was using, but he was quick. I watched him drop them both before they knew what was happening. To be honest, Ika, I thought for sure he would be too strong for you. I thought you’d die on that stage. Oh well.” 

			There were two small paper notes in each of their motionless mouths. They were being held up by their extended red tongues. Phiggy clearly had a flair for the dramatic that even one such as Dessiel might appreciate. This must’ve been what the Prince meant earlier. 

			Clarendon plucked the one from Yonna’s mouth and read it aloud. “Sorry for the inconvenience. I wanted to be a part of this little spar with Ika, and these two really wouldn’t let me. I asked nicely.” That was all it said. 

			Dessiel tittered. “Short and sweet. I rather like this fellow.” He motioned for Clarendon to read the next. 

			Yanking the paper from Humira now, he did so. “And now I have a message for little Chandi . . .” 

			She snapped to attention, as if an ice cube was put to the back of her neck. 

			Clarendon read on. “Wriliara is a complicated Oracle, as well as a complicated man. If you wish to fight him, I recommend looking into a little Curse known as Filiorvis. It translates loosely to ‘Phoenix of the Sun’ from Edamirin. If Wriliara has a weakness, it would be Filiorvis. I wish you luck in your pursuit, Cousin. I suspect you’ll need it.” 

			That was it. 

			A silence swept over the room like a dark cloud before a storm. “What is Filiorvis?” she looked to Gira but Prince Dessiel was the one to answer. 

			“An ability you are too young to master, darling. No Oracle under twenty years of age would even attempt Filiorvis.” 

			Chandi looked again to Gira, awaiting some kind of reassurance. It never came. 

			“He’s right, sweetheart.” Before she could protest, Gira placed both hands on her shoulders. “We will speak about this another time. Besides, I’m not going to start trusting this guy. That Curse can be very dangerous if practiced improperly.” 

			She frowned and opened her mouth again. 

			“This isn’t a discussion,” Gira snapped. “Just drop it.” He made a mock bow toward the Prince. “We got what we came for. We will depart now. Thank you for your less than satisfactory hospitality, and I look forward to seeing you in hell.” 

			Sammy hung his head low, just giving up entirely. 

			Dessiel giggled. “Farewell, Gira Ivory, Ika Ivory, and Chandi whatever.” 

			“MorrowHill,” she corrected. 

			He ignored her.

			Gira spun sharply, tugging on both of the kid’s shirts to steer them toward the exit. 

			Chandi broke away for a moment. “Wait! I have one thing to ask of you . . . Prince.” She clenched her teeth to choke out the honorific. 

			“What is it?” he asked. 

			“Did you happen to see where Cinnamon went after we lost him by Booka and Snooka? He is a small brown Wenny Rabbit and h—” 

			The Prince coughed sarcastically. “I know who Cinnamon is, silly girl.” 

			She clenched her fists. 

			“And yes, I happened to see where he ran off to.” Hope sparked in her heart. “He was actually the first to spot our mystery Gast. Something about him must’ve unnerved Cinnamon greatly, because he chased him through the forest and out of the valley. He chased him for days until they passed around my tower and beyond my sight. Obviously the Gast led him astray on purpose, cause he ended up coming back in this tower, didn’t he? That I didn’t see. I’m guessing his pesky teleportation Curse was the reason for his drastic change in location. I would pay any amount of Teeth to know the name of it.” He paused, sucking in a breath. “Long story short, darling, Cinnamon was out of my sight once he exited the valley going north. I don’t know what happened after.” 

			A million scenarios flashed through Chandi’s head. Did Phiggy somehow kill Master Cinnamon? There was no way. 

			“That will be all,” said Gira sharply. “Farewell.” He dragged her and Ika out. 

			“Good luck, kids!” shouted the Prince from behind them. “Kirga is going to eat you alive!” his maniacal laughter faded as he did in the distance.  

			After Phiggy’s letters were read aloud, Gira became fixed on leaving as soon as possible. The mention of the Phoenix Curse had clearly set him into a foul mood. Chandi didn’t dare to bug him anymore. At least not today. In all her research, she had never heard of such a thing before. And if she hadn’t, it was unquestionable that Ika hadn’t either. 

			They left the upper sections of Grematorga with Sammy in tow. He promised to show them out respectively. 

			Eventually, after Samritala used the Waypoint System to bring them back to the first level, picking up Master Cinnamon’s Gritka along the way, Chandi and Ika stood before a tall painting on the dark wall of the Tower. It was placed at the dead end of a narrow path that led away from the main road. 

			Sammy lamented with a sadly dragging blue tail. “This is where I leave you and return to my own duties. Overall, the Prince isn’t very deterred by what went down. Though, I’ll admit . . . things could’ve gone better than they did.” 

			Chandi grunted in response. “Yeah, you think?” 

			Gira laughed, easing all of their shared tension with the sound. “I was worried for a bit there. But we’re all alive and in good health. Well, Ika will be once he gets some rest. We now have the name of the Curse Kirga’s newest Apostle is using. To be honest, that’s even more information than I thought we would get from the Prince. Now all we need to do is head to Kanakon.” He looked down at his old friend. “I can’t thank you enough. You’ve been a great help to us, Sammy. I wish I could stay and get into trouble like we used to.” 

			Sammy slapped him on the knee. “I think we’ve already gotten into enough trouble for this visit. Maybe next time. Oh wait, you never visit, so I guess just forget it.” 

			Gira threw his head back, resting its weight on the back of his neck, groaning as he did so. “I told you, things have been crazy for me since we met. I’ll be back to see you soon.” 

			Sammy gave him a very unconvinced look. “Sure . . . I’ll believe that when it happens. Either way, it was good to see you again, my friend. I’d say I missed you but there’s no need for me to make this mushy.” He didn’t meet Gira’s eye. 

			Gira bent to bring the little blue fox into a one-armed hug. “It was good to see you, too. Take care of yourself.” 

			Sammy’s eyes began to well up. 

			Gira sighed. “You’re not gunna do this again, are you? You did this the last time I had to leave.” 

			Sammy hid his face in Gira’s shoulder. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He was barely understandable through his muffled voice and snivelling tremble. 

			After hugging Gira for a full minute, Sammy hugged Chandi and Ika goodbye as well. “You are all insane, but good luck. Gira, you know what to do to get out?” 

			Gira nodded and turned to the painting. It was a portrait of Prince Dessiel standing magnificently on a cliff, under the red rays of the morphing sun, wearing a long, twinkling dress of teal. The kids didn’t even bother asking at this point. 

			Gira touched a hand to the painting and the kids followed. Wenworld’s orange Kanah consumed their hands, and with final thankful waves to Samritala, they were gone. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 14: Just the Nature of My Game
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			It took another day of travel before they exited Beeky Valley from the north. The whole time Ika was thinking about Filiorvis and Cinnamon. They weren’t far from the Capital now, and yet meeting Kirga wasn’t the only thing occupying his mind anymore. 

			One more day of sleep under the stars and their trek should bring them right to the front gate. He wouldn’t admit it to Chandi, nor perhaps even himself, but heading to Kanakon now had another purpose added to it: finding Cinnamon and figuring out why he never came back. He had apparently lost Phiggy, based on what Prince Dessiel told them. What happened to him past the Prince’s sight? 

			That final night before closing in on Kanakon was filled with nightmares for Ika. Nightmares of Kirga and the worst day of his life. 

			He thankfully jolted awake with a small scream to find Chandi and Gira in the midst of some morning training. He wondered why neither of them woke him to join. He also wondered why in the name of Meamara Gira looked like he was teaching Chandi. Ika had begged to be trained by his uncle for most of his life and was never rewarded. 

			He got up quickly from his spot on the grass and stomped over to the pair of them. Since they were out of Beeky Valley now, they were currently marching progressively into ‘The Jadeite Fields’, the murky green plains that surrounded the Capital City. 

			The Jadeite Fields were extraordinarily enormous. The three of them still had a long day of travel ahead of them before being able to see the soaring blue walls of Kanakon. The scenery they now enjoyed was far less ostentatious than the valley. The plains were mostly flat with no trees and very little obstructions such as boulders or deep ponds. The blades of grass were a captivating shade of olive. The plain presented the effect of pale, murky water. But if one studied the blades close enough, they came to life with mixtures of lighter and darker shades of green, dancing with each other and creating an oily mirage. 

			The sun had just recently morphed in, giving the grass its weedier morning hue. From where Ika was standing, he could now see the tallest manmade structure in Wenworld, Cebrumbala Tower, standing in the center of the Capital. It served as their point of direction. They didn’t need to worry about getting lost with that tower in the distance, just peeking through the Fogwall.

			“What’s going on?” Ika asked tersely. Gira was in the middle of a slow-moving dance of some kind. He balanced on his left leg and moved his arms like flowing water. Chandi did something slightly different but close enough.

			“Training,” said Gira. 

			Ika frowned. “Yeah, that looks to be the case. So I beg you for my whole life and you decide to train Chandi instead? Why now?” 

			Gira raised a palm toward Ika during his movements. “Oh relax, would you? I’m not training Chandi. I’m training with her. I’m doing my own thing while she’s doing hers. We are keeping our flow of internal Kanah satisfied with common meditative motions. I’m not teaching her how to tame lightning, kid, don’t worry. You’re welcome to do some training of your own, but after how much Kanah you released fighting Phiggy, I figured more rest would do you some good. Forgive me for caring.” He stuck out his tongue boyishly. 

			Ika calmed down, looking north. His body did still ache in some places, mainly his stomach. 

			Unable to just let things lie, it was time to bring up something else that bothered him. It was one of those days. “Are we going to talk about your past with the Apostles anytime soon, or are you going to pretend that the Prince didn’t let that slip out?” 

			Chandi paused in her motions; as did Gira, planting both feet back on the ground. 

			“It’s not an important story, Ika. I was looking for Kirga a long time. I wanted to kill him as badly as you do now. I came close, encountered one of his Apostles, battled him to get to Kirga, killed him, and never wound up getting any closer to Kirga anyway.” 

			A beautiful pink butterfly landed on Chandi’s head. “What was the Apostle’s name?” she asked. 

			“Panther was his name. He didn’t go down without a fight, I can tell you that. Here’s the thing about Kirga’s Apostles . . . they can transform into beasts in the same way he can. Chandi, you may not be aware that Wriliara can change into a great snake at will. Panther could morph into . . . well, take a wild guess. As for this new Apostle who is skilled in cloaking, I can guarantee you both he can transform as well. They are all cut from a similar cloth.” 

			Chandi’s eyes grew wide with shock. “I wasn’t aware that Wriliara could transform into a snake, though that would explain his eyes. I thought that Kirga was the only one who could perform a freakish ability like that.” 

			Ika was also put off. “So did I. What Curse allows them to do this?” He remembered Chandi telling him the story about Wriliara and why she wished to hunt him. Chandi spoke often about Wriliara’s snake eyes. Neither of them would’ve guessed he could actually become one, though. In their heads, Kirga was the only Oracle who could take the form of a beast. 

			Gira tied his white bandana tighter around his head. “Let’s go sit down and I’ll explain more.” 

			They took a seat next to Cinnamon’s giant Gritka. Ika and Chandi remarked Gira as children would their grandfather, recapping a tale of war long past. 

			“It is very rare for Oracles to possess a similar ability to Kirga. It isn’t a Curse. It can’t be learned superfluously. You are either born with this ability or not. Those who are born this way are called ‘Kensral’. Kensral means ‘Blessed Servant’ in ancient Edamirin. They can take on immensely powerful forms of various creatures and animals. Kensral are sworn to protect their god figure. That would be Kirga. They have to protect and serve him. The desire to do so runs deep in their blood. They have no will against it. They are drawn to him without falter.  

			“Kirga has explored Wenworld looking for Kensral to act as his guard. Since there are so few Kensral in the world, a search like that can be tiresome. Me killing his old one must’ve ticked him off, I imagine. Kirga is their god figure because, and this part is critical, Kirga is not a Kensral.”  

			Ika raised his hand in the air, turning red, realizing he just pulled a Chandi. 

			“But he can transform into the Hellcat beast. That’s no myth. I saw it with my own eyes, Uncle Gira!” 

			Gira took on a sad expression. “I know you did, kid. I never said that was untrue. He can transform into the Hellcat, but he is still not a Kensral. Kirga is what is known as the ‘Genmaga’, meaning ‘The Chosen’.” 

			This was the third time Ika had heard this word. 

			“The truth I’ve found out during my own hunt is that there is only one Genmaga born in all of Wenworld once every two-hundred years. There are two-hundred years per generation in Wenworld and one Genmaga will live within that time period. What a Genmaga’s purpose is, I have no idea. But unfortunately, I believe that Kirga has somehow figured it out and is moving toward that goal. I have a sneaking suspicion that whatever it is, it isn’t good for any of us. Many believe that the Genmaga exist to fulfill some ancient purpose. This has never been proven, though.”

			The grass was almost silky between Ika’s fingertips. This was a lot to think about. 

			“Uncle Gira, how many Kensral are out there?” 

			Gira played with the waving grass himself. “Not many, but definitely more than two. Which means Kirga could end up finding more of them. Not many live to adulthood, though. They often can’t control their transformations in their infant years, end up hurting people or becoming too unpredictable, and then the parents will have to kill them. It’s very hard to track any down these days.” 

			Chandi gasped. “Kill them? Their own children?” 

			Gira’s brow slowly puzzled, as if he was trying to listen for something. He continued regardless. “Yes. Kensral are seen as sinful children and it is common practice for people to put down these ‘Demon Spawns’, as they are sometimes cruelly referred to as. The reason Kensral are put in such a bad light is because a Genmaga is put in an even worse one. The child born as the Genmaga in his or her generation is rumoured to bring about the destruction of Wenworld by the common people. I don’t know how this myth came to be but the Genmaga is a symbol of universal ire. Maybe Kirga really wants to destroy us all? Maybe he was born with that insatiable urge and he can’t control it?” His face became even more inwardly concerned. 

			Ika quickly looked around the empty field, trying to guess what was bothering him. “Okay,” he started with a puzzled brow. “I have a question. Why wasn’t any of this stuff in the papers? I tried to read as much as I could about Kirga over the years—at least what news made its way to Turquoise Town—and I never saw anything about a Genmaga. That word was never even used. And the people gossiping in town didn’t use it either.”

			“Well,” said Gira, “The Capital is the main hub for Wenworld news. They distribute the papers and stories to every corner of the world. This means they decide what gets kept in, and what they choose to leave undiscussed. The current king has no fondness toward the legend of Kirga. He thinks the Genmaga is nonsense and that there is no prophecy. Spreading the myth even more will only heighten people’s already existing anxiety on the subject. The Capital would rather have Kirga be underestimated than to cause panic. Panic never benefits economies. If you don’t inform your people, they will grow unruly and not trust you. But as long as you don’t give them everything, you have room to spin things the way that will keep you on top and in fine business. There are those who know more about the Genmaga prophecy. It is a very old tale, and previous Genmagas have caused trouble in past generations. But these days the people who speak on it are not taken very seriously, or they themselves don’t take it seriously, even if they are aware of the deeper history.”

			“Can we beat them?” asked Chandi out of the blue. 

			Gira broke his frown to send her a confused look. “I’m afraid I don’t know what you mean. Do you mean we as in myself included? Do you mean we as in Wenworld, including the Death Squad? Or do you mean we as in . . . you two?” 

			The look in her eye was answer enough. 

			“You’re asking me if I really think you two can overcome Kirga and Wriliara.” 

			Chandi nodded. “It’s why we’ve come this far and it’s why we keep going. Do you look down on us like everyone else does? I don’t mean as we are. Everyone and their mother have let us know the odds of that. I mean if we continue to train. Do you . . . ever see us being able to get our revenge?” 

			Gira plucked a few blades of olive grass and let them slip through his fingers, getting carried off by the morning breeze. “Revenge is overrated.” 

			“You didn’t answer the question.” 

			He focused his silver eyes back on the girl, then sharply snapped them up over her shoulder, staring hard at the open grass. He jumped to his feet. “Something is coming.” 

			The kids jumped up as well, preparing for anything. Neither of them sensed anyone approaching but trusted Gira enough to assume he wasn’t making a mistake. Ika felt ready for a fight, anyway. He wanted a chance to make up for how easily Phiggy had outclassed him, even though he technically won the fight. 

			After a few seconds, the kids too were privy to something not quite right in the environment. There was a terrible shake and rumble below the dirt of the plains, deep in the ground. That rumble and shake came closer and closer to their feet, until it was right beneath them. 

			Gira moved as fast as a strike of lightning, snatching Ika and Chandi, whisking them a few meters away from the rising growl of deep rock giving way to something monstrous. 

			The field opened up with an explosion of mud and torn up grass, as a colossal, dark grey creature sprung from the shadowy depths of the underground. Its oily pink hands and long black claws curved over the edge of the new, protruding, sharp mounds of hardened mire. The creature had voluminous, circular, pure white eyes and a long sniffing snout. If it pulled its full body from the hole it was peeking out from, the group would’ve been able to see that it was roughly the size of a house. It was, in fact, larger than Ika’s home back in Turquoise Town. 

			Gira’s face relaxed and he released his tight grip on the kids. His face slightly returned to its stressed state when spotting a familiar, little brown ball of fur riding atop this beast. Ika’s face lit up as his eye caught a long purple scarf flowing in the wind and a violet staff held in a small paw. 

			“CINNAMON!” he shouted. 

			Chandi yelled as well when she finally caught on. 

			Master Cinnamon stood proudly on the head of this furry monstrosity. 

			“Hello, kids!” He paused, looking to Gira. “Hello, filthy swine!” 

			Gira shook his head. Ika didn’t have to guess that Gira was secretly hoping he wouldn’t be seeing this Wenny Rabbit again any time soon. It was equally as obvious that Cinnamon didn’t like Ika’s uncle tagging along, either. 

			The Wenny smiled appreciatively at Ika when noticing that his dirty Gritka was still resting on the grass next to the hole, still carried along for the journey. 

			“What is that thing?” asked Ika. 

			Cinnamon patted the creature softly on the head. “This, my boy, is a Talpid. They don’t make themselves seen often but I spotted this lovely fellow on the borders of the valley and couldn’t pass up the opportunity to chase him down.” 

			This was why he vanished? A giant mole?

			Even Chandi was scratching her head. 

			“Um . . . why?” she asked, with a stunned dumb look. 

			Cinnamon shook his head as if Chandi was no more than a pestering simpleton. “Because, Chandi, this beasty right here got me the chance to catch a glimpse of Kirga and his little pals.” 

			Ika’s mouth fell open. “What?” 

			A realization seemed to dawn on Gira’s face. “You tailed them from underground.” He said it as a statement. 

			Cinnamon’s smile only confirmed it as true. “I did.” 

			“Can somebody explain, please?” said Ika. 

			The mole-like thing rubbed its snout along the mound of swelling dirt, dealing with a pesky itch. 

			Cinnamon gave the Talpid a pat. “Back when we were stuck with those idiots, Booka and Snooka, I spotted a Gast that had just started peeking on us. You two may not know what a Gast is but . . .” 

			Ika, Chandi, and Gira all shared a cynical giggle. 

			“We’ve just come from Grematorga,” said Gira. “We got the name of the Curse Kirga’s Apostle is using to cloak all of their Kanahs. Prince Dessiel confirmed that Kirga did pass through Beeky Valley and he knew about the Curse. We can find the Curse’s book in Kanakon, and then find a way to trace it back to the caster. To summarize, these kids know what Gast are.” 

			An embarrassed look came over the rabbit’s face. “I guess I’ve missed a lot.” He looked down at his apprentices. “Dessiel, huh? How did that go?” 

			Chandi sighed. “Could’ve gone better.” 

			Ika shrugged. “Could’ve gone worse.” 

			Gira’s brow furrowed. “We also ran into that golden Gast you happened to be chasing, then gave up on, I will add.” 

			“And?” 

			Ika didn’t want to think about him ever again but figured Cinnamon needed to hear it. “He said his name was Phiggy. He knows a lot about Kirga and a lot about my family, somehow. He annoyingly seems to know a lot about everything. Does that name mean anything to you?” 

			Cinnamon’s whiskers wiggled. “I can’t say I’ve ever heard of him. How does he know so much about you?” 

			Ika threw out his hands. “I have no idea. It scares me, if I’m honest. I don’t know what to do about him. He comes and goes as he pleases. He just vanished after Uncle Gira grabbed him, and again when I fought him.” 

			A paw was promptly raised. “Slow down a second. When you fought him?” 

			Chandi’s testy tone cut in. “Yeah, that clown of a prince forced Ika to fight in his little gladiator concert.” 

			Cinnamon sighed knowingly. “Oh, boy. Sorry I wasn’t there to help, kid. That sounds just like Dessiel. Only met the guy once. Real jerk.” 

			“I agree,” said Chandi. “Ika’s opponent was Phiggy, who was way more powerful than we expected.” 

			“We need to be cautious of that one,” said Gira. “He could prove to be a problem.” 

			A thought hit Ika. “Why didn’t you tell me about Kirga and this ‘Genmaga’ business?” 

			“Didn’t I?” said Cinnamon. “Thought I mentioned it.” He tapped his staff on his long foot. “It’s really not important. The Genmaga legend is just a stupid story” 

			Gira’s stern voice leveled Cinnamon’s joviality. “I wouldn’t underestimate the following a Genmaga can gather. There is a prophecy that I believe Kirga is chasing. The White Raven must be some part of it.” 

			The returning look from the rabbit was condescending. “Come on, Gira, there has been a Genmaga,” he said the word mockingly, “every generation since Meamara created the Crystal. They have all amounted to nothing. No prophecy. It’s just smoke and mirrors. Even the Death Squad aren’t worried about the Genmaga. Let people whisper about the destiny of Kirga. It’s a joke.” 

			“He is stronger than you think. Kirga is far from a joke,” said Gira. 

			Cinnamon continued to argue. “He is powerful, sure, but not the son of some ubiquitous foretelling. Genmaga can turn into demonic beasts. That is their only feat. Monsters, Gira. Every generation has seen its Genmaga be nothing more than that . . . a monster. They have never posed a realistic threat before. Over a thousand years of nothing. If the legend of the Genmaga is what Kirga has been desperately searching for, then he is nothing more than delusional. Wenworld is safe from him. Trust me.” 

			The Genmaga’s prophecy. Is this the reason why Ika had lost his father and little sister, nothing more than some pious misbelief? It didn’t matter what the reason was. Ika was still going to find the man. 

			“How did this creature help you track Kirga?” he asked, cutting to the chase. 

			Cinnamon looked a little put off by his sudden determination. 

			The great and lumbering Talpid rested its head on the soft meadow and began snoring. Chandi went over and ran her hand along the snout in a soothing fashion. Ika wondered how long she would be able to resist petting it. 

			“Well,” said Cinnamon, “these underground dwellers have very special eyes.” He pointed his staff toward the glossy white spheres. “They have a neat little trick to them. Talpids can see through objects, and can observe around their bodies in a full three-sixty vision. It’s how their kind dig their flawless underground tunnels that get them about. Their eyes are blessed by Wenworld Kanah, making them practically unequalled. I didn’t need to get anywhere near Kirga and his squad, but I happened to be directly below them for a time.” 

			Chandi stopped petting the Talpid, a confused flash in her eye. “As amazing as that is, Master . . . how could you see Kirga if the Talpid is the one with the special eyes?”

			Ika glanced up, also awaiting a response. 

			“A simple Curse,” said Cinnamon. “Minmir Bresala. A Curse that allows the casting Oracle to enter the target’s mind, seeing what they see. The caster can even control their bodies for a short time. Unfortunately, this Curse only works on Yeryaila or animals. An Oracle with even the slightest amount of Kanah would be invulnerable to this ability.” He poked the slumbering Talpid’s head with his staff. “But my new friend here is the perfect candidate for scouting. I couldn’t hold it for long but I got to see our newest Apostle. They all rested on the borders of Kanakon’s land for a time, so he could build up the Kanah to use that powerful cloaking Curse.” 

			Gira crossed his arms. The wind was picking up to a howl now. “Was it truly Kirga? Was Wriliara with him?” 

			Chandi focused her glower at the mention of Kirga’s right hand man. 

			Cinnamon smiled morbidly. “It was him. And yes, Wriliara was with him. They were covered by hooded cloaks but it was them. Based on their wanted posters, at least. The third guy was built like a stone wall. He was enormous. The thing that intrigued me was the ritual he had to perform before using his cloaking Curse. It was extensive.” 

			Gira’s attention sharpened. “How so?” 

			“Big boy had to recite an incantation, closing his eyes and clasping his hands for nearly ten minutes before he could execute the ability. They began walking for a while, big boy still speaking the incantation. I followed them from below. Every minute or so he would have to stop speaking and stick out his tongue. Smoke billowed from it as if it was a chimney. It was like his tongue was on fire, only being doused when he let it hang from his mouth. After the smoke subsided, he would go back to the chant. Then, after it seemed he was finished, they disappeared. It won’t be too hard for them to slip into the Capital with an ability like that.” 

			Gira let out the sigh of a defeated man. 

			Ika could only assume this was a bad sign. 

			Ika’s uncle looked up, all passion and fire drained from his silver stare, now taking its place was a placid demeanour. “May I speak with you about this in private?” he asked the rabbit. 

			“What?” said Ika. “Why can’t you talk in front of us?” Ika knew this routine all too well. Gira always did this when talking to Ika’s mother about something he felt he was too young for. It was so obvious that something serious was being discussed but Gira’s poor acting remained, no matter how hard Ika tried to press him. 

			Cinnamon must’ve seen something that intrigued him in Gira’s eyes, because he slid down the Talpid’s snout, gave it a gentle pat farewell, then waddled toward his Gritka. With no word or hesitation, he popped off the cork and was sucked within. 

			“What the hell?” said Ika. 

			A distant voice echoed from within the ancient pottery. It sounded like it was coming from the bottom of a deep well. “All right, Ivory, get in here! This had better be good!” 

			Gira brushed past Ika toward the Gritka. 

			“Wait, hang on a second!” Ika tried to stop him but he was immovable. 

			He sent back one of his famously childish smiles, a glimpse of the uncle Ika had grown up with. “Don’t worry, bud, it’ll be fine. You two just get back to your training. This won’t take a minute.” 

			This was anything but fine. Gira’s odd behaviour was beginning to unnerve Ika. 

			Gira placed his hand atop the hole of the Gritka, his body bending and warping until he was so thin he could’ve been mistaken for paper. What was left of his essence twirled hypnotically as he was sucked inside the pottery. 

			Ika sighed. “Fine.” He looked over to see how Chandi was handling being overlooked once more. 

			She had already begun training, lifting an arm near her face and sniffing. “I need a shower soon.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 15: The Next Step in Training

			[image: ]

			Ika and Chandi carried on north toward the city after a bout of meditation and sparring. Ika easily overpowered Chandi during their match. He was much stronger and she didn’t yet have the skill to bridge that gap. 

			Gira had been talking with Cinnamon for close to two full hours, so they just decided to pick up Cinnamon’s Gritka and resume the walk. Ika called down to them a few times but received no answer. He didn’t want to say his thoughts aloud, but he was beginning to think that Cinnamon had laid a trap or something and had killed his uncle. The more they both refused to speak up to him and Chandi, the more he became anxious about whether it was a good idea for Gira to go in there at all. 

			The Talpid gave them a snort of farewell before diving in his massive hole and, in endearing fashion, covered the hole back up with dirt, as if not to be rude.  

			Ika turned over to Chandi, who had been quiet the past ten minutes. “What do you think they’ve been talking about for so damn long? ‘Won’t take a minute,’ my ass!” 

			She shrugged her shoulders. “They could be talking about anything. Although, considering they are almost enemies, I doubt they are sipping Hiiso tea and sparring with each other. It must be important, whatever it is.” 

			There was an obnoxiously tall hill about fifty meters in front of them. It obstructed their view of the rest of the fields.

			“IKA!” a voice finally called out. 

			He jumped like he had been zapped by an electric current. It was Gira’s voice. 

			“Yeah?” he called over his shoulder to the Gritka, tight to his back. 

			“GET DOWN HERE! WE HAVE SOME THINGS TO TALK ABOUT!” 

			He looked over to Chandi out of instinct. 

			She held her hand out to him. “No other choice. Give me the Gritka. I’ll sit and wait here with it until you guys are finished. Just please don’t be long. I don’t like the idea of sitting out by myself in an open area that Kirga was previously walking through.” 

			Ika laughed and winked. “Gotcha. I won’t be long.” 

			He handed her the Gritka and she rested it against her leg. It was large and heavy, but not enough to knock her over. 

			“Wish me luck. I hope this doesn’t feel as weird as it looked when Uncle Gira did it.” 

			She teased him about how it was probably going to hurt, earning a roll of the eyes. He removed the cork, placed his hand over the top, and was slurped up in the same way Gira was. 

			Since running away from Turquoise Town, Ika had often imagined what it was like within Cinnamon’s secret home. He never in his wildest dreams imagined it looking like this. He never imagined falling from the sky and belly flopping into a tiny lake of fizzy green water. He thought he would be kindly placed somewhere on steady ground, respectfully welcomed into the confines of the Jinxed Gritka. Evidently not. Nothing was going as he thought it would. That seemed to be a reoccurring theme since leaving home. 

			From the brief glimpse he caught of the surrounding area before plummeting into the water, the place was absurdly pristine.  

			Ika splashed angrily out of the green lake and pulled his way up onto a small island of short, well-trimmed blue grass. The whole place had this shimmering green water splashing up against the walls, and in the middle was a massive mansion on a lonely blue island. All of this was no doubt miniaturized by the Jinx so it could fit into the pot. Anyone who entered this place had to also be shrunk. He looked up at the house from his sopping knees. 

			Why does he ever want to leave this place? Ika thought. 

			The mansion was four stories tall and lavish with pillars of what looked like Porshallan marble. They were a soft, baby blue that complimented the parallel blue of the Porshallan Windstone that made up the walls of the stately manor. 

			What in the burning hands of Meamara is this place? 

			He walked up to a polished white door and used the clear glass handle to knock on it. 

			“Who iiiiiisssss iiiittttt?” Gira’s voice called from within the house. 

			Ika knocked harder. “What do you mean who is it? It’s me! Open the door and let me in!” 

			A few seconds of quiet passed. 

			“We don’t want what you’re selling!”

			Ika groaned and shook his wet legs. His uncle always used humor when deflecting. 

			“Uncle Gira, come on! And Cinnamon, why was I dropped into the water? Is that how everyone enters this place?” 

			Cinnamon’s voice now joined the yelling conversation. “No, just you! We watched you fall from the window. I wasn’t expecting you to squeal like a girl and flail your arms around! That part was an unanticipated treat!”

			Ika pounded the door with his fist. “I did neither of those things! Looks like you two are getting along now. Isn’t that sweet! Open the door!” 

			Gira’s voice came back sharply and much faster than before. “Incorrect! I still don’t like him, but listening to you squeal like that has softened my thoughts on him, at least slightly.”  

			After, in Ika’s opinion, an inappropriate amount of teasing, they let him inside to dry up. The inside of the rabbit’s manor was equally as dazzling as the outside. The three of them were currently sitting around a table of Porshallan Windglass that would normally cost close to seventeen-thousand Teeth. Above their heads was a dangling chandelier of the same make. It sparkled as if a rainbow was captured from the sky and sealed within its contents. Their chairs were made from Porshallan marble—comparable to the pillar outside. Now that Ika really focused, the whole place was made up of expensive Porshallan materials. 

			“How did you come by all this stuff?” he asked. 

			Cinnamon licked tea from a small white cup rapidly, lapping up as much as he could with his little tongue. Ika recognised the smell. Hiiso tea. How about that? Gira was sipping slowly as well. 

			Cinnamon licked around his mouth and made a sniffing noise that was almost like a hiss. “I’m actually good friends with the princess of Porshalla. I used to help her sneak away from her father’s palace only a few years back. I protected her through every adventure her heart could muster the courage for. Which was plenty, trust me. You’d like her. You two are close to the same age. She’s older by a year, I believe. She is one of the only people in Wenworld who accept me even after the business with the previous king of Kanakon, all those years back.” 

			Gira grunted churlishly. 

			Cinnamon sulked at him. “Anyways, long story short, she afforded me with all of this fancy stuff to bring inside my Gritka.” 

			For a second Ika thought Cinnamon was going to say where he got the Gritka from, or better yet, who Jinxed it. No dice. 

			Now that he was dry, Ika figured it was time to get to the reason he was dropped in here. “Two things . . . why am I here? And what have you two been talking about?” 

			Gira put down his cup gently. “The answer is kinda the same for both questions. I’ve been talking with your master,” he said the word like he was close to passing his breakfast, “about your fight with our newest pal, Phiggy. After giving him the recap, we’ve both agreed that you have some things to work on, kiddo.” 

			Ika looked between them both, seeing the same shared expression of sympathy on their faces. “I did wonderfully against him, thank you very much,” he defended.  “I pulled off a perfect Allada to take the win.” 

			Gira gave Cinnamon a solemn shake of the head when the Wenny looked up at him for confirmation. “Bud, your Allada was good. Very good, in fact. But it wasn’t perfect. And do we want to bring up how your hand-to-hand went? Because . . . wow.” 

			Ika glanced down at his hands, twiddling his fingers atop the shining table. “So what are we doing about it?” he asked sheepishly. 

			Cinnamon and Gira shared a devilish look. 

			“Let’s go outside on my little island. We’re training, of course,” said the rabbit. 

			There was a backyard of sorts, a wide-open space of blue grass behind the mansion. The fizzing water washed up and down the shoreline with a calming rush. Gira removed his shirt and was now standing, tightly packed muscles under pale white skin, with his hands on his hips. 

			“I thought you were so against training me,” said Ika drily. 

			Gira jeered. “I’m technically not training you. I’m just here as a training dummy, for lack of a better term.” 

			Cinnamon bounced over to Ika and pointed with one paw to the boy’s uncle. “Gira is going to stand right there and only emit the amount of defensive Aura that an experienced Oracle would emit. No Curses. No special tricks. Just basic Aura. You are going to fire as many powerful Curses at his chest as you can, trying to knock him over, stagger him, or harm him in any noticeable way.” 

			Ika coughed in confident perplexity. “Are you insane? He’s wearing no armor of any kind and won’t use a defensive Curse? I’ll kill him.” 

			Gira released the most condescending laugh Ika had probably ever heard in his life. He scowled at that. 

			Cinnamon sucked his teeth. “I’m quite sure he’ll be fine . . . unfortunately.” 

			“How come I have to go through this? What about Chandi?” Ika asked. 

			Cinnamon tapped his staff cantankerously on the blue grass. Ika flinched as he did. 

			“Because, whether you’ll hear it or not, Chandi is better than you right now when it comes to Kanah control.”

			Ika’s face scrunched up in disgust. “Says who?” 

			WHACK! 

			Cinnamon thumped his leg right after thumping Ika’s head. “Says the fact that you still can’t focus your Kanah and move it around your body through meditation. Your meditation is disgraceful. If Chandi ever catches up and learns Allada and Delagora, her versions will be a class ahead of yours. You showed impressive skill being able to learn them at all, but you show your incompetence with how you wield them.” 

			Gira yelled across the field, “your poor control of your own Kanah is the reason why your Allada wasn’t perfect, kid! It was shaky and less precise than it has the potential of being. That Curse could’ve been far more powerful than it was if you had control like Chandi does. That black fire transformation you used against Phiggy would’ve been stronger as well. You need to get a handle on that! It’s not a part of your training you can just skip. I’m about to prove it to you right now.” 

			A voice came booming from above like the sound of a thunderous god. “WHAT’S GOING ON IN THERE?” 

			It was Chandi. 

			From inside the small Gritka, she sounded frightening. 

			Cinnamon cupped his paws around his mouth. “WE’RE TEACHING IKA HOW TO NOT SUCK!” 

			Ika recognised Chandi’s laugh even in its distant, roaring form. 

			“GOOD LUCK WITH THAT!” 

			Ika cupped his own hands around his mouth. “SCREW YOU!” he yelled upward, setting off more of her far-off laughter. 

			The sound of Gira slapping his hands together echoed around the Gritka. “Here we go, kiddo, show me what you got.” 

			Cinnamon moved away to give the boy space as he bent into a steady combat stance, legs slightly sprawled and chin tucked to his chest. 

			“You asked for this, Uncle Gira.” 

			His training dummy shook his knees to be cheeky. “Ooooooh, I’m so scared.” 

			A sizzling, warbling orb of crimson Kanah stemmed from Ika’s outstretched palm. “Likilia Vorma,” he said steadfastly. 

			A nifty Curse that didn’t take him long to learn. This one Chandi was far better at, though. A beam of pulsing red light, strong and true, fired directly into Gira’s bare chest. Gira’s own blackish Aura was manifesting around his body. That Aura absorbed Ika’s beam as if it was a source of nutrition rather than a Curse set to gravely injure. Ika’s face went pale. 

			Gira brought a hand to his face and patted his mouth, yawning loudly. “Well? You can start when you’re ready. You don’t have to wait for a countdown or anything. Just go. I’m waiting.”

			 Ika pushed his palm through the air angrily. “Likilia Vorma,” he said again. The same beam evaporated in the same pathetic way. 

			Gira threw his arms wide in an impatient gesture. “Helloooooo? I said you can start. Meaning, like, now.” 

			He was mocking Ika. 

			Cinnamon used his long staff to poke Ika in the butt. “Pssssst, your crappy Kanah control is why that beam of light is comparable to a goodnight kiss. The form was steady and unwavering, well done, but it had no staying power. Not even close to enough to scratch the chest of an Oracle of Gira’s level. This is the product of lack of meditation, Ika. Get that through your thick skull. Would Chandi be able to harm Gira? No way in hell. But would she get closer to achieving it than you? Absolutely.” 

			“I’m not done yet,” declared Ika with new determination in his cloudy white eyes. 

			“Knock yourself out,” said Cinnamon. “But I’m telling you, without proper Kanah control you won’t have the power to hurt someone like Gira.” 

			Ika tried every Curse he knew—which was only a handful—over and over, focusing harder and harder each time on their delivery. Even Allada was useless. This went on for an hour to no avail. Poor Chandi must’ve been bored out of her wits out on that field. A few times Cinnamon called up and asked if she wanted to come down. She insisted it was fine. She said she enjoyed the peaceful atmosphere of the fields and wanted some time alone to meditate. Cinnamon gave Ika a contemptuous stare when she said that. 

			After attempting to harm Gira for so long, the boy heaved on wavering breath. “I can’t.”

			Cinnamon scratched his nose. “Yes, I already know you can’t. We all already know you can’t. I’m glad to see you’ve caught up.” 

			The tired rabbit glanced across the way to the bored-looking Gira. He poked Ika in the shin and gestured for him to bend down. Ika did so and brought his face close to Cinnamon’s. 

			“You head back up and join Chandi in her meditation. I have some more things I’d like to speak with your uncle about.” 

			Ika groaned like a child, but after being unable to even knock his uncle off balance, he knew better than to argue. Cinnamon wasn’t wrong; he needed to focus more on meditation. “I assume you aren’t going to tell me what you were really talking about?” 

			Cinnamon’s eyes were hard. 

			Ika’s shoulders slumped. “Whatever.” 

			Before he could move away, Cinnamon snuck a paw into his collar and yanked him back down. “And while you’re up there, ask her for some help.” 

			Ika’s nose scrunched. 

			“Don’t be a child about it, Ika. Whatever competition you have with her isn’t worth it. You’re in the real world now. You could lose your life, kid. Swallow your stupid pride and ask her for some tips. I know she would be glad to help you. Smarten up.” 

			The response was that of an adolescent forced to do chores instead of frolicking outside in the sun. Ika slouched even lower in defeat and slowly walked away. He stopped and turned his head with that same depressed expression. “How do I even get out of here?” 

			Cinnamon pointed his staff toward the mansion. “On the other side of my house, at the front of the island, you’ll see a beam of light going toward the roof of this place. I’ll bring it up now.” He brought his staff in between his palms and stamped the stick on the grass four times. Ika felt his orange and white hair ruffled by a phantom wind. 

			“Just step into it and it’ll bring you back outside. We’ll be out shortly.” 

			Ika nodded gravely and shuffled toward the side of the house. 

			“You did great today!” shouted Gira. 

			Ika’s face showed a flicker of hope for a moment. With shoulders still drooped, he looked back. “Really?” 

			Gira laid down and folded his arms behind his head, crossing his stretched legs. The picture of relaxation. “No.” 

			When Ika emerged from the Gritka and returned to normal-sized Wenworld, he found his best friend deep in meditation. Her white and gold Kanah was whirling around her head and chest like a nebulous cloak of some celestial fabric. He slowly tiptoed toward her, bringing his arms above his head, ready to scare the soul out of her. He opened his mouth to shout. Just as he did, she extended a foot and sent the sole of it straight into his groin. He doubled over and screeched as her eyes remained shut. Her Aura shimmered as she laughed. 

			It was almost always like this with the two of them. No matter what type of situation they were in or what atmosphere they were put into, they could somehow slip in time to be silly with each other. Hot on the heels of Kirga the Hellcat and still they clowned. They took their task more seriously than they have ever taken anything, because it was a personal endeavour. But they also refused to let Kirga and Wriliara take away any more from them than they already have. They wouldn’t let them take their joy of just being together. That was something nobody would ever be able to take from them. 

			After recovering from his sudden pain, letting the ache in his stomach subside and letting Chandi’s sympathetic apologies pass, Ika sat beside her in the grass. “Sooooo . . .” 

			She gave him a suspicious, sidelong glance. “Soooooo, what?” 

			He stuck out his chest and cut to the chase. “I need help.” 

			Her interest was piqued. It already seemed like this was going to be something she could tease him about, and that was more than enough to grab her attention. 

			“Need help with what?”

			“Meditation.”

			“Whose help?”

			“Yours.” 

			Chandi broke out into a wicked smile, one not habitual for someone of her Affinity. “Well, well, well . . .” she beamed. 

			Ika grumbled. “Yeah, yeah, whatever. I’m asking for your help, ooooh, so embarrassing. Are you going to help me or not?” 

			Her smile changed to a different kind. “Of course I’ll help you, idiot.” 
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			Ika appreciated how serious Chandi was in guiding him. Every time he wavered in his meditation, she would smack him on the top of the head with her bare hand. It didn’t do much to help, but it sure put a smile on her face. Her hand had become the replacement to Master’s staff. 

			“You’re not focusing,” she spat. 

			Ika opened his clenched eyes and threw his hands above his head, shaking them at the blue sky above. “If one more person tells me I’m not focusing, I’m gunna focus my way off a cliff!” 

			She sat down with him, legs crossed and hands resting over her thin knees. “Here, close your eyes and do it with me.” 

			Chandi smiled, watching him focusing so hard, eyes closed and nose flared. “Breathe in through your nose and also out through your nose. I’ve noticed you’ve been breathing out through your mouth. Don’t. A part of your brain will focus on your rhythm of breathing when all of it needs to be dedicated to your Kanah. In and out through the nose works easiest for me.” 

			Ika felt the tension ease away as she spoke close to his ear. 

			“Just listen to my voice and release as much Aura as you can around your body. I don’t want you to worry about harnessing it or bending it to your will in any way. I just want you to release it. Don’t think of anything that comes after.” 

			After about a minute, she spoke softly again. “You’re doing excellent so far. Now that your Kanah is fluctuating around you, I want you to try and bring it to your chest. Not in any shape or consistency, just try and funnel it toward your torso. And don’t you dare open your eyes.” Her tone shifted to an almost covetous melody. “Once you and I can both achieve summoning a full Kanah Aura outside our bodies, our abilities and control will increase tenfold. So far . . . we are getting there, with having our Kanah at least visible and in some shape . . . but we’ve got a ways to go. I know you hate meditation, Ika, but it’s honestly a fast track to greater and more powerful Curses. You have to see that.”

			Chandi had him direct his Kanah to many different places over the course of their little training session. Ika became so focused that he didn’t hear the fact that Gira had returned from Cinnamon’s Gritka. His uncle was having full conversations with Chandi but Ika only heard Chandi’s voice. The peculiarity of her sounding like she was talking to herself didn’t even register to him, just the familiar tone of her speech was enough to keep his Kanah connection nearly immaculate. 

			Gira took a nap while they continued on. By the next hour Chandi had Ika manipulating his Kanah almost as well as she was able to. 

			She must’ve been satisfied, because Ika was jolted back to his senses by her keen hands. Her smile was radiant. 

			“You were doing amazing! If you kept going you might’ve done better than me! And that’s a big might’ve,” she teased, still hanging onto her competitiveness in a small way. 

			Gira was leaning against the Gritka, smiling proudly. He tilted his head over the top of it. “Chandi’s actually helped him gain control over his Kanah!” he yelled down to Cinnamon. 

			The rabbit’s shaken voice came echoing back. “Never thought he had it in him. I really, reeaalllyyy didn’t.”

			After a round of claps on the back and cheers from the two who were allowed on the surface, they decided to be on their way again toward Kanakon. It was so close now. Gira was nice enough to take the weight of Cinnamon’s home off of Ika’s back and carry it for a bit. That was his reward for finally becoming halfway decent at meditation. 

			They began to make their way up this final hill. Gira looked back and gave Ika and Chandi a broad smile. “Just over this hill you’ll be able to catch a glimpse of the city. The actual walls, not just Cebrumbala Tower. We’ve still got quite a bit of walking to go before reaching the front gate, but with this last hill we’ll be entering Kanakon’s official grounds. That means it won’t be long before we run into a member of the Death Squad.” 

			The kids froze in their strides. 

			“What?” they said in unison. 

			Gira kept on walking, and soon, after collecting themselves, the kids followed up. 

			“Yep, one of the squad was tasked many years ago with watching over the border of the city. Him and his pack.” 

			Ika choked on air. “Pack? What does that mean?” 

			Gira, without looking, sent his arm back to steady Ika, who was about to slip on some wet grass. “You’ll see. He will probably be pretty pissed off that Kirga has slipped right through his fingers with his fancy new Curse.”

			Ika almost stopped again but continued to follow closely. “You plan on telling the Death Squad that Kirga is in the City?” 

			The look he received over the shoulder was an obvious enough answer, but Gira gave one anyway. 

			“Ummmmm . . . yes? Ika, Kirga is a dangerous criminal. Why would I not inform both the squad and the King himself? Though, I doubt the King will even care these days.” 

			Ika ran up to walk backward and stare his uncle in the eye as he did. “Because they’ll get in my way. They’ll try to kill him before I can get to him.” 

			Gira waved a dismissive hand without meeting Ika’s glare. “Relax, I’ll make sure you get to meet him face to face. But the civilians need to find safety.” 

			Ika placed a firm hand on Gira’s chest and pushed him to a sliding halt. He pushed so hard Gira nearly slid down the hill. “If the King knows about Kirga then his stealth plan will fall in on itself. The Death Squad will sniff him out and that’ll be the end of Kirga. I need to be the one. I thought you understood that? I thought you were on my side in this? First you won’t train me, and now you’re taking away my shot at finally getting revenge? Just go home. I’m better off without you, apparently. You’re getting in my way now. Why are you doing this to both me and Chandi? You know how bad we need this. You just don’t care at all.” 

			Ika’s Affinity was getting the better of him. His neck veins pulsed and his breathing became erratic. It appeared at face value like he was on the verge of a panic attack. 

			Gira grinded his teeth and rolled his eyes. “For God’s sake, will you listen to me? Did I not just say you would have your shot? But I’m not going to risk others getting hurt so you can get revenge. People’s lives are in danger as long as Kirga is loose on the world. This is more important than what you feel you’re entitled to. You know how many people out there have had their lives ruined by that man? You know how many people feel the exact same way you do? It’s a big number, I promise you. I’m part of that lineup myself. But none of that matters right now. What matters is that Kanakon is a city full of innocent people who have no idea what kind of peril they might be in. We can warn the city and help. 

			“You expect me to keep the arrival of a psychopath a secret so you can play avenger? You must take me for not only an idiot, but a heartless idiot. I never said you couldn’t go after the man, Ika! I told you when I caught up to you on Opiana that I already knew you would want to kill him. But people could be hurt. Stop taking out your anger on me.” 

			Ika hadn’t realized how loud his voice was becoming. “But what chance will I have at it if the Death Squad is onto his arrival?” 

			Gira’s voice was also rising. “If you would let me explain, then maybe you would have an idea. I want to find a way to ensure the people’s safety but that doesn’t mean we have to tell anyone where Kirga is exactly. That information will be ours alone.” 

			Ika still wasn’t convinced. “You of all people should know that the Death Squad will kill him and the Apostles the second they hear about a breach in the city’s walls. They will stop all other duties and focus all of their power to finding him. They will kill him before I do.” 

			Gira’s voice strained in a yell, having enough of this argument. “The squad can not and will not perform any actions without demand from the King. They exist to serve as his weapons. They will only search out Kirga if the King commands them to do so. I know the King. I’ve met him. You have not. I may be able to convince him to at least warn his people, but he probably can’t be bothered to mount his own search. He underestimates the Genmaga in the same way Cinnamon does. He is probably going to take it as a joke. However it goes down, he has to be warned.”

			Ika retreated to Chandi for some form of reinforcement. “How do you feel about this? Why am I the only one who has anything to say?” 

			Chandi furrowed her brow. “Ika, arguing isn’t going to help anything. Gira is the last person for us to be mad at. He said he would try his best. That’s all we can ask from him. If we put others in danger for what we want, then how are we any better than Kirga?” 

			Ika’s betrayed face was now aimed at her. “What did you say?” 

			There was a distant sound carried toward them by the wind. It sounded like the howl of a large wolf. 

			Ika ignored it. “You’re comparing me to that man now? You’re comparing me to the man who kille—” 

			Chandi’s voice joined theirs in a heightened state of franticness. “I’m not saying that!” She sounded almost in tears.

			Ika’s Kanah was like molten lava. It was clearly sensed by the others. “So you’re all right with this? You’re all right with our chance being ripped from us? Why are we even here, then?” He spun back to his uncle. “We’ve come this far, Uncle Gira, you have to let us do this. We can find a way to warn the people without getting the King involved.” Gira rubbed his face and said nothing. Ika couldn’t believe how alone he was on this. “My father . . . my father and my sister . . . dead . . . because of him. And you act like it doesn’t even matter. You act like a sense of duty to the Capital is more important to you than your own brother. Than your own niece. If I have to say it, then fine. I don’t care about anyone in Kanakon. I just don’t. I care about my dad and sister and they’re gone. Please don’t get in my way.” 

			Gira sighed with great sadness, gesturing toward Ika with a weak hand. “It’s an attitude like that that keeps me up at night. I don’t like some things that come out of your mouth. Your mother would be beside herself to hear them as well. I am Moon Affinity myself, Ika. I know what it can do to the emotions. I have learned to settle it. You must as well. Be mad at me if you want. You can hate me for the rest of your life if you want. But that city will know the danger it’s in. As for your revenge . . . as Chandi said, I will try my best.” 

			Ika desperately wanted to continue arguing. He had built up such a wrath that keeping it bottled in was not an option. He gathered more breath into his lungs to voice his anger when that previous howl was now far too loud for him to possibly ignore. It sounded as if it came from just over the hill. 

			Gira looked over Ika’s shoulder. “And here would be our squad member. I’m begging you to behave yourself. Mad or not, please don’t make a scene in front of the man we are about to meet.” 

			Ika’s fire was snuffed out like wet fingers over a candle flame. A real Death Squad member, soon to be right in front of his eyes? 

			They all turned to face the top of the hill and stood respectively straight. Peeking over the eye-line of the green mound were two long, pointed white ears. Slowly the massive head of a great white wolf came into full view. Its eyes were an alluring and penetrating cobalt. They were like jewels fit to be dangling off the necklace of Lady Meamara. Those eyes focused intently on Ika and Ika alone. As the wolf walked gradually over the hill, its stature becoming sturdier as it rose, it was clear that a man was riding this colossal animal. 

			The man had hair comparable to Ika’s, except longer and the colours were different: radiant blue on the right and a matte white on the left, cut straight down the middle just like the boy’s. The rider had soft wheat skin and a goatee of thin white hair. His eyes looked upon Ika first and foremost, sharing the same stark intensity as the wolf he rode upon. They were a sharp silver, a shade darker than Gira’s. 

			Off the man’s shoulders hung a long cloak of Kanakonian blue with the symbol of the Dalada visible on his back, flashing them as the wolf made a sharp turn and the man stepped off. The symbol on his cape was a large black raven under a white setting sun. 

			From what Ika had learned from Turquoise Town’s archives, the infamous White Raven of Wenworld once had a spouse, a black counterpart that lived in Paragon Forest along with the old creature. The Black Raven was killed many years ago but the Death Squad still honored its memory with their notorious sigil. It was said in the history of the Capital that the first Queen of Kanakon rode upon the back of the Black Raven, forming a deep bond with the ancient bird. The White Raven now rested in Paragon alone, ignoring the world and submitting to his loneliness without his other half. 

			Under the blue cloak that all members of the Death Squad wore was a skin-tight set of dark armor. It looked like it was carved from the back of one of the dragons Ika’s mother used to tell him about in old stories, like Glokriel battling with Don-Galaga. 

			One thing was clear as the man ambled up to the three of them: he was stronger than Gira was. It was rare for Ika to come across someone who his uncle was outclassed by. The power radiating from this man could be felt as a tingle in the tips of Ika’s fingers, and a numb ache in the veins of his arms and the tendons of his legs. It was apparent that he could end them all without needing to so much as remove his cloak. 

			He stood at least a head taller than Gira, which was saying a lot, considering Gira was of no small figure. Ika stood motionless. He even forgot to breathe properly, letting out jagged and nervous gusts of hot air through his nose. Gira didn’t look afraid at all. He looked as if he was seeing a colleague. 

			“Good evening, Elra,” he said squarely. 

			The man nodded slowly to Gira. “Good evening to you.” 

			His voice was deep with a hissing undertone that sounded like the distant chirping of a thousand birds. He was fundamentally leaking with ancient, acrimonious strength.

			His wanton eyes drifted to Ika again. “Who are you travelling with?” 

			Ika was inwardly begging that Elra didn’t somehow discover Cinnamon was hiding inside the Gritka on Gira’s back. Cinnamon insisted his hideout was full-proof even against the Death Squad. Ika hoped he was right. 

			“The boy is my nephew and the girl is his best friend. They have spent their whole lives in my home town without seeing the world.” Gira looked back at Ika; his face was both sympathetic and conflicted. “. . . they have always dreamed of seeing the Capital City, something many dream of. I figured this year would be the perfect time to let them finally take in its majesty.” 

			A lie. 

			Ika appreciated it, but wasn’t convinced that Gira had somehow fully come around. 

			Elra nodded again, not taking his eyes off of Ika, who was very uncomfortable. “This one has very intoxicating Moon Kanah. Is he going to cause any problems in the city? His Aura is quite dark.” 

			The wolf hadn’t taken his gaze off of Ika for a single moment. Elra looked back and forth between Gira and him but the wolf’s glare was purely predatory toward the boy. 

			“Don’t worry about that,” said Gira. “I can handle him. He’s a little rough around the edges, but he has a right to be. I trust him enough to have confidence there won’t be trouble. I wouldn’t be taking him if I thought otherwise. He’s a good kid.” 

			Ika smiled faintly at that, feeling a little guilty for trying to pick a fight earlier.

			A nerve-wracking few moments passed when Elra asked about the Gritka that Gira was lugging like a backpack. Gira told him they were carrying their food within the Kanah-infused object. He told him a Jinx was placed on it that allowed them to store endless supplies within it. Elra asked for proof, and, just as it used to work for the kids on the road, the small hole on the Gritka delivered out any form of food Gira requested as proof. No sign of his hidden home could be found upon first inspection.

			Once Elra was convinced that Gira wasn’t smuggling something illegal of any kind, he was actually polite enough to ask them if they needed a ride up to the city. Gira accepted and all of them climbed onto the back of the long and burly wolf. Ika’s nerves didn’t settle as the beast took off in a gliding stride, thankfully showing Ika no personal aggression. 

			Gira informed the kids as they rode that the wolf’s name was Sutugius. Sutugius was the alpha in a pack of only slightly smaller wolves that watched over the borderland of Kanakon along with Elra, who always rode Sutugius as his steed. The pack contained nine other wolves of differing colour. Ika and Chandi pointed them out to each other as they traveled, each one making an appearance slowly through the maze of hills. 

			The rest of the pack rallied to their alpha and ran alongside him. One was mangy and black as night, another one was a shade of white darker than the alpha but was much slighter in stature. One was mud brown, another a cloudlike grey. They were all a sight to behold, their bulging muscles in their huge hind legs tensing as they sprinted.

			There was a thin shield of Kanah exuded from the head of Sutugius that protected their faces from being pulled back by the intense wind. It was that protective measure that made Ika oblivious to just how fast they were travelling. He heard Chandi gasp. The Kanah also blocked out the thunderous noise that would be the air they cut through at such speed. 

			“Ika, Look!” Chandi was hugging tightly on his waist, being sat behind him. She pointed forward over his shoulder. “There it is. Kanakon. The Capital City.” 

			It was approaching them at a blistering rate. Each building and definition of its structure became clearer with every second. They both roleplayed this moment in Turquoise Town for years. Now that childhood fantasy was a reality. They had made it to Kanakon. It was only now that Ika’s tension melted away into a state of disbelieving bliss. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 17: The Capital of the World
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			Chandi’s mouth had trouble staying closed, gaping at the great city that stood proudest in all the world. She could see now why it was nicknamed ‘The Great Blue City’. The imposing, circular wall that surrounded Kanakon—guarding the towers within that reached for the stars—was a strong and unscathed blue. It was very much its own brand of blue entirely. It was obvious now why ‘Kanakon Blue’ was its own designated colour shade, because there really wasn’t anything else like it. 

			Out of all the soaring buildings within the outer wall, there was one that reached higher than all others, one that stood in the epicenter of the circular city and rose high into the sky. Chandi had already been capable of seeing the godly structure since rising out of Beeky Valley. Cebrumbala, erected before her young callow eyes. Its magnificence was rhapsodic at even closer detail, making all other creations seem quaint save for the Crystal itself. 

			Chandi had read what little she could find about Cebrumbala Tower back home. She knew it was a very special tower but hadn’t been able to scrounge up why exactly. ‘It supports all life’ was all she could really gather from her studies. It was written about as if it was the last vestige of Meamara; like it was connected to her own spirit. 

			The great wolf Sutugius slowed down, lowering his Kanah as they came about the long bridge that brought visitors to the enormous gate of the city. The entrance bridge was the same shade of Kanakon Blue. The alpha wolf, along with his pack, had to slow down to a trot to make sure they didn’t stampede over the huge cluster of people walking in and out of the city. A far-spanning system of dirt roads all connected at the foot of the bridge. 

			Races from all over Wenworld visited the Capital. So many of these races Chandi had never even seen or read about. She nudged Ika’s back and pointed to a fish-faced creature with legs of thick brown fur. It was carrying a big yellow, burlap sack filled with smaller fish-faced creatures poking their heads from its fold. 

			She gaped in awe at a gargantuan purple monkey, pulling a lavish cart with several fat Wenny Rabbits, all dining on fine grapes. Each rabbit was wearing a robe of cloth likely no less than forty-thousand Teeth. 

			“This is incredible,” Chandi said, not able to pry her eyes from the fascinating people and beings roaming about their business. 

			Not all of Sutugius’ pack tailed them onto the bridge. Many of them, after confirming that their alpha and Elra had made it safely to Kanakon, broke off and returned to patrolling the fields surrounding the outer wall and beyond. 

			“What are all of these species?” asked Ika. 

			Gira laughed, looking over his shoulder to stare back at the kids. “The world is a big place. Turquoise Town did little to prepare you for it. You two already know the rule once we’re officially in the city?” He eyed them, waiting for them to recite the new rule for these types of situations. 

			They spoke at the same time in a dreary tone. “Stay by you.” 

			Gira winked. 

			Elra had to guide Sutugius through the mass carefully before passing under the lofty gate, burnished with a dark metal. If any unsavory types accidentally or purposefully bumped into the wolf, it may have turned around and bitten a few heads off their shoulders. Luckily, there were no altercations. People made way before a member of the Death Squad once they were sure it was really one in the flesh. 

			Chandi found it fascinating that Elra was almost treated like a celebrity of some kind by those who recognized him. Women were swooning and men were begging for their personal artifacts to actually be signed by the supercilious man. Cameras also flashed by the hundreds, civilians scrambling for a photo of their hero.

			Chandi always found cameras to be a peculiar invention. They were ugly little Jinxed boxes carved from wood. There was a little lever on the side that, if pulled on, would capture the scene in front of the barrel of the box, printing off the perfect image on the flat backside. Once the picture was taken, a sliver of wood would peel off the back with the image immortalized. The cameras lasted until the box became too thin to function. They were fancy, but always produced an annoying flash. 

			Elra ignored all attempts to garner his attention. Once the people were sure that he would not entertain them, they sped off rapidly. It was like there was some sort of invisible bubble around him that they would only step into briefly. Elra was not rude to the people, but the Death Squad were not the types to entertain a crowd. Unfortunately, their legend along with their unmatchable power made them icons in the eyes of Wenworld’s general population. It was impossible not to feel safe in their presence, and safety always brings admiration. Little did they know that Kirga was, by all evidence, sneaking through the streets of their city. Little did even Elra know. Kirga’s squad had used Kima Dollora to slip into the city under the noses of the roaming pack Sutugius led; yet Gira had yet to spill that information. 

			They passed under the teeth of the Iron Gate high above their passing heads. 

			Gira craned his neck to catch Chandi’s wonder. “That gate is Kanakon’s greatest defense. If the King demands it dropped, a protective shield of Kanah will cover this whole city, making any outside attack impossible.” 

			Once they had fully escaped from the shadow of the gate and crossed over the entrance bridge, the bustling capital opened up before them. Chandi gulped and shuddered in excitement. She had always wanted to see a city of great size, to feel the life that beats in its boulevards. And there was no city greater than this one. 

			The streets were paved with Ilwadin White Stone, suave and impeccably clean; while the dark lampposts were lit by balls of Jinxed Kanah that shone beautifully blue. She could do little to mask her delight of all the people and the varying establishments. Everything was so . . . perfect. There was a clear beating heart to the Capital that took her breath away. Turquoise Town wasn’t half as flashy or dynamic as this. Not even close. 

			It was clear from the entrance gate that the city had at least four levels to it, each spanning miles. There was one path of the Ilwadin White Stone—an expensive rock from the kingdom of Ilwad in the south—which was wider than the rest. It cut straight through the middle of every market and housing complex, rising steadily up a hill that stretched as far as the eye could see; so far that the Fogwall obscured the half of the city on the other side of Cebrumbala. Kanakon was bafflingly immense. 

			Chandi still couldn’t get over the amount of different races she didn’t recognize. Just how big was her own world, and how ignorant was she to all of it? This thought swept over her again as a human-like old man with skin as green as spring grass gave her a nod. He had to look down of course, being at least eleven feet tall, even with a hunch. She felt a sting of embarrassment about how naïve she was. She had traveled often with her parents, but evidently she was too young at the time to remember the sights and wonders of the world. 

			Elra leapt off of Sutugius and beckoned the rest to follow his action. Chandi slowly got down from the wolf’s tall back, leaning on Ika for support as she did. 

			“Where do you plan on taking the children?” Elra asked in his unyielding voice. “If you need a guide, I will summon one for you. I must return to the fields.” 

			Gira waved one hand at him while using the other to push Ika along the white path down the center of the city’s first floor. “I’m grateful you even took us this far. Thank you, Elra, but we can make our own way from here. It’s not like I don’t know the city well enough on my own by now.” 

			Elra accepted Gira’s response and bid the group farewell, effortlessly climbing upon his mount again and striding down the bridge once more. Sutugius sent a hungry glare at Ika before darting off. Chandi was unnerved by the animal’s fixation on her friend. 

			“Well, kids . . . that was a member of the Dalada. You can now say you’ve met one of the five in person. He is old enough to have come across our greatest ancestors. How do you feel?” He looked over to see them both shaking. 

			Chandi’s heart felt like it was actually trembling. It was upsetting. 

			“What’s happening to us?” asked Ika, with chattering teeth. 

			Gira laughed. “You aren’t used to being so close to someone with Kanah that powerful. It’s going to affect you. It will wear off in the next hour or so. If you look closely, some people who strayed too close to Sutugius when we arrived are also shivering. I even saw one of them vomit when he walked too closely beside us as we crossed the central bridge.” He gazed out into the crowds. “Riding with Elra for only about ten minutes has affected you deeply. Notice how anyone who wanted to meet Elra did so very quickly, then just darted off? They were making sure that his Kanah didn’t ruin their day. They were all Yeryaila, so his Kanah would debilitate them even more. And he was suppressing it the best he could so not to be rude.” 

			Chandi caught that as well, though she just assumed the people were slightly afraid of Elra, not getting out of the range because of his Aura. 

			Ika leaned hard on a dark post. “My god,” he groaned. “I’m close to sending my breakfast all over this lovely stone.” 

			Gira walked over and rubbed his back. “You two are Oracles, making your tolerance much higher. It’s normal for you to feel this weak. Why do you think Elra brought us here so fast? He was trying to lessen the effect he would have on you two. I’ve been around each member of the squad enough to be used to it by now. Besides, my power is much greater than yours. No offense. You two are actually handling his Kanah pretty well.” 

			Chandi felt like she had met a champion of folklore in Elra, probably because she actually had. “He’s incredible,” she said. 

			Gira nodded. “They are incredible. There’s a reason even someone like Kirga is afraid of them. Speaking of which . . .” He looked past them, up the main ascending road. “We have a library to get to. Come on.” 

			Chandi’s eyes went suddenly wide, her head spinning. Gira gave her a sympathetic look. She arched her back and vomited profusely on the smooth stone. Other citizens danced around her, making a wide berthing circle.

			“Okay,” said Gira, “. . . after we take a little break.” 

			Ika smiled dimly, ready to taunt his friend. “Guess I can handle powerful Kanah better th—” He joined her in spewing heavily everywhere. 

			“That’s what you get,” said Gira.

			After a while of recuperation, they were ready to press on. Chandi and Ika followed the same routine they did in Grematorga, staying as close to Gira as they could. The dangerous areas of Grematorga were off the beaten path, away from the hard-working civilians that made up the bulk of the tower. Kanakon was a different story. It was so busy it was impossible to tell who was respectable and who could have more sinister intentions in mind. Every market was packed with varying races and types of people; Oracle or not was challenging to tell.

			Chandi pointed at a round-faced dog with jowls that hung low and wet with slobber. The only reason she bothered to point something like that out was because this dog was three stories tall. It took up the entirety of a slim side-path that wound through a restaurant and an antique shop. The dog was mostly white with huge patches of brown on its legs and back. It wore a massive red collar around its stout neck. That collar was being pulled by a muscular man who towed the dog along the path. It was an odd and humorous sight. 

			“Uncle Gira, what is THAT?” said Ika. 

			Gira lent a glance to the gargantuan pooch. “That is a Yillian Bulldog. Big fellas, huh? They’re nothing but softies. They wouldn’t hurt a fly. I’ve always wanted one of those cuties. A puppy is the size of a fully-grown bear.” 

			Chandi giggled, poking Ika in the back. “Hey, you think your mom would let you get one of those?”

			 Ika giggled along with her. “Please, she won’t even let me have a rabbit. Not a Wenny rabbit, no, just a normal damn rabbit. Nothing. I wouldn’t even be able to fit that thing in my house.” 

			They kept on going, the kids having to put in extra effort to tear their eyes from the bulldog. They could’ve studied it all day if they had the time. 

			Chandi and Ika were living their dream exploring the Capital. They loved every minute. They made it past the dense market areas as the main road opened up to a wider array of commercial buildings. There was an eclectic, cube-like structure to the left that had a set of floating letters over the door. 

			‘Red Dragon Offices.’ 

			Another similarly shaped building on the other side had a pulsating pink sign. 

			‘Fraigo Foil’s Jinx house. ‘Have you or a loved one been crippled or maimed by a faulty Jinx? Come to Fraigo Foil’s and we can heal you……maybe. No refunds.’

			This multifaceted area was more immoderate than the markets below. 

			Gira looked over his shoulder. “A few more blocks and we’ll come to the bank. I’ll need to take out some Teeth before we head to the library. It won’t be cheap for us to find that Curse.” 

			Once they passed the cluster of office buildings, they reached an even wider boulevard with at least a thousand people walking to and fro. A thinner lane broke off from the main one and trailed to the left, down a busy section of the concourse. Chandi spotted a yellow sign sticking from one of the nearest posts. ‘Obsidian Boulevard’. At the end of this off-shooting path was a tall building shaped like a cone of bluish-blackish metal. Hundreds of windows were peppered along its outer surface.

			Gira pointed to the oversize cone as they broke toward that section of the boulevard. “That is DragonRose Bank, the most efficient and secure bank in Wenworld. I’m not sure if you two have heard of it before.” 

			Alongside DragonRose was a collection of closely-knit smaller buildings of black and blue. They appeared to be lesser branches of the same establishment. A collection of retail stores, tailors, and elaborate trinket shops broke out from those branches like a half circle of dancing lights. Various Oracles came out of the tailor shop with brand new cloaks and pointed hats; or taut, fur-covered caps. People went in and out of the bustling shops selling rare items from around Wenworld. Younger Oracles came out of some of them with sparkling ‘Windboards’. 

			Windboarding was a popular Porshallan pastime that Chandi was vaguely familiar with. To her, it sounded dangerous and not worth the effort. Obsidian Boulevard was lively with merriment and enthusiastic vigour. DragonRose bank served as the focal point of the feverish clutter. 

			Ika spoke up, clearing his throat as he did. “There’s a lot to take in for this whole city, Uncle Gira. I don’t think we’ve heard of many of these things.” 

			Chandi nodded in agreement. 

			Gira shooed away some vexatious teenagers, drooling over some scantily dressed women coming from the tailor’s shop. The three of them moved through this crowd with noticeably less attention than they had with Elra. One thing was clear to Chandi now that their group had broken off on their own: Gira was definitely not famous like the Death Squad. Nobody gave the man a passing glance except for a few women who admired his looks for a quick second, sending him suggestive winks. Chandi rolled her eyes. 

			Gira was known to the criminal community, no doubt, considering Master Cinnamon knew what business Gira was in. But the general populace didn’t know anything of his work. 

			Now that she thought of her master, she fixed her eyes on the white Gritka still snug on Gira’s back. She smiled knowing that Cinnamon was in there relaxing. She was very relieved that Elra didn’t sniff out anything fishy about the Gritka. Whoever gave it to Master Cinnamon must’ve been a tricky Oracle, crafting a Jinxed pot with that much effectiveness. 

			“Hey, Gira, do think Master Cin—” Chandi paused. The curious look on her face was shared by everyone on the boulevard. 

			Abruptly, the hasty movement of the area halted, with everybody wondering the same thing Chandi was. What is that noise? 

			There was a slow buildup of trumpet music coming from one of the thicker alleyways next to the bank. Even Gira was taken off guard, frozen like the rest of the mass. 

			“Where is that music coming from? It’s loud,” said Chandi. 

			Gira tilted his head, lending an ear to the wind. “Whatever is causing it is getting closer. These people seem to have some grasp of this.” 

			Chandi looked around to see what he was talking about. Turns out he was right. The crowd of faces turned from confused to knowingly annoyed, like they were biting their tongues and preparing for some shared bother they couldn’t elude. 

			A grumble of condemnation washed over the crowd like a wave. 

			“What’s happening?” Ika wasn’t catching on to whatever these people were aware of. 

			“I honestly don’t know,” said Gira. 

			They got their answer when an elephant, obese and towering, busted out from the dark alley and trotted into the center of Obsidian Boulevard. Upon this elephant’s back was a very small boy wearing ragged, faded indigo clothing and a tall pointy blue hat on his head. Chandi could see that he had tuffs of light blonde hair that curved upward, escaping from under his high hat. It was still unclear where that music was coming from. 

			Suddenly, as the trumpet slowed to a silence when the boy made his glorious entrance, a new, more upbeat riff of both guitars and an assortment of flutes echoed around the street. Chandi looked around to see where this catchy tune was stemming from. She could see no source, though it sounded like it was coming from right where the boy was standing atop the elephant. That couldn’t be right. 

			The little boy sprang onto the highest point of the elephant’s head and stuck his arms out into the air. Unexpectedly, it was like Beeky Valley all over again. The boy began to sing. 

			“Oh please, not this fool again,” somebody complained beside Chandi. 

			“Doesn’t this kid ever learn?” groaned another. 

			There was such a shared vitriol for this young boy. Chandi wondered what someone so small and innocent-looking could’ve done to bring about this much cohesive disdain. 

			The boy basked in the bright sunlight that hit his cheerful face. 

			


			When I’m king,

			Life will be a breeze; I’ll walk through these busy streets with ease!

			When I’m king,

			People won’t hate to see me arrive. They’ll cheer, they’ll laugh, they’ll bubble inside!

			When I’m king,

			It won’t matter that I can’t do your fancy tricks, cause there won’t be a problem that I can’t fix!

			


			She looked to Gira, who had a sad smile on his face. 

			“Who is that?” she asked. 

			His song was loud and engaging. The people around were shouting something. Whatever they were cheering was canceled out by the song. Chandi was shocked when she saw that Ika was the only person in the entire crowd who was bouncing his head with a thin smile. She smiled too when she spotted him. 

			“That . . .” said Gira, loud enough and close enough for Chandi to hear him, “. . . is a boy who deserves better than what he’s been given.” 

			Chandi didn’t know what that meant but continued to watch on. It seemed that Gira had caught onto the boy’s identity. The boy was dancing around, every now and then diving from the elephant, swinging around one of the dark posts, and catapulting back onto the creature. He was quite something to behold. He was a remarkably good singer too, funnily enough.

			


			When I’m king,

			No more tears, no more lying awake, kept up by fears.

			I’ll be the hero of all children who’ve been shunned by their peers!

			When I’m king,

			The world will be in the palm of my hand,

			I’ll make friends all the day, while still on the way . . . to every far-off land!

			 


			The boy had a contagiously large smile on his face, his white teeth shining out despite the reaction of those around. He sang and sang, he danced and danced. He looked like he was having fun. But he also looked, from Chandi’s viewpoint, that he was in some state of denial, like he was just bravely ignoring the people and their frenzy. His song slowed its pace, becoming almost sad in its final beat.

			


			I don’t ask for much, I just want to be seen.

			Don’t run, don’t scream, I’m just a kid with a dream!

			The kid and his hat, a story the world will never forget.

			I’ll make something of myself, you’ll all see yet!

			The prince that nobody believed would pull greatness out from under his sleeve!

			


			Prince? Chandi watched closely as the boy rode down the elephant’s trunk, sliding on his feet and flying off, landing flat in the middle of the swarming boulevard. The music died down and Chandi could now hear the throngs of people in full force. 

			“Disgrace!” some yelled.

			“Useless!” a larger number echoed at the kid, who couldn’t have been more than ten years old. 

			Boos and hisses came from all around, brash and hateful. The boy had his arms held victoriously above his head. Chandi could see now that his valiant smile was quivering. The boy’s bottom lip was trembling and, as Chandi looked even closer, she could see that his eyes were filling with tears. But his smile remained. Always remained. 

			People began to throw rotted food from nearby garbage and whatever other trash they could find at the kid. His smile stayed but his tears began to stream down his round cheeks. She became enraged. 

			“What’s wrong with these people?” she yelled. 

			Gira sighed, rubbing his face. “The people of Kanakon . . . the people of Wenworld . . . hate that poor boy.” 

			Chandi wrapped an arm around Ika to prevent him killing everyone on the street with his bare hands. He was also visibly infuriated. “But why?” she asked. 

			“Because . . .” Gira said sadly, “. . . that boy is the King’s son. That boy is the prince of Kanakon. And he was born a Yeryaila. He has no Kanah.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 18: The Boy the World Never Wanted
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			Ika struggled and pulled underneath Chandi’s hold. He could hardly believe the abuse he was witnessing. “Let me go, Chandi! Let me kill these jerks!” 

			She was too busy paying attention to Gira. Her face was shocked. “That’s the Prince? How old is he?”

			“He’s only nine, I believe,” said Gira.

			Chandi shook her head. “A Yeryaila? I . . . I didn’t know that. I’ve heard a lot of gossip about Kanakon back home. That part isn’t talked about.” 

			Gira also tugged on Ika’s shirt to assist. The last thing they needed was Ika thrown in jail. “That’s because the King is ashamed of his child. He tries his best to not make his only son public, though most of Wenworld knows nonetheless. Do you know the Prince’s name?” 

			Chandi looked at the boy, still being bombarded by disgust, then looked back to Gira. “No.” 

			Gira sighed yet again. “It’s Prince Keji. Keji . . . as in Edamirin for ‘Useless’.” 

			Ika screeched in fury. “Uncle Gira! You’re just going to let this happen? What’s the matter with you?” 

			Gira yanked Ika back hard and stepped into the open circle. “No, I’m most certainly not.” He raised his right hand over his head. 

			Prince Keji looked up at him, curious but also frightened, like he was sure he was about to be physically beaten. 

			“Kiliarmo Boga!” Gira called out, his voice cracking like a distant thunder. 

			Black lightning exploded out from the tips of his fingers. Each bolt shot directly into the feet of everyone surrounding them. He didn’t put in enough Kanah to make the zaps lethal, especially because there were young teenagers around. But it was enough to spook the mob of vindictive people into running off and yelping into alleyways and diverging paths. Even the hulking elephant languidly waddled away, deeper into the district.

			It only took a minute for the whole boulevard to be empty except for Ika, Chandi, Gira, and Prince Keji. Garbage and wet food were still littering the floor around the lone boy’s feet. 

			The Prince looked at Gira with unsure, bright green eyes, still sleek from tears. “Did you . . . just help me?” 

			Gira knelt down and brought his face to eye level. “Yes, I did,” he said. 

			“Nobody ever helps me,” Keji said, noticeably confused. 

			Ika and Chandi walked up to formally meet him. They bent down as well, smiling warmly, a sight that boy probably hadn’t seen in a long time, if ever. He regarded them all as if he was waiting for the catch to come around; for them to be faking and to steal his hat or something. That moment never came. 

			Ika outstretched his hand. “Nice to meet you, My Prince.” He bowed his head as if addressing royalty. Keji’s eyes were so wide it seemed he was terrified. “My name is Ika Ivory.” 

			Keji took Ika’s hand in his and shook it softly. Ika made sure not to squeeze too hard, afraid he might break it. The boy couldn’t muster anything to say. He just made a small, squeaking sound. He then shook Chandi and Gira’s respectively. It was obvious to Ika that this boy had not been treated with any form of kindness before by the people of Kanakon.

			Gira spoke delicately. “What are you doing out here by yourself? It could be dangerous. And why, may I ask, were you singing?” His smile was teasing. 

			The boy adjusted his pointy hat, wiping his wet cheeks and picking rotted tomato from his golden hair. “Because that’s all I do,” he said. “I thought people . . . like music. So maybe . . . if I sing . . . p-people will like me.” 

			Chandi laughed softly, betraying the empathy in her eyes. “Well, I just met you and I like you,” she said. 

			Gira concurred right away. As did Ika. 

			Prince Keji took a second to look each of them in the eyes, then his own slowly built with tears all over again; this time of a different cause. 

			The lonely street was swept with the whisper of a north-moving wind. It was mostly quiet now. 

			“That song was incredible. But . . . where did the music come from?” asked Chandi. 

			A shrill but somehow smooth voice barked out, “That would be me, dear!” 

			Ika, Chandi, and Gira looked around, seeing no one else on the boulevard but themselves.

			“Who said that?” asked Gira with a lifted brow. 

			“I’m right here!” 

			They all glanced above Keji’s face and froze as they realized that the Prince’s hat was speaking to them. They needed a moment to digest. Yep, it was definitely the hat. It spoke. To them. With a voice. Saying words.  

			They required another confused moment to digest the fact that the hat also had a face: two big, white, protuberant eyes with little black pupils that seemed to float about an inch away from the blue fabric. Its mouth was formed by a fold in the hat that flapped open as the thing spoke. Thing. That was the only word Ika could gather to describe it as. This eclipsed even the Beekys to him. 

			“What are you?” Gira asked the hat. 

			The hat responded flatly. “An Oracle who was cursed by a stupid old Wenny Rabbit, and now this Oracle happens to be a hat. And also happens to be the only friend this boy has ever had. What of it? You got a problem?” 

			Keji pointed up at his talking accessory. “This is Pattamis. I met him one day when dad kicked me out of Cebrumbala Tower. It was raining and I found him stuck in one of the sewer drains. He spends most of the day being mad about a Wenny Rabbit and collecting sounds.” 

			“Collecting sounds?” said Chandi. 

			Keji smiled. “Yep. That’s how he plays my music when I sing.” 

			Pattamis spoke up again, interjecting shrewdly. “I’m an Isani Gate kinda guy . . . er . . . um . . . hat. I was capable of using all kinds of Jinxes before I was made into, well, this. The other Jinxes need my hands, which you can see I am regretfully free of. But one Jinx I had allowed me to copy sounds I hear, including music, and then just open my mouth . . .” Pattamis did so, “and . . .” The same riff from the earlier song erupted from the flap of his textile mouth. It kept going until he closed it and coughed. “Leaves a nasty aftertaste, though.” He grimaced as much as a hat could convey grimacing.

			“That’s incredible,” said Ika. 

			Pattamis winked, which was kind of creepy. 

			“But who made you into this?” Ika had to ask. 

			Pattamis went into a fit of angry mutterings none of them could discern fully. A few harsh expletives were jumbled in there, making Chandi gasp. 

			“He doesn’t like to talk about it,” answered Prince Keji. “Well, actually that’s all he really likes to do is complain and shout about it. But he doesn’t like to be asked about it. He’s never told me the rabbit’s name, either. It’s a bad memory for him.”

			Ika didn’t understand, but figured it best not to piss off a hat. Getting beaten up by clothing wasn’t on his list of things to do in the Capital City. “I see.” He leaned over to inspect the floating eyes. 

			Pattamis’ eyes were like daggers. “Hey, pal! I don’t really have any luscious lips to kiss, so get outta my face!” 

			Ika moved his head back reflexively. “How did you end up in a sewer drain?” 

			The eyes slanted and the fabric mouth grimaced. 

			“See? He really doesn’t like being asked,” said Prince Keji quietly. 

			Ika used his hands to motion Pattamis to simmer down as he backed up. 

			Chandi stepped forward. “I’ve gotta ask, Prince, where did the elephant come from?” 

			Keji rubbed his face and giggled. “There is a zoo a few blocks up from here. I talk to that elephant sometimes when I’m lonely. He seems to enjoy my company, because that was the third time it has broken out of its pen to follow me around. He isn’t the only animal to do it, either. Animals seem to like me more than people. The zookeepers hate me. They think I’m breaking the animals out somehow. I swear I’m not.” 

			An idea came to Ika as he stared down at Keji. His sparkling eyes were too much to dismiss. “How would you like to hang out with us for a little while, if you don’t have anywhere else to go?” 

			Both Keji and Pattamis looked at Ika like he had offered them the throne of Kanakon itself. 

			Pattamis was the only one to voice a response. “Why would you want to do that? Anywhere this kid goes, anyone who so much as walks in the same direction gets equal hate. It’s the same song and dance every time. People just boo and throw things at him. You guys just saw it for yourselves.” 

			Ika turned to Gira with a pleading look. 

			“You’ll get no argument from me,” said his uncle. “I had heard upsetting stories of the King’s son but I had never met the child myself. Now that I have, letting him continue to live his life like this, at his age, is not an option. He may come with us only until it is time to confront ‘You know who’. I want him nowhere near that event.” 

			The Prince looked up and shared a confused glance with his hat before bringing his winsome green eyes back down. “Do . . . you really mean it? You want to be friends with . . . me?” His shoulders were visibly trembling. 

			Pattamis nervously breathed out. “Don’t go so fast, buddy. I don’t know if that’s what they’re saying.” 

			Chandi smiled. “No, that’s absolutely what we’re saying.” 

			Keji broke out into a grateful sob. Pattamis shed a slow tear as well, coming to grips with something he thought he would never see. Evidently hats can cry, too. What a day.

			Breaking through the blessings with a crashing sound, the main door to DragonRose bank busted open at the end of the street. The shops had all closed their doors as if an attack had begun once Gira unleashed his Curse. 

			A dense group of guards with long white coats and full, blank white masks rushed at Gira and the kids. Behind that group was another collection of guards, this time with all black coats and masks, with neither mouth nor eye holes. They stood as the sorcerous likeness of possessed mannequins, void of human nature. Both glissading forms moved with a soulless level of synchronicity. They carried no weaponry. Their Kanah was the only weapon they needed. 

			Ika was loosely familiar with these men and the legends that they lived by. Kanakon had two main forces of protection aside from the Dalada: the Sun Regiment and the Moon Regiment. The Sun Regiment was the half of Kanakon’s military that were born strictly of Sun Affinity while the Moon Regiment consisted of the opposing. A sliver of both factions now swarmed around them, creating a sealing circle. 

			“What is the meaning of this, gentlemen?” asked Gira. 

			“Gira Ivory?” one of the troop spoke up, mystified. “You are the one who caused the disturbance? We were informed that an attack had taken place on this street.” 

			Gira stood up and scoffed angrily. “The only attack on this boulevard was from the pathetic people of this city to this young boy.” 

			Both Regiments shifted their heads to Prince Keji. 

			“You speak of the wasted prince?” a different one queried. 

			Ika clenched his fists. He had to be held back by Chandi again. “Why is he treated like this? He’s your prince! Shouldn’t he be treated with some level of respect?” 

			The first guard to speak up now spoke again, this time with venom in his tone. “The king of this city, the king of Wenworld, cannot be some child who cannot use Kanah. It cannot be a Yeryaila. The boy is a disgrace and will never be able to sustain the Crystal as he is.” 

			Ika calmed his tensing hands but not through acceptance. “Sustain the Crystal? What does th—” 

			“Let it go, Ika,” said Gira. “I assure you gentlemen that there was no attack here. If you don’t mind, I will be taking my group into DragonRose. I was actually here to make a deposit before I came across the disgusting display that invoked my anger.” 

			There was a hostile silence. 

			“What will you be doing with the Yeryaila?” 

			Ika saw his uncle’s neck muscles tense. 

			“Prince Keji will be coming with me for now. Since he is such scum, I don’t think you will mind where he goes or what company he keeps?”

			Ika was surprised when both regiments actually yielded to Gira and let him do as he pleased, entering DragonRose with Keji now in tow. They parted, leaving a fenced path of darkness and light. Gira had even more pull within the Capital than Ika had given him credit for. 

			The little prince was clearly tense with this unusual situation. His hat was no longer looking like anything other than just a hat. Ika spotted Pattamis close his eyes and watched as the mouth fold returned to looking like the average pleated cloth, his eyes disappearing completely as well. When Pattamis decided, he could disguise himself as just a regular old hat, apparently. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 19: A Tooth Saved is a Tooth Earned

			[image: ]

			Ika was a little nervous as he stepped into the bank. Once they all passed through the main doors of DragonRose, the unparalleled majesty of the place presented itself. The entrance hall sparkled with the veneer of a thousand diamonds, dug deep from the crust of Wenworld, probably because that’s precisely what the place was made out of. White diamonds were crafted with powerful Jinxes to create every pillar and every desk of the bank. Personnel within included the Moon and Sun Regiments that they just encountered, walking about and patrolling, as well as humans wearing elongated white shawls of waving cloth with tight blue caps on their heads. These outfits were meant to display the bank workers and assistants. 

			Gira walked up to one, an old man with a crusty white beard that trailed down and curled over the girth of his stomach. He placed a gentle hand on his shoulder. “Excuse me, sir; I am here to make a withdrawal.” 

			The man smiled brightly until he spotted Keji, then his face took on that of one who had dipped their tongue in spoiled milk. 

			“Don’t worry about the boy. He is with me. Just get me to my safe, please.” 

			The man gave Gira a curt look in response but dared not let it linger for too long. “Of course, Mr. Ivory. Just follow me.” He sent an evil glare to Keji again behind Gira’s back. Ika saw the boy slink faint-heartedly away from the gaze, hiding behind Chandi’s thigh. 

			The old, stalwart assistant brought them to what looked like a dead end at the close of one of the sparkling white halls. Nothing was on the final wall except for a painting of four massive creatures within a crystal ball. This mural was a classic depiction of an old legend. The first living creatures in Wenworld were the originators of Affinity, the White and Black Ravens, and the two subterranean soothsayers, the Pink and Gold Armadillos. 

			Lady Meamara created the ravens to protect the Crystal with their power, passing it on in some form to lesser races over the centuries. The armadillos were gifted with foresight. They were the heralds of every prophecy, their wisdom beyond compare. Ika’s mother used to entertain him with folktales about these legends during his youth, particularly the soothsayers. The only one of the original beings that no longer lived was the Black Raven, slain by the fabled Zyphur Spear.

			The old man placed his grubby hand flat on the surface of the painting. He spoke a Jinx into it. “Payara.” 

			Without the need for any of the others to touch neither the painting nor each other, they were warped within the span of a few seconds to a brand new, darker lit hallway, still made from white diamond. 

			There were people and creatures being escorted up and down this hall by other assistants. The path also broke out at some places into a labyrinth of other corridors. Ika looked up and saw glowing red plaques with names on them. The nearest ones to where they stood read ‘Giraga Ivo’, ‘Giraan Iuma’, ‘Giqra Ivimia’, and so on. Below each radiant plaque was a solid thick door of red stone. 

			“Come along,” said the assistant. “Your safe is just at the end of this hall.” Yet another look of antipathy was snuck in at Keji. 

			Ika put a hand on the boy’s shoulder. 

			They walked together, passing other crowds with cloaked men at the helm. Eventually, they came to the plaque of ‘Gira Ivory’. Underneath was the same door of rock. 

			Their assistant began to open his mouth but Gira was already placing his hand on a small silver seal in the center of the door. Ika watched as his uncle’s black Kanah leaked from his arm, down into his hand and then into the door. It slowly slid open with the sound of a waking mountain. 

			“I think I can manage from here,” said Gira to the assistant, paying him no compliments or allowing him thanks. 

			The plump man apparently knew better than to give Gira attitude. He slithered away pliably. 

			Gira was the first to enter his safe while the kids followed after. Inside was nothing but four walls of rubicund rock and an empty floor of more diamond. The door slid shut behind them as Gira spoke aloud to the wall in front of them. “The Hill of Memories,” he said clearly. 

			Prince Keji stepped a few feet back in panic as the giant vaporous head of a white tiger slowly emerged from the wall. It almost oozed from the stone and ogled them all with apprehensive, glowing yellow eyes. 

			“Gira Ivory. You are here to make a deposit?” the tiger asked with a voice that sounded like it was on the brink of sleep, or had just been regretfully roused from a lifelong slumber. 

			This drowsy animal was known as ‘The Money Tiger’. It paid every customer a visit to provide them with whatever savings they were withdrawing. It was the perfect being for the job, because it was one of the only beings in Wenworld that could be in many places at the same time. Its sharp mind and impeccable memory wasn’t misplaced on its resume, either.

			“I am. Don’t mind the kids. I assure you they won’t be robbing me.” 

			The tiger purred deeply from its throat. “Hmmmmm. That’s what many have said before you, young and naïve Gira—then they come crying to me when they’ve lost their savings. You let these kids hear the password to your stash. Not wise.” 

			Gira shook his head. “Then I’ll just change my password. Now can I have forty-thousand Teeth, if you don’t mind?” 

			The tiger sniffed and did a poor job of suppressing a yawn. “That’s a lie and we both know it. That’s been your password for years. You won’t change it. But fine, have it your way.” 

			The beast opened its mouth in a yawn so passionate it made Ika satisfied just from hearing it. The tiger stuck out its long golden tongue; on its surface rested thirty, pearly white molars. Ika yawned himself now, of course. He was never good at fending off a contagious yawn. He looked over and Chandi was doing the same. Keji followed suit. 

			“Forty-thousand Teeth?” Ika yammered questioningly at Gira. 

			Gira collected the Teeth and put them in a pocket within his cloak. “Yes, forty-thousand. This Curse we are looking for will not be cheap to pry from Sheltrona’s collection. We aren’t going to gain what we can from it by reading it there. It needs to come with us. And since the library doesn’t exactly permit a rent, buy it we shall.” 

			Pattamis the hat had woken up from his very short nap, making Ika nearly jump with his shrill voice. “I still don’t understand the whole ‘Teeth’ thing. Where I grew up, we didn’t use the civilized world’s currency. We didn’t use any currency for that matter.” 

			Prince Keji’s anxious voice concurred from under the hat. “I don’t really know much about it, either.”  

			Ika looked to Pattamis nosily, changing the subject. “How come you hide yourself when people are around?”

			Pattamis huffed. “Everybody just freaks out when they see a talking hat. It’s easier for me to just keep hidden.”

			Gira pulled out one of the shining molars and presented it, grasped between his thumb and index finger. He began to explain the economy to the group. “Kanakon is responsible for the excavation and collection of Wenworld’s currency. I use the word ‘Excavation’ because the mouths they collect these teeth from belong to Rock Serpents. Rock Serpents dwell deep within the crust of Wenworld. They are the only known species that can travel underground with even greater ease than the Talpids. They literally swim through rock using the dense Kanah that surrounds their scales. The Kanah warps all bedrock in their path, and once the serpent has passed, the environment returns to normal. It’s like Wenworld moves aside to ease their travel. 

			“Rock Serpents have a full set of teeth that they do not use or need. They are an imperfection of the creature’s evolution. Long story short, these teeth actually harm the creatures. Once they reach adulthood the teeth become burdens of incredible pain for them. The Capital extracts the teeth and have incorporated them as Wenworld’s main form of currency, while simultaneously assisting in the health of the underground serpents, who are harmless on top of all else. It has been this way for a thousand years.” 

			Pattamis’ floating eyes bulged as if impressed. “Interesting, I guess.” 

			Gira went on, twirling the thick molar between his fingers. “Molars are worth a thousand Teeth. Canines are ten Teeth. Incisors are fifty Teeth. Natals are one Teeth. And Premolars are one-hundred Teeth. The serpents have a set of teeth identical to a human’s, you see.” He put the molar back into his cloak. “Molars are hard to come by but my assistance with the Dalada has treated me well; well enough to get what we need from the library.” 

			Prince Keji twiddled his thumbs. “What do you need in Sheltrona? What are you guys here for, anyway?” 

			Ika and Chandi didn’t wish to say, and the looks they gave Gira made it clear they didn’t want him to say, either. 

			“It’s a long story. You won’t be caught up in any of it,” was Gira’s only words on their task. 

			Keji took it without complaint. His hat had a less accepting look. 

			Now that the money was delivered, the Money Tiger slowly inched its way back into the wall, yawning loudly as it did, still speaking drowsily. “See you later alligators, in a while crocodiles, bye bye butterflies, send hugs ladybugs, take care polar bears, see ya soon racoo—” 

			“Yeah, yeah, just get out of here,” waved Gira. 

			It disappeared slowly with a squint of aversion in its eyes, whispering a final slight. “Jerk.”

			A rumbling came from the old Wenny Rabbit’s Gritka.

			“Uh oh,” said Ika. 

			Chandi prodded Gira. “I think that’s his way of asking whether it is safe to come out yet.” 

			Gira pulled the globose pottery from his back and placed it on the ground. Keji and Pattamis gave inquisitive looks. 

			“There’s nobody here but us. Come on out if you want to talk!” 

			The Gritka shook and trembled until the cork burst free and Cinnamon flew out, bounced off the roof with well-placed feet, and launched himself onto the floor without hint of a stumble. 

			Pattamis narrowed his tall, oval eyes. “Okay . . . what is happening?” 

			For a passing moment Pattamis’ face was stricken with what could only be described as horror as he looked upon Cinnamon’s face.

			Ika noticed his look and gasped. “Pattamis . . . is . . . is he the Wenny Rabbit who turned you into a hat?”

			Chandi gasped too.

			Cinnamon’s face scrunched up. “Turned who into a what? I did no such thing! Why does this world love to blame me for things?” 

			Pattamis coughed awkwardly. “No, no. This wasn’t the one.”

			“Then what’s the matter with you?’ asked Chandi. “Do you know him from somewhere? Let me guess, you’ve seen his wanted posters.”

			All eyes fell on the pointy hat.

			“Yep, that’s it,” said Pattamis, a little too excitedly. “He’s that rabbit who . . . killed Vulcris.”

			Cinnamon chuffed. “I did no such damn thing.”

			Ika scratched his nose. “I gotta say, Pattamis, I believe him. I doubt he really did it.”

			Pattamis looked downward with a deep frown.

			Cinnamon turned to Gira. “So what’s with the talking hat? How much have I missed?” 

			Gira used this opportunity to stretch his back while he shrugged his shoulders. “Quite a bit. It’s been a thought-provoking day so far. Glad you can see for yourself. Now, what do you want? Why are you not in your Gritka?” 

			Cinnamon shook the sight of Pattamis from his focus. Pattamis avoided his eyes anyway. “I wanted to see how things were going. I gave a few rumbles a little while ago but clearly you were in too loud a place to hear them. Judging by this room, we’re in DragonRose Bank. That means we’ve finally made it to the Capital, yes?” 

			Ika nodded in confirmation when Cinnamon looked to him and Chandi. He turned back around, inspected the pointy hat further with scrutinizing concentration, and then his eyes fell to the boy beneath it. “Good gracious me! Gira, I no longer trust you with leading these kids. I hide within my home for a brief period of time, and when I come out? I find that not only is a talking hat in our company for some reason, but also the prince of Kanakon!” He hopped three times up to the boy and inspected him with sad eyes. “Dear boy, I have heard much about you.” He extended his paw. “Some may feel otherwise, all may feel otherwise, but I consider it an honor to make your acquaintance. Just know that no matter what you may deal with within these walls, there are still those who would respect you even without Kanah. They are out there. It isn’t your fault. And I know what it feels like to be hated for something that isn’t your fault.” 

			Keji’s eyes went wide. Apparently all of the people who were ever going to accept him were going to meet him within a single afternoon. 

			He shook the rabbit’s paw and beamed sincerely. “Thank you so much,” he said. “I think . . .” Keji looked to each face before him in the bank vault. “. . . I think this might be the best day of my life.”

			Before Ika had a chance to suggest they hurry and get to the library, they were sat in a circle with their legs crossed. All except for Cinnamon, who paced around in the middle of them, his Gritka resting at the epicenter like some kind of sacrificial altar. Gira had already taken the time to catch him up to speed. Once Cinnamon got over the stress of being told that Elra took a minute to inspect his home, he returned to a state of levelheadedness. 

			“All right then,” he began, “we have the money to get the Curse we learned the name of from Grematorga. We have reason to believe our target is right here in the city.” 

			“What target!” Pattamis shouted. He seemed to have regained his composure and was back to his grumpy self. Whatever originally bothered him about Cinnamon he now chose to forget.

			Cinnamon ignored the shout and continued. “Once we get the information and statistics of the Curse, I’m sure we can also learn of a way to trace it back to its caster. Then our targets will be right in our grasp. Now, the question is . . .” he transformed this rallying of the troops into a slight interrogation toward Gira at the drop of a metaphorically talking hat. “. . . do we plan on handling this ourselves, or are we going to let the King and the Death Squad in on our fun?” 

			Ika’s eyebrows perched now that his older frustration was being fed once more. “I had asked the same thing. I didn’t like my answer but my uncle seemed firm on it. Though, he has already made exceptions to it, considering he didn’t mouth a word to Elra when we met him.” 

			Gira pointed harshly to Ika. “Thank you for reminding me about the favor I did you. Don’t get snarky and make me regret that. I’m still informing the King. What he does with that information from that point is up to him. If he decides to get the Dalada involved, then so be it. By that point you will already have had your shot at . . .” he looked awkwardly to Keji before going on. “. . . your shot at our target. Maybe you’ll get lucky and they’ll save your life, killing him before he kills you.” 

			That comment touched a nerve with Ika, and everyone in that room except for the Prince and his hat knew it. 

			Cinnamon made sure to speak up before things got more heated. “As long as you have the shot you’ve been after, I see no reason to be bent out of shape about it, kid. As for your preparation, there’s still something I’d like to teach you before you come face to face with him.” 

			Gira’s face was as hard as stone. He refused to look at Cinnamon directly. Something was off. Ika felt a rising urge to press the matter but decided to let it go. He knew they never liked each other, but something about the way Cinnamon quickly glanced at Gira told him something else was happening. 

			“And what’s that?” he asked. 

			Cinnamon removed the cap again from his Gritka, leaning over the top. “Once you get what you need from the library, let me know and I’ll let you inside. We’ll go over it in here before your final encounter. Don’t forget.” He jumped up and was slurped back inside his home, the cap being sucked back into place as he vanished. 

			Ika sighed, this time contently as he picked up the Gritka and strapped it to his back. “I’ll carry him for now, Uncle Gira.” 

			He was still acting oddly. “Sure thing, bud.” 

			Gira had gotten what he needed from DragonRose Bank, and with Kirga supposedly somewhere within the walls of Kanakon, there wasn’t much time for sight-seeing. With Keji and his strange hat now tagging along for however long that would last, people gave the group a wide berth on the busy streets. Foul looks and snide remarks were all directed to the Yeryaila prince. The people of Kanakon and the people of Wenworld, simply put, detested the boy. 

			Prince Keji kept a bold smile on his face as he bounced with each step trailing behind Gira. The fact that at least they had been willing to treat him as more than an embarrassment kept his spirit from souring. They also actively defended him. All of this left an optimistic glow in the boy’s eyes. 

			Ika felt for the lonely prince despite not being able to relate. The people of Turquoise Town treated each other like family. It was a place where behaviour like the kind directed toward Keji would be considered unacceptable. Kanakon was just too large and too dense for any moral foundation to remain on each district. Although, it seemed that disfavour of Keji wasn’t limited to certain districts. It was becoming increasingly obvious the more avenues they travelled up, that Keji being the enemy was a shared fact through the whole Capital. Ika wondered why the King would possibly allow his only child to be brought up in such an environment. Though, the sad answer was hard to ignore.

			There was one thing that had been burning in the back of Ika’s mind, one thing that had begun to bury itself unhealthy in his subconscious and was slowly taking over more of his thoughts. It was a thing that would surely put him in quite the mess of trouble. He looked up at Gira, who was distracted for a moment, talking to a lizard creature wearing a top hat roughly the size of a human. The creature was yelling at Gira for stepping on its tail. Gira was appropriately apologizing the best he could. 

			Ika took this moment to sneak up to Chandi’s ear, whispering quietly enough to avoid Keji or his hat eavesdropping. “Psssssssst,” he teased excitedly. 

			“Oh no,” Chandi whispered back. “What now?”

			Ika’s hands rubbed together as if he was trying to create fire with them, something he did without realizing when planning to do something he should definitely not be doing. “You and I have a job to do once we get into the library.” 

			Chandi groaned quietly. “Oh yeah, and what might that be? Please don’t say something stupid.” 

			“Stealing Curses.” 

			“What did I just say?” 

			Ika placed a consoling hand on her wrist. “Chandi, hear me out. We are being brought to a goldmine of knowledge on learning new abilities. Curses you and I have never even dreamt of are going to be lined on every shelf. Think how much of the power gap we could breach on just Gira and Cinnamon alone if we snatch some of the higher-level Curses.” 

			Chandi hissed through her clenched teeth. “You fool. You have to have the skill to learn them first, and then you obtain their power. Any bum off the street can’t pull a Curse off the shelf and master it. If that were the case then Sheltrona would be one of the most highly secured areas in Wenworld, not an open community for the public. It takes years of honing for the strongest of Oracles. We can ask Gira if we can also purchase some lower- level Curses that he or Master Cinnamon can teach us, but going after anything greater is a waste of time and bound to get us executed or something. I’m begging you not to be an idiot . . . begging.” 

			Every word of that went in one ear and straight out the other. “If we can get stronger level Curses then we can practice them all we like, learn their secrets, learn how to obtain them over time. But we need them first. And right now we certainly can’t afford the higher ones. We’re broke.” He leaned even closer. “It’s insulting how little faith you have in me. I’m not saying we should snatch a Curse that can turn the mountains of Yillia into piles of cotton candy. Though, that would be fantastic. I’m talking Curses that can move us along faster. Not any little ones that Gira will no doubt get us. I’m looking deeper, Chandi. Besides, like you just said, it’s an open establishment. It will be child’s play to snatch some.” 

			She turned around and settled her sapphire eyes on him. “Ika, that is a horrible idea.” 

			He smiled. “Perhaps, but I know if I go through with it you’ll be right there by my side.” 

			“Of course I will,” she lamented, lowering her head in defeat. 

			He kissed her hair and looked onward down their path with new determination. He was rarely the brains of the duo.

		

	
		
			Chapter 20: Majesty in Reality
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			All of the stories and legends of this place were making Chandi shake. Sheltrona, Wenworld’s largest and most spectacular library; the only one that possessed volumes of Kanah as oppose to regular books. One whole book for every Curse and Jinx, each page detailing the effects of the gift and the toll it can take on the caster. Within Sheltrona’s walls was a collection of every Curse and Jinx in existence. This library was the home of all abilities Oracles can study. Oracles travel there to learn new abilities within their level, and to study on those that are beyond their grasp. However, one must first know the name of a Curse or Jinx before attempting to find it within Sheltrona. There are millions, perhaps billions of Curses and even more Jinxes that have been wielded over the course of Wenworld’s history; so many of them have yet to even be discovered within the depths of Sheltrona. There are no simple categories of shelving where one could loom and hope to find the Curse they once saw a stranger using, eager to learn it themselves. Chandi’s excitement was bubbling over. 

			“Well, here we are,” said Gira, as he looked up at the curved structure. 

			It was shaped like a towering cylinder of wet, sapphire stone, stretching above the buildings around it. No windows, only the double entrance doors that glowed with a tinge of silvery vitality. Although it was tall, Chandi expected it to be much larger than it was, given the descriptions she remembered. She could’ve sworn that Sheltrona was rumored to be the size of a city. She dreamt of the day she could walk among its shelves, studying and taking in its glory for herself. She spent so many hours of her young adolescence researching what texts could be found in Turquoise Town about the library. She couldn’t wait for the day to see the words on paper brought to life before her eyes. Now she was underwhelmed. It wasn’t even close to big enough to hold as many books as it was said to.

			Ika voiced just what she was thinking. “What do you mean ‘here we are’? This is the Great Kanakon Library?” He was never quite as passionate about it as Chandi, but she talked about it a lot. “How could this possibly b—” 

			Gira let out a dry, humorless laugh, cutting off Ika’s peevishness. 

			“What’s so funny?” 

			The sapphire cylinder fizzed with ghostlike, diaphanous Aura. It stood well above even the intangible quality of Grematorga, though far less visually gratifying. 

			“You shouldn’t judge things by how they first appear.” Gira walked toward the main doors. 

			Ika and Chandi followed quickly, Keji a few steps behind. They felt a wave of static energy flow through their bodies as they entered. There was an invisible barrier of some kind that must be crossed before entering the library. Clearly whatever form of Jinx this now was hadn’t detected Cinnamon’s hiding spot within the Gritka. His secret was still safe this far into the city.   

			Once Chandi stepped through the doors at Gira’s back, any remark she may have made about her disappointment floated from her head and strayed from thought. She couldn’t even remember that she was on the verge of complaining once she had fully entered Sheltrona. “A Jinx,” she said with what little breath she had after the new view had taken it away. 

			Turquoise Town was a world away. There was only so much of the truth she could get about a spectacle like Sheltrona. Now the truth lay before her. 

			Sheltrona was nothing short of a city of lined books, just as legend purveyed. A city within the city of Kanakon. The library was constructed with four sections to it. Four tiers of books, the first two alone with millions in their stock. The entrance tier was dedicated to the common levels of Jinxes, those that were simpler to cast. This included farming Jinxes, building Jinxes; Jinxes that could help someone gain proficient talent in their chosen craft much quicker than with traditional time and practice. 

			The second tier was dedicated to the Curse equivalent of that skill level. Every Curse that Ika and Chandi were currently capable of using could be found on this level. 

			 Despite the fact that entry level Curses made their home on this tier, some very powerful ones could still be found among the collection. Most Oracles, approximately eighty percent of them, would spend their whole lives never using a Curse greater than those found on this tier. Not a single Curse above it would ever enter their repertoire. 

			The third tier is stocked with Wenworld’s most powerful Jinxes. Roughly sixty percent of Oracles who have fully unlocked the Isani Gate will be able to use Jinxes on this tier in their lifetime. They are much easier overall to learn than powerful combat Curses. They include powers that can turn a mediocre singer into a world class vocalist within a day or two. Others can allow a strong enough Oracle to construct a skyscraper, build it with materials the Jinx will drain from the world: wood, stone, even create metal, and contrast it in a week’s time. Any Jinxes on the first tier will most likely have a more powerful version of the same on this tier. 

			The fourth and final tier of the library holds the most powerful Curses in existence. Learning to wield enough Curses here can propel a man into a god. Out of the twenty percent who can learn these gifts, only half of that sum will be able to add more than three Curses from this tier into their list of abilities. Many have tried to learn several. Very few have obtained the feat. The only people in Wenworld who have Kanah strong enough to brandish a decent collection of these Curses are the Dalada, and even they must spend years training to learn each one at a time. They have been living for over a thousand years and haven’t come close to learning them all. They never will. There are simply too many Curses to study.

			 “The stories and records of this place weren’t lying after all. This building must be under one of the strongest Jinxes ever.” She said it as a statement of surety over a question, because there could be no other answer. 

			“That is correct,” said Gira, smiling at the kids’ faces. 

			“I’ve lived here my whole life, but I’ve never been allowed in Sheltrona,” said Prince Keji. “I always get kicked away before passing the door.” 

			The great library of Sheltrona was much, much, much bigger on the inside than it appeared on the outside, not unlike Cinnamon’s Gritka. What looked like a stale tower of windowless stone on the outside, was exactly as described in legend: a literal city of book shelves on the inside. Looking up treated Chandi to a sight ten times as grandiose as the tower of Grematorga, and the Gast’s home city was certainly nothing to ridicule. 

			“I can’t even believe what I’m looking at,” gasped Ika, smacking Chandi on the arm at least twenty times. 

			“I see it, Ika. I see it.” Chandi giggled as she moved away from his eager harassment. 

			The Prince stepped forward and spun around slowly, his mouth agape. He looked up and down, left and right. He was in sheer, grateful awe. “Are you seeing this, Pattamis?” 

			His hat laughed dryly. “Oh, I’m seeing it, little guy. I always told you that this place wasn’t a hoax. Didn’t I? DIDN’T I?” 

			Keji snickered. “You did. I didn’t think it would be this cool. Really makes me wanna . . .” 

			Pattamis cut him off with a hurried plea. “No! No more singing for today. Please.”

			There were intersecting pathways that led to other rows of building-tall shelves lined with tomes. Gazing up was like looking at thousands of detailed spider webs that all connected to more Jinxes and Curses. As many as the mind could bear to imagine existed. It was such an immeasurable amount. 

			Seeing this city of gifts and talents made Chandi less curious as to why so few Oracles had similar abilities to each other. Clearly it was because there were this many to choose from. Oracles who opened the Vizra Gate and moved toward the path of a combative Oracle had the greatest selection in Wenworld to study from in the Capital City. It was no wonder that any Oracle who dreamed of being powerful enough to defeat a common burglar would make traveling to Kanakon their top priority, as long as they had the funds. It was the perfect place to grow as an Oracle and also the perfect place to find yourself a master to teach you. 

			The saying of there always being a bigger fish rings most true when walking amongst the community of Sheltrona. Oracles who exuded power like it was leaking from their pores walked to and fro amid the maze of racks and platforms. Some were average level, similar to Ika and Chandi; others gave off a sense of strength that was close to Gira or Master Cinnamon’s. Not quite the same, however. Those two were a rare breed apart even in such places. But the fact that idle passersby could come anywhere close was bewildering in itself. It was a marvelous place and very much a community of its own, disconnected from the world outside. 

			The slim trails that created an endless pattern of vertical, wild grids were lit with a saffron glow of propagated Kanah, streaming through the wood and metal of Sheltrona. In Chandi’s research, she had found that Sheltrona was built of many Jinxes. The one disguising its size was the only part that she hadn’t known of beforehand. 

			“Who could be strong enough to place the Jinxes on this place?” she asked. 

			A few younger Oracles whispered to each other and were pointing at Gira as he strode by. 

			“The Black Raven, that’s who. Before her passing.” 

			Chandi almost stopped in her tracks, but in fear of not catching everything that Gira might say, she hurried up to him. “The Black Raven? Then that must’ve been . . .” 

			Gira filled in her pause, “. . . a thousand years ago, yes. She put the Jinxes on Sheltrona as a gift to the first Queen of the city, who she thought of as a dear friend. Sheltrona has been a wonder of this world ever since.”  

			Ika tugged at Chandi’s black garment. When she spun back, he was gesturing his head toward a metal post with a long sign sticking from the top. ‘Gold Street’. 

			“Is that a street sign?” Ika called to his uncle. 

			Gira looked back and gave the sign a nonchalant look, then sent Ika a curious one, like he was missing something so obvious. “Duh. This is a city, as they say. It’s not just a fun story. We are on Gold Street, a sector of Jinxes on the first tier. We need to be going much higher than this. What we’re looking for will most likely be somewhere near ‘Black Avenue’ or ‘Emerald Street’. Let’s keep moving.” 

			There was only one remark, one voice, one sentence that halted Gira in his harried step. “I wish I could learn any of these.” 

			They all looked to see a sad flicker in the green eyes of the lonely prince. Pattamis glanced down from his position on Prince Keji’s head. Even sadness was seen breaking through on his face. It must’ve been difficult to be in the center of the largest assemblage of Kanah abilities in existence and not be able to use a single one of them, even the absolute weakest being off limits to him. It must’ve been heartbreaking for someone who is told he is a failure by any who come across him for that exact reason. 

			“So do I,” said Gira, with a manner that told Chandi he couldn’t think of something better to say.

			They made their way through the great library, walking up limitless stairwells and weaving through a hundred mazes comprised of Jinxes before making it to a large archway of lenient, cedar wood. On it was a sign letting them know they had reached the next tier. Only a few steps passed this arch and Gira was immediately beleaguered by an old man, hunched over and breathing heavily through his mouth. 

			“Look who it is,” the old man spat with condescendence.

			He was dressed in a set of pink robes that hung lowest and were longest around the wrists and behind the back. His baggy black pants that peaked from underneath the robe were designed with a dragon of some kind, black and trailing down the outside of each leg. His face was leathery and sagging. His eyes a harsh and intense brown. His teeth all crooked, except for sharp canines that lifted the sides of his chapped grey lips. He was also as bald as a newborn Talpid, not even a hint of facial hair. 

			Gira turned to the kids and tilted his head toward the old man. “Behold, kids, the single most pathetic Oracle this city has ever seen, Metrio Feralt.” 

			The old man gritted his kinked teeth. “Says the man who was given his power on a platter by Belasefka. Get off your high horse. Some of us actually need to train in order to gain strength.” 

			Gira choked a laugh out of his throat. “I wasn’t given anything. I earned the power I have through training, the same as anyone else. You speak as if you’ve been training so hard, yet you’re well into your fifties and the only thing you spend your time doing is bullying young children and beating on defenceless women. I suggest you move from our way. Now.” 

			The man leered at Prince Keji. “Why am I not surprised to find a runt like this in your company?” 

			Chandi stepped in front of the boy. “That’s your prince you’re speaking to.” 

			She received a cold smile in response. “That’s no more the prince of Kanakon than I am a member of the Dalada. He hasn’t been worth a Natal since the day he crept tragically into this world; killing his own mother as he did so, mind you. Nothing but a waste of resource, this one.” He was leaning over Chandi, barking maliciously at the prince. Pattamis had gone back into sleep mode once the old man was close enough to spot a talking hat. “It’s a king’s job to maintain the Crystal, boy! What happens when your old man croaks, eh? What happens to all of us if we are forced to live under a Yeryaila king?” He spat at Keji’s face, a spray of saliva causing the boy to flinch. “Useless idiot.”

			Keji’s familiar, soft smile broke Chandi’s heart. 

			“I’m sorry,” said the Prince without a hint of sarcasm or resentment. “I wish I could be better for all of you. I wish I could be something that I’m not. But I’m just . . . me.” 

			Another glob of spit flew at him. “That’s the problem, isn’t it?” 

			“Bremlora.” Gira’s voice was composed, as suddenly a Curse had lifted Metrio into the air, flailing around like a wet cat. 

			Gira’s right hand was raised and waving back and forth above his head. As he dragged his hand through the air, Metrio sailed back and forth, screaming all the while. 

			“Put me down, swine!” 

			Chandi was sure that Ika was going to wet himself from laughter. She was also in a fit of joy over the sight. Her stomach hurt, she laughed so hard. Gira’s smile was bright and devious. Chandi’s laugher subsided slowly as she looked to see if the Prince’s mood was lightened in any way by this display. Keji appeared to be more dejected than delighted. 

			“Please stop,” he said weakly. 

			Gira heard it regardless and dropped Metrio hard on his behind. The old man rolled around in anguish and humiliation. 

			Prince Keji, tiny and frail, stepped forward and extended a hand to him. “Are you okay?” he asked softly. “That was not my idea. I’m sorry if my new friends offended you in an—” 

			Metrio’s dainty hand smacked Keji’s away. The old weasel began to stride away before being stopped by Gira, yanking on the pink collar of his thick mantle. 

			Gira peered at the man’s neck with intense suspicion. Now that Chandi looked closer as well, she could see a mark on the left side of Metrio’s neck. It looked like a symbol of a trident was burned into the skin, red and menacing. A similar mark was on Wuta, way back when Chandi, Ika, and Cinnamon found him inside Kirga’s Tredma Ilia. 

			“What is that?” Gira questioned angrily. 

			Metrio jerked his robe back and took a firm step away. “Don’t ever put your hands on me. You’re lucky I don’t have you thrown in prison for that little demonstration.” A note in his voice was nervous despite the offended stance he was attempting to take. 

			“I asked you what that was!” said Gira, losing his patience with the man. “What is that mark and how did you get it?” 

			Metrio walked toward the exiting staircase with abstracted offense. “Be careful, Gira Ivory. I don’t care how well you know the Dalada; there are consequences for trying to make a mockery out of Metrio Feralt.” 

			When he was fully gone from sight, Ika turned to the little prince. “Why would you do that?” he asked. “That man is trash. He didn’t deserve that kindness, Prince Keji.” 

			The boy grinned at being addressed in such a way. 

			Pattamis woke back up; his eyes blinking like they were plagued by sleep crust. “Man, what a tool.” 

			Ika pointed to the hat. “Exactly!” 

			Keji swayed back and forth shyly. His face was red with discomfort. “I’m that man’s prince. Whether he likes me or not, whether I’m a disgrace and an embarrassment or not, I am that man’s prince. That was not right. I must treat the people of this city with compassion.”

			Gira took a few moments to recapture his composure and calm down. It was clear whatever he had spotted on Metrio had perturbed him quite a bit. Once he gathered himself, he bowed to the nervous prince, giving the boy all the respect he could properly portray in the moment. Gira Ivory, a man of power far greater than the boy could imagine, bowed and surrendered himself as unequal to the boy’s sense of honor. A sense that many adults have lost.

			Once Keji saw him do so, it looked like the young prince had seen a ghost right before his eyes. He was being treated as royalty instead of a mistake. He was being revered instead of shamed. 

			“Forgive me, Prince. I acted without your approval in an abrasive manner. I will never do so again. I was only wishing to defend your honor.” 

			Chandi felt a flush of warmth in her heart over the display. Ika’s face showed he was most likely feeling the same. It was only made worse when they both noticed that Pattamis’ massive glossy eyes were tearing up, making a habit out of that. Though, the grateful gaze in Pattamis’ eyes was much stronger now than when they first met. This display was slightly more impactful. 

			“That’s the first time anyone has addressed my friend as he deserves to be. That is the first time anyone has ever bowed to this boy before. Ever.” 

			Chandi and Ika shared a meaningful wink before joining Gira in his reverence. The three of them kneeled together before Kanakon’s one and true king. Whether or not anyone else within the walls of the Capital would ever do the same was not of importance to them. They knew someone who deserved admiration when they saw them, regardless of age or societal acceptance. A profound silence carried with it a strong appreciation for their simple action. 

			“Thank you,” said the Prince, his smile truer in that moment than it had ever been in his life.

		

	
		
			Chapter 21: Sometimes People Suck

			[image: ]

			As time passed and Pattamis stopped bawling like a newborn, they delved deeper into that tier, looking for more staircases that would bring them higher in the most time-efficient way. They passed a post with a sign reading ‘Pink Avenue’. 

			Nothing around her led Chandi to believe that the area was named after its own appearance. There was nothing pink. 

			The golden wood flooring was topped by a satin red carpet that guided the Oracles in and around the network of endless, powerful volumes. Chandi gasped as she spotted books actually floating through the air, bobbing up and down above her head like flocks of southbound birds. She had read about how Sheltrona maintained its stock before. Her eyes followed these soaring books until the flying hardcovers sorted themselves onto two-story tall shelves. They flew perfectly into places they were meant to be. She felt a surge of gratitude that the library was turning out to be just as the myths and recordings had built it up to be. Her research into this place wasn’t a sham. Those flying books were part of one of the many layers of Jinxes the building was put under. 

			Ika leaned close. “Those books floating about,” he whispered, “they probably come from those passageways you used to read about back home.” 

			She looked at him with mild amusement. “I’m surprised you were listening.” 

			She recalled many conversations shared when they were younger about the network of interwoven tunnels within the walls of the library that carried Curses and Jinxes around the inner city. Ika never seemed to be listening, but he remembered that part. The Jinx the tunnels were under made the books pass through them, trapped in an air current of sorts. A current that was borderline sentient, knowing where each Jinx and Curse was meant to be and on which street of the city. It was extraordinary to her, far less so to her counterpart.

			He snorted. “You never shut up about this place. It would be impossible for me not to absorb some things.” He looked ahead to make sure Gira wasn’t listening. “I’ll have you know that those fancy passageways are part of the plan.” 

			She rolled her eyes as they walked. “You’re still going on about that?” 

			“Yes, I am. I’ll let you know when the time comes.”

			Gira took a peek over his shoulder at them. As he did, Ika quickly dove into a subject to subvert his attention.

			“So who was that guy, really?” he asked. 

			Chandi watched Ika struggle prying his own attention from the self-sorting Curses. 

			Gira didn’t hesitate in the slightest while leading the way. It was clear he had been through Sheltrona many times, carving the layout into his memory. “Metrio is the kind of person who likes to pray on the weak to make himself feel better about being a lackluster Oracle. I won’t even go over some of the dreadful things I have caught him doing over the years. I don’t want to remind myself of some of them. But just as a hint of his nature, without divulging nearly enough to kick over the rock of his worst actions, I’ll tell you one part. The man’s wife passed away in one of Kanakon’s many hospitals after living in a coma for six years. She was hit by a rather low level Curse that burns the brains of its victims. Even though it was a generally weak Curse, her old age played a factor in the devastation of it. I know how it was cast on her.” 

			Chandi winced in empathy for the thought of having your brain burned badly enough to force you into a six-year coma, even with the advancements in medical Jinxes that Kanakon possessed.

			“Don’t tell me Metrio used a Curse on his own wife?” Ika prodded. 

			Gira shook his head, not in a denial of the fact, but in sheer disgust. “That’s what I’m telling you. Metrio had gotten into quite the argument with her at a pub I happened to be at that night. She mentioned how he was a failed Oracle, how he would never be as strong as he wanted to be and should stop trying, because his obsession with power was turning him into a different person than the one she married. I have heard rumor that, ironically enough, Metrio’s childhood wasn’t so far from Keji’s. He was beaten and ridiculed by his own father. I don’t know this to be fact—just a story. Metrio is a Moon Oracle, you see. It doesn’t take a lot to change them into something horrible when their mind is fixed on power more so than love. That is why I watch you so carefully, Ika. That is why I don’t like to hear you speak the way you do sometimes.” He sighed. “But anyway, I was close enough to hear him whisper the Curse angrily into her ear. She began convulsing on the ground and wailing. Blood poured from under her eyelids and trickled down her cheeks. It wasn’t a pleasant sight.” 

			Ika’s face was horrified. “So why is that monster not in prison, then?” 

			Gira shrugged. “Because Metrio happens to be related to our lovely and gallant king. He’s a distant cousin. Got off without a slap on the wrist. When I walked over and set his head ablaze in black flame with a Curse of my own, well, I was arrested instantly and brought to Kanakon’s prison. How do think the man got and remained so shiny bald?” He winked mischievously. “Luckily for me I was only in there for a week, thanks to Elra bailing me out. Long story short, he’s a pathetic man who is a waste of good air. The Queen never would’ve settled for that. But our King?” Gira gave a quick sympathetic glance to Keji, who knew better than anyone the kind of man his father was. “He’s not as graceful. And I don’t mean to bring up your mother to open any old wounds, Prince. Her fate is nowhere near your responsibility or fault.” 

			“Although I disagree about it being my fault, thank you anyway,” Keji responded with gloomy appreciation. 

			Chandi got caught up on one aspect of the story. “So you’re related to that man?” she asked the Prince. 

			He smiled in a sad way. “I guess so, yeah. Though, I’ve only met him a couple times. He hates me just like the rest of them do.” 

			Chandi already hated everyone in the whole city just out of principle. Seeing how a young and innocent boy was treated because of the way he was born—because of something he had no control over—appalled her. She was raised to be a better woman than that and taught to look at the world a wiser way than that. She felt sincerely upset for the Prince. “What was that about a mark?” she asked. 

			“Yeah,” joined Ika, “I spotted something too. It looked like a trident or something was burned into his skin. I saw the same thing on Gatekeeper Wuta. What’s the deal with that symbol?” 

			Gira didn’t look back; didn’t try to humor them with any body language to show his openness on the topic. “I have a bad feeling about it, but it’s not something you two need to worry about. It’s something I need to worry about. Just forget it.” 

			So they did, rather begrudgingly. Whatever Metrio’s story was, being related in some way to the King had clearly sent a surge of power straight to his bald head. 

			“One thing I will say about the man and my suspicions about him,” said Gira, “is that he is in a very dangerous position of power for somebody that morally skewed. He is the head of a division within Kanakon known as ‘Kimiala’. Kimiala is in charge of handling and protecting artifacts and weapons found around Wenworld considered a danger to be held in the wrong hands. To prevent any weapons causing conflict or ensuring violence in any and all lands, Kimiala hide and watch over these hazards. They keep their locations and uses out of the public eye or ear. Metrio runs the show in the division. I’ve always hated that a man like that is in charge of such a sensitive area, and I still hate it to this day.” 

			Chandi felt nervous learning this piece of information. She shared Gira’s view on this matter wholeheartedly.

			The higher and higher they went into the heart of the library, the more Chandi became enthralled by the sheer amount of Curses. The shelves were lined with silky red satin that peeked out from under each row of books. She stopped to pick one up and give it a quick skim. Keji and Ika halted just as Gira did. 

			“I’m sure Cinnamon can teach you all the Curses you will need. We have to keep moving, Chandi.” 

			The pages were filled with detailed diagrams and guiding instructions to mastering the one Curse that this particular book focused on. It told her of weaknesses to the Curse. It detailed different ways to use it effectively. It even let her know certain side effects that could come along with using it for too long a time. An entire book for one Curse. They were all this way. This Curse was one only an Oracle with Moon Affinity could make use of. She guessed as much by the large moon symbol on the cover of the book. There was a title beneath the symbol: ‘Ignar Deea’. 

			“You can’t learn that one,” said Gira, pointing out what she already knew. 

			“But I can,” said Ika, snatching it from her hand. 

			“Hey!” 

			He skimmed just enough to find the purpose of the Curse within the first few pages. He read it aloud. “A Curse that allows the caster to cover their body in a wreath of pink flame for a period of three to six minutes! A strong defensive Curse that can also act as an offensive tactic if the caster wishes to use hand-to-hand combat against their opponent.” He spun and held the book over his head. “Uncle Gira, why in Meamara’s name have you not told me about Curses like this? I haven’t learned enough new Curses since I left Turquoise Town. I should be training to learn these. The time I’ve been waiting and training for is close now and I still have more Curses I should be adding to my range before the time comes.”

			Gira tapped his fingers impatiently on his leg. There was a mien of pity in his eyes, directed at both of the teenagers from Turquoise Town. Chandi couldn’t guess his thoughts, but the feeling of them being looked down on was unmistakeable. 

			“If you’re impressed by that, then remind me not to let you continue browsing. We have work to do. I understand your opportunities to learn more Curses are limited when being trained by a Sun Oracle, but I already have two particular Curses in mind for both you and Chandi that I will be getting alongside the one we are here for. They will help you before the fight you’re chasing. Be patient.” Ika’s impatience was practically leaking from him. “That Curse will take you weeks to learn, too much time for somebody who wants to fight a certain someone very soon, correct? The Curses I will let you take from Sheltrona, you will be able to learn tonight. Trust me.” 

			Chandi regretfully spotted the sly glint in Ika’s eyes as he looked at her and winked, without Gira catching it. She shook her head. He still had his thievery plan in mind. And she still thought it was a dumb idea. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 22: Talk Sense to a Fool . . .

			[image: ]

			Ika’s fingers flexed out of nervous habit and his pulse pounded in his neck. This always happened when he planned to do something he wasn’t supposed to; the feeling of panic and uneasiness that came just before he did it anyway was ingrained in him by his ferocious mother. Years of trying to slip anything past her had turned him into a nervous wreck when getting slightly out of line, purely on principle. But it was time to steal some Curses. He already had a plan. The best way to pull off this mini-heist would be to stash any Curses he wished to learn in Cinnamon’s Gritka; just open the top cork, let the Curses be sucked in, and then walk out of Sheltrona with a whistle and a bounce. Genius. 

			They had been walking up so many godforsaken staircases that Ika was beginning to blank out from sheer boredom. There were assortments of cultural art along the free walls, and chandeliers of Dragonglass that would draw any stare. None of these otherwise extraordinary things caught his interest anymore. Not even the books that sorted themselves captured his gaze. He was just growing tired of the endless climb. Right about now he was dearly missing the Gast’s far niftier system of Waypoints over stupid stairs. Sheltrona had no Waypoints, just endless staircases rising into infinity. 

			The group ended up needing to stop and rest for a few hours in a quaint café on ‘Maroon Street’, before picking up and heading upwards again. Ika needed the Gritka for his little scheme, so he offered to carry Cinnamon—something Gira had no issues with. Luckily for Ika’s aching thighs they were almost there. 

			“It shouldn’t be too long now. This next tier won’t take as long to navigate,” said Gira. “We won’t have to walk several blocks toward the city’s center to get a way to the next level. Now remember, Ika, we get the Curse we need, find out how to track it back to the caster, find out any weaknesses the Curse has, then we inform the King of the situation.”

			The King wasn’t a man Ika knew much about. All he knew was that his name was Stultis. Stultis Aberdam. Gira could’ve been right. At the moment he could barely pay attention, though. Ika’s obsession with meeting his father and sister’s killer face-to-face was so intense he found it excruciating sometimes. He had been told one too many times that he wasn’t strong enough for this. He disagreed. He believed he was being underestimated. After the training he had done so far—and the skills he had obtained—in his heart he knew he was ready for this confrontation. Obviously his uncle had some level of faith as well, or he wouldn’t be letting him do this at all. 

			Gira’s willingness for Ika to fight this battle also added much to the boy’s confidence. It felt good to know Gira was trying his best to set up this bout for him, while also making sure innocents would not be involved. He was grateful for it. Having to juggle the potential danger to Kanakon’s people with his nephew’s lifelong goal mustn’t’ve been easy. He promised to remind himself to thank his uncle when all was said and done. 

			“I wasn’t planning on throwing a hissy fit, thank you very much. I’m along for the plan. I appreciate your attempt to balance both needs anyway.” 

			He sent a firm head nod to Chandi, signaling that it was time. She replied with an exaggerated shoulder shrug and look to Gira. 

			“Don’t worry, I have a plan,” he mouthed without uttering a noise. “We just need to get off these stairs.” This was easier said than done. Ika would swear on his life that they had been walking up the stairs of Sheltrona for two whole days. Up and up and up they restlessly climbed. The sheer amount of Curses and Jinxes they had passed by so far—without even seeing most of the city that stretched for miles before them—had to be in the millions. The thought of the Death Squad collectively training over the stock of this city was frightening. Over a thousand years of studying these Curses. It was no wonder their Kanah could actually be felt, even in a passive state. They were gods. Ika only wondered what their leader, Don-Galaga, was like. 

			Picking up new little stories here and there about the Death Squad made it much easier to understand why people like Kirga made sure to give them a wide berth. One would have to be a fool to underestimate or scoff at the Dalada. Kirga was no fool. It wouldn’t matter in the end whether he put in the effort to evade the King’s greatest weapons. In Ika’s mind the Hellcat was already living his last days. 

			However, if Ika was being honest with his deepest thoughts—the ones that lingered in his head like a sharp itch that could never be fully scratched—the mystery behind Kirga bothered him. It unnerved him. How powerful the man was was unknown to him, Chandi, and even Cinnamon. The Genmaga legend was worshiped by some, ridiculed by most, but understood by few. What happened with Gatekeeper Wuta—which now felt years prior after all they had been through—was a hint of his capabilities. The sound of Cinnamon’s strained and panicked voice ordering them to turn around and head back home repeated in Ika’s mind over and over again, like the echo of an old but potent nightmare. But he stayed true to his goal and believed in his own ability and desire to see the man’s end. He could win. He would win.

			Once they had made it to the even ground of the third tier, Ika swiftly assumed a standing position attached to Chandi; he made sure his shoulder was rubbing against hers. They had slowed down their walking as Keji and Gira were a little farther ahead. This was the second area of the library that contained Jinxes, this time garnering the most powerful available. 

			He whispered into her ear. “I have a Curse for this. Once I use it, you will take us both into those fancy passageways you’ve read about. We’ll use them to escape from Uncle Gira. Then we go shopping. Well, without the shopping part. We’re just taking stuff.” 

			She frowned at him until her eyes drifted toward one of the passageway entrances, a hole in the wall next to one of the staircases heading back downwards. The wall was just close enough for them to reach, and the hole was just big enough for them to fit in. That hole would lead them into the tunnel system that controlled the flow of books. 

			She conceded with a frustrated sucking of teeth. “Damn you, fine.” A few seconds passed before she hissed at him again. “Wait,” she whispered. “What Curse? What Curse could you possibly have for this occasion? A Jinx would be perfect for a diversion for escape. But you can’t u—” The realization dawned on her face, making it look like someone had punched her in the gut. “Please tell me you aren’t doing it.” 

			He grinned like the idiotic madman she knew he was. “I’m doing it.” 

			“That’s a horrible idea that could get someone hurt,” she said. 

			“Oh, relax. It won’t be aimed near anyone, just close enough for us to hide in its flashy display. Don’t worry.” 

			He glanced over at the hole hidden in the shadow of the opposite stair. He was getting that instinctual guilty throbbing through his body again. 

			“It could get us thrown in prison if you happen to catch any unsuspecting Oracles with the brunt of it,” said Chandi. “Please don’t miss.” 

			His nerves were so bad at the cusp of the moment that he felt he could be sick. Grematorga’s changing room incident was already testimony to his anxiety when under too much pressure. He wanted to wait until there were no Oracles close enough to be harmed by his Curse. 

			There was a long-necked lizard creature that waltzed just by them, nearly brushing up against them as it walked. No. There was a blond woman in a tight suit of yellow armor. It appeared to be carved from a breed of crystal. She was pulling a little girl with her by the hand as they skimmed the shelves. Still no good. There weren’t many Oracles around. There wouldn’t be, due to the fact that they had to be very skilled—far more than average—in their Kanah control to be able to use Jinxes this strong. Each tier was less populated as they ascended. Soon there would be a single second when they were surrounded by nobody. He just had to wait for that second to arrive. 

			It did. After a time, the only people nearest to the area of effect he wished to bombard with his Curse were himself and Chandi. There was a parting in the slow flow of Oracles. 

			“Here we go.” 

			Gira had stopped walking at least a dozen meters ahead of where they both stood. Keji, too, stopped in tandem. They both looked over, confused at the halting as well as Ika’s guilty face.

			“Allada,” he cried out hastily and fretfully. 

			A dense black cloud quickly formed high above their heads and a few meters in front. Gira’s confusion and horror could be seen clearly despite the distance. Ika grabbed onto Chandi’s hand and shrugged his shoulders cheekily at his uncle across the clearing.

			The dark clouds began to spit out thousands of purple raindrops that exploded on the ground, creating a blinding array of light that masked their escape. Ika tugged Chandi toward the downward stairs, putting its location to memory, knowing he wouldn’t be able to see properly when the flashes began. It didn’t take long for them to reach the railing adjacent to the tunnel’s entrance. He gave no word of warning to Chandi as he leapt on the railing and yanked her up as well. She found her footing without a slip or fault. He trusted her enough to know she wasn’t going to be lost on the plan. 

			Through the blinding purple flashes, Ika could make out more books flying into the tunnel below the stairs. All they needed to do was leap into the air current going in, then they would be gone from sight in a second. Gira would see two impish teenagers one second, and nothing but a hole of damage from the Allada the next. Ika just hoped that Gira wouldn’t think that they both had just perished from Ika’s own Curse. 

			He jumped with all the remaining strength from his legs. Chandi followed less than a second after his leap. With her hand being linked with his, it wasn’t like she had much other choice—except fall to the platform below and break countless bones. 

			Ika didn’t yell or make any noise as he aimed for the current. He didn’t want to give his uncle some clue as to where they went during the commotion. Chandi was perfectly quiet as well. Ika also had wordless faith in her in that regard. 

			That faith paid off as their bodies caught the Jinxed stream of powerful air and they were sucked into the dark tunnel. Ika felt Chandi immediately cling hard to his back as they flew upward in the loud darkness. She found a way to comfortably snug herself into his back while lying under the protuberant Gritka. The strap of the large pottery kept the piece tight to her butt as she wormed in. 

			Luckily the tunnel was just big enough for them to fit neatly. They needed to see where they were going or they would have no chance of navigating the internal network. Chandi had more of an idea of the layout but she had to see first. Ika didn’t really think that far ahead. Chandi stuck her hand out in front of Ika’s head, snaking it out from under the Gritka as they flew at implausible speed. She gathered a ball of golden Kanah to her palm. The Kanah emitted a bright light more than vivid enough to give them decent visibility. 

			As soon as the inner tunnel lit up from her Kanah, Ika was treated to the delightful sight of books soaring toward him, pelting him in the face. They were moving in the opposite direction to them—each one bouncing right off the dead center of his face before flipping over Chandi, without ever so much as grazing her black ponytail. She laughed hysterically into his back as he shook his head, salvaging some composure and dignity. 

			“Oh, that’s funny, is it? I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself.” 

			The skin of their faces was peeling back as their speed picked up, revealing the pink of their gums. Suddenly, Chandi was no longer in a humorous mood. 

			“I’m gunna be siiiiiiiiick,” she yelled. 

			Ika was pelted by another flock of Jinxes headed down to the previous tier. It was a miracle they didn’t break his neck.

			“Why?” he shouted back at her after recovering. “We aren’t even turning or jolting! We’re just moving up! How can you have motion sickness from a straight line? That doesn’t even make sense!” 

			The evidence of her not just being dramatic came when he heard her gag and belch downwards as they continued to fly up. 

			He made a disgusted noise. “That still doesn’t make sense! And now your vomit is going to be sorted into Sheltrona’s shelves! That’s gross!” 

			She used her free hand to smack his shoulder. “Shut up or next one is in your hair!” 

			Needless to say, his mouth was shut for the remainder of their upward ride. 

			They started taking rapid and jolting turns left and right, then down, then up again, then right and down again. They did a full loop and then were spun upside down, flung back and forth, then back upright and straight again. Chandi’s hand kept firm and her Kanah stayed bright. 

			“SERIOUSLY?” Ika screamed, breaking his previous silence. “Now you’ve got nothing, huh? I don’t understand you!” 

			She smacked him again. “Quiet, I’m focusing! I have to see where we’re going. I think I know how to get us to the highest tier.” 

			He quickly responded over his shoulder. “No! I’ll never be able to learn those ones in time to fight Kirga! Take us to the second tier of the library. I want to stock up on those ones! You were right; there’s no point in trying to get the highest level Curses. I have to fight Kirga now. There are still strong Curses down there that could be useful and much easier to train for!” 

			“Glad you could see reason for once in your life. Fine!” There were countless points as they flew down the shaft where other tunnels branched out. They were flying directly in the middle of a vast network that they just needed to learn how to navigate. “If what I’ve researched is correct, then each tunnel should be a different colour.” She pulled hard on Ika’s left shoulder, making him bank right at the precise time for them to fire down another passageway. The tunnel they were just in was black but this one was bright green. 

			“See!” she yelled vivaciously. “This place is just as amazing as it’s rumored to be! Each one of these tunnels must have a different Jinx on it. The books that fly down each tunnel are directed to whatever street shares the name of what colour the path is. That’s why the streets and sections of the city are named from colours. I don’t know how I didn’t put that together. The amount of layers of Jinxes on Sheltrona is remarkable, Ika!” 

			Five more books bounced off of his nose. “That’s wonderful, truly. I’m glad you’re living your dream. But for the sake of me not being pelted to death by books, can you maybe hurry it up a little?” 

			She said nothing for a handful of seconds. Ika hoped that she was thinking fast and not dragging this out on purpose to watch him get hit in the face hundreds of times. 

			“What was the name of the street we were on when you found that Curse, Ignar Deea, on the lower levels?” 

			A pause. Ika remembered how badly he wanted to learn that one about the mantle of flames. 

			“Pink Avenue!” he called out. 

			“Well then, all we need to do is throw ourselves into the pink tunnel and let it bring us out down to that area.” 

			“You’re a genius, Chandi!” 

			“I’m aware!”

			Ika was steered by his shoulders as they passed into a grey tunnel, a red, a black again, a purple, and then directly downward into a yellow. Fifteen minutes had passed within the web of inner passages. Still no pink. 

			“Chandi, I think I’m going to be sick soon. Pick up the pace, please! I thought you knew your way through here!” 

			She grunted. They had slowed down greatly compared to before, so it was simpler to hear each other’s banter. “I’ve read whatever details exist about Sheltrona’s sorting system. I wasn’t provided with a blueprint of the library’s exact layout. I can remember only vague details about what tunnels were nearest to each other. I’ll find the pink tunnel eventually. Stop whining!” 

			Three more hardcover books bounced off of Ika’s forehead. It happened so often now that Chandi no longer laughed. 

			“Would you like to put it together sometime this week? I’m really starting to fear that we will starve to death in these tubes, or at least until I get hungry enough to eat you and not feel bad about it.” 

			“It was your idea!” 

			A minute or so of wordless flight passed by. Suddenly, Chandi hummed a steadily rising note. Ika recognized this as a habit she had when trying to pull off a nifty trick. The humming prepared her for something that would take marginal skill. When the humming reached its crescendo, she shrieked. “THERE!” 

			She leaned hard to the right as they plummeted, pulling on Ika and making them both fly into a slim, shining pink tunnel that broke off from the vertical path. They didn’t achieve this little accomplishment without first smacking their bodies into the bottom of the passage. More accurately, they didn’t accomplish it without Ika’s body smashing into it and Chandi still squeezing his back, unharmed by anything. When they bounced up and almost hit the top of the tunnel, the Gritka took the brunt of the blow, once again saving Chandi from any harm. 

			Ika shook his head and groaned. “How come I’m taking all the abuse?” 

			She resumed giggling at him. “Karma is a powerful thing. Wenworld has a funny way of biting you in the butt for poor decisions. Nobody makes more of them than you.” 

			He bellyached without a proper response. “So how long do we need to fly through this one NOOOW” His voice raised to a frantic scream as he got his answer. 

			They were flung from the tunnel so fast that the Sorting Jinx didn’t have time to catch their bodies. They soared through the air without the safety of an air current to prevent a dead fall, and landed directly onto a pile of Oracles crowding around a semicircle of small shelves. Cinnamon’s Gritka flew from Ika’s back and rolled across the ground, hitting up against one of the farther shelves with a droll tink. 

			Ika, Chandi, and now at least seven unsuspecting men—and two annoyed women— hit the floor with a garish thud. The kids stood slowly as the Oracles around them rubbed their heads and moaned. The two of them were well acquainted with being hit in the head after being trained by Master Cinnamon. They had iron skulls by now. 

			“This is awkward,” said Chandi. 

			Ika sucked in air shyly. “Yes it is; very much so.” 

			One of the Oracles was a man who looked to be in his mid-thirties. He rose quicker than the others and grabbed Ika hard by his black collar. “Is there a problem, kid? You think you can just attack a group of unsuspecting Oracles? What is this, a prank or something?” 

			It didn’t take much analysis to see this man was trying to show off for the women of their bundle. By the looks on their faces, these women could tell that whatever just happened was an accident. This man was intent on making an example out of Ika, regardless. 

			Ika raised his hands slowly and evenly. “It was just an accident. We didn’t mean to run into you guys. I apologize.” 

			Chandi spoke steadily. “Excuse me; I don’t appreciate the way you’re holding my friend right now. Can you please let go of him?” 

			The man took one glance at the two women of his entourage before slamming Ika into a tall shelving unit, shaking its foundation with the brute force. A few Curses fell to the ground around their feet. Ika’s head snapped hard on one of the slim pieces of wood holding up the books. “You could’ve hurt one of these lovely ladies with your little stunt just now. You’ve put them in danger, and I just won’t stand for that. What you’re going to do now is apologize to these ladies.” 

			Chandi’s face erupted into the image of unalloyed wrath. She had tried her hand in civility. Ika had a good idea what was coming next, judging by the fire in her eyes—something very rare for Sun Affinity. 

			The two women raised their hands to quiet the man. “Erik, please!” one of them pleaded. “We’re fine. We were just pushed over by the others when they fell. Relax!”

			The other boys of the group stood back in fear of Erik. Broad and stupid was ever the dangerous combination. 

			Erik placed his large hand in the center of Ika’s throat and clutched hard. Ika made a high noise that let out the last of his breath. “I’m not going to ask you twice. Apologize to the poor girls.” 

			The two women screamed as a crunching noise echoed shrilly around Pink Avenue, but far less piercingly than Erik’s own scream that followed right after. That nauseating crunch did not come from Ika. 

			 Chandi had placed one hand firmly over the top of Erik’s wrist and used her other hand to thrust the man’s elbow upwards, breaking the arm in gruesome fashion. Needless to say that arm let go of Ika’s throat and now dangled uselessly by the man’s side, limp as a cooked noodle. 

			Erik began weeping in pain. Before the man could open his mouth to curse Chandi’s name, she had placed the soul of her training boot directly into his mouth, sending six of his front teeth flying into the air and bouncing around on the floor like children’s marbles. Blood began to run down out of Erik’s mouth as she ripped her foot out and brought the other swiftly up to meet his crotch. He fell to the floor, wailing as Chandi was snatched backward. 

			Ika wrapped his hands around Chandi’s waist and lifted her up before she could continue this pitiless beating. “Woah, woah! Stop!” 

			He pulled her away as she thrashed and kicked like a toddler caught in a tantrum. 

			“I asked you nicely! You all heard me ask him! Don’t ever put your hands on him! Don’t you ever p—” 

			Ika used all the strength he had to prevent a murder in the library. “Calm down, for God’s sake!” 

			He quickly gathered Cinnamon’s pot up from the floor and strapped the Gritka to his back, before running away with his hand linked in Chandi’s. “And I thought I was the one with Moon Affinity. I think we need to be keeping a closer look on you than me.” 

			Chandi’s face still boiled red with anger. He did a poor job of fighting off a smile.

		

	
		
			Chapter 23: . . . And He Calls You Foolish
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			They had escaped the scene of the altercation. Chandi could feel her blood running like magma through her veins. 

			“Are you okay now, killer?” Ika asked with active mirth. 

			“Don’t call me that.” She angrily rubbed her boot on the carpet flooring, trying to remove the blood still staining the glossy black. She looked up to see that he was giving her a sentimental look, pensively remarking her in her fury. “What?” 

			He just laughed. “Nothing. I’m just . . . sorry for dragging you along on another one of my stupid ideas. Thank you for coming with me. Anyone else in the world would never put up with me.” 

			Her face unstiffened. “I will always come along for your stupid ideas. I will always be with you even when I want to rip my hair out because of how, well, STUPID you are.”

			His head dropped meekly. “Have I apologized yet?” 

			Chandi’s eyebrow rose. “Yes, you literally just did a second ago. How badly did you hit your head on that shelf?” 

			He laughed once more. “Not for that. Back before we came to Kanakon, on the Jadeite Fields, I got upset with you for not taking my side against Uncle Gira. I shouldn’t have. You’re the last person I should ever be losing my temper with. I’m very sorry about that one.”

			Her face turned red as she looked down to make sure her boot was clean, cleverly using that excuse not to look at Ika openly. “Actually, I’m sorry,” she specified. “I should’ve had your back on that. I am on your side, Ika. I just don’t like confrontation.” 

			He gestured over his shoulder with a thumb. “Oh, really? Because you didn’t seem too timid just then.”

			They laughed together now. 

			“That was different. He was lucky I didn’t do worse.” 

			They shared a grin as she pointed over his shoulder, indicating his current baggage. “How come you’re so good at apologizing to me but not to some others who may also deserve an apology?” 

			She had lost him now. His smile melted away to a thin line. “Who, Cinnamon?” 

			She sighed. “Yes. Remember what you said to him at Wuta’s gate? You called him a coward, among other rude sentiments. I stand by that being uncalled for. Since you aren’t going to do it of your own free will, I’m asking you personally to please apologize to him next chance you get.” 

			His shoulders slouched in a bratty manner. 

			“Ika,” she insisted. 

			He rolled his eyes. “Yes, yes, I understand. I will, as soon as I get the chance.” 

			“Promise?” 

			“Promise.” 

			Chandi sent him an unconvinced glare, not unlike a mother scolding a lying child. He assured her multiple times that he would keep his word. 

			They walked for at least twenty minutes before coming to a sign that read ‘Orange Street’. 

			“This is a good enough spot, I think,” Ika said, walking over to the closest shelf and opening a book he pulled out randomly. 

			Oracles passed them by on the street in small groups of three at a time. Some were huddled around Curses they had just recently purchased; others were practicing their Kanah by gathering varying balls of light within their palms. 

			Chandi peeked over Ika’s shoulder as he browsed the shelves. Her breath was skittish, tickling the ends of his hair. She was worried, never adept at masking it. 

			“Stop being so nervous. Nobody is going to catch us.” 

			She kept looking around frantically, making it obvious they were planning to do something they shouldn’t. “Ika, this library holds every Curse that exists in the world. Don’t you think there would be some way Kanakon has made sure Oracles can’t go waltzing out of here with them stuffed in their pants? I was never able to find any details on Sheltrona’s security systems back home. But there has to be something, right?” 

			Ika sniffled at the Curse he was holding before returning it to its spot on the shelf. Clearly it wasn’t strong enough to suit his fancy. “Most likely. I’ve always assumed they would have something up their sleeve for defense, but the rumors of this place only ever speak of it as an open community; a place welcome to visitors. I know they have something, though. But that defense system is probably incorporated at Sheltrona’s only entrance and exit: the front door. You and I both felt the energy coming through it when we first arrived. But what special something do we have up our sleeve that has already proven to be able to slip past Kanakon’s defenses, hmmm?” 

			She wasn’t fond of how much he was enjoying himself. “Master’s hideout,” she said. 

			Ika hummed in affirmation. “That’s correct. We have already seen Elra be unable to sniff out the Jinx on this Gritka. Not to mention the fact that this Gritka has already been taken through the front door of Sheltrona without the hidden contents being detected. Cinnamon refuses to tell us where he got this thing from or who gave it to him, but whatever Jinx powers it can help us pull this off.” 

			Chandi forced her breathing to still, if only slightly. “You plan to store the Curses inside of Master’s hideout. That’s how we’re smuggling the books out of here.” 

			“Yep.” Ika’s face lit up. “Ooooooh. This one is coming with us, that’s for sure.” The cover of the book had bold, golden lettering. ‘Friticus Domus’. 

			“That’s a Sun Affinity Curse, though,” said Chandi. 

			“I know. This one is for you to study. Look at the details. You’ll need this.” 

			According to the comprehensive pages within the book, Friticus Domus allowed the casting Oracle to summon a Kanah Beast to fight alongside them until it was either defeated or the caster banished it. This particular beast was depicted to be a three-headed dragon of white scales, with a mane of glorious golden feathers on each head. The beast fired three different offensive attacks relating to each head: the farthest to the left fired a beam of Kanah that incinerated anything it touched. The head on the right fired a noxious gas that suffocated anyone except for the caster. And the head in the middle shot white fire that burned hot enough to melt armor made of pure Upackan LordScale—a set of armor revered for its near impenetrability. 

			“Yes, I think I must agree on this one. Throw it in.” Chandi had to admit . . . she wanted that. 

			A leer of juvenile glee was shared between the two as Ika put down his Master’s Gritka and began to struggle his fingers around the cap of its top. He popped it off without much struggle and raised the Curse over its entrance. 

			“Now, this should consume the book once I put it close enough.” 

			He did as planned, but instead of them watching the book be sucked into the dark hole, an explosion of invisible force greeted their unprepared bodies, throwing them back and sliding them across the floor. This unknowable force came with it a sound of thunder, like clouds colliding in the harshest storm of a long dry summer. Wherever Gira was searching for them in the massive city, there was no way he didn’t hear that. 

			“What happened?” yelped Chandi. 

			Ika looked to his own hands as if they had somehow betrayed him. “I . . . I don’t know.” 

			Neither of them were quite sure how, but in less than the span of a few heartbeats, they were surrounded by soldiers of the Sun Regiment, staring down at them with Auras fixated to a combative state. They fenced the children in a tight circle. 

			“This isn’t good,” said Chandi.

			Ika stood slowly, hands displayed openly to promise cooperation. “May I help you, gentlemen?” he said with a sarcastic tongue. 

			The squadron of all white soldiers parted in one place to reveal an old man stepping forth and glaring at them, eyes thirsty—like the kids were pales of water in a decade-long drought. There was a pleasure of a sort at this man finding these two in this kind of position. It was Metrio, walking among a division of Kanakon’s finest foot soldiers like he was the only one they answered to. Untrue, of course, but it was read on his features nevertheless. 

			He slinked back and forth with his jagged teeth barred beneath his chapped old lips. “What have we here? Am I in the presence of a couple of thieves?” 

			Chandi could swear she could feel Metrio’s hot breath, even though the old man was over ten paces away. 

			“And the entourage of Gira Ivory, no less! I figured the man a swine, but to recruit children to smuggle Curses out of Sheltrona? Well, I suppose he has exceeded even my own estimations of his contemptibility.” 

			Chandi spat at his feet. “The only swine is you,” she bellowed. “We have no idea what you’re talking about. We weren’t stealing anything!” 

			Metrio stroked the thin skin sagging from his cleft chin. “Thieves and liars! What a shame Gira didn’t inform you of just how impossible it is to steal from this library.” Metrio brought his empty brown eyes back upon their fearful faces. Although his gaze was on them, he spoke to the men around him. “Put out a call and let Gira know that I have uncovered his pilfers.” 

			Two men of the Sun Regiment broke off from the circle and bent down to their knees. They whispered words into their palms, and then slammed them on the floor. Between them bloomed a radiant pattern on the velvety floor. Kanah swirled up and around this old design like a gale of white and blue. From what Chandi could see of the design, it looked like the head of a great raven. 

			One of the men bent his masked face over the raven and spoke clearly. “Gira Ivory!” 

			Chandi flinched when the voice was amplified and echoed to every corner of the entire city. It made a simple man speak as a god. 

			“We have your thieves. They are here on Pink Avenue! We suggest you arrive at once to answer for this, or face even greater consequences than you are bound to face already!”

			Chandi recognized this nifty trick as a simple Amplification Jinx. Though, the Sun Regiment’s version of the common Jinx was clearly more advanced given the range of its reach. She found it puzzling that members of a battle regiment would be Oracles of the Isani path. That was, until she saw a cloth of blue that hung under their armpits that didn’t match the other soldiers of the circle. They must’ve been assigned specifically to wield Jinxes that may assist the regiment in combat or in city-wide protection. 

			“Now we wait,” said Metrio, errant delight seeping from his mouth in hot breaths like noxious gas.  

			They didn’t need to wait very long. A noise like the screech of an agitated Kurmabat came from just outside the circle of masked men. Chandi squinted through the wall of soldiers to catch a glimpse of grey smoke rising from the ground and swirling in a copious gust, complimented by shots of black lightning crackling from its depths. In the corner of her eye, Chandi thought she saw Ika wincing in pain for some reason. He held his chest for a moment and coughed. 

			Out from this thick cloud strode Gira, with little Prince Keji in tow. Chandi’s mouth gaped at this sight. What type of teleportation Curse was this? She had no idea such a thing was possible. Judging by the face of the young prince who scurried behind, neither did he. If his hat had been awake and not feigning slumber, then perhaps he would’ve had an equally surprised expression. 

			Metrio shook his head at Gira’s approach. “Showing off your fancy abilities again? Licking the boots of Don-Galaga has its perks, unmistakeably.” 

			Gira said nothing to Metrio. He walked through the man as if he wasn’t there at all, shoving him aside with a solid shoulder. 

			“How dare you treat me like that!” Metrio squealed. “First direct abuse and now you belittle me in front of my own men!” 

			By what Chandi was told about the old man’s occupation, these were not his men, though she didn’t find it much of a stretch to see him act as if they were. 

			She felt a wash of shame and fear come over her as Gira shoved through the regiment as easily as he did Metrio. He walked straight up to Ika with blazing silver fire in his slanted eyes. When he reached Ika, he stared down at him—being a foot taller—and spoke quietly, but also viciously. “I have no idea what kind of stupidity you are capable of. I thought I had a grasp, but apparently I’ve underestimated how poorly you make decisions. Stealing Curses from Sheltrona. From SHELTRONA!” His voice raised an octave. “What made you think that you had the slightest chance of pulling that off?” He brought his blazing eyes over Ika’s head. “And you!” he barked at Chandi, “you did nothing to talk him out of this? I thought you were the sensible one of the pair! Sneaking out of Turquoise Town . . . I honestly believed that was the moment I was most disappointed in both of you. But trying to steal from Kanakon’s library has kicked that previous blunder off of its pedestal. You two are utter idiots and I hope you are proud of yourselves. You could’ve been hurt!” 

			“You will answer for this crime,” said one of the soldiers nearest to Metrio, harshly snarling at the children. 

			Metrio’s deviant smile was nauseating in the background. “Oh Yes . . .” he salivated, “. . . yes they will.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 24: A Banquet of Consequences
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			After their capture, the group was funnelled into a large circular room only a floor below Pink Avenue. The Sun Regiment kept their Kanah ready for any attempt at escape. Chandi was terribly nervous, but also feeling rather guilty at Gira’s comments. Should she have tried harder to get Ika to abandon his reckless idea? Did she agree to go with him without putting up enough of a fight? It no longer mattered in the grand scheme, she supposed. They were in deep trouble now; trouble that Chandi sincerely hoped Gira had the influence to get them out of. But what went wrong? She found herself wondering this as she fiddled with her thumbs in a long black chair. 

			Gira, Prince Keji, and Ika sat in their own chairs lined up beside her. Why did Master Cinnamon’s Gritka—which was now brought away by the soldiers specializing in Jinxes—not accept the books? Why did that explosion of energy happen at the moment they attempted to smuggle them? Chandi had read nothing warning her of a security apparatus like that. No notes. No dusty texts to reveal Sheltrona’s secrets. Perhaps things like that are meant to be kept out of educational reading material. It made sense to her now that she had free time with her thoughts. She glanced over at Ika who sat just on the other side of Gira. 

			He mouthed something at her with a grim expression. ‘I’m sorry’. 

			She returned a weak smile. ‘You’re an idiot’. 

			His face was still sad, but now with a sliver of a grin. ‘I know’. 

			Her nerves ate away at her stomach, giving her the annoyingly unbearable urge to use a restroom. It was bad habit of hers: having to pee every time she was in trouble for something. Ika often teased her for it, though she doubted he would do so after today. 

			The room had pastel grey walls, covered in paintings cased in thick Dragonglass. Each one represented a different event known to be part of Wenworld’s history. There was one showing an exquisitely crafted depiction of the Black Raven’s death as she was slain by the warrior, Dremagon. Dremagon used the Zyphur Spear to finish off the ancient creature. It is known in myth that he killed the Black Raven so that he could steal her immense power. It is also known that the Zyphur Spear is the only means in Wenworld to slay one of the two notable ravens. The weapon’s location has long been kept secret, hidden away and watched over by the Capital City. Kanakon was responsible for making sure ancient artifacts didn’t end up in the wrong hands; hands that would use those artifacts to obtain power by any means. Chandi now had a name to put behind the organization who handled such things: Kimiala. Run by Metrio Feralt. Wonderful.

			The one to its right was an illustration depicting the despair of her partner, the great White Raven, who still lived in Paragon Forest. That one was labeled ‘Corvus’ underneath the colourful focus of the canvas. Chandi found it odd that the White Raven’s true name was demonstrated so openly. It was forbidden for people to simply speak it. 

			One canvas stood out above the rest, like a jewel lost in a riverbed, shimmering among common rock. It made even the mysterious splendour of the elder ravens seem jocose in comparison. This painting was a representation of Lady Meamara, the true god and creator of the Crystal and of Wenworld. Meamara’s appearance was a topic argued in every corner of Wenworld. Some people thought she had chestnut brown hair, curly and thick. Others swore her to be sunlight blond, locks as smooth as a divine silk. The Gast of Grematorga actually believed she was bald, funnily enough. Some said she had pure white eyes; others, a dark red. Chandi always found herself seeing Lady Meamara looking similarly to how Kanakon depicted her beauty and grace: with violet hair so light it was almost white, and eyes as emerald green as the western sea of Jorsha. 

			In the painting before them, she was wearing a long black dress spangled in stars, giving it the appearance of the clear night sky. Between her gentle hands she held the Crystal itself, Wenworld. Just a small display within the security of her perfect fingers. She smiled down on the Crystal with an enchanting compassion. She was also surrounded by fluttering pink butterflies, a common symbol of Lady Meamara. Something about this painting made Chandi want to cry and she had no idea why. It filled her with such rich emotion: sadness, bliss, longing, amazement, even fear. She was overwhelmed, as most were who gazed at even the simplest of drawings of Meamara. 

			There was a tall, dark wooden desk in front of their chairs. On top of it was a golden plaque. ‘Head Librarian’, it said. 

			Chandi leaned over toward Gira. “Who is the Head Librarian?” she whispered. 

			There was no one at the desk in focus. 

			“He is an old acquaintance of mine. I’ve helped him out of some trouble before. He should be good for a reasonable discussion about all of this.” 

			“Quiet!” barked Metrio, standing by the entrance door to the room—which Chandi now figured out was an office. 

			That very door swung open and a shadow reflected off the front of the office wall. Chandi’s head was faced forward to escape any reprimand from Metrio, so she couldn’t see the entering figure properly. By the impression of the shadow, Chandi recognized what species this librarian must be. 

			“Gira, this is a very disappointing meeting for me. I expected better from you than this. You’re lucky I wasn’t overly busy.” 

			A tall brown Paradeez Kangaroo bounced in front of their chairs and sat in his own wooden thrown on the other side of the desk. 

			Paradeez Kangaroos were akin to Wenny Rabbits in that they were more intelligent than their wild counterparts and could speak the common tongue fluently. However, Paradeez Kangaroos were far scarcer than Wennys. Seeing one in person, rather than a small sketch in a book, brought Chandi a rush of exhilaration. 

			His face was long and his ears pointed back behind his soft brown head. Chandi couldn’t help but find it slightly—if not overpoweringly—adorable that he wore a small green petticoat and a pair of shiny silver spectacles, resting snugly on his snout. The petticoat was lined with a myriad of small pockets, pens, and handkerchiefs sticking from them. No pants. No shoes. Just a fancy coat and glasses.  

			Gira put out his hands in a pleading gesture. “This is a misunderstanding, Yimithirr. These kids didn’t know what they were doing, and whatever they did do was not my idea. You should know that already before coming in here.” 

			Yimithirr raised a subtle paw. “I’m aware you are neither a thief nor a criminal. I don’t suspect these kids to be, either. Although, I must ask what the Prince is doing in your company.” Keji withered away from the Head Librarian’s gaze. 

			Metrio’s vexing voice yapped from the back of the room; a puppy lacking attention. “Probably wanting to help them steal. Head Librarian, you can’t be considering letting them off from this? You have no right t—” 

			“Metrio, you may wait outside until this meeting is over. Leave the soldiers in here but I don’t want to look at you anymore. See yourself out, please.” 

			Metrio’s lip twitched. “Excuse me?” 

			Gira wasn’t very good at hiding the amusement on his face. 

			“Do you know who I am? You can’t speak t—” 

			Yimithirr tilted his head to glare over his thin glasses. “You’re the man who is going to wait outside until this meeting is over. This is my library and I won’t ask you a second time.” 

			Chandi found it equally difficult to hide her delight when Metrio was forced out without another word. That delight faded when Yimithirr sighed and let them know the gravity of the situation. 

			He rounded the main desk and sat in his chair, looking over at the accused. “He was correct, you know. Gira, I don’t have any right to just let you go after these two attempted to steal Curses from this establishment.” He cleared his throat and looked at them all sympathetically. “You will have to be brought before King Stultis. You will have to explain this to him. His is the only word that can pardon you for this.” 

			Gira actually didn’t look very put off by this. He seemed like he was expecting a worse punishment of some kind. When he glanced over at the kids, they both lowered their heads in shame and fear. 

			“However,” the kangaroo continued, “I do have the authority to help you with whatever it is you did come here for. I trust your word enough to believe that this charade was a sidetrack to why you actually brought these kids to my library. Why are you here, Gira?” 

			Gira rubbed at his white bandana and ran his hand over his smooth face. “We came here looking for a specific Curse. We know the name of it and I was hoping you could let me purchase it. It won’t be cheap but I can provide the Teeth, that much I swear on.” He rubbed his head again. “As for the Prince, I figured he could use some company that doesn’t wish to see him beaten by rocks. A kid his age shouldn’t be left alone to deal with the hand this city has dealt him.” 

			Yimithirr grumbled deep in his throat. “About the Curse . . . I will assist you. You’ve helped me out in the past and I will return the favor today. And the Prince . . .” another grumble followed. “He is a Yeryaila, Gira. Do you know what trouble that puts Kanakon in? What it puts us all in? He has a duty to maintain the Crystal as king. When his father dies, when Stultis inevitably passes . . .” Gira raised an eyebrow at what was supposedly an old acquaintance. The kangaroo’s disapproval was palpable. “. . . this Yeryaila boy will leave the Crystal in a vulnerable place. It will be weak, and its weakness will bring about a natural disaster that will affect us all. And considering the boy’s mother has already passed, we just don’t have much hope in this matter. The people despise him because he has failed us.” 

			Chandi knew the look on Ika’s face. It was the look where he was just confused and angry enough to no longer care about being polite and interrupting a conversation he shouldn’t. It was too late to stop him. 

			“I don’t understand,” he butted in. “Prince Keji mentioned something like this before. Why not just get another Oracle to ‘maintain’ the Crystal? Whatever that even means. Why does all of it have to fall on Keji? And why doesn’t the King just have another son, then?” 

			Yimithirr looked at Ika like he had just sprouted six heads. 

			His uncle now cut back in to clarify. “Both he and his friend are from a very secluded town to the southwest. There is much they don’t know about the world or how it works. Forgive them.” 

			Yimithirr pulled out a mug from a lower drawer in his desk. It was ceramic and had a pink butterfly symbol on its bulk. He placed a paw over the top of the mug and Chandi gasped as he spoke a Jinx over it. “Maghur Tota.” 

			The mug filled with a steaming hot substance that smelled of chocolate. The Hot Chocolate Jinx? Chandi was very likely the only one in Wenworld who would be blown away at this ability. Actually, knowing Gira, she wouldn’t be shocked if he was suppressing his own excitement at a Jinx like that. At the moment he didn’t appear to be in his lighter mood, though. She found herself missing the carefree days of their younger years, watching Gira do a whole slew of silly things to make her laugh. Times had changed. 

			“I will explain to them what information they lack.” He took a sip. “The King or Queen—both of them preferably, but only one if the other is too weak or has perished—must dedicate their Kanah to maintaining a certain balance . . . an understanding with the Crystal that Wenworld resides within. Otherwise it may cause a variety of issues; disasters of weather and of Kanah, for instance. Before you inquire, a disaster of Kanah is when the overall energy that flows in and out of Wenworld is out of balance, therefore making the same Kanah within each Oracle dangerously unstable. Curses will become dangerous to perform and may cause harm to the caster. Even Jinxes can have devastating effects. The Kanah within Oracles can even birth incurable disease, eating away at our bodies from within. Stopping this has been the duty of the King or Queen of Kanakon since Meamara created the Crystal and all of us with it. That balance must be maintained.” 

			Ika shook his head, his brow creasing. “But why the King or Queen, specifically? Why couldn’t, say . . .” he pointed to Gira, “he perform this task? Or a member of the Death Squad, for that matter? They are the strongest Oracles in Wenworld, definitely much more powerful than Stultis.” 

			Yimithirr nodded thoughtfully. “Indeed they are. But once the King or Queen has been crowned, it is their said crowns that give them the means to perform the sacred task. There are two crowns: ‘The Bone Crown’ and ‘The Blood Crown’. The Bone Crown used to sit upon the head of our late queen but now is ownerless. The Blood Crown is still currently worn by our king. As I’ve said, both are not required to maintain the Crystal’s vitality. One can perform this task alone as the King presently does, though it puts him under significant duress. The crowns form an unbreakable contract with whoever is appointed as the next line of royalty. The crowns cannot be picked up by any Oracle and used effectually.” 

			Chandi was yet again overwhelmed. Turquoise Town was just so . . . shut off from everything. “My friend brought up another point you haven’t answered,” she said, perhaps out of order. “Why doesn’t the King just have another child? Why must he put all of this pressure on poor Keji? He’s a Yeryaila, so what? Get another heir, then.” 

			Keji kicked his feet back and forth that dangled from his chair. He smiled tenderly at people sticking up for him. 

			Yimithirr scowled, folding his paws on top of one another and resting his long face on them. “Because, young and naive girl, the contract that the royalty must make with the crowns has certain conditions and rules that come with them. One: the bearers of the crowns will never leave the confides of Kanakon. They must stay within its walls. It is the only way for the crowns to work. Two: the chosen must not have any children before binding the royal contract. Three: the bearers can adopt a child if the monarchs of that time happen to be of the same sex. Two kings and two queens are not unheard of, and can bring an outside child into royalty, but they must place the child under a separate binding contract to whichever crown they will inherit from their parents. Only one child, however. This special binding cannot take place if the pair of bearers are the traditional king and queen. In that more common case—which is our current case—the child to inherit one of the crowns must be their own offspring.” 

			The kangaroo took another hearty sip and cleared his throat. “Four: is that the bearers may only have one child after forming the contract. Only one child is allowed for same-sex bearers and only one is allowed for opposite sex. This rule is in place more out of inescapable fact than a guideline to follow.” 

			Chandi could hear Ika grinding his teeth in irritation. 

			“What do you mean guideline?” he asked. 

			Yimithirr wrinkled his nose as he smelled the quaff from his beverage. “I never understood myself why that is considered a rule, because no one who bears the crown can have more than one child. Many have tried. The second child to be born will only die within their first day. Wenworld simply doesn’t allow a second child. There are many things we don’t know the answers to in Wenworld, but the Crystal having some form of consciousness is not one of things. Wenworld doesn’t want more than one child for the pair who wears the crowns. Wenworld forces the royalty to follow the rules of the contract. The rules of the duel crowns. Meamara is testing us all with these restrictions. I only wish I knew why she felt the need.” 

			Ika looked to his uncle who remained stoic. 

			Yimithirr continued. “And the final rule of the crowns . . . is that the child must be the one to take up the duty of their parents, bringing in another partner when they come of age to assist them, thus continuing the cycle with their own child.” 

			Now, for the first time since they were brought in the room, the young prince spoke up. “And what would happen if both of the crown-bearers were to die before having a child to pass on the duty to?” 

			Ika spotted Pattamis open one fretful eye to look down in shock, before quickly returning to his slumbering state. It wasn’t clear whether Yimithirr spotted the boy’s hat having a face for a second or not. 

			“A Yeryaila prince has no right to ask such questions of me. Keep sil—” 

			“Just answer the question,” said Gira. His voice was strong and scathing. It sent a look of genuine surprise and offense onto the librarian’s face. 

			“Very well,” Yimithirr conceded quietly. “If both royals should die before their offspring can take over the position, then Wenworld falls into a state that none of you kids will be able to recall. The last time it happened was well before even Gira’s lifetime. It is referred to as the ‘Broken Calamity’. In the time of a calamity, the world is consumed in a harsh and fatal winter that can last up to a decade. People cannot stray far from their homes or far from a source of flame without being frozen to death in mere seconds. The Broken Calamity will last until Wenworld—or perhaps Lady Meamara herself—intervenes and decides what Oracle to appoint to the role of maintaining the Crystal in Kanakon. Only when the new royal is chosen will the winter finally thaw out.” 

			“How do you know when Wenworld has chosen its new candidate?” asked Chandi. 

			Another sip was taken. His eyes levelled hers from above the brim of the mug. He set it back on the desk with a moderate clack. “An Oracle somewhere in the world, regardless of age, will fall into a sort of coma. They will be encased in a bubble of pure, superlative orange Kanah. During the time this random Oracle falls into that slumber, the world will begin to thaw out from the Broken Calamity. Once the winter is well and truly over, that Oracle will be brought to the center of the Crystal, to Kanakon . . . by Wenworld. Or by Meamara, however you wish to see it. They will be forcefully transported there. Then they will take over in their new task, and the royal line will continue from them. 

			“This occurrence is a rare and divine intervention. It sets the world back in balance, should we fail to keep up our end of the protection of this Crystal; just as Prince Keji will force us to do in due time. He will force Lady Meamara into fixing the state of our world, but only after great suffering has passed.”

			Abruptly and without warning, Yimithirr stood from his seat and dusted off his coat with his paws. He seemed exasperated enough to be done with this conversation. “Now, if you will follow me, Gira, I will take you to the Curse you came for. Then you will be escorted by soldiers to the King to explain your crime.” 

			They all followed the bouncing Yimithirr out the door. Gira asked the next thing Chandi was meaning to once they were back in the city of books. 

			“Where is that old Gritka? That is ours and we will be needing it.” 

			They exited the office and were back to being just below Pink Avenue. Metrio was leaning against the wall with a recognizable sneer on his wrinkled face.

			“You will get it back once the Jinx specialists in the Sun Regiment have looked it over. If they find you are not hiding anything, then it will be returned to you after your meeting with the King.” 

			Metrio pushed off the wall and walked up behind them. “Well? Now where are you taking them, right to the King or the prison?” 

			Yimithirr’s face grimaced at Metrio’s intrusion. Chandi wasn’t fond of how the kangaroo shared in the city’s aversion for Keji, but seeing him take an equal disliking to Metrio was amusing at least. 

			“I’m going to assist them in what they came to my library for, as is my job. Shouldn’t you be getting to your own job, Metrio? Or is Kimiala really so lax nowadays that you can waste your time with this?”  

			Metrio looked like he was going to put up a fight on this, but when Ika leaned slightly to inspect the trident mark on his neck, he pulled up his collar and turned to walk away. 

			“Fine.” He angrily withdrew. 

			Yimithirr sucked in a weary breath. “What is the name of the Curse you seek, Gira?” 

			“Kima Dollora,” he answered promptly. 

			The fur above Yimithirr’s eyes rose high. The shock was clear on him. He quickly stifled that emotion and stuck out his left paw once Metrio was out of sight. It glowed with a tinge of baby blue. “Very well. Each of you take my paw. I will transport you to the highest tier where you will find your Curse. Though, I must warn you that it won’t be cheap. I shouldn’t be letting you at a Curse of that level after what the children attempted to do. But since it’s you, I’ll let this slip through.” 

			They grabbed his paw and the blue Kanah surrounded their arms, spreading to their chests. 

			“I can pay,” said Gira. “But what is this? How are you taking us to the t—” 

			“Parvis minia,” said Yimithirr.  

			Before Gira could finish, he, Ika, Prince Keji, and Chandi had all been shrunk to only about seven inches in height, their clothes and belongings, including Pattamis, making the transition as well. They looked up at Yimithirr who remained the same size and now looked to them to be as tall as a building. 

			A minimizing Jinx. Very interesting. Chandi supposed something like this could be used for detailed construction work, but she also figured it would work pretty well as a Curse too. There was usually an underline factor that set an ability within a certain group. This ability must’ve been considered a Jinx due to them having to first grab his paw for the minimization to work. That wouldn’t be very useful in combative situations.

			“What the hell was that?” asked Chandi. 

			Ika burst out laughing and pointed at her. “Oh my God! Listen to your voice!” 

			She began laughing and pointing back at him. “Yours too!” 

			To both of their amusement, their voices were what one might equate to a common mouse if it had the ability to speak. They sounded even sillier than Prince Dessiel did.

			Gira used a stern tone to chide them. “Enough giggling. I’m still beyond upset with the two of you. Focus on what needs to be done.” 

			Chandi nodded and kept silent. She shook her head at Ika when it was clear the boy was using all of his willpower to prevent laughing at his uncle’s squeaky voice. It wasn’t very intimidating.

			“This is really cool!” said Keji, with all of his white teeth glaring in a big smile. His voice sounded pretty much the same as before. 

			The massive paw of Yimithirr swooped down to gather them all up and toss them into the pouch just underneath his petticoat. They fell into the furry warmth of the deep pocket that was Yimithirr’s belly, poking their heads and arms out over the brim. 

			“This is weird,” said Ika. “Awesome . . . but weird.” 

			“Shut up,” said Gira. 

			“Here we go,” called Yimithirr down at them. He didn’t need to speak loudly. He sounded like he was yelling directly into their ears. “Hold on tightly. I don’t wish to lose any of you on the way up.” 

			Chandi tilted her head up to get a better view of the city above them. Millions and millions of books lined along millions and millions of shelves, rising high like skyscrapers surrounding them; each skyscraper being linked with endless bridges going in every direction. If Grematorga looked like a spider web of pathways glancing up, then Sheltrona was a tremendous lattice of a billion roads, enticing the eye with the patterns it formed; almost hypnotizing. 

			She peered down over the edge of Yimithirr’s pouch to see the librarian’s strong thighs flex and bend, muscles coiling like a snake ready to strike. “Oh boy,” she squeaked. 

			She clenched tight onto the fur. Gira and Ika did the same. Keji clenched hard on his hat to prevent losing his first friend to the wind. 

			With the sound of a deafening bang rippling out from below them, Yimithirr the librarian shot into the air at breakneck speed.

		

	
		
			Chapter 25: Stairs Would’ve Sufficed
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			Chandi’s hair flew about and flapped in front of her face, gallingly. Sometime while Yimithirr was literally bouncing off of walls, her ponytail came loose and black hair was now flailing wildly in all its glory. 

			“This is amazing!” said Ika, who looked to be having the time of his life. 

			Chandi hadn’t seen his face that giddy since his eleventh birthday, when Gira brought him and Chandi to the Hill of Memoires to set off fireworks. It was the first time either of them had seen fireworks before. 

			 “How is Yimithirr this agile? Is this another Jinx of some kind?” she asked Gira, hoping to settle his anger with them by asking questions, every kid’s go-to strategy for calming down disappointed parents: ask questions like they are the smartest people who ever lived. Seems to always work for some reason. 

			Chandi had read up on Yimithirr’s kind before; she knew the answer well. 

			Proving the legitimacy of the tactic, Gira took the false bait. “This is no Jinx or anything else that has to do with Kanah. Paradeez Kangaroos don’t need to be Oracles to possess incredible strength. This is the work of his own natural ability. Being the species he is made him a perfect fit for his appointment as Head Librarian. This is how he gets around. I’ll admit, I never thought about the possibility of him putting us in his pouch to carry us, though. It’s a little embarrassing.” 

			Pattamis was flapping terribly underneath Keji’s shaking hand. The boy’s small face was peeled back by the force of their speed. 

			Oracles waved at them as they leapt upward. Chandi only got a glimpse of each street of the city for a second due to how fast Yimithirr was. ‘Magenta Street’, ‘Beige Street’, ‘Coral Street’, ‘Bronze Boulevard’, ‘Crimson Street’. They bypassed each level of the city with one powerful jump after another. It was the coolest form of transportation Chandi had ever experienced.

			Yimithirr paused for a second to stretch his legs before pouncing again. In that respite, Chandi spotted Erik and his group of pals walking along one of the higher streets. The moment he spotted her back, he flinched like he was witnessing a ghost flying toward him, thirsty for his soul. There was even a girlish yelp. Chandi and Ika laughed uproariously as Yimithirr resumed the climb. 

			“Who was that guy?” asked Keji. 

			Chandi wiped tears of joy from the corner of her eye. “It’s a long story. He’s no friend, I’ll just say that.” 

			The higher they rose the more elaborate the streets appeared. Felicitous orbs of heady red and sultry blue hovered around and lit the way for idling Oracles. The carpets were a soft white that Chandi assumed was Kurma Mammoth wool. The mammoths of the northeast don’t need to be killed to be shed. They regrow their coat in only a few days. Each creature supplies endless amounts of fashionable drapery, if needed. One thing that Chandi had not been familiar with after reading about Sheltrona, was the small, glowing yellow rabbits that hopped around among the higher levels of the library. There were hundreds of them just bouncing about. 

			“What are those?” she asked. 

			Gira leaned out of the pouch to inspect. “Those are Sheltrona Bunnies. They’re really their own species of wildlife that exist only within the library. They don’t need to eat, they don’t need to sleep; some people say they can’t even be killed, though who would ever try? I mean look at them. They’re adorable.” 

			Ika, obviously sensing that Gira’s rage had simmered slightly, jumped in. “What are they here for?” 

			“They have a very special job they must carry out on the upper levels. You see, the bunnies have an incredibly ingrained instinct to sniff the Kanahs of passing Oracles. They can gain all the information of an Oracle’s power level just by smelling them.” 

			Chandi looked to Ika, who appeared equally confused. “And the purpose of this is?” 

			“The purpose of this is that the bunnies set off a sort of alarm if any Oracles who are too weak to use any of the Curses on the highest tier are found wandering about. This is generally frowned upon, because if an Oracle is too weak to perform these absurdly powerful abilities, just attempting to study or learn them will in most cases cause severe injury or death. Sheltrona doesn’t want to be responsible for the lost lives of lesser Oracles who thought better of themselves. The bunnies are a security system of a kind. A security system for overconfident fools.” 

			Chandi wondered if this is where that Curse Phiggy mentioned, Filiorvis, would be stored.

			“Hey, Uncle Gira?” said Ika.

			“Yes?” said Gira.

			“Why didn’t you just call Yimithirr immediately when we got into Sheltrona? Wouldn’t that have saved us from all of the horrendous stair-climbing? He could’ve shrunk us down and helped us get to the top without any of the hassle.”

			Gira shook his head. “I know Yimithirr, but we aren’t technically friends. Ika, Sheltrona is a metropolis. What you’re suggesting would be like somebody demanding to see the mayor of a city once they arrive in order to get themselves a special reservation at a restaurant, because they spoke with the mayor a few times in the past. I’m quite sure the mayor would have other more pressing matters on his plate. Yimithirr is probably juggling a thousand responsibilities a day running this place. We are lucky he is taking the time out of his day to help us. It was actually your unfathomable stupidity that drew his attention. So well done, I guess. You’ve coincidentally shortened the length of our trip by being an idiot.”

			Ika looked rather pleased in spite of the insults.

			Yimithirr landed in a circular courtyard of shelving units, once again akin to buildings. “From here we can walk to your Curse. It isn’t far into this level.” 

			Chandi looked at the nearest sign. ‘Eburnean Avenue’. The courtyard they were in had one long road that cut into the deeper streets of the floor. The carpet road still appeared to be Kurma Mammoth-lined. The streets lamps were a wet, sparkling white, like a slowly liquefying iceberg bathed in morning sunlight. The orbs of Jinxed light within the lamps changed from pert silver to a slowly pulsing teal. There were no Oracles within sight of the courtyard—but many, many Curses. 

			Yimithirr plucked all four of them from his pouch and placed them safely on the floor. He raised a paw over their tiny heads and whispered, “Parvis averaria.” 

			They returned promptly to their normal sizes. Chandi stretched her back as Ika bent down to welcome the slew of luminescent golden bunnies that swarmed at them from down Eburnean Avenue. 

			“Hello there, little friends!” 

			At least seven bunnies began sniffing Ika while six others sniffed Chandi. Only two jumped up onto Keji’s shoulders and began smelling his hat. All groups of bunnies took one whiff of Gira before moving on. Within seconds of inspecting the kids, the bunnies unhinged their jaws like a python inhaling its prey. What escaped from their mouths was a squealing so loud and piercing that Chandi believed, truly, that her ears would begin to drip red. 

			Yimithirr shooed them away with an extended leg. “That’s enough, that’s enough! They’re with me. Calimonar,” he soothed.

			 At the tone of his voice, they scattered humbly back down the only road inward. 

			“I’m guessing we don’t make the cut, then?” said Ika with a hint of irritation. 

			Yimithirr shook his head. “No. No you do not. You are too young and still have much to learn. I trust I don’t even have to mention the Prince.” 

			The gang followed Yimithirr, acting as his shadow. The tall kangaroo hopped down each winding alleyway with an obvious demonstration that he knew every inch of the city as if it was tattooed to his mind. Chandi peeked at Pattamis, who peeked himself at their surroundings every now and then before hiding again. He was so strangely shy. 

			Eventually they came to a shelf unit that stood alone in the center of one of the hollow alleys. 

			“Your Curse is here,” said the Head Librarian. 

			Gira stepped forward right as Yimithirr was about to say something. “You mind if one of the kids tries out the process here? I think it’s best for them to learn now how to get a Curse they want.” 

			The kangaroo bowed his head and stepped back. 

			“Ika,” called Gira, “come here for a sec.” The boy stepped forward hesitantly. “If you come here on your own one day and seek to purchase a Curse, raise your hand above your head and repeat after me.” Ika raised his right hand high in front of his face. “Summon . . . and then say the name of the Curse.” 

			“Summon . . .” A long pause came. 

			“You forgot what it was already, didn’t you?” 

			Ika’s nose flared. “No . . .” He held his hand high in the fixed position for a few seconds. “. . . yes.” 

			Gira furrowed his brow. “It’s Kima Dollora.” 

			Ika let out a steady breath. “Summon Kima Dollora.” 

			A small sliver of black sparked a flash of yellow voltage on the 287th shelf. A book flew out from its snug trap and soared downward on a designated path, right to Ika’s outstretched hand. Only, thanks to Ika not paying enough attention to the speed of the book, it skipped over his fingers like a flat stone on water and slammed into his nose. It fell to the floor with a pathetic clap. Keji looked concerned if Ika was all right, Chandi giggled at him, and Gira just buried his face in his palm. 

			“Why do books keep hitting me in the face today?” asked Ika, rubbing his nose and checking for blood. 

			Gira bent down and picked up the Curse. It was a hardcover, lined with black fabric. In the center was the name of the Curse along with a drawing of a bronze fist clenching a white arrow. He put it under his cloak, using his other hand to pull out the Teeth he had stored away. “This should be enough.” 

			Yimithirr took the Teeth and scrutinised them under his spectacles. “Quite a bit over, actually.” 

			He gave Gira back what looked to Chandi to be at least eight-thousand Teeth. Thirty-two-thousand Teeth was still a ludicrous price. “You know, Gira, if you were anybody else, I would have to send you through the rigorous security program just before leaving Sheltrona. Curses of this level cannot be handed out without a background check.” 

			Gira nodded, placing a hand on the librarian’s rounded shoulder. “I know, and I appreciate this. I apologize again for my nephew’s stupidity.” 

			Yimithirr’s face took on a new expression. “This boy is your nephew? I was not aware of that.” 

			Gira shrugged his shoulders flippantly. “Unfortunately.”

			Ika threw his hands out from his sides. “Hey!” 

			Gira ignored him, leaning in closer to Yimithirr. “We will work this out with Stultis now, but I have one last thing I have to beg you for. I’d thank you to point me in the direction of a couple of lower level Curses, if you’re indulging me. I promised the kids I would assist in adding a new technique to their repertoire.” 

			Yimithirr exhaled dismally. “Very well.” 

			Gira winked at the kids. 

			Chandi was far more interested in Filiorvis, the Curse that could apparently help her defeat Wriliara. But she wasn’t going to get Gira angry over that again. But she also had no plans to just forget about it.

		

	
		
			Chapter 26: Hell of a Day

			[image: ]

			The remainder of the trip through Sheltrona was of a much tamer nature. They stopped at one of the lower levels for two particular Curses Gira had his eyes on. Thankfully, the remaining books were still within his funds. Since the Oracle population was much denser the lower you were, they still had to deal with vile indirect glances at Prince Keji. Ika was still just as infuriated by them now as he was when he first met the boy, singing on the back of an elephant. Keji continued to deal with all of this with unbridled class and patience. The boy essentially raised himself, yet somehow managed to learn all of the lessons that made a great man. He possessed an equanimity and courtesy the people around him hadn’t earned from him.

			Yimithirr chaperoned them all the way back down to the only entrance of the library. Fifteen Sun Regiment soldiers were waiting for them; with them was Cinnamon’s Gritka, leaned against a wall. Ika couldn’t force down the faint smile. Cinnamon’s home had once again escaped being discovered for its true trickery. That Gritka was rapidly becoming the most fascinating item Ika had ever seen. It continued to astonish. Even specialists among the Sun Regiment could not decipher its secrets. He knew that Cinnamon must be in there still, throwing a fit about having to wait so long to be summoned again. He spotted a little side-grin on Gira’s face as well when one of the guards told them that they would return the Gritka when they were released from their meeting with the King. Yimithirr’s face was a little more skeptical when eyeing the pear-shaped pot. 

			One aspect of their gracious escort that did grate on Ika’s nerves was the fact that they were stripped of whatever belongings they had on hand with them. This included the three Curses, two of which Ika still hadn’t been able to look at yet, along with the remaining Teeth from the purchase. He longed to know what new abilities Gira had decided he and Chandi could learn. 

			This bugged him even more than the fact they were also bound by the wrists with cuffs of Kanah-infused iron, keeping them from expelling any of their own energy. Even poor Pattamis was locked up in a cage and carried by one of the larger soldiers. Apparently Kanakon’s elite were not kept in the dark about Pattamis’ secret. They knew he was not just any hat. Keji didn’t make a fuss, only insured Pattamis that he would be fine and would be returned to him soon. The hat was beyond bad-tempered about the whole thing, and threw quite a few phrases at the guards that made Ika and Chandi gasp. 

			All five of them were escorted into the frantic streets of the Capital again, back under the clear open sky which was now pitch dark, save for the light of the large halcyon moon. 

			Yimithirr waved them a flippant farewell at the door. Some passersby were eyeing them fearfully, as if the Sun Regiment was dragging a pack of bloodthirsty murderers through open markets. Others gave the group a smug and pompous look. Ika guessed this was because Keji was along with them and their view of him was being confirmed in some sick, gratifying way. Now the guilt of his earlier actions were really coming back to bite him. This kid was harassed every day of his life for something he had no control over and these people had convinced themselves he was some kind of monster. Now, thanks to his little attempted heist, he was only going to add fuel to that flame. 

			“I’m so sorry, Keji,” he said, turning back at the shackled prince. 

			Keji smiled distantly. “It’s okay. They all already hated me anyway, right?” 

			Ika studied the Prince’s eyes and found no falsehood. There was no bottled-up resentment. Keji was still just happy to be with Ika and the others. It was a task to prevent tearing up. Ika couldn’t remember becoming so damn emotional. He swore to himself at that very moment that one day he would make it up to the kid. That sombre walk down the street in chains was one of the many pivotal moments in Ika Ivory’s life. He would remember this one as the moment he knew that, no matter how long and difficult the road, he was going to do everything in his power to help Keji Aberdam become king one day. 

			“Did you really think it would be that easy to snatch a Curse from the library?” 

			Gira shuffled close to Ika as they were marched along. 

			“I figured Cinnamon’s Gritka was tricky enough to pull it off. Whatever Jinx is on it should’ve been able to sneak something underneath Sheltrona’s nose. Well, as it turned out, not even Cinnamon’s magical hideout can fool the Jinxes set on the library. The place didn’t seem like it had a level of security like that.” 

			Gira’s groans of frustration and disappointment were quickly becoming a part of their daily schedule. The sound was familiar to Ika’s ears now. 

			A few of the guards at the forefront of the formation shoved aside dawdling bystanders. Ika had to jerk his head to the left to dodge a wet and mushy apple thrown at his head from a window, firing down from one of the closer housing units. These people weren’t shy displaying their disapproval of criminals. 

			“How did you get to us so fast back there?” he asked his uncle. “When Metrio’s boys called out and told you where we were, you just kinda showed up. It was awesome. But how?” 

			Gira leaned in, lowering his voice to a whisper. It was hard to hear over the surrounding shouts of hatred for them. “You probably felt a sting of some kind in your chest when I showed up, right?” 

			Ika nodded. Back when Gira’s veil of lightning and darkness rose from the ground, Ika’s ribs felt like they might’ve burst out of him. 

			“That was a teleportation Curse,” Gira said. “It only works if I place a special emblem on my target; I then have tabs on whoever the emblem is attached to. I can teleport to them at will.” 

			Ika’s eyes widened. “What? When did you put that on me?” 

			Gira chuckled. “As soon as we hugged back on Opiana Mountain, remember? I wasn’t gunna lose you again. I put my hand on your back and whispered the Curse: Ollior Ollivir. From that moment, there was no way you were escaping me. Don’t bother looking for it on your skin. Not only is it invisible to anyone but me, but it’s gone now anyway. I burnt out my use of it.” 

			Chandi dodged a fruit this time, leaning in to their huddle. “Then why didn’t you use it the second we disappeared in the library?” 

			Gira whispered coolly. “Because there are rules to the Curse I have to follow. For example, I have to know the location of the person my emblem is on before I can teleport to them. If I knew you were at home in Turquoise Town, and I was on the other side of Wenworld, I could reach you in seconds. However, Ollior Ollivir can only be used once on each target before a refractory period halts continuous usage. I can’t place the emblem on you again until a full year has passed. Once a year per target. I was worried what Metrio might do to you two when you were alone, so I got there as soon as possible. The teleportation gate it opens allows for me to bring others, so Keji tagged along.” 

			Ika flinched away from a snarling black dog, held back by an old man who didn’t look like he had the strength to restrain the beast, nor the will to wish to. “Well, sorry for making you waste your emblem for this year. Do you also have one on Chandi?” 

			It was Gira’s turn to flinch, this time from a hissing cat who took a swipe at his face from a gardened windowsill. “No. Another rule is that I have to wait until a month has passed before using the Curse again on anybody. The Curse can’t be placed on the same person twice until a year has passed, and it can’t be placed on anyone else until after a month of regeneration. It also cannot be placed on two people at once. One target at a time.” 

			Ika was a little jealous that he didn’t have this ability. “Is this Curse one of the ones you got for us to learn?” he asked hopefully. 

			Gira shook his head. “You’ll see. Be patient for once.”

			The overlong and uncomfortable walk to the center of the city took them close to half an hour from the point of Sheltrona. They were bombarded with odious comments and fuming scowls. These people had no idea what the group was even accused of, but seeing the regiment escorting them with as much security as they did clearly painted all the picture they needed. Despite the dismal circumstance, Ika still found the courage to be awed once again by the sights as they approached the main tower of Kanakon. Seeing Cebrumbala Tower, not as just an illustration, but witnessing the pillar of sky-high blue with his own eyes was another thing to add to the list of wonders. 

			The group had to walk up a flight of crystal stairs, wide enough to at least be twenty-five yards across. Each step was relucent and glasslike in its clarity. If Ika looked into each step, really focused his eye, what showed was the image of the night sky’s stars as if they existed living within them. He had heard of these stairs before: The Stairs of Galaga. They were named after the leader of the Death Squad, Don-Galaga, who battled a powerful Oracle by the name of Belfaris Morga. Morga had an innate desire to destroy the Crystal, to discover what existed beyond the borders of Wenworld, beyond the borders of the cage he swore they were all trapped in. 

			They clashed on those very steps up to Cebrumbala Tower, and in the clashing of their Kanah, the staircase took on its fabled, starry aura. This battle was over a thousand years ago. Considering the Death Squad cannot age, they were all present for this event. However, only Don-Galaga was strong enough to finally put an end to Belfaris Morga. The rest of the squad were bested by the man. 

			A religion dedicated to those who have a similar desire of breaking free from the Crystal was formed after the demise of Morga. Morganism is still practiced throughout Wenworld and many believe that Don-Galaga is actually the villain in that story, keeping the Saint Belfaris Morga from freeing the lost souls of this world into a divine reality beyond the unknown. 

			They climbed The Stairs of Galaga and were brought before a massive, pearly-white door. A few knocks from the head guard leading them, and the door slowly swung open. What came with that ancient procedure was the sound of crushing stone, as if mountains were grated together to spark a righteous fire. They were dragged through the opening and brought before the throne of King Stultis, Keji’s father and the man who maintained the Crystal with the potency of his own dying Kanah.

		

	
		
			Chapter 27: I Went to Kanakon and All I Got Was This Lousy Prince
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			Ika felt a strange surge of emotion knowing he was being brought before the king of all Wenworld. They were escorted first around a blue half-circle table that curved an opening around the King’s seat. It was clear by the amount of smaller thrones around this table that it was a meeting place for the Death Squad. There was a small set of white steps that led up to the throne Stultis peered down at them from. It pulsated like the essence of all Kanah around the world stemmed from that very seat. Behind the throne was a cylinder beam of white, red, gold, blue, purple, and an ominously out of place black. It swirled and spun like a squall of heinous energy. In spite of its intimidating appearance, the beam made no noise. It was completely soundless. It shot from the ground to the high ceiling of the hall. To destroy this beam was to destroy the Crystal. This ray of power was the target that Belfaris Morga failed to reach. So close yet so far.

			 It was obvious that the King was warned ahead of time of Gira’s actions, based on the dialogue of the guard who spoke up to him; after taking the knee, of course. 

			“My Lord, we have brought Gira Ivory, along with his nephew and the other girl. We also have your son and his strange hat companion.” 

			Pattamis growled from the cage he was hauled around in. He was carried by a handle as if he was some purse. This only added to his bitterness. 

			The King looked down on his new guests. His face was long and creased in many places by persistent stress. His nose was sharp and crooked in the center, as if it had been broken many times. His eyes were a steely grey with a dull orange tint, like the embers of a dying flame. His long hair was an insipid white. Not the glorious bright white of a sprightful monarch, but the sad decaying ash of a man who has seen more than he cares to of the world. 

			On his head was the Crown of Blood, withered and worn in its black metal structure, sitting beneath the sharp shards of dry blood, sticking upward like gemstones of a sadly stonewashed crimson. This crystalized blood was taken from the White Raven, while the base of the Crown of Bone was forged from the vertebrae of the Black Raven—back when she still lived. She granted a portion of her bone for the creation of the piece. 

			King Stultis crossed one long leg over the other, his silken robes hanging down off of his sharp knee. “Gira,” he started with a voice that reminded Ika eerily of a crackling fire on dry wood. “I didn’t expect you, of all people, to become a thief in my city.” 

			The King made no effort to address his son who was so plainly present. It was as if his eyes just didn’t see him. Gira bowed low, taking one knee and lowering his head. Keji did the same, while Ika and Chandi stood there like statues. 

			Gira looked back and snarled through clenched teeth, “Bow, you nitwits!” 

			They both awkwardly rushed down and did the same. 

			“My Lord,” Gira went on, “this was nothing more than a misunderstanding.” 

			Stultis raised a reedy and bony hand. “Misunderstanding? Your nephew attempted to take a Curse from Sheltrona without payment, or are my regiments full of liars?” 

			Gira choked on his breath. “That is correct. But, My Lord, this boy is no thief. I had not yet told him about how the exchange of Curses takes place. He went off out of curiosity to search for a Curse that caught his eye. When he found one he was after, he tried to put it within our Gritka and was stopped by the library’s security Jinxes. He was only trying to collect the Curses he wanted without being aware of the library’s economy. But you know how Metrio can be. He wouldn’t hear any of it. I say again, My Lord . . . this boy and his friend are not thieves!” 

			The King eyed them with his dull orange glower. “This is your explanation?” 

			Gira nodded. “Yes. Yes it is, My Lord.” 

			Stultis rubbed his hairless chin. Something about his demeanour was unsuspectingly diffident. He didn’t seem to care very much. Ika wasn’t sure whether he should be relieved by this or not. 

			“You have been good to this city in the past, and since I know that Don-Galaga would vouch for you were he present . . .” Ika held his breath. Stultis could barely muster the incentive to look at them. “ . . . I am willing to pardon you for this incident, Ivory. Don’t let something similar happen again.” 

			Gira stood quickly; the others followed his example, though rather confused while doing so. It all happened so fast. Gira didn’t appear surprised by the King’s lack of interest. Pattamis cheered from his cage before being shaken violently by his handler and told to shut up. 

			“That was easy,” said Ika in Chandi’s ear. 

			“I have much more important matters in my city, young man, than a petty thief who didn’t even know he was a thief.” 

			Ika lowered his gaze, embarrassed and shocked by how precise the King’s hearing was. 

			“All of you, be gone from my city, please. Gira . . . I mean my words . . . don’t let me hear of something like this again.” 

			The King was clearly prepared for Gira to turn, bring the children with him, join the guards who looked disappointed at the lack of castigation, and leave Cebrumbala. Ika was surely hoping this would happen next. It didn’t. Gira remained standing where he was, gathering a slow and steady breath. 

			“Please don’t,” said Ika, under his breath. 

			“While I am here, and while we have established our innocence, I actually have something to report to you, My Lord.” 

			Stultis rubbed his face, exasperated. “Go on, then.” 

			Gira’s silver eyes met Ika’s white for a fleeting moment. There was an apology in their gleam. “I have significant reason to believe that the Genmaga is within the city.” 

			Ika’s heart burst. He begged his uncle not to give it away. Now there would be nowhere for Kirga to hide. He would be dead before Ika ever gets his shot at revenge. Keji and Pattamis’ eyes swelled in surprise. Kirga was not unknown to them. 

			Stultis had to readjust his crown of bone so it didn’t slide off of his slothfully lulling head. “The Genmaga?” There was almost humor in his tone. “I am left to run the Capital of Wenworld by myself, dealing with the rage of all the cities that surround us about the inevitable calamity that will come from my tainted seed, dealing with the weakening economy and the decreasing value of Teeth as a currency, and on top of all that, having to oversee all forms of aggregate crime around Wenworld with the distribution of my Dalada.” His dull eyes were taxed and manic. “And yet you come to me speaking of a myth in my walls? Am I meant to quake at this?” 

			Ika looked at the King with blatant shock. What was wrong with this man? Maybe Cinnamon was right, at least about his perception by most. Kirga was a joke to these people. With what Ika knew Kirga was capable of, he never would’ve believed it. Gira did even mention himself how little faith he had that Stultis would cause any kind of fuss over Kirga. 

			Gira lowered his head and sighed. “My Lord, I implore you to recognize the Genmaga for the threat he is. You should know that he has killed Gatekeeper Wuta while passing into the Beldish Crest, directly on his way here. The citizens of this city should be warned and assured protection.” 

			Ika studied the King’s face for the merest hint of interest. He found nothing but apathetic ache. 

			“You don’t say?” He actually laughed. A frail and phlegmy laugh, granted, but still a laugh. “The man was a Kenpa addict. Did you not notice the black veins on the back of his hands? I’m shocked he wasn’t killed off sooner. I have been waiting to replace him.”

			Kenpa? Ika had suffered through lectures by his mother about the dangers of the southwestern drug. He never knew about black veins on the hands being a sign of an addict, though. He did remember seeing that on Wuta’s body. If Wuta was weak from an addiction, then maybe Kirga wasn’t that strong after all. Perhaps it was luck of circumstance. Ika took this as a good sign that he could, in fact, catch up to Kirga with the right training. Kirga being strong enough to defeat Gatekeeper Wuta was a product of coincidence. Ika felt the release of a great weight off his shoulders.

			He spotted Chandi looking at the King with nearly bursting fury. The man was not to be reasoned with. 

			Stultis raised a thin white eyebrow. “Do you have something to say, girl?”  

			Keji shook his head at her with a sad expression. Behind him, Pattamis shook his bulk rapidly in a terrified expression. Gira’s eyes were pleading for her not to make a scene. Chandi would ignore Meamara herself if she was in a bad enough mood about something. Ika knew this well.

			She brought up something that both of the Turquoise Town kids shared a gripe about, since apparently Stultis could not be swayed on the danger of the Hellcat. If there was a time to bring this up, it would be now. She wouldn’t leave without having this conversation. 

			“I have a question for you. Why would you treat your own son the way you have? Why would you curse him with the life you’re forcing him to live? What’s wrong with you?” 

			Gira slapped his hands together underneath his chains. “For the love of God, please stop right now.” 

			The King’s long and jagged finger pointed toward the sad prince. “You mean this boy here? This boy is no son of mine. He is a Yeryaila. I have no use for a Yeryaila in this family or in this city. That runt will be personally responsible for another Broken Calamity, and there is nothing anyone can do about it.” He sordidly gathered phlegm in his throat and spit down at Keji’s feet. 

			Ika saw the boy let out a single tear as it trailed down his cheek.

			 “You bastard!” Ika yelled. 

			Gira slapped both hands to his face. Pattamis’ mouth fold hung as low as it could suspend and his eyes bulged as wide as they could stretch. “Dear sweet God,” said the hat.

			Ika had officially thrown away any care for consequences. Blatant insults were probably not wise. Ika didn’t quite care. If there was anything he was sure of, anything he would stand up and fight for: it was the fact that this man needed to be told what he was. He needed to be spoken to, not as a king, but as a man who simply didn’t deserve the respect he is meant to be given on principle. Chandi had the right idea. 

			“What did you just say to me?” Stultis’ croaky voice was stout and inimical. 

			Ika felt neither fear nor cause for doubt. “You haven’t earned the right to be a father at all. The Prince is your son. A father should stand by his son regardless of who they may be, or what they are or are not capable of. Your son is a Yeryaila, by no fault of his own. So, instead of shielding him from the hatred of the world around him, a hatred that comes from something he cannot control and didn’t ask for, you decide to throw him out from under your protection. You toss him to the wolves and let a young child fend for himself in a world like this.” He let a silence hang; a silence that even the King couldn’t fill with a rebuttal. “You sicken me. You are a pathetic excuse for a king and an even more pathetic excuse for a man.” He bowed mockingly. “Good day, sir.” 

			Ika turned and winked to Keji, who looked surprisingly content with Ika’s belittlement of the king of all Wenworld. That tear was already drying.

			The tension in the air popped like a bubble when the entrance behind them was pushed slowly open, and basking in the white light shining from the outdoor moon was the dark form of a tall man with long, straggly black hair. Ika felt a burst of potent Kanah crash against his chest, taking his breath away. It was like a hammer was taken to his sternum.

			The man walked toward the group, passed the guards by the entrance hall, passed the council area, and strode up to the foot of the King’s throne. Now that the man was close enough to see fully, Ika’s mouth fell open and his breath hitched. He knew by this man’s appearance who he was without needing to ask. 

			Under a pair of ice blue eyes, empty of any soul, was the lower half of a bare skull. The top portion of this man’s face was flesh and blood; a tan and smooth flesh was unblemished under the hairline. Everything just underneath the nose, stretching around to the bottom of the ears was naked bone. No skin. No blood. No muscle. Just a pale white jawbone and a full set of straight teeth. He was a grisly sight to behold, yet somehow bewildering—even calming in spite of his sickeningly strong Kanah. He was terrifying yet reassuring, unsightly yet gorgeous, old yet somehow blissfully youthful. Ika would have to write a book dedicated to describing the man in full detail if he wished to do the picture a sliver of justice. 

			This was him; there was no mistaking the face. This was Belasefka, a member of the Death Squad along with Elra. Two members in one day? Ika could hardly believe his luck. Getting to see just one with your own eyes was a spectacle.

			Ika tried to steady his breathing. He noticed his legs going to jelly. He hoped not to throw up again, being so close to a squad member. There were numerous things that captivated him as he inspected the man. Belasefka was wearing a tight, night-black bodysuit of some kind. It wasn’t precisely a set of armor. It didn’t seem to have any steel or scale or plate of any sort. It was just a constricted glossy material that clung to the tightly knotted muscles of Belasefka’s body. Draping down his back was the same cape that Elra wore, Kanakon Blue with the insignia of the Dalada in the middle: Black raven under a white sunrise.

			 It seemed as if every time the man took in breath, the world pulsed in tandem. All who stood close to him felt a pushing and pulling sensation in their chest as Belasefka’s rose and fell with each intake and exhale. Ika took a few steps back to halt the nausea. He wasn’t as close to Belasefka as he was with Elra, and yet the feeling was far more intense. Belasefka had just walked into the room and already his Kanah was overpowering the atmosphere. Judging by his uncle’s reaction—who Ika knew to be extremely powerful in his own right—the man was worth his praise. 

			 Gira quickly took one knee as he did for the King. 

			“There is no need for this,” said Belasefka, signalling Gira to stand back up with a flexing finger. Once Gira was fully up, the Oracle of legend grasped him on both shoulders and brought him in for a split-second embrace. Ika only realized he had closed his mouth from before once he dropped it open again. “I would say it is good to see you, but here I find you before my king in chains. What is the meaning of this, Gira?” 

			The man’s voice wasn’t as Ika might’ve expected for an Oracle of his reputation. It was soft; not far from songlike. Ika expected the Belasefka’s voice to sound like the waking breath of a dragon that had been slumbering for a century, or the melancholic songs of a thousand righteous birds sung in unison, similar to Elra’s. But the sound that came from him was anything but daunting. 

			Gira smiled and fidgeted his wrists within the restraints. “It’s quite a long story. My nephew here got into a little bit of trouble but we just worked it out with his majesty. Just another day.” 

			Ika couldn’t tell if Belasefka was smiling back due to the man possessing no lips. In a way, Ika supposed he was always smiling. His gaze was fond enough to hint that he had some semblance of a soft spot for Gira. 

			He turned his attention to Ika, making the boy sweat immediately. “So, this is the nephew?” 

			Being met by the frozen stare made it increasingly hard for Ika to feel his legs. He wondered in a deep part of his mind just how Belasefka was capable of pronouncing words that would require the use of one’s lips. Perhaps a Speech Jinx of some kind? He wanted to laugh at how that was the thing that occupied his thoughts right now. 

			“Gira speaks often of you. He has no problem telling me the most embarrassing stories of you that he can recall.” 

			One of the greatest heroes in history knew Ika’s most personal details. This made the boy abidingly content. The fact that someone like Belasefka knew of his existence was a dizzying thought.

			Before Ika could say something, Gira lunged forward to catch Chandi, who had begun to fall over. Her face was ghostly pale. Keji looked like he was close to going, too. Being a Yeryaila, he actually looked worse than Chandi—which was scary, considering she had just toppled over. Keji looked like he was frozen in time, the image of confused horror on his face.

			“Forgive me,” said Belasefka. “I would recommend you kids stand farther away from me. I don’t want my Aura to cause someone to faint. I would recommend as far as the other side of the room.” 

			Chandi wobbly found her footing, thanked Gira, and began to walk to the other side of the entire hall. Keji went with her, the skin around his dilated eyes visibly shaking. He would need a few minutes just to know where he was. Since Ika was feeling queasy himself, he waddled along with them. It was embarrassing, but Belasefka was just too much to handle. 

			“ENOUGH!” said the King. 

			All eyes returned to him on his glowing throne. 

			“Belasefka,” he addressed with a weight of status to his tone. “Why have you returned so soon? Have you completed the task I gave you?” 

			Since he was now standing at the other side of the wide room, Ika struggled to hear the King’s voice. Luckily, Stultis didn’t seem to care that Ika had openly insulted him. He didn’t seem to care about literally anything except for whatever he was now saying to Belasefka. 

			The legendary Oracle bowed before Stultis, taking one knee as customary. “Yes, My Lord. He is dead.” 

			The King looked dubious. “Already?” 

			If Belasefka was as powerful as he is said to be, then Ika wondered why the King could possibly have reason to doubt him; unless King Stultis was just that paranoid about everything. 

			“Yes, My Lord,” Belasefka answered dutifully. 

			A few heavy heartbeats passed before Stultis stood from his throne. “If he is well and truly dead, then I have another task waiting for you. I had hoped that Pulkra would’ve come back from his own task by now. This one was meant to be for him. Since you are here . . . there has been an organization giving the Capital trouble recently.” He went on, once again acting like Ika and his assembly didn’t exist. “They call themselves the ‘Hacardin’. They fester mostly in the underground of Pikala City to the southeast. They number in the low hundreds and have been interfering with Kanakon’s trade market. They steal, pillage, and burn international supplies. Not to mention they have taken Kanakonian official’s lives on more than one occasion.” 

			Ika had no memory of such an organization. Though, considering how secluded Turquoise Town was, he wasn’t shocked. Even Chandi, who had studied their home’s entire collection of history texts and political knowledge, looked stumped. 

			“Kill them. Kill them all,” said Stultis. “I don’t want a single survivor to speak a word of this organization again. Have I made myself clear?” 

			Belasefka stood slowly, a strange fire of blazing azure now settled into his sanguinary eyes. If he was at first gracious, now he was bestial, transforming to this state at the whim of his lord. 

			“Yes, My Lord.” 

			A note in his voice sent a shiver down Ika’s spine, making the hairs stand up on his neck and arms. It was always rumored that Belasefka was a Moon Affinity Oracle. Seeing him in this state left little room for disagreement. 

			The man walked past Gira, but not before whispering something into his ear. He didn’t send a single glance toward Ika, Chandi, or the Prince—his mortal purpose clear in his dark face. That skeletal smile may have been authentic this time. There was no way to tell. Even the Sun Regiment parted his path with their masked faces hung low in reverence. Ika could spot their legs struggling to hold them as his Aura brushed by. It could almost be tasted on the air.

			“Now,” started Stultis, finally acknowledging Ika and the others, “. . . out.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 28: Devil in the Details
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			With all prior business taken care of, the group was affectedly discharged by the King. The Sun Regiment escorted them out of Cebrumbala Tower. Ika kept an attentive eye on the Prince, who took a bit of time to regain himself after being so close to Belasefka. They waited around for a bit after that, getting their bearings. This also gave Ika time to calm down after the King had riled him up. 

			“You sure you’re okay?” he asked. 

			Keji nodded. “I am now. I can’t say I want to do that again, though.” He giggled innocently. 

			All of them stood in a small circle at the foot of The Stairs of Galaga. Ika still marvelled at their starry appearance. They were reluctantly given back Cinnamon’s Gritka, the Jinx specialist being foiled by the pottery’s trickery—adding to the long list of Oracles fooled by its true form. Ika carried it on his back once more. 

			He turned to Chandi, who was putting a wet rag behind her neck that she was given by Gira. “You all right there, pansy pants?” 

			She gave him a deathly stare. “It’s just because I didn’t eat much this morning.” 

			Ika laughed condescendingly. “Oh, please. You had the same amount as me. Cinnamon’s Gritka always has a stocked pantry. You fainted.” He sung those final words like a little deriding tune. 

			Gira wacked his neck with the back of his fingers, making it sting. “Enough of that,” he said. Now it was Chandi’s turn to laugh. 

			“Excuse me,” said Pattamis, crabbily staring at them from atop Keji’s head. 

			“Yes?” said Gira. 

			“You guys aren’t really chasing after the Genmaga, are you?” 

			Gira exhaled. “You guessed as much.” 

			Pattamis pursed his fabric lips. “I could tell by the look in Ika’s eyes that you gave away the person the boy has been chasing back there. But really? Kirga the Hellcat? He carries a tall tale with him, sure, but he’s just another Genmaga. Those so-called ‘Chosen Ones’ are just nuts.” 

			A glimpse of pessimism on that subject glimmered in Gira’s silver eyes. “I sincerely hope you’re right, little hat.” Pattamis didn’t appear to like being addressed in that way but kept quiet. “The Genmaga have never actually fulfilled any prophecy. Not in the entire history of the Crystal. But Kirga . . .” He paused, clearly caught in some internal struggle. “. . . I just have a bad feeling about this particular Genmaga, that’s all.” 

			Pattamis scowled. “But how could you possibly k—” 

			“I just know,” said Gira. 

			They all went silent. 

			Ika felt a jolt of fear when his usually fatuous uncle got serious. He just didn’t like it. He decided to change the subject. “So Wuta was just a Kenpa junkie, huh?” 

			Gira rolled his shoulders. “I know you’d like to think that this fact means Kirga isn’t as strong as you thought. Don’t be a fool like Stultis. Do not underestimate Kirga.”

			There was one subject that hung over them still. It had since they first heard that singing on Obsidian Boulevard. 

			“What about the Prince, Gira?” asked Chandi. 

			He looked to her. “What do you mean?” 

			“Well, since the King didn’t end up beheading us or something, we’re getting closer to meeting Kirga and his Apostles. Are we supposed to send Keji away now?” 

			Gira spared one glance at Keji’s face, hopeful and optimistic, before clearing his throat. “You two just met the kid’s father, didn’t you? Do you really think I’d let Keji continue to live with that?” 

			Two huge smiles spread across Chandi and Ika’s faces. Keji and Pattamis still hung on every word, as if waiting for the catch. 

			Gira smiled too. “If you would be gracious enough to have us, Prince Keji . . . I would like it if you came along with us from now on. Permanently.” 

			Keji’s bottom lip trembled but he held his face as still as he could manage. “I would be honored, Gira.”

			With that heartwarming conclusion shared, Gira set off slowly; beckoning them to follow after the moment had well and truly passed. It was time they set off. 

			“So where to now?” asked Chandi. 

			Gira made his way down a lengthened avenue of queer houses. He walked like someone with a destination already in mind. “I assume you guys spotted Belasefka as he left the hall?” 

			Ika walked quickly to catch up, moving around a cluster of citizens heading back toward the tower. It was still dark and billions of distant stars flickered above, always within the unimaginably cosmic confines of the great Crystal. “He whispered something to you.” 

			“That’s right,” said Gira.

			Keji tugged Pattamis downward as best he could to hide his face. Keji had essentially become synonymous with his living hat, so people still noticed him and sneered. Ika stuck out his foot and tripped a woman holding a large stack of books, who spat at Keji’s feet as she passed him by. The books sprawled everywhere and the woman shrieked in rage. Keji looked up at Ika with disapproval as they kept walking away. 

			Ika sighed and bowed slightly. “I apologize, My Prince. She had it coming.” 

			Even with all that abuse, Keji didn’t like to see people hurt or mistreated in any way. It was mind-boggling.

			“Well . . . what did he say to you?” asked Chandi. 

			“Turns out, Belasefka already knows that Kirga was in the city.” 

			“WHAT?” yelled Ika, alarming some onlookers from the balcony of a baroque nightclub. 

			Gira frowned at his loudness. “Sutugius must’ve sniffed out the Genmaga’s specific Kanah from outside the city. But that only would’ve been possible if the Kima Dollora faltered for some reason, revealing their location for a short time. Elra quickly informed Belasefka. Now Belasefka has told me. He told me to head to ‘our spot’. We can track Kirga from there by deciphering Kima Dollora’s book. He must’ve heard the news from Yimithirr when he came back to the city. He said we need to hurry if we want to catch Kirga, though. He has already left the city with his Apostles. I wish he could help us but Belasefka has his own task now. Though, even if his table was clean, I don’t think he cares enough to track Kirga.” 

			Chandi tilted her head. “Gone already?” she said. “What did Kirga come to the Capital for if he was just going to get here and then leave?” 

			Gira didn’t look back, didn’t meet neither Chandi nor Ika’s pleading eyes. Ika studied the back of his uncle’s head suspiciously. “I . . . can’t say I know. I’m just as confused as you are.” 

			Yet again his behaviour was anomalous. 

			“What does ‘our spot’ mean?” asked Ika, using his fingers as quotations. 

			Gira turned for that one, a grin tugging at his lip. “An old training spot of ours. From there we can find wherever Kirga has gone. I’ll explain when we get there.” He scanned around at the people hanging from windows and chatting under streetlights. “I don’t want to speak about this out in the open.”

			The rest of their walk was silent. After a few blocks, they passed into a much quieter district of the city. The sound of the night owls perched on high towers overpowered the music and conversation of city life. Gira made erratic turns down several thin backstreets. The further they delved into this network of alleys the grimier it got. Even the sound of the snooping owls seemed to drift away to an afterthought. Eventually, they came before a colossal emerald statue blocking one of the slender paths they broke down. The statue was of a man Ika had no retention of while looking up at him. He was unfamiliar with whatever story must’ve granted him the glory of an effigy of pure emerald. 

			He was a burly man with a thick beard that rested on his corpulent stomach. He wore armor of a mysterious, jagged plate—and held the head of a bear in his plump hands. The statue was glossy green, standing between two massive, timeworn, evidently abandoned buildings that overshadowed its lost glory. Clearly this statue was here long before the surrounding network of houses was built.

			“We’re almost there now,” said Gira. 

			“Who is this man?” asked Chandi. 

			Gira wiped a row of dust from the pedestal at the foot of the looming entity. A long plaque was freed from the grime. ‘Alistair Morga’. 

			Ika’s eyes widened. “Morga? Like, Belfaris Morga?” 

			Chandi stepped toward the pedestal to lean against it, examining the plaque as if her vison must’ve cheated her. 

			“Exactly,” said Gira. 

			Ika wasn’t sure if Keji or Pattamis knew about this but was given his answer when Pattamis spoke up. “Isn’t he, like, one of the most notorious villains in Wenworld history? Why is a member of his family immortalized on this empty, grubby street?” 

			The street was rather bleak; just a lonely splintered cobblestone road with shrubbery growing from between its haphazard cracks. It was rather unbefitting for a monument like this. 

			Gira pulled something that looked like a small paintbrush out of one of his endless pockets and began drawing a design on the green pedestal. 

			He prattled lazily as he did his work. “Belfaris Morga wanted to see what exists beyond our world, beyond everything we’ve come to know. Did he hurt people to get to his final confrontation with Don-Galaga? Most certainly. But every villain is the hero of their own story, and every hero is the villain of another’s. Life isn’t as black and white as you suggest, Pattamis. He wouldn’t have spawned such an active and thriving religion in Morganism if he was pure, senseless malice. Perhaps it isn’t crazy to want to see what lies outside. But destroying the Crystal would destroy us all. Of that I have little doubt. The unknown will always be out of reach for us. The wise accept that, not break everything around them in a tantrum like Belfaris did. The unknown can drive a man mad. That doesn’t mean I can’t sympathize with him in some small way.” 

			Ika’s didn’t like the way Gira was talking. 

			He could now make out the drawing being created. It was a skull of white ink. A skull with dark red eyes and an equally red trident drawn on its forehead. 

			“Alistair was not Belfaris,” he went on. “By all accounts he was a good man who lived his life trying to make sure nobody was hurt, not hurting whoever he had to to achieve his goal. Alistair came many years after the incident with Belfaris. The story that inspired this statue is actually not that old. Before my lifetime, sure, but it isn’t much longer than that. I believe it was around sixty years ago. Alistair became famous for killing a great demon that lurked in the mountains of Emra in the north.” 

			He traced over the skull again, making sure the ink was thick enough. “The legends refer to the beast as a demon but it was, in reality, just a Kensral. He was a man who could morph into a bear. This Kensral served a master, similar to Kirga and the Apostles. This master was just a little girl; only eight years old at the time, if you can believe it.” Ika had trouble doing so. “Her story is one of confusion and hatred. Her name was Migra Morga.” 

			He finished his unsettling painting, sitting on the pedestal and showing more zeal with the telling of his tale. “Migra was a disturbed young girl, who—for reasons no one who had the displeasure of meeting her understood—despised Wenworld. Where her hate for the world came from was a mystery. Some say she had the same mindset as her ancestor, Belfaris, wanting to destroy the Crystal; others said it was because her soul was the only ever mistake by Lady Meamara at her creation, that Meamara released one faulty soul into Wenworld by accident, a soul that wasn’t yet ready for life. But these are just rumors. At least one rumor about Migra might be right, or all of them may be wrong. I cannot give you an answer. What I can tell you is that her hatred was incurable and her mind was . . . different. The village she was said to live in—known as ‘Jahan’ but is no longer existing—was put under siege by her after she befriended and placed claim on that powerful Kensral.” 

			He shook his head expressively as he continued. “That was the thing about Migra: she never did any of her deeds by her own hand. She got others, be they man or beast, to do her dirty work. The story with the bear and Alistair Morga is only the first recorded piece of her history. Migra is a local legend these days, the stories of her wickedness passed around like riveting gossip. Your mother never would’ve told you these stories, Ika. Neither would your grandmother, Chandi. This particular story is more a demonstration of closemindedness than it is of glory for the man you see behind me.” 

			Ika let the face of the statue steal his eyes for another few moments. It was a shame to see such a well-crafted piece forgotten about. 

			“The Morga family bloodline is very much worshiped by those who follow the Morga religion. Oddly enough, it wasn’t the Morga descendants who created the religion, but those from the outside who fetishized Belfaris and his rebellious actions against the Capital. The faith spawned from a resounding need for people to act against some made-up system that apparently tries to control them. Anyway, Alistair had to deal with much hate from the common people and much praise from ‘Morganians,’ as they are sometimes called. Both forms of attention he had no appreciation for. Migra was only discovered to be a member of the bloodline years after these events. 

			“The Kensral in this story is named Vedara. He and Migra met while the little girl went on one of her routine walks through the mountains outside of Jahan. Migra had no parents, at least as the story tells it—only an old sage who taught her to wield Kanah and become a powerful oracle. That old sage found Migra, abandoned and filthy, wrapped in a blanket on the side of the road leading out of Kanakon. She was just a baby.” 

			Gira crossed his legs. “Some tell that part of the story in a different way, though. They say that she met the sage when she was six, wandering the world on her own, and tortured him into teaching her how to use Kanah and how to use Curses. I find that one hard to believe, because if she didn’t know how to use Kanah yet, how did she overpower the sage who did? Such is often the way when examining history. Who knows the truth?”

			“Anyhow, Migra grew to be so strong she inspired Vedara to believe she was some sort of god, a reincarnation of Lady Meamara. She did this by demonstrating a certain Curse to Vedara. The Curse was called Uma-Gibra, translated to ‘The Dark Room’ from Edamirin. I have looked for that Curse in Sheltrona. Many have. No one has been able to find its origin book to this day. Not even Yimithirr.”  

			 He sniggered in a disconsolate way. “Uma-Gibra is said to work in a miraculous method. It can transport the victim of the Curse into a realm entirely out of Wenworld. A realm of dark Kanah and profound malevolence. Migra can control whatever happens in this realm. She is the god of that other plain while she wields the Curse. It wasn’t difficult to teach Vedara to fear her. He was her first ever servant; the first of many in the story of her life.”  

			Their eyes were all glued to Gira. Even Pattamis was leaning slightly over the Prince’s forehead to listen. 

			“Uma-Gibra was not the only Curse the old sage imparted on the little girl. Some of Migra’s Curses allowed her to make Oracles and creatures into her thralls. They bewitched the minds of the weak and turned them into her pets, willing to do anything she asked of them. Beyond Vedara’s already growing admiration for the little girl, she made him her first thrall, fully solidifying the loyalty the Kensral would have for her. She decided to test her first pet out on her own village. The beast tore through buildings and devoured the inhabitants of Jahan while Migra shrieked with laughter. Men, women, children . . . she was killing them all to test her power. To test how much she could do. The old sage disappeared forever on the day of the massacre, never to be heard from again. I don’t think he could ever know what monster he had created. Or perhaps he did know.” 

			Gira’s face was sullen and lethargic. This story had some profound effect on him, for reasons Ika pondered. 

			“But . . . does Alistair save them?” Keji asked with a shred of hope. 

			Gira smiled, putting his finger under Keji’s chin to lift it. “Oh, yes he does. He couldn’t save them all but the entirety of the village would’ve been lost if not for his bravery. Alistair could see the destruction playing out from a dirt road he walked along at the foot of the mountain. Smoke rose and ash wisped down the face of the alp. The bear was breathing flame and stomping electricity from its paws as they quavered the terrain. Alistair was working as a simple Eldhunter when fate brought him upon that scene. I assume you all know what an Eldhunter is?” 

			Chandi raised her hand. “Oracles hired to handle monster populations that get out of control around inhabited areas.”

			“That’s correct,” said Gira with a smile. “It wasn’t easy for a Morga to find any form of respectable work outside of Eldhunting, not that being a hunter is shameful in any way; it was just all they were given after the days of Belfaris. Alistair proved his worth that day to all those who lived in Jahan and previously disliked the Morga family. He made his way to the village in less than an hour and felled the bear in combat. He removed Vedara’s head in glorious fashion. The people witnessed the battle with their own grateful eyes. The village was full of more than competent Oracles, yet none of them stood a chance against Migra’s bear. Without Alistair they all would’ve perished. Migra didn’t take too kindly to this man intruding on her fun. Not too kindly at all.” 

			Ika could feel his muscles tensing at the description of this foul girl. “What happened to Migra? How did she escape the village to continue with her evil deeds if Alistair defeated her?” 

			Gira turned his head to glance at the skull pattern still painted on the pedestal. “Migra used her Curse to escape. She slipped into the realm of Uma-Gibra and didn’t return to terrorize the people of Jahan for another few years.” 

			Chandi sighed. “So she wasn’t really defeated. It doesn’t end happily, then.” 

			Gira shrugged his shoulders lazily. “Not many stories do if they are based in truth.” 

			Ika steadied his trembling breath. “You believe these stories are more than fiction?” 

			Gira held a stern face. “Migra Morga was real. This is fact. Her stories are true. The details have been muddied through hearsay and gossip but they are retellings of actual events. They wouldn’t have erected the statue I’m sitting on if Migra was a tall tale and nothing more.” 

			“What do you mean she came back?” asked Keji. “How did things go for the village after the massacre?”  

			“Well, my friend, not so well. The people of the old Jahan now moved west and built a new, smaller village for themselves. That village is known as Kreck, and it still stands today. Alistair was welcomed as family and gifted the largest hall as thanks. It was in that hall where Migra snuck in one night under the cover of a snowstorm. She slit Alistair’s throat in his sleep. With her short rivalry taken care of, Migra disappeared again, not being heard from again until her teenage years.” 

			 The silence shared by the kids was long enough to make obvious their loss of heart. 

			“That’s the end of the tale of Jahan, the great bear, Alistair, and the twisted child. Even though it ended in blood and loss, the story is an important example that the Morgas are not tied down by their past, that Belfaris hasn’t destroyed the relationships they can form with the people of Wenworld. Even if Migra took more after her forefather, Alistair was a symbol of something greater. The story of Alistair stood as a sign for peace, not just with the Morga family, but could be synonymous with all conflicts. That is why the two queens at the time of this tale decided to honor Alistair with this statue, both out of respect for the man and also as a testament to the Morgas not all being enemies.” 

			He gestured pathetically to the filthy hollow street that buried the grandeur of the emerald piece. “As you can see, this alley is a perfect representation of the world’s willingness to accept when they’re wrong. People like to look at the world in black and white because it helps them feel better about their own acts. What they do is always right and what others do is always wrong. Such is the way. The fact that Migra was also a Morga tainted the story and only fed the hatred of the world for that family. People only see what they want to.” 

			Ika walked in a small circle while scratching his head roughly. “Okay. Thank you, Uncle Gira, for ruining all of our moods. What was the purpose of this depressing story?” 

			His uncle now stood back up and faced the skull, rubbing his hands together and gathering red Kanah in-between his palms. “The purpose was to explain where we are going. You may find some interesting things when you arrive.” 

			The kids stared at each other before Pattamis was brave enough to speak up. “Where exactly are we going?” 

			Ika could see the smile stretch to Gira’s ears even though he was facing the opposite direction. 

			“. . . to the Dark Room.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 29: Uma-Gibra
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			Chandi had never read anything about Migra and had never heard of her before today, but already a hate burned in her chest for this girl of modern legend. “To the Dark Room? Uma-Gibra? Didn’t you just say that the Curse doesn’t exist?” 

			The Kanah sparked a pop of black lightning in Gira’s clasped hands. “I never said it doesn’t exist. I said no one could find it. But a Curse like it has been found. It works differently than the one from the story, but I believe this Curse is what Uma-Gibra is based off of. This Curse is the closest clue we have to Migra’s Curse. There is a very eerie connection between Belasefka’s Curse and the story about Migra. You will notice it when we arrive.” 

			He placed his hands on the skull. One on the mouth and the other pressing down on the red trident in the middle of the forehead. “This Curse is called Bela-Gibra, as in Edamirin for ‘The Purple Room’. This room is where Belasefka and I used to train and talk about the state of the world.” 

			He wiggled his shoulders in silly fashion and reminded Chandi that he was still the same childish Gira in there. It seemed buried deep these days, but he was still there. 

			“It’s sooooooo cool.” He peered over his shoulder at the others. “I can’t use this Curse, personally. I’m not nearly strong enough to perform it. But Belasefka has given me a password shared between only us that can bring me there when he opens it to me. This statue is one of the few places in the city where I can access the room. Using this desolate alley was perfect for keeping our transportation out of public eye, while also paying some small form of respect to the late Alistair. Belasefka let me know to go there when he left Cebrumbala Tower. Now all I need is for you to hang onto my back. I will speak the password and warp us there.” 

			They did as invited. 

			“What about Pattamis?” asked Keji. 

			“Hang on tight to him and he’ll be fine.” 

			Keji put his right hand up to crush the tip of Pattamis’ form so the hat was squished to his blond hair. His left hand gripped Gira’s collar just above the cloak. 

			“Is everyone ready?” he asked. 

			“Let’s hurry, please!” said Pattamis, who sounded just how one could imagine someone would sound when being crumpled by a giant hand. 

			“Then we’re off.” Gira brought his face over the skull and whispered, his voice a sound like distant rain. “Lessroperma.” 

			Chandi didn’t have fond memories of how she felt when using the Waypoints in Grematorga. It made her feel like a rodent was frolicking in the pit of her stomach. This experience was noticeably worse. She had the sensation that a small person was skipping rope with her intestines and bouncing around the fleshy walls of her stomach. It was nauseating in ways she couldn’t find the words for. This horribly uncomfortable feeling went on for minutes. When she was sure she was about to pass out, a celestial purple light slapped her back into vigilance. “Ika!” was the first thing she called out when free from her stupor of confusion and paralysis. 

			She looked around to see that he and the rest of them had made the trip safely. Though, Pattamis did look quite funny as his form slowly resurfaced after being compressed. 

			The ‘Room’ as Gira put it, didn’t have the attributes of the average one that might come to mind. Chandi could make out no corners, walls, or ceilings. It was just an endless sea of purple Kanah that rose and fell like waves manipulated by a hungry storm. The only physical thing worth note was the tree that grew in the center of where they were each thrown. It was a dead tree, pale white and splintered. Its branches were coiled and disfigured. Its roots dug deep into the sea of purple energy. Chandi could see how far down the web of white roots went below her feet, as it appeared she was floating. They twirled and plunged down into infinity.

			“Ika, are you okay?” she called across. 

			He gave her a weak thumbs-up. She walked toward him, sitting on his knees on the other side of the tree. As she passed the dead tree, she noticed a deep scar on the withered trunk of it. It was a massive paw that Chandi assumed belonged to a bear. When she got to Ika she lifted him by his shirt and dusted his chest off, even though there was nothing on it. 

			“Was that as bad for you as it was for me?” she asked him. 

			He kept his eyes downward to the plummeting roots. “Are we floating?” 

			She shrugged. “I think so.” 

			They turned to Gira, who had helped up the Prince and was checking to see if he was okay. 

			“All right,” he said, once Keji had found his legs. “Ika, let’s get out your master and bring him up to speed.” 

			Chandi pulled the Gritka from Ika’s back and placed it on the invisible ground. She removed the lid and shouted into the small black void. “Come on out, Master! The coast is clear and we need to talk!” She quickly jumped back in fright as the Gritka began to shake fiercely. It rumbled like the far-off sprinting of a Treniant Stone Golem. Master Cinnamon fired once again from the depths of his hideout, flipping multiple times in the air, landing in a sitting position atop his staff. 

			He looked majestic as his violet shaft was floating in the surrounding purple Kanah. “What took you imbeciles so long? I was sure that you had either been killed by Kirga or had left me on the side of the road!”

			He tried instinctively to thump his back leg in frustration. He obviously forgot that he was on top of his staff, because his foot struck nothing but air, throwing off his balance and making him fall to the unseen floor, directly on his face. The staff fell over and made a pitiful plink as it rolled up beside his round, fluffy body. 

			Gira rubbed his forehead on the other side of the cursed room. “Cinnamon, we have a lot to catch up on. Perhaps you should calm down, sit up, and stop making a buffoon of yourself.” 

			The rabbit clambered lazily to his full height. His greyish brown ears were flexed in agitation. “That’s funny coming from someone like you.” 

			Chandi rolled her eyes at the bickering that always ensued when these two were in each other’s company. Like the build-up for the first drips of rain to begin an hour-long downpour, their comments escalated into spiteful squabbling once more. Chandi tried to talk over them and calm them down, but they relentlessly went at each other with sarcastic and hurtful comments. Cinnamon was so obviously wound up about being kept in his hideout for too long. Gira, on the other hand, was already a little stressed out about the whole business with the King, and now the added pressure of personally taking on his only son as a member of their group. It was the perfect recipe for a dispute. 

			Both Chandi and Ika were incapable of slowing down the torrent of their harsh voices. Cinnamon poked jabs at Gira for being a lapdog to Don-Galaga. Gira fired back with the expected hostility toward Cinnamon’s criminal status and his past with the late king. The only thing that was able to stop their arguing was the rising sound of a lighthearted song. It startled and confused Chandi to see that it was coming from the dead tree. Not dead in all ways, evidently. Gira’s shoulders drooped, giving off the impression that he was familiar with whatever was happening.

			


			Gira, Gira, all in a mood,

			Arguing with some Wenny dude.

			I’m not a fan of anger or strife,

			Please shut up and leave my life.

			


			The tree had sprung a peculiar face. Its crooked and decomposing branches rubbed together in different places to create music. Each chafing of branches made up a varied portion of an overall orchestra. Chandi wasn’t shocked when she saw Prince Keji—who had already proved he was a fan of song—bobbing his head and smiling.

			


			You come to my home with zero class,

			For that, you can kiss my bark ass.

			Yelling, shouting, it’s all I hear,

			If it needs to be somewhere, be not here.

			Gira, Gira, please just cut,

			I’ve never liked you, you smell like butt.

			


			I don’t know who these others are,

			But please piss off, just go real far.

			Whatever you need, it can’t be that dire,

			If given the chance, I’d push you in a fire.

			


			The tree took in a breath and let out one last line with all the soul it could muster. 

			


			Pleeeeeeease . . . piiiiiiiiiisssss . . . oooooofffffffffffffffff!!!!!!!!!!

			


			It huffed and wheezed for a minute. “That was my ‘Please Piss Off’ song. Did you enjoy it?” 

			Ika raised his hand and nodded. 

			A scrawny branch pointed at him enthusiastically. The tree lifted its face and raised its jagged wooden nose in a pompous display of approval. “Ah, a lad of culture.” 

			Gira was much less impressed by the interruption. At least the tree had stopped their arguing. 

			It was a Beeky Tree, clearly. But what was a Beeky Tree doing growing in Belasefka’s cursed realm? Its eyes were curved slits, like two half-moons were kicked over. They glowed with an ominous lilac. Its mouth was thin, but long teeth of darker grey bark stuck out like sharp fangs. Its nose was short and curved upward. It looked like a piece of wood was ungracefully hacked at by a woodsman’s axe between its eyes, leaving that bit of wood peeling off. 

			“Thank God that’s over,” said Gira. “Kids . . . and rabbit . . . this is Anwes. He, as I’m sure you’ve guessed, is a very old and very annoying Beeky Tree. He likes to spend his time making incredibly terrible songs. I normally love Beekys. This one . . . not so much.”

			Anwes bowed, making several cracking pops from the back of his white wood. “Displeased to meet you.” 

			Chandi dared to speak to it. “Who are you? Why do you live here and why do you have that mark on you?” 

			Anwes did a little mocking shimmy with his trunk. “Well, aren’t you little miss ill-mannered. Those are all personal questions that I w—” 

			Gira sighed. “He grows here because he was taken by Don-Galaga from Beeky Mountain a few hundred years ago. He took the tree because the cursed realm we are standing in can only be maintained if a powerful source of Kanah, stemming right from Wenworld, remains at the core of the Purple Room. This Curse is obtained by following a certain blueprint. Beekys have a connection to Wenworld and Anwes happened to have an abnormally powerful amount of untapped Kanah. Don-Galaga took him from Beeky Mountain so he could create this Curse properly. 

			“There are objects or amulets that can also emulate Wenworld Kanah in a similar way, but Anwes’ link was too strong for Don-Galaga to pass up. He is the nucleus of this Curse. The Kanah radiating from Anwes helped me to attain some of my most powerful Curses. Training in a cursed room like this can help Oracles learn new abilities with much less physical and mental strain. The surrounding flow of Kanah smooths the process. That same method is going to help us find Kirga today. The bear paw mark is the evidence to the connection to the story I told you. The story of Migra.”  

			Anwes shivered from roots to highest branch. The very balance of the surrounding Kanah seemed to spasm with a miserable resentment. “Please don’t mention that little witch to me.” 

			“Have you met her?” asked Ika. 

			“No, he hasn’t,” answered Gira for him. “But, according to Anwes, the old sage from the story copied this Curse to create the Uma-Gibra, passing it on to Migra.” 

			“And it was an uncomfortable experience for me, let me tell you,” chimed the tree. 

			Chandi crossed her arms and puzzled. “Gira, Is Uma-Gibra a real thing or isn’t it?” 

			He shook his head dismissively. “Anwes swears that the original Curse, the one we now stand in, was replicated somehow by that sage. That is impossible. No Oracle possesses that ability. The stupid tree is pulling your leg. All Curses come from Sheltrona in origin. One does not simply make their own Curse.” 

			Anwes stuck out a branch that displaced a few smaller twigs to give the appearance of a middle finger waved at the back of Gira’s head. “That wicked sage could. I know what happened, Gira, you senseless pup! It was before you were even born! Don’t speak to me of things that occurred before your time! Where do you think I got this paw mark from? It was that repulsive Vedara.” 

			Gira ignored the Beeky but Chandi wasn’t as quick to dismiss him. “You met the Kensral from the story?” 

			Anwes made a coughing noise. “By story I assume you mean that urban legend about Migra and the village of Jahan. I absolutely did, little girl. Ugly brute, that one. The thing is, Migra wanted to enter this Curse, Bela-Gibra, to see if she could find out more about how to copy and create new and improved Curses like the sage did. He took Bela-Gibra and made a better version of it, one that doesn’t require a Kanah-medium like me. Migra wanted to learn this skill and figured I would have the answer to how that old sage pulled it off. I don’t even know how she managed to learn Bela-Gibra to meet me. But that sage’s power sparked a thirst in her.” 

			“He’s lying!” shouted Gira. “It’s impossible for any Oracle to just do that!” 

			“Shut your mouth, Gira, you dunce!” 

			Chandi saw Master Cinnamon smile. It must’ve felt nice to have somebody to team up on Gira with. 

			“Anyway,” said Anwes, “needless to say, the little brat brought Vedara with her. I insisted that I had no idea how the sage copied this Curse to make his own. Vedara, willed by Migra’s rage . . . well . . . he killed me with one strike. Little did he know that Beeky’s souls remain after the passing of their tree. Jerk.” 

			When Keji stepped closer, Pattamis called out, “What did this sage look like? What species was he? Was he human?” 

			Anwes raised a thin eyebrow of fleecy bark, product of a slim line of moss. “Is that a talking hat?” 

			Pattamis sighed. “Just answer the question!” 

			Anwes shrugged the two branches nearest his face. “I never actually saw his face. It was always shrouded in the darkness of his hooded robe. He just studied me from afar, and somehow that was enough.” 

			“Stop this,” Gira said. “They don’t need to hear your stupid stories. I don’t know how much of your story is true, but there is no way that an Oracle can create new Curses!” 

			Anwes spat rotted sap Gira’s way. “Yeah, I guess I just got this tattooed on me cause it looks cool. The proof is right on my bark, you bungling dullard!” 

			Gira, ignoring Anwes, pulled out the three books he was storing away and placed two of them in Chandi and Ika’s hands. Gira held onto the main Curse they visited Sheltrona for, Kima Dollora. “In this book will be the secret to tracing the previous caster’s Kanah and tracking him. We can see exactly where Kirga is going.” 

			Anwes choked on sap. “Did you say Kirga? Like, the Genmaga?” 

			Gira continued to ignore him. 

			Master Cinnamon nodded to the Beeky.

			“You guys are something else,” said Anwes with a laugh. “What is it with Oracles and chasing myths?”  

			I have a question,” said Ika. “How come you don’t have an accent like Booka and Snooka?”

			Anwes snorted. “Booka and Snooka? You mean from Beeky Valley? Weren’t you listening to Gira, lad, I’m from Beeky Mountain, in the northeast. We are a much more civilized lot. Don’t ever forget it.”

			Ika hummed in appreciation.

			Gira made no effort to resume a conversation with Anwes. It was time to train. The following ten hours within Bela-Gibra were dedicated to the kids learning their new Curses, as well as Gira attempting to unlock the secrets of Kima Dollora, poring over the text endlessly. There was also the added task of knowing how to track the exact user they were searching for. Wenworld was a big place and there was no telling if another Oracle across the world had the same Curse in their arsenal. Gira needed to know if there was some trace residue he could follow for Kirga’s man. He didn’t have the time to learn the Curse himself. Even next to Anwes that would take him at least a few months. 

			With Master Cinnamon’s guidance and Anwes’ natural Kanah, the kids picked up on their Curses far quicker than Gira was expecting them to. Meanwhile, Keji and Pattamis were allowed a much-needed naptime in Cinnamon’s secret mansion. While the others trained and studied without a blink, the Prince and his hat were snug in Cinnamon’s bed. 

			Everyone still remaining was hard at work. Even Anwes helped in his own way by harnessing his Kanah to steady the flow of Ika and Chandi’s. Cinnamon, Chandi, Ika, and now the ancient Beeky all spoke the Agdis Citkanah initiation words and began the Curse process for their new acquirements. Anwes made more than a couple rude comments about their technique, but was for the most part helpful.  

			Ika’s new Curse was Drassa Jija. It granted him a few different skills. He could now summon a small orb that would hover near his body. This orb allowed Ika to tap into three separate enhancements. The colour began as black, which, when remaining on this colour, would feed Ika a boost in all defensive Curses. If Ika attempted to use a defense technique while the Drassa Jija was still black, the protection would be almost twice as effective. If the orb changed to the colour red, Ika’s physical attributes would be doubled. His punches would shatter bone and his kicks would crumble rock. If the orb changed to its third colour, pink, then Ika would be gifted with blinding physical speed. He would be capable of moving six times his average speed. 

			Ika learned more rules about the Curse from its origin book the more he read through it. The Drassa Jija orb must be within three meters of the caster in order for its effects to be felt. The orb was quick enough to keep up with the pink speed, but if the enemy of the Oracle casting the Curse succeeded in removing the orb from that radius, the benefits would dissipate and the Curse could not be used again until the next Morphing. 

			Overall, the Curse was just as helpful as Gira suggested it would be. Ika was delighted with it once his training gave him the hang of handling it. The only thing that had Ika skeptical was the fact that he had no control over what colour the orb would be at any given time, nor when it would change to another. It started as black but would change on its own whim and to a random colour. During his training he watched it change to red after twenty seconds, then back to black in five minutes, then to pink in ten minutes, then back to red in twelve seconds. It was utterly unsystematic. This was a little jarring and took some getting used to.

			Chandi’s new Curse was Umanja. When Umanja was cast, it would summon a small, ethereal orange monkey. At first, Chandi was quite put off by this. She knew of Conjuring Curses but a small monkey did not strike her as very effective in a fight. As she trained and mediated on the ability while also reading through the details in the book, she learned that this furry little creature acted as an offensive sabotage. The Conjuring Curse was based from a real breed of monkey in the far south that went by the same name. 

			The Umanja Monkey, if latched onto an Oracle, will drain the Kanah from them and prevent them from using any Curses themselves. The real creatures do this purely out of affection. It is seen as an endearing attribute of theirs to hug anyone who enters their jungles. The Curse makes use of the debilitating aspects of their hidden trick. If Chandi’s Summon hugs her enemy, they will be unable to cast any Curses or fight back in seemingly any way. It is the perfect Curse for a team of Oracles. With Ika fighting by her side, he can deliver the final blow on any opponent while Chandi’s Summon weakens them. 

			Both students were happy with what Gira had picked up for them. However, they realized now why they would never have been able to just learn all the Curses they could get their hands on. Even in Belasefka’s training realm, which existed to make learning Curses easier, and with the assistance of a Beeky Tree at least five hundred years old, it took them a hard-pressed ten hours to obtain one Curse each. They had done as much as their Kanahs and bodies respectively would let them. Every hour they trained was another hour Kirga strayed from their reach.

			Finally, after a full sleepless night had passed in the outside world, Gira brought them all some encouraging news. “I’ve got it,” he said, pointing feverishly to a singled-out page in the Kima Dollora’s origin manuscript. “I’ve figured out how we can trail the filtrate Kanah of the Curse back to Kirga’s newest lackey. All it takes is a Trammali Tracing Ritual following the guidelines in these pages. It must be performed by myself and Cinnamon, though. It requires two Oracles with our levels of Kanah being the barest minimum acceptable.” 

			Master Cinnamon jumped up from his lazily prone position and flipped his staff a few times in his paw. Chandi and Ika were barely keeping their eyes open, sprawled on the invisible floor. Chandi faintly recalled a passage or two she read about Trammalia and the way the Trammali people manipulate Kanah. This ritual rang some bells. She knew only that it required a Kanah-ink pattern similar to the one used in Agdis Citkanah, but the Curse or Jinx that the Oracle is trying to trace must be placed in the middle of the complicated design and mediated on for several hours. Even then it wasn’t a guarantee that a trace could be made of the caster’s lingering Kanah. If the Oracles performing the ritual weren’t skilled enough, then the process would yield no benefits. She hoped they could put aside their differences and pull it off. 

			“Perfect,” said Cinnamon, “then let’s get cracking.” He glanced back at his half-dead apprentices. “You two head into the Gritka and get some rest. There are a few extra beds so you don’t have to worry about the Prince taking the only one. A Trammali Tracing Ritual takes time, and if you kids are truly about to face your opponents . . . you’ll need the rest beforehand. Go on.” 

			There was something about the tone of Master Cinnamon’s voice accompanied by the look that he and Gira shared that made Chandi wary. She was too tired to think any further on it. She sluggishly followed Ika who already had sleep on his mind. 

			“Wait!” 

			They turned, Ika much slower, to see Gira walking determinedly up to the two of them. He placed one hand on each of their shoulders, reaching to snag Ika who was a foot ahead, and brought them close to him. 

			“I’d like to say a few things to you.” 

			The sound of his voice was making Chandi even more guarded. 

			“I haven’t yet said this but should’ve a long time ago, and as many times as you both needed to hear it.” He paused. “I want you both to know how proud I am of you. I`ve carried you on my back when you were too young to walk. I’ve read you both to sleep when you were scared of monsters in your closet. And I was there for you when you went through the darkest times in your lives, the very times that have led you here today.” 

			Chandi must’ve been so tired she was hallucinating. It looked like Gira’s eyes were on the verge of watering. No way.

			“I love you both, is all I’m trying to say. I know you’ll be all right.” 

			Ika and Chandi looked at each other in uncomfortable misunderstanding. 

			“Now go on, get some rest. Cinnamon will come and get you once we have tracked down our Apostle. Go on!” He jostled them back toward the Gritka. 

			Something was off. 

			She could barely keep her legs steady and the lids of her eyes were heavier than she could manage. No matter how fatigued and delirious she might be, that glisten of water in Gira’s eyes made her feel very strange. It was rare for him to get emotional like that. She decided to trust both him and Master, and get some rest. Ika appeared too exhausted and slothful to even raise a finger about it. She had a feeling Ika didn’t see the same trace of a tear as she did. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 30: Held By the Collar

			[image: ]

			Ika woke feeling positively brilliant. Sleeping in the massive king-sized bed Master Cinnamon had in a guest room gifted the boy the best sleep of his life. The harder one trained, the heavier one slept, as they say. 

			The room he woke in was equally as beautiful as the decor of the rest of the mansion. It still amazed Ika that it all existed on a little island within a glorified backpack. The sheets were so soft it was as if he was lying on thin clouds, hours before a spring rain. They were a light and gentle white. The covers he was snug underneath were thick with warm black cotton of some extraneous design. The lamps in the room displayed balls of placid, golden Kanah orbs and the walls were painted with untarnished silver. 

			He got from his bed, overextended his overworked back—which now felt as lissom as the day he set out from Turquoise Town—and walked out into the hallway. In typical fashion, the rest of the secret house was just as absurdly exotic as the rooms. Ika wondered if he overslept and Chandi was taking this time to work in some more training. The backyard where he trained with Gira would be the perfect spot to do so. 

			He walked to a long window at the end of the hallway. He lifted it up and felt the somehow fresh air of the enclosed hideout. How there could be a breeze inside a giant pot was beyond him. He attempted to stick his head out but was resisted by an invisible surge of energy. 

			It threw his head back, nearly breaking his neck, causing him to fall on his behind. “Ummmmm . . .” This was an odd way to wake up. What was happening? Why couldn’t he put his head outside the window? He got up and pursed his lip. “Let’s try this again. Be nice now!” He inched an extended hand toward the open area of the window, trying to pass his fingers out from the windowsill. Yet again his body was denied exit. This time his arm jerked back so fast he smacked himself in the face. He pinched his nose as blood trickled down. “What the hell?” 

			He could hear a frantic thundering of footsteps from below him. 

			“IKA!” 

			It was Chandi’s voice. Now he had escalated from annoyed to worried. “I’m up here!” 

			She, followed by Keji with Pattamis snug on his small head, came roaring up the staircase. 

			“For some reason we can’t lea—” She paused. “Why are you pinching your nose?” 

			Ika gave them an offended glare from above his hand, feeling inwardly embarrassed. “Is that really what’s most important at the moment?” 

			Chandi looked back to the Prince, who shrugged in response. She shook her head and carried on. “Anyway, we’ve been trying to get out of here for a while but nothing is working. I’ve been shouting for you but this house is so big I didn’t even know where to look. You didn’t tell me what room you were sleeping in.” 

			Ika, still pinching his nose, looked at the open window again. “How long have we all been asleep?” he asked nasally.

			“Keji says he woke up way before we did and has been exploring the mansion. He didn’t try to actually leave until I woke up. He went back to sleep, assuming everything was normal. It’s not! He says we’ve been in here for at least two days.” 

			“TWO DAYS!” Ika yelled. 

			Pattamis sucked in a pitying breath. “Yep. Sorry, kid. I don’t know much about Trammali Tracing Rituals but I think it’s safe to say your rabbit friend isn’t coming back to get us. Looks like we’re stuck in here until you three resort to eating each other like filthy animals. Being a hat, I have no stomach, so I’ll be all right. Sucks for you, though.” 

			None of this made any sense. Why would Cinnamon just absentmindedly leave them in his own hideout? Two full days? There’s no way he was still out there meditating with Uncle Gira. And even if he was, what sort of Kanah was keeping them within the mansion? Why would Cinnamon not want them to leave? A horrifying answer made itself clear in his head. 

			Chandi fidgeted when she spotted his face. “What? What’s wrong?” she asked. 

			The realization of what was happening hit Ika with the subtlety of a sledgehammer to the chin. “We need to get out of this house. Now!” 

			He ran passed them and bolted down the stairs with reckless abandon. They followed him into the long main hallway of the mansion, floored with a light golden rug that stretched from the entrance door to the living room. Ika ran to the white door and opened it, sticking his hand out gently only to have it pushed back into his chest. 

			“I’ve already tried there,” said Chandi. “There’s no way for us to get out. Now, will you tell me what is freaking you out so much?” 

			Ika ran his hands through his hair and pulled at the ends. One hand on the bright orange side and another through the shining white. 

			“Ika, look at me!” 

			He turned around heatedly, smashing the side of his fist against the wall as he did. Kanah was infused into the house, making the blow cause no visible damage. “Uncle Gira lied to me!” he shouted down the hallway at her. She looked confused, almost as much as Keji and Pattamis. “He was never going to let me fight Kirga! He was never going to let you fight Wriliara! Now that they know how to track the Curse back to him, Gira and Cinnamon are going to fight Kirga and the Apostles by themselves! They’ve trapped us in here until the fight is over, don’t you get it?” 

			Chandi’s complexion went pale. Betrayed was the best way to describe the glint in her eye. “He promised us. This is what we have to do. He knows that. He said so himself!” Disbelief cracked her voice. 

			Ika slammed his hand on the wall again. “You’re smarter than that, Chandi! Don’t play dumb! We’re just kids in their eyes. In everyone’s eyes!” 

			Ika was so sick of being treated like a weakling. Nobody his age could be at the level he was as an Oracle. He was stronger than the world gave him credit for. When did those two sort this out, though? They hated each other. As his numb hand drooped to his side, he recalled the deciding moment. Back when they all escaped Grematorga and they finally reunited with their master, Gira asked to speak privately with Cinnamon. Of course, how could he be so stupid? He knew something was odd about that. Uncle Gira must’ve made some sort of deal with Cinnamon to trap him and Chandi in the hideout when the time to find Kirga came. 

			He felt a mixture of fury and a sad desire to just give up. His fire was fading, thinking of the fact that the deciding battle may already be over and they missed it. If so, how did it fair? Was Kirga killed? Were Uncle Gira and Cinnamon killed? Ika wanted Kirga one-on-one, and he knew Chandi wanted her fight to be personal as well. The thought of that fight occurring without him while he slept peacefully in bed—a bed probably Jinxed with some sort of prolonged healing slumber—brought the fire in him back, if only as a spark. 

			“No,” he said distantly. “You and I are getting out of here.”

			Ika made sure he and Chandi were standing in place for his bright idea. At the far end of the entrance hall, Ika and Chandi stood shoulder to shoulder with their fists held out in front of them. Ika’s right fist was clenched hard while Chandi’s left was up against it. 

			“Here’s the plan,” said Ika. “We are going to gather as much Kanah as we can, go full speed at that entrance, and punch our way through whatever barrier this is. If we use all the possible Kanah we are capable of expelling and blast it at the same exact time, then we should be able to get out of here.” 

			The Prince and his hat watched from behind the wall of one of the few large kitchens Cinnamon had in the mansion. 

			Pattamis coughed fretfully. “I’d like to be the first one to officially put it out there that this is a dumb idea!” 

			They both ignored the hat’s warning. 

			Chandi’s eyebrows were slant in a shared anger. She had been waiting to get her revenge for even longer than Ika had. Kirga’s strongest Apostle devastated her life before she met Ika. The wounds were shared and they were deep. Ika would never forgive Gira if all was said and done before they met their adversaries and looked them in the eyes for the last time. 

			As the dark and fuming black of Ika’s Kanah and the light and vibrant white of Chandi’s Kanah mingled and swirled around each other flirtatiously, Ika came to realize what was happening with the mansion. His Kanah was weaker. He could feel that right away. “It’s not a Jinx,” he said. He assumed whatever friend of Cinnamon’s that had Jinxed the Gritka had also Jinxed the whole house, but this was not the case. 

			“What?” said Chandi. 

			“Our Kanah is being drained from us while we are in here. That makes this a Curse, not a Jinx. Cinnamon has cursed the mansion to keep us inside. Our attacks will be weaker.” He was a little shocked that she hadn’t picked up on that as quickly as he had. Clearly her emotions were just as muddled, if not more so than his. 

			“You’re right,” she said glumly. 

			Ika flexed his bent legs. “Nothing changes. We still put everything we’ve got at the door.” 

			Pattamis made a satirically impatient groan from where Keji was hiding. “This is even more evidence that this is a dumb idea. But hey . . . knock yourselves out. You’re probably literally going to do that anyway.”

			“Ready?” 

			Their heads were lowered and their fists were tight together. “Ready.” 

			They bent their legs even further to get the most power, and simultaneously took off at full speed toward the open doorway. The mingling of their energy was a beautiful sight that nearly lit up the entire house. Purple, black, gold, white, red, and blue churned and shined brilliantly as they charged, all of their emotion and resentment building in their attack. 

			“This is dumb!” said Pattamis. 

			They grew closer. 

			“You’re both nitwits!” 

			Their Kanah glimmered with their ambition. 

			“I can’t watch!” 

			They let out a cry of determination together. 

			“Yet I’m still watching!” 

			They reached the doorframe, yelling out victoriously as their fists pushed into the counteracting energy of the invisible barrier. It was like they were trying to overpower the resistance of a thousand rubber bands, stretching to fling them across the room. Unfortunately, in spite of all efforts and adjacent war cries, that’s precisely what happened. Ika and Chandi were flown back down the hall with three times the amount of force they were exuding on the barricade of Kanah. Ika bounced off the hallway wall, smashing a large mirror into shreds of long glass as he still soared through the air. Chandi soared higher and her upended feet broke through a hanging chandelier, shattering the sparkling silver glass into a trillion tiny pieces, raining down from above. 

			When they finally hit the ground, they slid across the golden carpet, the force of their bodies tearing it from the ground and wrapping it around their bodies. They looked like a gigantic, broken and bloody burrito left in the middle of a pile of fragmented glass. 

			“Wow,” said Pattamis. “That was even worse than I was expecting. Proper form, you two, proper form. If I had hands I would be sarcastically clapping for you.” 

			Ika struggled to hold back frustrated tears. He could still remember the day Kirga attacked Turquoise Town. The day he lost Genevieve. He saw that memory almost clearer now than he did in his sleep. He used to see it on his ceiling when on the cusp of sleep. He saw it vividly in the nightmares that were never far. He saw it every time the simplest thing reminded him of his sister. He saw that day everywhere, and would continue to see it, to be haunted by it, until he could confront the man who took her again; until he could get the revenge his sister and father deserved. He understood why Gira would want to be the one to do it. He understood the wounds that he also carried, the pain he must also feel and just how clearly he must also remember that day and the tragedy that came from it. But Ika so desperately needed it to be him, or to at least be present to see the light leave the Hellcat’s eyes. He felt he deserved that gratification. The fact that his own uncle, who he trusts more than anyone, would take that moment from him drove Ika dizzy with resentment. 

			With hopelessness and gloom in both their hearts, they freed themselves from the carpet burrito and dusted off. They had nothing to say to each other at that moment. What could they say? 

			As if the despair in them had drawn him in, a fuzzy little shadow with long pointy ears showed up in the center of the door. Everyone turned to face it. The Prince inched out of his hiding spot to get a better look. 

			A familiar voice spoke forlornly down the hall. “I’m sorry, you two. It was for your own good.” 

			Two big fluffy feet stepped forward and passed through the barrier with ease. No surprise, considering he was the one who cast it. Master Cinnamon stared them down from the entrance. “You guys probably aren’t very happy. But you’d be very dead if I let you go.” 

			Ika clenched his hands and grinded his teeth together. He needed answers. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 31: For Your Own Good
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			Seeing him now in plain sight, Chandi had never been angrier with Master than at that second. Ika took off immediately into a rant, as she expected he would. 

			“You promised me!” he yelled. “I saved your life and you swore you would train us to fight Kirga and his men! Now you’ve stabbed us both in the back. What do you care if we die, anyway? You’ve never even liked us!” 

			Cinnamon sighed. Chandi couldn’t gather the desire to join the squabble right now. 

			“If you truly believe that, you’re dumber than I thought.” 

			He walked closer. He looked exhausted. His fur was ruffled and his eyes were black and sagging around the edges; yet, even though he appeared beyond fatigued, he didn’t look like a rabbit who had just fought Kirga the Hellcat. 

			“I know we had a deal, kid, but your uncle was being very difficult about it. He gave me no choice. If I didn’t agree to lock you two in here when the time came . . . he would’ve sold me out to Don-Galaga. He would’ve given him my location and the secrets of the Gritka. That spells execution for me, Ika . . . death.” 

			This cold reminder did soften the hardened features of the boy’s face, though his voice still held its ire. “Let us go.” 

			Master Cinnamon shook his head slowly. “I can’t do that. This is the best outcome for all of us. Just stay here until all is said and done. You’ll thank me when you live to see another year.” 

			A dark recognition struck Chandi. “Wait a minute!” She stepped forward next to Ika. “If you’re here, then where is Gira?” 

			Ika looked to her with dread and confusion. It dawned on him as he turned back to Cinnamon. “Don’t tell me he’s out there fighting Kirga himself? Each Apostle, too? He’s alone!” 

			The rabbit’s bold brown eyes were soft with sympathy. “He wanted this, kid. Your uncle is a helluva strong Oracle. He can han—” 

			“No! He’s going to die out there. Let me out.” 

			“Can’t do that,” Cinnamon repeated indifferently. 

			Chandi watched as Ika’s Kanah rippled out of his chest with red dynamism. I knew you’d try it, she thought. This was another instance where the unspoken bond between them steered their actions. She knew what he was going to do and he knew she would back him up. If you’re going, then so am I. I guess it is our only option. “Last chance, Master,” said Chandi. 

			They were on the same page on this front and Cinnamon was aware of it. 

			“What you’re planning is a bad idea. Please don’t.” 

			Chandi’s Kanah burst out of every orifice in a bright and wavy green. She felt its power and its focus. 

			Without even having to glance at each other, they were off. The hallway became a blur, barreling toward their master with aggressive resolution. It looked like it was time for the students to test their hand against their teacher. It was time for them to see just how far their training had brought them. It was time for them, if Cinnamon wouldn’t move, to push through him. This is a narrow fighting space. Two against one, we have the upper hand in this environment. It will be difficult for Master to defend against us both. But what Curse to use?

			 Prince Keji gripped the edge of the kitchen doorframe in overriding horror. “Don’t do this, please!” he pleaded. “There’s no need to fight!” 

			Pattamis leaned over to catch a better view, nearly falling off of the Prince’s head. “This isn’t going to go well. These kids have a death wish, I swear.” 

			By the expression on Cinnamon’s face, he felt a similar way about their daring charge. He shook his head again and exhaled sadly. “Sorry, kids. I really am.” 

			Chandi flinched as white light exploded in an expanding pall around Cinnamon’s small body. She saw, in less time than the span of a blink, his big feet shoot him through the air right into them. 

			Black. 

			Darkness consumed her vision, and she remembered no more after that. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 32: The Things You Don’t Forget

			[image: ]

			Ika had no recollection of what took place after they rushed their master. All he saw was Cinnamon bend his strong legs, leap right at their heads, then unconsciousness took him. Now, God knows how much later, he woke with a terrible sting in his head. 

			He sat up and rubbed his eyes, taking in his new surroundings. He had been moved to a new location. They all had. Even Keji and Pattamis were stirring themselves awake in the corner of the room. The Prince’s trusty hat looked even crankier than usual. 

			The room was significantly less well-kept than the rest of the house. Ika’s first guess was that it was a basement. It was dark and grey. The walls were faded stone and the floor was a soft carpet of dirty crimson satin. The whole place was filthy, to put it kindly. The stone of the walls had vines crawling in and out from slim cracks. Even the carpet had patches of grey dust stippled about. It was cluttered with dusty adornments and curios that Cinnamon must not have wanted to be part of his upper décor. There were piles of old boxes filled with rubbish, stacked around like small forts of cardboard. 

			Ika shook the stars from his vison, getting up to check on Chandi. She only stood firmly once he had let her grab hold of his arm. 

			“Are you okay?” he asked. 

			She nodded slowly. “Well, I guess that answers the question of whether we had caught up to Master or not,” she teased. 

			He didn’t laugh, finding nothing humorous about that. “Yeah, I guess so.”  

			They took the time to make sure the Prince and Pattamis were unharmed too. 

			“What happened?” asked Keji, rubbing his eyes. 

			Ika spotted the only way out of the room: an open doorway situated to the left of where they were standing. He walked toward it. “One of the many Curses Cinnamon can use, I’m sure. We were out before an actual fight even began.” He brought his hand to the opening. It was repelled just as it would’ve been for the main entrance to the mansion. Locked in once more. 

			He bit hard on the inside of his cheek. Weak. The word Ika hated the most, yet the one that scratched at his ego most prevalently in these recent days. Was he? He knew in his heart that he was strong enough to fight Kirga, fifteen years old or ninety years old, he didn’t care. Was he a fool? He hoped that Cinnamon just happened to be that much stronger than Kirga. He hoped that Kirga wouldn’t get the drop on him as easily as the rabbit did. Judging by the King’s opinion of the Hellcat, obviously he didn’t think him very powerful. The Death Squad kept Cinnamon high on their list of wanted Oracles but Kirga was of no consequence. Ika prayed that the world wasn’t just underestimating the man. He couldn’t shake the memory of that Tredma Ilia that killed Wuta, and the pleas from Cinnamon for him and Chandi to turn around and forget about revenge. But the Gatekeeper was weakened significantly by addiction. Did that matter? 

			An incensed groan made Ika flinch. Everyone spun to pinpoint the noise. The sound came from a hill of old boxes amassed in the back left corner. Out from behind it came Cinnamon, stretching his legs and eyeing the kids aloofly. 

			He was taking a nap, lying in a pile of old robes, spilling out from a knocked over box at the top of the pile. “Looks like you’re finally awake. I took you all to my basement where you won’t break any more of my expensive things.” He looked at them with mock discontent.  “Sooo . . .” he cracked his back satisfactorily, “. . . what did we learn?” 

			Ika frowned up at his master. “I will never forgive you if something happens to my uncle out there.” 

			Cinnamon kicked the old robes into the box and set it upright. “Your uncle has trained with the Dalada, kid. I’m telling you he can handle Kirga and his goons.” 

			Ika was tempted to attack Cinnamon again but had learned his lesson this time. “What about Wuta? That Curse he used wasn’t something to underestimate, based on your reaction. You made it pretty clear to us how strong you thought Kirga was then?”

			Cinnamon jumped from the heap and landed before them, fierce in his obduracy. “I’ll admit I wasn’t expecting a Tredma Ilia like that. That takes a skilled Oracle to hold the Curse as he did; an Oracle too strong for you. Gira is known quite well for his own strength. Gira’s legacy survives on that strength. Kirga’s survives on myth and fairy tale. You’re just kids; your uncle is a grown Oracle. Don’t argue with me on this. You aren’t going anywhere. This isn’t a debate.” 

			Ika needed a new plan. He couldn’t stay in this basement. “Uncle Gira doesn’t seem to underestimate Kirga in the same way the Death Squad does. It seems like Uncle Gira is wary of what Kirga is capable of. Don’t you think there is a reason for that?”

			“This isn’t a debate,” Cinnamon repeated, “and yet there you stand, still debating me. Drop it, kid. You and Chandi aren’t leaving this basement. Don’t make me knock you out again.” 

			The idea came to Ika like a guiding flicker in a dark cave. He knew how they were going to escape. It was a long shot, though. Cinnamon would have to be entirely off guard for this to work. Ika brought his eyes to Chandi’s for a single second. That single second was all it took for Chandi to nod back in understanding. 

			There was one fact that stood prevalent in both of their minds: in order for them to escape the mansion and then escape the Gritka, Cinnamon’s Kanah needed to be subdued. They knew how this could be achieved, but also knew the chances of them achieving it.

			“You know,” Ika started, now taking his eyes from Chandi. “I never told you why I am obsessed with killing Kirga. I gave you the short version when our quest began, but I never really told you.”

			All of the soul and passion seemed to drain from Ika’s tone. He sounded defeated. Done with the fight. An act that he hoped would fool his master. 

			Cinnamon raised a paw. “Kid, you don’t have t—”

			“Apparently I do,” said Ika. “All I told you on the day I saved you from that damn fish was that Kirga killed my father and my sister Genevieve. I think it’s time I actually told the story.” 

			“Ika,” said Chandi, stepping forward. 

			He smiled at her. “Its fine, Chandi.” 

			He winked at her slyly. This was going to hurt, but it had to be believable to bring Cinnamon’s guard down. 

			He sighed. “I was only six years old when Kirga paid a visit to Turquoise Town and ruined my life for the second time—the first being before I was even born.” Cinnamon’s eyes pleaded for Ika to stop but the story continued. “It was a cold and quiet night. I loved those the most. My sister Genevieve was no fan of the cold, though. We used to bicker about leaving the window open to our shared room. She loved to bicker. It made her smile in the best way. There isn’t a single thing left in this world that can make me as happy as her smile once did.” His lip trembled. “She was a year older than me on that night. She was seven, Cinnamon. She was seven.” 

			The little rabbit sighed shakily. “Ika, you don’t have to do this. I’m sorry, all right? I get it. Trust me, I do. But . . .” 

			“Who could’ve known what was going to happen that night?” Ika went on, an old sadness gnawing at him. “I was so blissfully ignorant. I had no idea that tonight was going to be the worst night of my life. I had no idea that tonight was going to be the first time I saw my mother cry. You don’t forget these things no matter how young you were. You don’t forget what your screaming mother’s face looked like when she was holding her only daughter.” 

			“Ika . . .” 

			“Let me tell you how it started. Genevieve snapped at me to close the window because the draft was making her feet cold. We shared a room because she refused to be away from me. She would cry until my mom got fed up. We couldn’t be in separate rooms for more than five minutes at a time. If I happened to be in the bath for too long with mom, I distinctly remember hearing her bawling on the other side of the door until mom let her in, too.” He laughed quietly. “It’s funny how clearly you can remember some things.” 

			Chandi was crying now. She brought her arm to her face and dragged the fabric along her eyes. This was no act.

			“The only thing that stopped me from closing it was the fact that I saw a damned cat outside. But this was no ordinary cat. It was massive. I figured we were safe, being on the second floor and all. I was a fool.

			“A dark form flew into the room at blinding speed, knocking us down as it did. It had leaped from the ground, bent on hunting us particularly. That form rose to its full stature, standing on its hind legs. It was Kirga the Hellcat, in his famous cat state. His truest form. Seeing that massive black creature, like a seven-foot tiger without the stripes, with glowing white eyes as empty as death itself . . . it frightened us too much to utter a scream for help. We just gaped at it.”

			Cinnamon listened intently, brown eyes fixed on Ika. His guard was well and truly down. Chandi still looked scared for Ika—with him having to repeat this story—but Ika could tell she was ready to move on the right moment. It wasn’t quite yet. Every word wounded Ika’s heart but it still wasn’t yet. 

			“Genevieve was shaking horribly. I probably was too, though I can’t remember. I just remember being numb. It was like a playground horror story had come alive to snatch us away. Can you guess what that does to a child’s mind?” He didn’t wait for any answer. “Kirga had his attention fixed on my sister.” 

			The tears still fell down Chandi’s cheeks. Cinnamon’s face made it clear he didn’t want to hear it. Ika didn’t care. 

			“Do you know what happened next to that seven-year-old girl?” 

			Keji and Pattamis were frozen, entranced by the story they weren’t sure they wanted to hear. 

			The silence was not an invitation to carry on, but Ika took it as such regardless. “I assume you know what the Hellcat is rumored to be capable of doing in all the stories surrounding Kirga?” 

			He gave one last look at Chandi to let her know that this was it. It was now or never. This needed to work. 

			“He opened his massive mouth down at my sister’s head. It looked like he had completely unhinged his jaw, it opened so wide. Then a white, blinding light mixed with grey smoke escaped Kirga’s mouth. And, without even a chance for me to say a word to my sister . . . without a chance for me to tell her how much I loved her or was going to miss her . . .” 

			“I know what he does, Ika, please just stop.” 

			“He began draining her of all life.” 

			“I’ve heard how the story goes.” 

			“Oh, it’s no story, Cinnamon. He consumed her soul.” 

			The weight of his words mixed with the frailty of his tone summoned another silence. 

			“I watched the light and soul leave Genevieve’s eyes as her body slumped to the ground. Kirga was gone in seconds and I was left with my sorrow. You should’ve seen my mother’s face when she eventually ran in, only after I started screaming and crying. And that acceptance of the situation could’ve taken hours for all I can remember. You should’ve heard her scream when she saw the body, skin pale as paper, beautiful hazel eyes rolled back.” 

			“Enough!” 

			Ika fell to one knee and broke into a convincing sob. This was the only part of his display that was truly an act. Chandi’s tears were far more genuine. He hated seeing her get upset for him. He felt guilty about it, but it was necessary.  

			I’ve never been very good at this next part. Maybe some weaknesses can be strengths in the strangest of times. 

			Ika clutched his chest as if the sorrow was too much for him. Chandi had helped him with meditation, but he still wasn’t a master under any pressure. 

			Cinnamon ran forward to check on the boy. He kneeled over to see why Ika was gripping his chest. “Are you okay, kid? Just breathe for a . . .” He inspected closer, squinting suspiciously. “What is th—” 

			Ika straightened his back only slightly to reveal what he was hiding. A built-up collection of purple Kanah he was attempting to focus flashed brilliantly. All the Kanah from his toes brought rising through his fingers was gathered quickly into that focal point. Ika was never as good as Chandi at meditation. It usually ended the same way. 

			BANG! His Kanah exploded, causing a deep pain in his chest but also sending forth a blazing flash that disoriented the unprepared Wenny Rabbit. 

			Chandi came around, without a second’s delay, rushing at the confused and dazed rabbit. His brown fur was frizzy and puffy from the static of the purple Kanah. 

			“Umanja!” she yelled. 

			Her words summoned her ethereal monkey, orange and excited, jumping at Cinnamon. It latched onto his back. The creature was roughly the same size as him, hindering his mobility as well as his Aura. Everyone in the basement watched as white and blue Kanah was sucked from Cinnamon—and even sucked from the very walls of the mansion—into the Umanja. 

			“Now! Run!” Ika sprinted past Cinnamon toward the exit door. 

			Chandi, Keji, and naturally Pattamis followed. 

			Cinnamon, now recovering from the flash in his eyes, shouted at their backs. “Ika, Chandi, STOP! You don’t know what you’re doing, you idiots! You aren’t ready! HE’S GOING TO KILL YOU!” 

			Each of them ignored his wails as they ran up the stairs, through a few of the lower hallways—Chandi at the lead—and back into the mansion hall they trashed earlier. They paid no mind to the shattered glass or the derelict carpet. They ran straight for that front door. Each step brought them closer to escape. 

			Ika held his breath, begging internally that they would not be met by yet another barrier. Meamara, if in some miracle you’re listening to a worthless kid like me . . . please let us out of here. Don’t make me lose my uncle too. Closer and closer they ran. Let us make it in time to whatever fight is going down, or is about to go down. I need this. We both need this. And don’t let the Prince come to any harm. The poor kid has been through enough. 

			With one final shared leap by all, and one ultimately girlish shriek by Pattamis . . . they were out. They were free from the mansion, with Cinnamon now left behind them, angrily stewing in his own trap.

		

	
		
			Chapter 33: Nothing Ventured Nothing Lost, Either
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			In the lonely ominous dark of the swirling purple waves of Kanah, Anwes the Beeky Tree hummed and sang to himself; himself being the only company he needed, of course. 

			


			Boy oh boy, I’m tellin ya I’m the best,

			Best Beeky around, I’ll sing it from the chest!

			Everyone else sucks, I swear it’s true,

			I’m better than you, hard pill to chew!

			


			“Hang on!” he used a crooked branch to scratch his bark face. “No, no, no, you don’t chew pills you swallow them. Get your head in the game, Anwes, you have a reputation to uphold!” 

			As he was pondering his unfathomable greatness and treeish beauty, three kids and a pointy blue hat with a face all shot out from the dusty old Gritka left lying in the middle of Bela-Gibra, the cursed realm. 

			“WOAH!” yelled the Beeky. “Give a tree a warning, you little farts. Silent but deadly, indeed! You scared the sap out of me!” 

			Chandi hit the ground with the best balance of the three. She walked toward Anwes and stood firmly in front of him, her face furrowed and stern. Being stuck in that mansion with Cinnamon had her in a sullen state of hopelessness and pessimism. Now that Ika had orchestrated a plan out and it succeeded, her drive to find Wriliara—who was so close she could feel his blood on her hands—had come back with full force. If they moved quickly, their goal may not yet be out of reach. 

			“Where did Gira go? Where did the ritual lead them to?” 

			Getting out of the Gritka, even after escaping the mansion, required a nifty trick. A beam must usually be summoned by Cinnamon in order to take a guest out of the pottery. Ika made up for their lack of authorization by using his new Curse, Drassa Jija, to help them get out. He summoned the small orb of Kanah for the first time, waiting for it to change to red, granting him a boost in physical strength. He was strong enough for Chandi and Keji to climb on his back, jumping upwards and out of the Gritka, returning them all to normal size. 

			Chandi was ready for an argument from Anwes when it came to Gira’s location. She was ready, if need be, to force an answer from the ancient tree. What she got was zero resistance whatsoever. 

			“Pfffft, sure, no bark off my back. They talked over their little scheme of locking you three up while you were in there. I’ve never liked Gira, and that rabbit is a little on the testy side, so I have no desire to cover for them.” 

			Ika joined her side. She could feel his heated breath. 

			She tapped the back of her hand against his and whispered. “We’re out now,” she said. “We’ll get there, trust me. I need you to relax until then.” 

			She knew he would be fuming and ready to fight, but Ika’s clenched fists were drawing his own blood, trickling down the side of his palm. Having to listen to him retell the most painful moment of his life had blighted Chandi. She didn’t blame him for being hasty, but they needed to be smart.

			He relaxed at her words. “You’re right. I’m okay.” 

			Chandi nodded to Anwes, signalling they were ready to hear where Gira had set off to. 

			“The man you guys are looking for is camping out at a place called Florian Tower. Whatever group he is a part of hadn’t moved from that spot in a while. Using the cloaking Curse they had, which I also overheard, must’ve taken a lot out of the Oracle who casted it. My guess is that they’re weak right now and recuperating at the post. Now would be your chance, kiddies.” 

			Chandi could hardly contain her building exhilaration blended with bottled fear. She felt better having Ika by her side but was nonetheless shaken. “How do we get there from Kanakon? Actually, how do we get out of this Curse first?” 

			Anwes pointed a branch to a few feet in front of him. “Since all of you are attempting to leave, all you have to do is link hands; stand over there, where I will be kind enough to make a circle of white Kanah for you, and just speak the same password you used to get in.” 

			Chandi remembered the word that Gira spoke when at the statue of Alistair Morga. She knew she had to rely on herself when it came t— 

			“Lessroperma. Got it,” said Ika purposefully. 

			Chandi blinked in shock at him as he walked over to the place Anwes specified. 

			“You coming or not?” 

			She said nothing, but scurried to his side. Keji walked up and grabbed her hand, reaching out to then take Ika’s. 

			“Good luck with the chase. Now hurry up and scat, I’m working on my next masterpiece.” 

			The fiery white circle formed around them. Chandi reached to clasp onto Ika. She noticed his hand was sweaty and slightly shaking. “And once we’re out . . . what’s the fastest way for us to get to Florian Tower?” 

			A crackling sigh came from the Beeky. “It’s sixty miles northeast of the city. The tower was once a meeting point for the Dalada. They haven’t used it in ages but there is a way to get there quickly, right from within the city. Even Gira doesn’t know it. I never told him because, as I said, I’m no fan of the guy. The idea of making him walk all the way there tickled me. It’s been close to two days since he left, so you better move your butts. There’s a house just behind Cebrumbala Tower in the center of the city. It’s an old dusty home but it’s shaped like a giant boot so you can’t miss it. Mind the old lady who lives there, though. Belasefka has brought her here to train before. She’s got . . . quite the attitude. I like her, if that tells you enough. ” 

			“A what?” said Pattamis, ignoring his other comments. “So we’ve got singing trees and old ladies who live in boots, but everybody gets in a tizzy about a talking hat? I hate you all.” 

			Anwes, like he didn’t even hear him, went on. “There should still be an old Rune drawn on the stone table in the main living room. The old lady who lives there was an associate of the Dalada’s. Even if they haven’t used the site in over a decade, she wouldn’t remove the Rune from that table. Most likely because she couldn’t even if she wanted to.” 

			Chandi nodded again. 

			“Place your hands on the Rune. Because the Prince famously has no Kanah, he’ll have to place his hands on one of your shoulders. Once you’ve handled that much, just channel your Kanah into the Rune and say . . . Hilliabra, and you’ll be there in a literal flash. Happy trails.” 

			“Got it. Thank you,” said Ika. “You ready?” 

			Chandi nodded, as did the Prince. She could tell he was really just asking her, though. 

			“Then here we go.” He took a breath. “. . . Lessroperma.” 

			The circle raised a wall of curved light around them. As her vison faded and the cursed room looked like it was growing father and farther away, Chandi could hear Anwes’ voice one final time. 

			“Have fun dying. That Genmaga is going to eat you all alive. HAHAHAHAHA!” 

			Her hands now shook just as Ika’s were. The time was really approaching. It wasn’t a dream.  

			She slipped on the wet patch of stone she landed on. The transition back to Kanakon was in the blink of an eye. She had to brace herself on the base of Alistair Morga’s emerald statue. Ika was already taking off down the street.

			“Let’s go!” he called over his back. “We need to run all the way back to Cebrumbala Tower. We better move fast!” 

			She clenched her fist again, the fervour for a fight returning to her. She grabbed Keji by the hand and pulled him along as they ran, moving out gradually from the lonely street and passing into more inhabited alley markets. It was most likely midday based on the puissance of the high-hanging sun. 

			Ika’s movement through the Kanakonian crowds was too rash for the good of the group. 

			“Ika, hang on!” she shouted, running next to the gasping prince. The boy still attracted odd looks from everyone even as they blitzed by. 

			“Sorry,” he said, slowing down and shoving a few people out of their path. 

			They continued at a similar pace. 

			“What do you think will happen when we get there? Will the fight be over or just started? Or will we walk in right at the middle of the party?” asked Pattamis, throwing in his own nervousness. 

			Chandi knew what outcome she wished for. She felt it pulsing in her veins. “Whatever happens, Wriliara better be there and be alive. I’m taking him myself.” 

			Ika nodded as they jogged. “I feel the same. Kirga has to be mine.” 

			Pattamis only breathed out steadily. “You two are the strangest kids I’ve ever met.”

			Getting to Cebrumbala from Alistair’s statue proved to be no meager sprint. They were running for at least forty minutes, only taking a few breaks in the beginning so the Prince could catch his breath. It didn’t feel this long during their first walk, not being in nearly as much of a hurry. Chandi did feel bad for Keji. A boy of his age shouldn’t be forced to run a marathon, let alone through a sea of people who hated him. 

			“Don’t worry about me,” he had said sweetly each time she checked on him. “I’m just sorry I’m slowing us down.” 

			She desperately wanted to reach Wriliara and couldn’t deny she was getting frustrated by his lack of haste, but she would never voice that to him or make him feel in any way a burden. “Let us know if it’s too much,” she had said in return each time. 

			Pattamis gave them both at least ten earfuls in the time they sprinted. She thought of suggesting he leave their company but didn’t have the courage to send the Prince away. Luckily for her, Ika took on the responsibility of carrying Keji on his back, allowing them to run faster. She could tell that Keji was glad he wouldn’t slow them down enough to be abandoned. Deep in his soft blue eyes she could see that just being in the company of people who weren’t nauseated by him was bringing him so much joy. He was having actual fun with them. 

			She remembered Keji wearing a simple childish smile as they made their way through Sheltrona, especially when he got to ride in a kangaroo’s pouch. He even found Cinnamon’s hidden mansion a delight for the time he was there. But what would he do when the time to fight came? He was just a boy. A boy with no Kanah.

			“There’s the tower,” said Pattamis. 

			Since Cebrumbala Tower was the tallest manmade structure in the world, it could be seen from every inch of the entire city. His obvious comment was meant to let them know the entrance doors were at least visible now. 

			Ika took a moment to catch his breath. Keji was clenching tightly to him. He stated multiple times that he didn’t mind running but Ika refused to let him do so, no questions asked. After carrying Master’s Gritka for so long, Chandi was sure he would be able to handle the added weight of a small boy. Though, since they were supposedly here, he slowly set the boy down and caught his breath. “The place we’re looking for should be just behind Cebrumbala, if Anwes wasn’t toying with us.” 

			Chandi surveyed the circling houses around the main tower. “Then let’s go,” she said. “Are you okay, Ika?” 

			He had regained his breath from the long run. “Yes. Let’s go.” 

			Chandi couldn’t pull her eyes off of The Stairs of Galaga as they passed around it. It was always a noteworthy spectacle. The endless stars and constellations within were the zenith of natural magnificence. She had to actually dedicate a part of her mental energy to tearing her eyes from it as they ran all the way around the wide tower. 

			When they reached the opposite end, they were met by a line of housing complexes with homes of varying heights and styles. They looked significantly less mundane than those at the front portion of Cebrumbala Tower. Some houses were made of stone and carved in the shapes of various letters in the original Edamirin script; some other homes were made from sparkling diamond and were styled in the likeness of a pyramid. The streets that ran behind the tower made it a little more believable that the house they were searching for just happened to be giant footwear. 

			Chandi was continually shown that her research back home had painted little to nothing of the picture of the world beyond. It was a far stranger and bigger place than at times she was ready for. Now new and extraordinary things were becoming expected. How could one possibly know everything in the world, after all? What kind of world would that then be? 

			“How do we find our house?” said Keji. 

			Ika pointed to the far-left end of the unconventional row of complexes. “Well, considering that over there appears to match the description of our boot . . . I’d say that would be it.” 

			He wasn’t lying. At the end of a lane of farcically bizarre structures—next to the open lane for citizens to exit the complex—was a colossal boot, glossy with leather and completed with windows and a front door. They ran now to stand at the bucolic flagstone path that led right to that front door. 

			Anwes was annoying, but apparently he was no liar. What they beheld was a massive red gumboot, covered in dirt and crusted mud. There was a mailbox just behind the wooden gate that surrounded the yard. Ika pushed open the gate and waltzed forward without pause. 

			Chandi peeked at the mailbox as they passed. A small sign hung underneath it. 

			‘Home of Lilly Cloudborn. If it’s not an emergency, turn around.’ 

			When she looked onward again, Ika was already banging on the front door, an average rectangular wooden plank cut into the side of the boot. 

			He kept banging until a shrill voice called from within. “No, I don’t have a moment to talk about our lord and saviour, Meamara. Go away!” 

			He looked at Chandi, aggravated. 

			She resumed the aggressive knocking in his place. “We were told by Anwes the Beeky Tree that you can help get us to Florian Tower as quickly as possible. We need your help!” 

			No yell came back this time. With no shuffle of the feet or clanking of items, with no sound whatsoever to warn of her approach, the door opened inwards to reveal an old woman staring down at them. She was taller than Chandi was expecting. She figured old people were always short, but Lilly was very likely even taller than Gira. She certainly loomed over them. Though, that wasn’t saying much considering their age. They still had growing yet to do. 

			Her skin was sagging so low it looked like it may have been melting from her skull. Her eyes were a hazy orange colour. They reminded Chandi of King Stultis, which was no good thing. Spindly black hair rested on her shoulders, longer down the right than the left. She was wearing a short burgundy dress with puffy ruffles over the shoulders. Tattoos lined her craggy chest and ran down her forearms. Lilly was decorated by black ink with various ancient patterns Chandi wasn’t familiar with. She also noticed a bright red ink twirling up her calves. Clearly a Runeworker, like Sammy. 

			“Anwes?” said Lilly, blowing smoke from the side of her mouth. 

			She had a long Porshallan cigarette between the bony fingers of her right hand. 

			“Yes. Are you Lilly Cloudborn?” Chandi asked firmly. “We are in a great rush.” 

			Lilly took another drag and blew the smoke over their heads. Her face scrunched up when she noticed the Prince was in their company. “Keji Aberdam. Look at that.” She spit to the side, into the grass growing around the large boot. “I may have considered helping you out, especially since Anwes is vouching for you . . . until I saw his Highness, of course.” 

			Keji lowered his head sadly.

			Ika clenched his fists. Pattamis had luckily gone back into sleep mode, or he surely would’ve made his own thoughts known. 

			Chandi spoke speedily to avoid Ika saying something rude and ruining their chances of her assistance. “Please, we won’t waste your time for long. We just need passage using your Rune and you will never hear from us again.” 

			“Why?” the old woman grunted back. 

			“Someone very close to us is in danger and we need to help him!” 

			Lilly studied the group with a pitying smile. Her teeth were sharp and broken along the bottom row. “You? You two are no more than ten, I’d bet. What can you do?” 

			Chandi watched Ika’s fist grow whiter. 

			“We’re fifteen. And what does it matter to you if we stand a chance or not? Just let us get to where we need to go.”

			Lilly took a few seconds to study them again, leaned over to glance around the neighbourhood—as if checking for nosy eyes—and stepped aside. “Get in. I’m only doing this for Anwes. He has helped me through a lot in my younger years. If you two want to die and bring the useless prince along with you, be my guest.” 

			They stepped past her. Chandi was trying to keep calm. She put an arm around Keji and ushered him indoors. She also sent Ika a warning glare. His temper had to wait for now.

			Chandi took a minute to inspect the inside of the home. In spite of the ribald and unpolished outside appearance, the inside was rather pleasant. Candles of warm red light illuminated the living room from atop their polished, dark-wood dressers. Rugs of wavy brown fur lined the entrance area and led into the kitchen, which was immaculately clean and possessed a row of fine cabinets and quaint cooking stoves. Festoons of fresh green pine furnished the trims of doors and weaved in-between the golden candle-holders. The only thing that seemed out of place in the warm décor of the house was the circular stone table that sat in the dead center. It was covered with no tablecloth or even a receptacle for seasonings. It was bare and cold. The Rune they were after was drawn on it in bright red ink. 

			“Is that the Rune that will get us to where we need to go?” 

			Lilly put out her cigarette in an ash tray next to the stove. “That would be the one.” 

			Chandi let go of Keji to allow him to rest on a green couch chair, pushed up against the wall. “Who are you? How do you know the Death Squad?” 

			 Lilly walked leisurely over to another green sofa opposite to Keji. She gave the boy a terse look as she sat down, groaning in age-earned pain as she did. “My family has always been good with Runes. The Dalada, as you should call them, had an obvious use for our skills, so they took us under their wing. Without a choice. I am old now and my Runework isn’t what it used to be. They change their meeting places at the drop of a hat, and they used to have me align the locations to this house. Now they have no use for me or my Runes. They’ve just replaced me with another Runeworker. Rune Ink cannot be washed away, so my whole damn house has traces of my old work. The one on that table brings you to Florian Tower.” She laid back and closed her eyes. “Leave whenever you’re ready. If you know the password, that is.” 

			Chandi ran her palm over the smooth stone, inspecting the pattern. “Anwes told us what it was. These Runes,” she started, changing the subject, “I’ve seen my friend’s uncle mark down a pattern that brought us to Anwes’ realm. How do you learn t—” 

			Lilly waved her hand over her head like she was swatting away smoke. “No, no. That was no Rune. The only way to get to see where Anwes is would be by using a Glyph. They can sometimes be used to gain access to a Curse with its own dimensional area. You’ve probably also seen them when being taught a new Curse, if you’ve even learned any. The teacher will scrawl them on the ground and have you stand in specified spots to temper your Kanah, yada, yada. Glyphs are more widely used than Runes. My work cannot be practiced by any typical Oracle, hence why even the Dalada required my services.” 

			She seemed smug about that fact, even though they long discarded her. 

			Ika’s angry grunting in the background made it clear he was no longer paying much heed to Chandi and the old lady’s banter. He eyed the stone table with hunger. Kirga was too close for him to dawdle with rude old women. “Chandi, come on.” 

			She didn’t hear him. “We saw drawings similar to that one on the table back in Grematorga. We saw them around the Waypoints. That was the only other time I’ve seen Runework.” 

			Lilly raised her head, opening her eyes for the first time since she had reclined. “You kids have been to Grematorga and met Anwes the Beeky?” She studied them again, this time with a hint of rising respect. “. . . you’ve been around. Yes, waypoint systems would also be Runes. Teleportation will always be classified as a Rune. Unless, as I said, that teleportation will only let you enter a cursed space, created purely by a caster’s Kanah. Such is a Glyph.” 

			Chandi stepped backward, scratching her nails on the surface of the rock. “May I ask why you live in a boot? Where does one get a boot this size?” 

			Lilly smiled slightly. “A giant named Smelly. No, you didn’t mishear that. Smelly used to roam around Kanakon a few decades ago. He passed away of old age. I was there on the day he went. Pulkra, one of the Dalada’s members, was rather broken up about it. They seemed like close friends. I never knew the creature. Smelly’s boot became the hideout where my Runes would be set up, in remembrance for him. This place just became my home after the Dalada threw me aside.” 

			“Chandi, let’s go! Uncle Gira, remember?” 

			Keji got up and joined them, not wanting to be left behind with this woman who clearly didn’t like him. 

			“You’re right, it’s time to finish this,” whispered Chandi. “I just wanted to make sure this was legitimate. I don’t trust that Beeky. I didn’t know if this was some sort of trap or something. Can’t be too careful. But I guess he just really didn’t like Gira, after all.” 

			Ika nodded to the old woman. “Goodbye, Lilly Cloudborn. Oh . . .” his tone sharpened only faintly, “you may never see us again but you will definitely see him.” He nodded toward Keji. “Next time you do . . . make sure to show your prince some respect.” 

			Lilly Cloudborn made no comment and her face showed no emotion. She didn’t appear to take his words to heart. Something about his words did catch Chandi’s attention. He sounded, in a sad lilt of his voice, that he was sure he was going to die today. Chandi held no such thoughts. Wriliara was going to die and so was Kirga. They would see Turquoise Town again. 

			“Speaking of which,” he said, looking to the innocent prince, “I think this is where we go our separate ways, buddy. I think you and Pattamis should go back to where you hide for now. If we survive this next part, we’ll come visit again. You shouldn’t have to be put into dan—” 

			The hat upon the boy’s head roared to life, taking Lilly off guard as she yelped. Pattamis glared with practically burning eyes at Ika. “How dare you,” he roared. “You think we’re just going to leave you alone for this? So you can go fight a Genmaga and his strongest guards! Are you daft?” 

			Startlingly, Keji’s own blue eyes held a similar blaze. 

			Ika stuttered. “Pattamis, you can only use Jinxes for music; and Keji, you can’t even use Kanah. I won’t put you anywhere near this fight.” 

			Keji spoke up with a more confident voice than anyone had yet heard from him. It was the voice of a young king. “You guys are my first friends, other than Pattamis. You are the only people who have ever looked at me like a person. If I die beside you today . . .” his eyes held steady with less fear than Chandi’s own. “. . . then I welcome death.” 

			Nine years old. Nine years old and speaking like a king far more worthy of the throne than the man who currently sat upon it. 

			Ika nodded his head. “All right. You can come to the tower. But no joining the fight. That is my one rule.”

			It took a moment for a response to come. “Deal.” 

			Pattamis didn’t look happy about it. 

			Chandi let her hands rejoin Ika’s on the stone table. Keji linked each hand to their shoulders. They all nodded to each other. 

			“Hilliabra.” 

			A flash of red light, sprouting like a turbulent flame, consumed them and they were gone. 

			Lilly flapped her lips with a sealed blow of air. “Good riddance.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 34: Put To Test
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			Taken by the power of the timeworn Rune, the pack of them swirled through a rainbow of misting colour for no more than a second before finding their stomachs flat upon a plain of soft purple grass. The plains of Femrilkis, famously known as the last place Sallanir the World-Snake was seen above ground before being banished beneath by Don-Galaga. 

			As Ika got to his feet first to look around, the oddity of its colour dazed him. The field they stood in was made of grass with blades the same colour as Cinnamon’s scarf. He spun around in a full rotation until he spotted the peak of what must’ve been Florian Tower in the distance, just over the march of a large boulder atop a rolling hill. Dark clouds hung low in the dreary sky. It seemed a storm was working up its nerve. 

			Chandi and Keji had now gotten up, rubbing their eyes and cracking their backs. Ika could relate to their discomfort; their poor bodies had been tossed around by various forms of travel without significant break. They all took a minute to notice they were standing in a large black Rune painted into the grass. Lilly must’ve been here many years ago and worked this out as the arrival spot. 

			“You all right, your highness?” asked Ika, giving Keji a small smile. 

			“I’m all right, thank you. But please don’t call me that. I’m your fr—” he paused. “Chandi?” 

			Ika turned to see what had startled the Prince. “Chandi, WAIT!” 

			She had taken off at a sprint. They had to plan this out first. They couldn’t just charge into the enemy and hope to crush them like that. She was going to get them killed. This was so unlike her. For someone born of Sun Affinity, her actions displayed the temperament of anything but. It made it clear to Ika just how badly she wanted to see Wriliara dead, that, even with her own soul fighting against the rage, she pushed through regardless. 

			Affinities do not control people like puppets. Enough passion can override anything. Affinities are only the foundation that someone’s personality is built upon; yet Ika had an equal amount of rage and passion aimed at his own target. Though, he took Chandi’s advice and was going to opt for a calculated game plan. Evidently Chandi needed to take her own advice.

			He took off after her, up the hill and toward the great rock hindering the view of the tower. Chandi stood at the top of it, unmoving. 

			He could hear Pattamis yelling over his shoulder as he climbed after her. “Wait, you lunatics! Don’t just run at them!” 

			He ran on without much thought of who might spot them from their higher point.

			Ika finally reached her side. “Chandi, have you lost . . .” his eyes widened almost painfully at the sight before them. 

			From their position, the tower was now fully visible. It was not very tall. It was made of no stone or ancient clay, but crafted from a polished bronze from base to sharpened tip. The construction of Florian Tower was not what took Ika’s voice from him. It was the land surrounding it that silenced him and halted Chandi in her pursuit. 

			Neither Ika nor Chandi had ever seen the sight of a great battle after the smoke had cleared. This was how they imagined such a sight would look. Craters dug deep into the ground, hundreds of them, decimating the once delicate terrain. Some of these craters were massive enough to fit a complex of buildings. Soil and unearthed grime were thrown about, and the area looked like it had been scorched by a sweeping flame, ravenous and sweltering. The purple grass was wilted black and the boulders were smashed to scattered debris. 

			“Did . . . did Uncle Gira do all this?” was all he could think to ask. 

			Even the tower itself was barely standing on a thin frame of bent bronze. Almost all of the walls of the structure had been blown out. A few stubborn columns remained, still holding it steady with their seared metal. 

			“We’re too late,” said Chandi. A sadness was in her voice. “The fight is already over.” 

			This fact hit Ika like a wakening smack. It was him now who ran down without a thought. It was him now who abandoned all precaution. “Uncle Gira!” he shouted, his voice being carried into the lifeless rolling distance. Nothing but the sound of a soft minatory wind came in answer. 

			He scanned the destroyed landscape for a body. He didn’t know what he would do if he found the body of his uncle strewn amongst this carnage. His heart would burst. He couldn’t even fathom that outcome, even in his worried state. “Gira!” His voice echoed down the field again. 

			Chandi still hadn’t moved. Keji was now at her side. Nobody said anything. Nobody except for Ika, who shouted himself to the brink of tears. He threw aside large rocks and slid into deep craters, only to climb back out after finding nothing. 

			His heart ached and now his throat was sore. He looked up and met Chandi’s blue eyes with a pleading face. Her own face was empty of all hope. After a few seconds, she shook her head and jumped from the rock, running down the hill to him. 

			“Keji, stay up there,” she said. 

			“Okay,” said the Prince. 

			When she reached Ika, she wrapped one hand behind his head. This made him feel only marginally less like falling apart. 

			“We’ll find him,” she said in a confident whisper. “No body is a good sign for obvious reasons. He’s alive, Ika. I know he is.” 

			Ika’s thoughts were no longer of Kirga, and it was clear that hers were no longer of Wriliara. Ika just needed to know if Gira was all right. That mattered above all other things.

			His vision was hazy in his panicked state. The world was seen to him as a lifeless blur. He could feel Chandi moving him toward Florian Tower carefully. They passed over a collection of broken beams and splintered bronze that should’ve been the entry door. A table that looked to once be a full circle of black metal was now crushed and sliced in two. This was where the Death Squad used to have meetings in the not-so-distant past. Now it was the battlefield for Gira and the Hellcat. 

			“Sit here,” said Chandi. 

			Ika didn’t even see the tall glass chair she had put him in, but sat quietly in it as she ran back outside to search in his stead. Ika could no longer see the Prince outside on the rock, as what remained of the tower now blocked his vison. Although the bottom was mostly blown out, Florian Tower didn’t give off the impression of being toppled by a common gust of wind. It still stood firmly, even if it leaned uncomfortably now. 

			There was a bent and dusty stairwell that spun up the bronze wall just behind his chair. Above his head was a very wide chandelier of silver and white, decorated with thousands of black gemstones that sparkled with a faintly pink glisten. It looked to be on the verge of plummeting from above, hanging on an angle as the chain holding it up was connected to the upper floor, which was dreadfully damaged. Ika thought of searching upstairs for his uncle but couldn’t muster the strength of will to stand up anymore. The more he thought of something happening to Gira, the more he felt he was going to be sick. His vision was still blurry. He was too petrified to even cry. He could spot Chandi running about outside, checking in the craters that he hadn’t yet looked. 

			“Gira!” she shouted at the top of her lungs. 

			No answer. 

			His fingers were numb and they shook as horribly as his legs. He was truly going to be sick if he didn’t gain some relief soon. He wondered how Chandi was feeling. Was she as worried as he was? Although it wasn’t her uncle, Gira was like family to her, raising her in place of the father she had lost. Ika wouldn’t be the only one devastated if something happened to him. 

			What am I supposed to do? he thought. What will mom say if Uncle Gira . . . 

			He could feel a slight rumble in the bottom of his seat. It sent a vibration into his back. One rumble every second, like a loud set of deliberate footsteps above his head. 

			Where is Kirga? 

			The rumble continued. 

			How could Uncle Gira have put up such a fight by himself? Was he by himself? 

			The rumble grew louder. Closer. The vibrations of the chair almost woke Ika from his thoughts. 

			Did one of the Death Squad arrive in time? They are the only ones I could think of who would be powerful enough to cause this much destruction. 

			The rumble was no longer a distant quake. It was now a clear, audible sound. The clanking of heavy boots on aging metal closed in on Ika. 

			I’m such an idiot. What could I have done even if I got to Kirga first? Look at this destruction, Ika, you stupid kid. That is what I am, as much as it annoys me to admit. I’m just a kid. I’m in over my head. There’s nothing I can do when outclassed by all of these more experi— 

			“You woke me from my nap.” 

			Ika’s eyes bulged in shock. He wasn’t paying attention to the sound of someone coming down the staircase behind him. The voice was so deep and imperious that it sent its own vibration through his glass seat. He turned his head gradually, with his hands shakily gripping the caps of his knees. At the top of the metal stairs was, without need of question, the largest man Ika had ever laid his eyes on. 

			The man’s hair was a thick dark mane, swept to lay down his back. He wore no shirt, revealing the considerable, rippling muscles that were his torso. His skin was a golden brown. Resting on his upper chest was a long, thick beard of wiry black hair. His face was squared-solid, like rock; even it found some way to be laced with muscle. The eyes that peered down at Ika were giving off a faint purple light. Although this beast of a man was beyond intimidating, he looked like he wasn’t far from the brink of death. He was burdened by no physical trauma that Ika could notice. Instead, he was clearly wracked to the core by some mental trauma that was draining him. 

			The Curse. Kima Dollora must be the reason for his current state. Using it for so long to enter Kanakon unnoticed had taken its toll on the man. The man who now stood alone with Ika within Florian Tower could be none other than Kirga’s newest Apostle, alone and left to rest in the seclusion of the tower while the battle raged outside. This could be no other man. Ika had little doubt of whether he was friend or foe. 

			There were low-hanging bags beneath his purplish eyes and veins of strained blue shooting out toward his temples. His lids looked heavy, and the unusual rising and falling of his chest revealed his disturbed breathing. 

			“Who are you, boy?” the mammoth of a man asked. 

			Ika took in a small breath. He asked the only thing his stunned mind could think of at the moment. “H-h-h-have you s-seen a man with a w-w-w-white bandana?” 

			The man frowned. “Did you mishear me?” 

			Ika flinched when he felt the potency of the Apostle’s Kanah. A shock of energy shot into Ika’s feet and rattled his shin bones. The Apostle’s Aura was so powerful in his irritation that it made the full length of Ika’s legs quiver, this time not from fear. 

			“I asked you who you are. Answer now or die where you sit. I’m far from the mood for conversation.” 

			Ika stood up slowly. He stepped aside, his eyes glued to the man’s tanned face. “W-w-where has your leader gone? Kirga, is he dead?” 

			Ika didn’t even have time to finish a full blink by the time his face was an inch away from the man’s chest. The Apostle moved from the top of the stairs to right in front of him, so fast that Ika didn’t process what happened early enough to even flinch. This man was fast. Blindingly so. He let out a wheeze as the dark man’s gigantic right hand found Ika’s throat, lifting him in the air like a ragdoll and choking him. 

			“You know who we are? You know who Kirga is?” 

			Ika couldn’t respond, holding onto the consciousness that was slipping away from him. The copious hands were so vast and powerful; they would have little trouble choking a wild bear into a blissful sleep. Ika was no bear and was on the verge of passing out. 

			“Do you happen to know my name?” the Apostle asked with a grin. 

			Ika could still say nothing, just gag and pant silently as he flailed his legs. 

			The man who choked the life from Ika let a sinister smile grow with an ease. “It’s Vedara,” he said coldly with a sense of pride. “I would remember it if I were you. It’ll bring fear to every corner of Wenworld someday soon.” 

			Vedara? But . . . 

			The Apostle laughed teasingly. “I guess I’m being foolish.” Vedara brought his massive head close enough for his breath to make Ika’s eyes water. “You aren’t going to live to remember it.” 

			Ika’s vision began to go dark as Vedara’s hand clenched harder on his skinny neck. He could feel his spine straining under the pressure, like it was seconds from snapping in half and letting his head lull down like a ruined accordion. With the last bit of consciousness he had left, Ika gathered his Kanah to his chest. Funnily enough, this was becoming one of his new favorite tricks. 

			BANG! 

			The boy’s mediocre meditation had yet again granted him some form of coincidental reprieve. When he hit the ground, he landed on his knees, grunting at the pain. Vedara took a few steps back, covering his purple eyes. Ika knew there was only one thing he could do to save his life. 

			“CHANDI!” he screamed with all his remaining strength. “Chandi!” he yelled again; this time weaker. 

			As the mist from his black Kanah cleared away, a huge boot punted Ika like a rubber ball, sending his whole body soaring across the bottom floor of Florian tower and crashing through a pane of thick glass. Ika had luckily focused his Kanah internally to the side of his ribs before the blow was dealt. Since he wasn’t summoning a ball of Kanah on the outside of his body, the process was much easier for him to execute. Regardless of the Kanah’s minor protection, the kick had hurt worse than any pain he had felt in his chest before. The sting in his ribs was so overwhelming that it forced him to vomit into a pile of nearby rubble. It came out like a stream of yellowish foam, stinging his already sore throat as he heaved. His head pounded and his legs were jelly. He raised his hand that now felt like it weighed a hundred pounds. 

			“Undula,” he said flaccidly. 

			Darts of sharp Kanah shot from his fingertips in the hundreds. Some of them managed to pierce Vedara’s skin and draw dark crimson blood, trickling down his thick forearms. The man growled as he chopped them out with the flank of his block-like hand. 

			The cloaking Curse had taken so much out of Vedara. He gave the impression of a man longing for sleep more so than a fight. He looked simply ill. 

			Ika climbed to his feet, fueled to action by nothing more than terror of imminent death. The pain was unbelievable. He knew his own Aura would heal the pain overtime. Oracles will usually be left numb after a long enough fight. The damages are still present, but an Oracle’s own Kanah will work aptly to lessen the pain. 

			Once more the opposing man proved why he was deemed worthy of working beside Kirga. Even in his enfeebled state, he blitzed Ika yet again, too fast to see properly. This time Ika dodged the blow that came for his head. His reflex training with Cinnamon had served its purpose. Vedara sent his bicep at Ika’s face in a strikingly fast clothesline, but the boy ducked just in time to prevent his head being taken clean off. He delivered seven fast punches into Vedara’s stomach. The Apostle’s abdomen was hard as tree bark. 

			Vedara brought a knee up to Ika’s lowered face, but another dodge had saved him. Ika leaned back so fast that the momentum propelled him into a backflip. He didn’t land the flip as he should have, collapsing slightly from the sting that still lingered. He fought through it. He fought knowing that if he faltered at the wrong second, then this man would kill him. 

			As Ika was lying on his back, clutching his stomach, he stomped one foot only a few inches away from Vedara’s massive boots. 

			“Delagora.” 

			Red lightning crackled and danced upward, engulfing the face and beard of the Apostle. Vedara bellowed in pain and irritation. He brought down one of his boots where Ika was lying, but the attack prevented Vedara from seeing that Ika had already swept behind him. The lightning still sparked around Vedara’s body, delivering damaging blows with each snapping and sizzling strike against his tan skin. 

			Vedara flexed every muscle in his body out of rage. He stuck out his arms and let out a guttural yell. His Kanah reinforced its might, like the soft leniency of a rag now being tightened as it’s pulled on either end. 

			“Shimio Ghaddri!” he howled. 

			It was obvious he was no longer playing games. Ika was blown back by the sheer force of his Kanah, sliding across the glossy floor and bouncing over scattered sheets of metallic debris, now falling out into the purple meadow. He got back up as fast as he could, his hamstrings now aching and his head feeling faint. He looked at Vedara and saw a Curse he had no familiarity with. 

			Three long rectangles of black stone, reminiscent of overly tall gravestones, erupted from the ground just behind the maddened Apostle. Each gravestone had a different symbol in the middle of it. The farthest to the right had a glowing red circle with some ancient emblem; like three slashes through a half moon. The farthest to the left had a yellow square with another emblem; a swirling pattern of purple lines that danced around two black swords. Lastly, the one closest to Vedara had a dark green triangle engulfed in white flame. 

			Vedara took his right palm and slammed it into the red circle in the middle of the right gravestone. “Shimio One!” he shouted, his dark Kanah surging around him. As his words rang out in a triumphant echo, an ink-like monstrosity squirmed out from the monument and fell onto the floor with a wet thumping sound. It looked vaguely human with its wiggling limbs of black mass, and small, circular head starting at Ika. The only hint of colour in it was the two beaming yellow eyes looking across at him. It groaned as if in dreadful pain. 

			What is that? Ika thought. What does this Curse do? It’s clearly some kind of Conjuring. But what does it create? 

			“What is that?”

			 He jolted around to see Chandi had joined him. She was gawking at the dark creature in the same horror. 

			“I don’t know, but we’ve found our mystery Apostle.” 

			She glanced at Ika for a second before looking back at the thing. “If that’s him, then where are Kirga and Wriliara? And where is your uncle?” 

			Ika shook his head. “I don’t know. I have no idea what to do now, though.”  

			They watched as the slippery monster rose to its wobbling ink feet. 

			“Any ideas?” asked Ika. 

			“Don’t die,” said Chandi. 

			He snorted. “Yeah, I think that one is a given. I mean do you have any good ideas?” 

			The creature—now looking even more human on its legs—ran at them, screeching a deafening sound. 

			“Monkey?” she said timidly. 

			Ika nodded with what little confidence he had left within him. “Monkey it is. What have we got to lose at this point?” 

			“Other than our lives, not very much.”

			 He frowned at her words. “Let’s do it, same as Cinnamon. I distract and give you the opportunity, you get your little monkey pal somewhere on Vedara’s body.” 

			“Did you say Vedara?” she asked. 

			He hesitated. “Yes. Trust me . . . equally confused. We can worry about that later, though.”

			 Before Chandi could speak, the monster had leaped into the air and descended upon them with a long black fist aiming for Ika’s face.

		

	
		
			Chapter 35: More Than You Can Chew
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			Chandi pulled at her hair, still searching frantically for Ika’s uncle. “How could one fight cause this much damage?” The deep scars in the terrain stretched for miles on end. “Any one of these craters could have Gira’s body lying in it. I could be looking for him for days!” 

			She was too far now to see Keji standing on the high rock. She didn’t want to stray too far from the tower, but she didn’t have much choice when there was this much ground to cover. 

			“CHANDI!” 

			Ika’s voice caught her ear, being carried by the clement wind in a distant echo. He sounded like he was in trouble. He sounded horrified. Chandi feared in every part of her heart that Ika had found his uncle dead. She ran as fast as her feet could carry her, back toward Florian Tower. When she crossed over a tall hill, still sprinting toward Ika’s voice, she noticed quickly that Keji had disappeared. She asked him to stay put on the boulder, but now he was nowhere to be seen.

			When she reached Ika on the bottom floor, she saw that he was not alone. A man at least three times their size was staring him down. In front of that man was a dismaying, grovelling figure of oily darkness. She asked what that creature was. The rest of the conversation was a haze for her. She was in slight shock at the sight of this man and his sickening puppet. A name did snap her back to attention. 

			“Did you say Vedara?” she asked. The tale of the demented girl flashed in her mind. She was still struggling with processing whatever was happening when the lanky thing—next to the man who was apparently Vedara—sprang at Ika. 

			Chandi gasped in fear for his safety when the long, inky fist crashed into his raised guard and tossed him ten meters backward. She watched as Ika bounced along the purple grass, like a smooth stone skipped across calm water. Whatever this Conjuring was, it was powerful. Judging by the appearance of the thing it was born from, that Apostle had two more in his reserve. She could’ve sworn she heard Ika say the man’s name was Vedara, but she pushed the thought aside as an ink fist now swiped at her head. She leaned back, holding herself up by the strength of her legs. Her kicks used to be horrendous before training with Master Cinnamon; now she jumped up and brought her right foot to the monster’s face. The black soaking head wobbled only slightly. 

			All right, she thought discouragingly. Apparently, my kicks still suck. What is this thing and how do I kill it? Should I bypass it and go right for the caster? 

			She ignored the creature and sprinted toward the large bearded man, who now appeared to be meditating in some way. He stood in the middle of the black gravestones with his hands clapped together. 

			Why does he look like he’s on the brink of sleep, or even death? Did Ika do that already? No. He only called for me a minute ago. Did Gira do this to him, or was it the effect of the Curse he used to sneak Kirga into Kanakon? In any case, it gives us both some form of advantage. 

			In midstride the creature appeared before her, swiping again at her face. It moved so fast that, if she blinked when it moved in front of her, the second swipe would’ve killed her. She slid across the ground and brought both of her feet into the skinny kneecap of the long-limbed atrocity. The leg actually snapped off entirely, causing the black thing to slump to the floor. When Chandi got up to kick it in the face again, the leg had already slithered back into place. It was like attacking a pale of water, only to watch it form back together once your appendage had been removed from its mass. Physical attacks were pointless. 

			Instead of a kick, Chandi jumped onto the creature’s head with both feet and propelled herself into a long backflip, gaining distance from it. Unlike Ika, she was blessed with slightly more grace. She landed the flip and faced her open palm toward her opponent. 

			Don’t fail me, Grandma.

			“Illibanda!” 

			A burst of energy shot from her palm and trapped the creature in a spherical cage of white Kanah. Six months of constant training with her grandmother allowed her to acquire this skill. Now that work was being rewarded. This was the Curse she had over Ika; he never learned to wield it as she does.

			The creature’s yellow eyes blazed at her with fury, and something that struck her momentarily as fear. She saw Ika through her peripheral vison, running toward the cage with blazing black Kanah. 

			“Now, Ika!” she shouted to him. 

			Without missing a beat, Ika lifted his leg high in the air and, with a yell, stamped his foot on the bars of the cage facing toward the creature. “Delagora!” Instead of stomping the ground, as that Curse usually entailed, using the cage allowed him to send an even greater wave of red lightning directly into the face of the squelching devil. 

			Its yellow eyes now bulged in torment as a bloodcurdling squeal came from the cage. More ink seemed to gather to it, increasing its size. The larger it got the more it strained against Chandi’s Curse. It was clear that Ika hurt it, but Chandi wasn’t sure for how long it could be detained. She had to hold the Illibanda in place, focusing her Kanah at the Curse, but Ika was open to move on their adversary. 

			“Go for Vedara! I’ll hold this thing. Interrupt his meditation. I think he’s trying to gain some strength back. If he does, we’re dead!”

			Ika didn’t need to respond. Once his foot was done shooting lightning into the confined creature, he ran around the cage and straight toward Vedara. Chandi worried about Ika’s Kanah and how much he could afford to expend. He was left in considerable pain after his fight in Grematorga. Even though he had trained quite a bit more since that time, she couldn’t help but wonder how much of a toll his body would take if he kept using Curses. She also wondered how much of a toll her own body would take if they managed to survive this fight; the Apostle being severely sapped of Kanah was the only reason they both still breathed. 

			The black Summon let out another squeal. Chandi tried to bury her ear into her shoulder instinctually to drown out the noise. It was still getting larger. I don’t understand this Curse. Do the other black stones share similar conjuring abilities? If so, then we are in for more trouble than we can handle; weakened opponent or not. 

			She glanced toward the broken and open first floor of the bronze tower and saw Ika trying to hit Vedara with a flurry of attacks. Vedara’s eyes were open and he had left his meditative stance, dodging Ika faultlessly despite his hulking stature. He planted a kick into the center of Ika’s chest, sending him soaring back out into the field once more. Chandi winced seeing him be hurt. Ika recuperated swiftly, running bravely back at the massive man for another go. She was always impressed by his toughness. By the look on the Apostle’s face, he was shocked as well.

			When she brought her gaze back to the white cage that now shimmered with weakening light—straining from the internal pressure—a long arm shot from within and came for her head. She didn’t duck this one in time, but the distance and restriction from the Illibanda spared her from losing her head; the creature only smashed a wet fist—which was surprisingly solid—into her nose, breaking it in several places. Blood shot from Chandi’s face like a sprout of thick crimson. Her eyes watered immediately, blinding her vison. She fell on her back, hitting her head on the ground. Her focus of Kanah had disbanded and the Curse fell along with it. 

			The dark creature—now nearly twice the size of its first appearance from the gravestone—rushed to her in one sliding motion that took no more than a second of time. Blood soaked Chandi’s face from the nose downward, and even her forehead was splattered from when the blood spurted out. She couldn’t even see the attack coming. Her nose stung and her eyes were leaking tears of pain. She had to resort to breathing through her mouth, because every time she sucked in a breath through her nose, it felt like molten lava was being poured between her eyebrows. The burning sting was unbearable. Blood slicked down her throat as she tilted her head back, causing her to choke on its metallic taste.

			As Chandi was trying to blink away the tears in her eyes, a sharp knee of hardened ink slammed into her already crumpled nose, causing even more pain. Her head snapped back so fast her neck almost broke. She slid a few feet back from the impact, ripping up dirt with one of her hands that she had digging into the grass. The purple field around her body had now been painted red. She could feel her nasal bones being rearranged and sent practically into her cheek muscle by the force of their dislodgement. Chandi imagined this is what it would feel like if she buried her open face into a pile of broken glass. 

			The monster looked down on her with a sick white grin that revealed long pointed teeth. Its yellow eyes were beaming in lust now. 

			Chandi, through her watering vison, thrust a palm at the beast. “Likilia Vorma.” 

			A thick, cylindrical beam of blue Kanah fired from her hand. The beam tore right through the creature’s head, obliterating it entirely. Its ink body collapsed to the ground with a limp splash. She knew it wouldn’t be down for long before rebuilding itself. She got to her feet, wiped her eyes of tears and sinewy blood, and ran to assist Ika. 

			Vedara’s back was to her as she approached. Ika saw her coming and acted quickly. This was their shot. He did something stupidly reckless by trying to use the new Curse Gira had picked up for him, and Master Cinnamon had taught him. He wasn’t in a fresh enough state to test using it in real combat. 

			“Drassa Jija!” 

			An orb of galling black Kanah manifested in the air next to Ika’s head. Its sudden appearance seemed to startle Vedara for a second. Black would act as a defensive boost; not what they needed. 

			Chandi helped stall for time by leaping at Vedara and kicking him in the temple. The giant man staggered for a moment; a moment long enough for Chandi to see that Ika’s orb had gone red. After regaining his composure, Vedara grabbed Chandi by the head, his whole hand covering her face. He moved too fast for her to react. He flexed his fingers. It felt like her head was about to explode. Vedara picked her up with one hand and threw her at the nearest wall, a metallic clang resounding as her body made contact.

			If Chandi remembered the details of Ika’s new Curse correctly, then red should grant him a significant boost in all physical attacks, just as it did when he got them out of the Gritka. 

			Ika didn’t need to be reminded, smashing a fist into the ground in front of him. There was grey stone underneath the torn apart bronze that used to make up the tower’s flooring. Ika sent a huge cloud of dust and debris into the air as he plunged his fist into the rock, shattering it like an explosion from below. The dust blinded the confused Apostle, giving Chandi her chance. 

			“Umanja!” 

			Her wraithlike orange monkey sprang to life. She felt a horrible ache in her chest and it was hard to breathe. Being only fifteen years old restricted how much Kanah she could wield at a set time. Meditation helped them grow stronger, but their young bodies simply couldn’t muster as much as an adult Oracle. She could only guess how much pain Ika must’ve been in at the moment. 

			The blinding cloud had caused Vedara a few seconds in noticing that Chandi had snuck up on him again. But he did clue in. She could feel her heart wanting to jump up her throat when Vedara smiled at her in realization. The time she was awarded from the distraction was enough to activate her Curse, but not enough to catch him with it. It didn’t work. Vedara saw the monkey and could now just easily destr— 

			CRASH! 

			Unexpectedly, the swinging chandelier that hung high above came crashing down onto Vedara’s thick skull. He wobbled on his legs as the crystals exploded all around. They were making a habit of breaking chandeliers lately. 

			Chandi glanced upward to see Prince Keji on the ceiling. He had unhinged the already loosely-hanging, weighty candelabra from the tilted bronze roof. Pattamis stuck out a fabric tongue mockingly. Keji gave a thumbs-up. The crazy child must’ve snuck past the carnage to climb up the stairs and jump to the chandelier. A fall from that height would’ve broken his legs. 

			Chandi’s chance had returned. The monkey flew through the rising puff of dust, cutting a cloud of it in half as it clung to Vedara’s meaty right thigh. 

			When the rubble cleared and visibility returned, Chandi could see purple Kanah draining from Vedara and being absorbed into her summoned creature. Considering the man was already in a fragile state, the effect this had on him was instantaneous. He stumbled around, trying to look behind him. 

			“What is this?” he growled. 

			He was going to destroy the monkey if it wasn’t for Keji, but he obviously didn’t know of the Curse’s trick. In a desperate move, Vedara lunged toward the second black stone, hoping to beckon another monstrosity. Ika’s Drassa Jija was still blood red, and he was on the Apostle in a second. 

			 Ika landed a massive punch right in the sternum of Vedara. The sound of cracking bone echoed out sickeningly. The man’s huge body was thrown through the air and away from the Conjuring Stones. His stocky figure now lay prone on the field, at least twenty meters away from the tower. Chandi’s monkey had not loosened its vice grip. Purple Kanah still syphoned out from his skin.

			Chandi sighed heavily when she spotted the man slowly getting to his quavering feet, now looking angrier than ever. 

			“Chandi, now!” said Ika. “While the monkey still has him. We need to finish him off!” 

			He brushed past her, leaping over the metal shavings and sprinting at Vedara. She followed as quickly as she could. 

			“You two aren’t bad,” the powerfully deep voice commended them as they approached. “But you’re still just kids.” 

			He flexed his muscles, almost seeming to double in his already tremendous physique. His tired purple eyes now had a more zealous fire lit in them. His fatigue was slipping away before them. Not only did he look healthier, but the Kanah that Chandi’s monkey had absorbed was now being stolen back somehow. The purple rays of energy leaked from the Umanja that now looked like it was falling asleep. The expelling power was too much for the little monkey. The Curse was too low a level to subdue him. 

			Vedara roared an inhuman sound. His size continued to increase. Ika stopped in his tracks ahead of Chandi. She halted as well when she spotted the thick strands of hair on Vedara’s arms morphing into mats of encompassing black fur. His tanned, near-golden skin began to give way to a thick pelt. His long face began to stretch outward into a dark snout. 

			Chandi’s blood went ice cold. The story about Migra wasn’t lying—at least about this part. A mountainous, midnight-black bear standing no less than ten feet tall glared down at them with his still raging purple eyes. The beast gathered a long breath and roared at them, shaking the ground beneath their already shaking legs. The power and Kanah coming from it was immense. The monkey burst and evaporated, as the transformation was too much for it to handle. 

			 It was obvious to both students that Kirga’s Apostles were Kensral. They were fully aware that Kirga’s third and newest Apostle must’ve been one. But how could this man be the same Kensral from the story if Alistair Morga killed him? More things about Migra continued to not add up.

			Vedara—who was standing on his hind legs, gigantic head threatening to pierce through the very clouds—opened his mouth and aimed a beam of maroon light at Ika. It sounded like they were standing in the middle of a hurricane as the blinding ray made the incoming rain clouds above swarm around Vedara’s head, creating a funnel cloud with the black bear at the eye. 

			The attack—whatever it was—hit Ika head on, but not before his orb had luckily changed back to its original black. Chandi was so caught off guard by Vedara’s transformation that she didn’t even hear Ika yell out Orissia. The armor, now blessed by the Drassa Jija that doubled its defense, took the blow straight on. Even with the defensive Curse cast, Ika was put out from this fight permanently. This time he was not thrown back like a ragdoll. The beam simply shattered the Orissia into ethereal pieces before they faded into wisps of pinkish cloud. Ika’s eyes bulged in pain for a brief second, then his body hit the floor directly where he was standing. He lied there motionlessly. 

			“IKA!” 

			Chandi immediately feared that he was dead. She had no idea how effective the armor was in softening the blow, if at all. She took one step toward Ika before stumbling slightly. The flashing thought of Ika dead had nearly caused her to pass out, and her legs felt like they had lost all circulation. She worked up the effort to get to him, sliding on her knees to cradle his body. She scanned for any signs of breathing on his face. She could feel little puffs of struggling breath hit her nose as they slipped through his pale lips. He was alive, though his eyes were shut. As she looked up at Vedara, who had stomped his front legs on the ground and began to jog at them head on, she wondered how long that would last. 

			Vedara’s hungry glare grew closer and closer as his giant paws ripped up masses of purple grass and desiccated mud. 

			What can I do? She thought sadly. I can’t do anything. 

			A sense of odd calmness washed over her. 

			I’m going to die. We’re going to die. But Wriliara is still out there. I can’t die now. 

			Her body shook as Vedara was only a few meters away, his long mouth dripping with  saliva. 

			Though, I guess even in the end I couldn’t control anything. Wherever you are, Wriliara, I hope you meet a terrible end. Looks like it won’t be by my hands after all. 

			She looked down at Ika now. She couldn’t help the smile that overpowered her sorrow for some reason. Perhaps she was glad that he, of all people, was with her in the end. She didn’t know why she smiled . . . but she did. 

			“I guess this is it,” she whispered down at his face. “I’m sorry you couldn’t get your revenge either. I’m glad I met you, Ika Ivory.” 

			She kissed his forehead, then raised her dark blue eyes and decided to watch Vedara without a hint of fear as he descended on them. She wouldn’t allow Vedara the last pleasure of her terror. 

			Abruptly, someone who had completely slipped her mind leapt in the path of the charging bear. Prince Keji jumped in front of Chandi and Ika, holding his arms out wide—as if to halt Vedara’s advance. 

			“Keji, NO!” she shouted. “What are you doing? Get out of here!” 

			The boy looked back and gave her a soft smile. Pattamis nodded slightly as well. “What did I say?” he teased. “I would gladly die with you guys.” 

			Another wave of pity for the Prince came over her, perhaps for the final time. Gira, Chandi, and Ika were the first friends he ever made; other than his hat. He was perfectly willing to die for them even though they had known each other for such a brief time. 

			When Vedara realized who the boy was, a spark of even deeper lust flashed in his eyes. He ran at them even faster. The idea of being the one to kill the failure prince probably delighted the Apostle in some vile way. 

			There was a thin ray of golden sunshine that broke through the impending storm above them. It cast a heavenly glow on the young boy, basking him in the light of a proper king. 

			A king of Wenworld if ever there was one. Though, he would die today and only be remembered as the boy who the world didn’t want. A tear ran down Chandi’s cheek, warm and thick.

			Right as Vedara raised himself back onto his hind legs, ready to swoop down and wipe all three of them from existence, that very same golden light—parting the atmosphere with an angelic intensity—thickened until it blinded them all. Vedara reeled back in disbelief and fury. In that now vast golden light, Chandi saw the silhouette of a large rabbit fall down in front of Prince Keji. She spotted a long purple scarf that billowed above his ears as he dropped. A slender staff of violet was swung at the bear’s head; the sound of it slicing through the open air was the sonorous hiss of a whirlwind. 

			Master Cinnamon’s voice boomed louder than the colliding clouds of the distant storm. “KEMPARA KORPIRA!” 

			As the rabbit’s words rang out, Vedara wailed in pain, his massive body being thrown into the air. He seemed to burn in that wonderful light, almost catching flame. The golden light consumed Chandi’s entire vison. It was all she saw, though she knew her eyes were still open. She became lost in its encompassing beauty, free from all harm. It was as if the very concepts of past and future were ineffectual. Only the light mattered now.

			She scanned around, still seeing nothing but a persistent gold. She feared she had gone blind somehow. Then, with Ika still clutched in her desperate hands . . . she lost consciousness.

		

	
		
			Chapter 36: A Familiar Feeling

			[image: ]

			Ika could feel his body now. It was in great pain. Every inch of him throbbed in a totally unique way; each appendage holding a different ache. He couldn’t open his eyes no matter how hard he tried. Though, he noticed he was lying down in a bed; a comfortable one, at that.

			Where am I? he thought. Where is Chandi? Or the Prince? 

			A voice. He could hear a familiar voice. He wondered if he had died as he focused on the sound of it. 

			“I never meant for him to be in any danger, Alice!” 

			That voice. It was Uncle Gira! 

			Another furious voice followed in the darkness. He recognized this one all too well. It was his mother. “I don’t care what you meant to happen, Gira! My son is lying in that room close to death! The second you caught up to the kids you should’ve brought them home!”

			 He heard something smash. It sounded like glass in the distance. It also seemed to be coming from below him. They were in another room. 

			“You irresponsible idiot!” His mother’s tone cut deep. “That was the last time the safety of my son will ever be put in your incapable hands!” 

			A long silence. 

			“I’m sorry, Alice.” Gira sounded close to tears. “If only that damned rabbit had done his job, then Ika and Chandi never would’ve been put in that situation.” A loud bang, like a fist slammed on a table. “That damned rabbit is the only reason my son wasn’t killed by a Kensral. While you were off chasing Kirga, you pushed aside the safety of your own nephew!” 

			Some loud clatters returned again.

			“And what if something happened to you, too?” her voice continued. “What would I have done then?” 

			“Pulkra showed up and fought with me. With his help there was no way I was in any harm, either!” 

			Ika heard his mother suck in a breath. He recognized the sharp sound. It was something she did to calm herself down, trying to subdue her own ranting. Most of the time it never worked. 

			“Get out of my house.” 

			Ika wanted to rise, to defend Gira in some way, but he still could not move a muscle. 

			“Alice . . .” 

			Ika had never heard his uncle sound like this before. He had never heard such a desperate and pleading tone. He prayed that he could open his eyes, but was wholly incapable. 

			“I love that boy more than anything in the world. I never wanted him to be hurt.” 

			A few more intolerable crashes of glass followed, shaking Ika’s bedframe with the force of whatever caused it. Alice most likely threw a plate or mug at the wall. 

			“I said GET OUT!” 

			Ika heard the sound of a door opening, then closing softly. He knew the sound by unwavering memory. He had grown up here after all. It was the screen door of his house. This was no dream or vison. He was home. He was back in Turquoise Town. His adventure was over already. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 37: Wake Up Calls and Empty Apologies

			[image: ]

			Ika struggled in his warm bed, fighting to wake from the fluctuating void that kept dragging him back under. Time passed and he would often fall in and out of consciousness. Sometimes he would wake to hear birds by his windowsill, then fall back into darkness; other times he would wake to a cool breeze that must’ve been coming from his open window, along with the sounds of crickets in the night. He even woke to his mother’s sobbing. This one was the most frequent noise he was forced to endure, all the while being unable to speak, move, or open his eyes. The pain was getting less and less severe each time he returned fleetingly to that vague consciousness, before inevitably slipping away again. 

			That beam. Vedara’s last attack. It would’ve killed me if it wasn’t for both my Curses being used exactly at the right moment. And one of those Curses was a gamble. I survived by dumb luck. How did I make it from the north of Kanakon all the way back to Turquoise Town, though? There’s no way I could survive that trip without my injuries killing me. Was it Uncle Gira’s teleportation? Does he have a similar mark on mom that he put on Chandi and me? No. He said the marks have a lengthy regeneration period. So how? 

			He could now wiggle his toes. Progress. 

			What happened to Vedara, anyway? Did Chandi really beat him on her own? He felt himself achieve a small smile. She’s so cool. I knew she could do it. Though, I’m sure I’ll never hear the end of it; since she beat him and I couldn’t. He flexed his toes, feeling them move under his thick duvet. What about the Prince and Pattamis? Come on, Ika, get up already! 

			He carried on fighting to rise from his stupor for longer than he could comprehend. To him, it could’ve been a day or a week. Slipping in and out of that slumber became routine for a while. 

			Right when the boy was at his wits end, right when Ika was about to cross the line from impatient to terrified—terrified that he would never truly wake again—he jolted with a yelp and sat up in his bed, fully alert. 

			He scanned around out of frightened instinct. His head still hurt but the rest of his body had lost its previous pain. However, even with his long rest, he still felt tired. There was no mistake in his assumption. Ika was home. His old room greeted him in the exact state he left it the night he snuck away. His bed was thin and topped with a dark blue duvet. The room was always small, made even tighter by the thick bookshelves that lined the walls. These shelves weren’t stacked with historical reads or fictional tomes like Chandi’s room. Instead, he used them to store the endless notepads he would draw in, carrying them around in his youth, copying landscapes about town to practice his skills. Not many people in Turquoise Town even knew that Ika loved to draw. It was something he liked to keep to himself.

			The flooring of his room was clean white carpet. There were two small wooden tables: one beside his bed and the other next to a bookshelf close to the door. On the one nearest where he sat was a lamp of pulsing Kanah, sea green and calming. On the table closest to the door was one large, dusty book; teeming inside was a list of Curses and their details. That was Ika’s own personal journal. He used to read what he could with Chandi about the vague facts of Curses around the world, and would return home to record what he found out. He regretted that he didn’t bring this dusty tome with him when he set out after Kirga. He would’ve liked to record all the names of Curses he could during his time in Sheltrona.

			All of it seemed a dream now that he was home again. How was he home? This made no sense to him. 

			He rose from bed, throwing off his covers and gaining his feet. He was relieved at how little his body ached, though he was almost returned to his back when light-headedness hit him hard. He didn’t know just how many days he had been lying down. Nausea came along with his sudden verticality. What time of day was it? 

			He turned to his window, moving toward it with wobbling legs. He took one quick glance to see a gorgeous blue hue just begin to sweep over Turquoise Town. The Morphing had begun, the sun starting to fade into a full moon. It was the evening then. He opened the window, throwing it upward. He took a deep clear breath, savoring it as if he had been underground for the duration of his sleep. 

			Ika thought, at that moment—given some clarity by the brisk air—of his poor mother. Part of him dreaded having to face her anger, but a larger part just wanted to assure her that he was all right now. The sound of her sobbing was torture when there was nothing he could do about it. The guilt was overpowering. 

			He pushed off of the windowsill and strode toward the entrance door of his room. He moved slowly, with one dragging leg that had fallen asleep. It would take him some time before his feet were steady and his head was heavier. Halfway toward the exit he was halted by a noise that made him balk. A loud thud came from his window, like a considerable weight had just burdened the wood of the sill. 

			“Glad to see you’re awake.” 

			Ika didn’t turn. He knew that voice. He had heard it somewhere before. 

			“I’ll be accepting my thank you now. You were in quite bad shape when I found you.” 

			Ika looked back slowly. He knew that voice. He almost yelled out when he saw the scruffy yellow Gast sitting in the frame of his window, one leg hanging down into his room; that same brown leather jacket on his chest. The intruder scratched at his long flappy ear with his other leg. 

			“Phiggy?” said Ika, not sure if he was still sleeping; not sure if this was the distorted vision of some heinous fever dream. 

			Phiggy put out both his hand-like paws to the side. “The one and only,” he said with a smile, sharp and brash. “So . . .” he wrinkled his snout awkwardly, “. . . tussling with an Apostle didn’t really go as planned, eh? You went up against the weaker of the two bodyguards that shadow Kirga the Hellcat, who was already in a weakened state due to the Kima Dollora Curse, and . . . you still got your asses kicked.” 

			Ika stuttered out a response, still confused. “W-what do you mean I should be thanking you? How did you know about Vedara?” 

			Phiggy scratched at his ear again. “Who do you think brought you back home, tough guy? I’ve been watching you. I thought I made that clear enough in Grematorga. You were initially saved by your Wenny master, yes, but without me your death would’ve been certain.” 

			Cinnamon? He saved us?

			“Even though he showed up at the perfect time to take care of Vedara—who is still alive, before you ask—he had no way to help you with the injuries you sustained.” Phiggy pointed to himself with obnoxious pride. “That is where the real hero of this tale swooped in. I got you back here to your mother, who is one of the most capable Oracles in healing Jinxes that I could think of. I knew if I brought you to Alice she would be able to nurse you back from the attack that Apostle hit you with. A nasty bit of Kanah was sent into your body from that. I don’t think anyone but Alice would’ve been able to save you from it. Even with her expertise, you survived by the skin of your teeth.” 

			Hearing this devious Gast say his mother’s name set Ika off. “How do you know my mother’s name? How did you know she was a healer? How do you know so much about my life! Who ARE you?” 

			Phiggy rolled his golden eyes. “Didn’t I just say, like, two seconds ago that I have been watching you? I’ve been keeping a close eye on you and your family for a long time.” 

			When Phiggy moved his arms about in irritation, Ika spotted dark blue ink on the yellow fur of his wrists, just as the sleeves of his jacket had slid down. “Runes? You’re a Runeworker!” The comprehension came with a surge of anger. “You have Runes somewhere in Turquoise Town?”

			Ika wondered distressingly how long Phiggy had been shadowing his family. What need was there? Why would they need a spy watching them so closely for so long? “Who do you work for?” asked Ika. 

			Phiggy laughed, a childishly gleeful grin on his face. “I don’t work for anybody. Well, I suppose you could say I work for someone, but he has been gone a very long time.” 

			Phiggy stood now, hunched over in the space of the window. “Anywho, like I said, I’m glad to see you’re awake. I’m not your enemy, Ika. Far from it.” He leaned outside as if to leave, but stopped, pulling a long envelope from his leather pocket. “Oh, mustn’t forget . . .” he handed the envelope to Ika, who took it hesitantly. “That’s from your uncle. He was sending it over on a Mailsquirrel, but I decided I wanted to deliver it personally. Since you people don’t seem to like me very much, I figured I’d just intercept the message rather than ask to be a part of your waking celebrations.” He nodded once. “Take care, Ika Ivory. And happy Halloween.” He winked playfully. 

			Before Ika could speak, Phiggy had dropped from the windowsill and disappeared. Ika tried to lean out the window to mark his direction, but the Gast had vanished like a cloud of dust swept away by the breeze.

			Halloween? That couldn’t be right. They made it to Florian Tower in early October. There’s no possible way he was asleep for a whole month. 

			He fondled the envelope in his hands. It was a pale beige colour with a small insignia in the middle that Ika recognized as Uncle Gira’s letter mark, a red circle with a bolt of black lightning going through it. 

			Mailsquirrels were a system specific to Turquoise Town. Trained and docile rodents from the surrounding forest were commonly used as a means for communication. Usually Gira would send their family’s Mailsquirrel to his window with the message, but according to Phiggy, he had snatched it. 

			Ika tore open the envelope, fierily scanning the contents. A lengthy letter awaited him.

			


			Dear Ika,

			I know you must be very upset with me, but you couldn’t possibly have believed for a moment that I would let you anywhere near Kirga or the men he runs with. I never wanted you to fight that man, and I never wanted Chandi fighting Wriliara, either. You are strong for your age, Ika, and every day you surprise me more and more. But you both would have died if you met the men you were after. If Cinnamon hadn’t shown up when he had and dealt with the third Apostle, who I now hear is Vedara by the way, then he would’ve made short and brutal work of you. Everyone is worried you still won’t make it. I know better. You’re stronger than most give you credit for. You’ll be fine. 

			I will discuss Vedara with the Death Squad. Chandi told Cinnamon everything, and he told me. They need to know about this. I can’t promise that they will care much. It’s difficult to convince them of the importance of the Genmaga. I have tried, as you saw with Stultis. Belasefka may hear me out but I won’t count on it. I know I should listen to them. If they say that the Genmaga legend is a farce, I should believe them. They are far older and far wiser. They have seen every generation of Genmaga achieve nothing at all. But in my heart I still fear what Kirga could bring to Wenworld.

			To be blunt, I didn’t get what I was after when I went to Florian Tower, because I didn’t get to come back home with Kirga’s head. Both he and Wriliara escaped, but not before I fought with Wriliara myself. He only retreated when Pulkra arrived. He is powerful, Ika. I have spoken with Chandi already about how she would match up against him. You are both just too young. But, even with your current strengths apparent, I understand what you strive for. It’s not my place to stop you from wanting to avenge the people you have lost. It is my place, however, to prevent it if I know you are not yet ready.

			


			Ika clutched the paper so hard his thumb punctured a hole. He was angry with his uncle but still understood where he was coming from. After their fight with a severely weakened Vedara, he knew they were far outclassed. There was a spark of hope as he kept reading, though. He didn’t expect the letter to be this detailed.

			


			I will make a deal with you. Before I proceed I must beg you to NOT let your mother anywhere near this letter. If she finds out what I’m telling you, it will be the death of us all. I’m already in her bad books for letting you come as far as Kanakon. I knew you and Chandi had always dreamed of seeing the Capital, so I told myself I would only take you that far. I never suspected you would escape from Cinnamon’s Gritka. As I said, you surprise me every day. 

			Anyway, here it is: if you and Chandi stay at Turquoise Town, your one focus must be in training. Cinnamon has already told me he will be sticking around the area. Apparently he is still serious about that debt to you. I blackmailed him into keeping you from harm, and although he was incapable of doing so, he still saved your life. Don’t worry, I won’t be ratting on him to the Death Squad. Stay here, let the Wenny keep training you, and if you can prove to me that the gap between you and the Apostles has been lessened, then maybe, MAYBE I will let you join the hunt for Kirga. Next time for real.  

			


			Kirga’s name was mostly punched out by the thumb-sized hole Ika made in excitement. He turned over the paper and found that there was even more.

			


			Now, I know I have been keeping you in the dark. I have been hunting Kirga for years now. You already heard in Grematorga about how I killed the last Apostle he had under his command. In my hunting I have learned certain secrets about Kirga’s abilities. Do you remember the symbol you spotted burned into Metrio’s skin back in Sheltrona, the red trident? It was the same symbol I used to bring us to Belasefka’s Cursed plain. That red trident is the symbol of the Morga family. They have a whole array of Curses that they specialize in. Many bloodlines excel in a certain art of Curse or Jinx. Morgas excel in manipulation. 

			I told you the story about Migra and how she could turn people into her thralls, forcing them to do as she willed. Kirga has a similar power. It isn’t nearly as powerful as Migra’s, but it is still dangerously effective if used correctly, such as being used to extract information. 

			I also told you about who Metrio Feralt was, and of his importance. He is the head of a unit that looks after powerful artifacts. He is the entire reason that Kirga took the risk of infiltrating the Capital City: he was looking for Metrio. Even though Metrio is swine, he would never give away secrets about the artifacts he is intrusted with. Kirga knew that. He used a Morga Curse on Metrio to gain the location of a specific artifact. Metrio wouldn’t remember anything after the Curse was used, so the passing of knowledge would be unknown to him. There are hundreds of dangerous weapons Kirga could search for, but I can’t see it being any other than the Zyphur Spear. We know he wishes to kill the Raven thanks to Wuta, and that weapon is the only way to do so. Kirga’s infiltration of Kanakon only happened because Kirga needed to know the weapon’s location. Metrio must’ve given it to him. With that new knowledge, Kirga brought his Apostles and left the city. The good news is now I have a trail to follow.

			The purpose of killing the White Raven still has me asking questions. Kirga knows he isn’t strong enough to fight the Death Squad. Maybe he is trying to close the gap between his power and theirs. The King’s squad might consist of the oldest and most powerful Oracles in Wenworld, but that doesn’t mean there aren’t creatures that rival their strength that still live. Dremagon used the spear to take the Black Raven’s power. Perhaps Kirga is taking some form of inspiration from that legend. Taking even a sliver of the remaining White Raven’s power would make Kirga even more difficult to capture or kill. I don’t think he is focusing on his overall plan at the moment. I think he is taking it one step at a time, his next step being that spear. 

			Share what I have told you with Chandi. I haven’t had the chance to speak with her in much detail before I left. I’m too close to Kirga now to stop. I’m closer now than I may have ever been. I will keep my word about assessing your strength at a later time. Give it a few years and you can prove to me that bringing you along to hunt Kirga won’t be a burden. I know how you feel but, yet again, you can’t be stupid. Until I come back home, be good, stay close to Chandi, listen to Cinnamon (I can’t believe I’m saying that), and once again, DO NOT let your mother get a hold of this. If you get around to reading this, then that means you’re all right and Vedara didn’t kill you. Didn’t I say I knew you’d make it? I may not see you again for a while. Don’t worry about me. I love you, kid.

			Sincerely,

			Best and most handsome uncle ever

			


			That was where the note ended. 

			A few years! Ika did not want to wait that long for another go at Kirga. Though, he had learned his lesson about overconfidence. He knew now what a fool he had been, that he needed to get stronger. But he wasn’t just going to sit around at home while Gira was out there risking his life. He would need to start training as soon as possible. First thing was first, though: find his mother. 

			He folded the letter as many times as he could manage, stuffing it in a deep pocket of his baggy pants. They were the same pair he wore in Kanakon a month ago, if Phiggy’s word was trustworthy. His shirt had been changed, though. It was now a long and slack white t-shirt. They must have removed his top to assess the damage done by Vedara’s beam. There was only one Jinx Ika knew of that would eliminate his need to eat or even use the washroom while he healed for an entire month. Roztera: A high-level healing Jinx that demands a lot from the caster. Ika was bombarded by even more guilt at the thought of his mother needing to perform it to save him.

			He opened his bedroom door and sluggishly went toward the stairs. His house looked and smelled just how he remembered it. It had only been a little over a month since he had been home, a full two if he didn’t count his comatose body as being home. And yet, it felt like he had been away for a lifetime. 

			The thin blue carpet that went down every hallway was a wonderful feeling on his bare toes, like his feet were being hugged in welcome. The scent of the countless candles his mother obsessed over used to annoy Ika, but now they held a comfort in them. He continued to sneak down the hall until he came past the latch to the attic, a small white square on the ceiling. He had never been in his attic before. His mother always made it clear that he and Genevieve should never, under any circumstances, enter the attic. It was off limits. He always wondered why she got so touchy about it.  

			As Ika tip-toed down the wooden steps to his living room, he heard his mother speaking to someone in a soft voice. This wasn’t an unlikely occurrence in the Ivory household. Alice Ivory was working with another one of her patients. Residents of Turquoise Town came to her for her skills in healing. It became second nature that if anybody in town had the slightest ailment or injury, they went to see Alice Ivory at 171 Bayshell Road. 

			“You should be all right now, sweetheart.” 

			Hearing his mother’s voice made him both nervous and exultant. He leaned down to peek ever so silently through the railings. An old woman was being escorted to the door by his mother’s arm. It was Mrs. Farris. She had always been beyond kind to Ika and Chandi, especially with their tragedies being known through the town. 

			“We’re all so glad Ika is back home,” said Mrs. Farris. “I know the healing is taking a while but the boy will be fine. I’m sure of it, my dear.” 

			The old woman patted Alice’s arm, daintily. 

			Alice smiled back. “I know he will. He’s a strong kid. Besides, nothing he went through will be half as bad as what I will do to him when he wakes up.” 

			Mrs. Farris laughed a little too loudly at that, like she knew all too well that Alice wasn’t joking. 

			“I’ll see you around, Mrs. Farris. Stay off your feet for a while!” 

			The slowly sliding woman went out of sight. “You don’t have to tell me twice. Thank you, Alice. And happy Halloween!” 

			Phiggy wasn’t lying. Ika had slept through the whole of October. He had trouble grasping just how close he was to death.

			Alice closed the door and ran her hands through a towel close to the sink. Ika’s mother was blessed with a head of long, gorgeous, ashen hair: white as glistening snow, curling like ocean waves as it fell down her slender back. 

			She turned slightly and Ika could see her face from his hiding spot. Big, beautiful, lime-green eyes, accentuated by the hundreds of brown freckles that speckled around her small nose. She flicked the back of her hands down the beige apron that hung to the top of her knees. She wore a light red and white flannel shirt underneath. Below the apron was a pair of dark blue jeans, baggy and worn out. Ika could smell dinner being made on the stove. It smelled like brown rice and Alice’s famous Porshallan-spiced roast chicken. There only appeared to be enough for her. How long someone would need to be kept in Roztera must always be an estimate. 

			Ika tilted his head back and begged Lady Meamara that this wouldn’t be as bad as he was expecting. He stepped down to the bottom of the stairs with utmost caution. He stared at Alice’s back as she monitored the meal she was preparing. One deep breath, one heavy exhale. Alice lifted a pot of brown rice, moving to place it on the counter with her back still to Ika. 

			“Mom?” 

			She froze in place, dropping the pot to the floor with a triumphant clang, sending brown rice scattering everywhere around the kitchen. There were a few seconds where neither of them did anything. Then, slowly and almost scarily, Alice turned fully around. 

			Ika smiled nervously. “Sorry,” was the only thing he could think to say. 

			She ran across the living room and pulled him into a hug that Ika would swear was stronger than the grip of Vedara. Alice sobbed and incoherently scolded Ika for what felt like the next twenty minutes. There were many tears and many cuss words Ika had never heard his mother say before. She would wash his mouth out with soap if he uttered even a single one. Seeing her like this almost made him begin to cry as well. He felt horrible. He hugged her back and—once she was finally done bawling—Alice pushed herself off of his shoulders, now sending him a glare that he also would’ve swore was more terrifying than Vedara’s. 

			“You . . .” she trailed off, biting her bottom lip in a fathomless fury. 

			“I’m sorry,” he said again, this time meaning it. It was obvious in his white eyes. 

			“Do you have any idea what you have done to me?” 

			Ika opened his mouth. 

			“Shut up,” she said before he could make a sound. “You and Chandi have gotten into trouble around here many times over the years. You have made choices that I am not fond of and you were disciplined for them. You have grown, as we all must grow, making stupid decisions and disappointing our parents. But I have never . . . NEVER . . . been this disappointed in you. Ever.” 

			He was doing a poor job of holding back his matching tears. “Kirga was so close.” 

			“Don’t say that name in this household!” she spat. 

			He wiped his face. “I had to. He killed dad . . . and . . .” He flexed his jaw and flared his nostrils. He was trying to stay as composed as possible so he could explain himself. “. . . and Genevieve.” 

			At the mention of his sister, Alice bit down on her fist and started weeping again. It had been many years since Ika had said her name out loud in his house. 

			“I can’t live knowing he’s out there still. I have to kill him. He has to pay for what he’s done to our family. And if nothing else mattered . . . I have to know why! WHY US! WHAT HAVE WE EVER DONE TO HIM!” He couldn’t stop himself from crying as openly as she was. 

			She placed a hand on his shoulder and guided him over to their sofa. They both sat down and cried some more. After a bit of time, neither of them knew how long, they became calm enough to speak to each other more civilly. The lecture did not end, however. Far from it. Alice continued to let Ika know how much of an idiot he was and how worried sick she had been. She beat it into his head that what he did and planned was a death wish, and reiterated multiple times that he and Chandi were just kids, something Ika was tired of hearing. She harangued him nonstop, all the way until the hour of Morphing was complete and the fading blue sun was now a cold white moon—sending sleeves of pallid light splintering into the living room through the curtains.

			The stars were out. They broke their conversation when the sounds of excited children filled the streets outside the kitchen window. 

			Alice wiped her face with her flannel sleeve. “It’s Halloween,” she said weakly and with clear exhaustion in her voice. She looked tired, yes, but Ika was impressed by how put together she looked for somebody who had been casting Roztera for a whole month. She was an outstanding Oracle. 

			“Yeah, I heard Mrs. Farris say it to you from the stairs.” 

			He lied, not filling her in about Phiggy in his window. He wanted to save this confusing conversation for Cinnamon. She had been through enough already. 

			Alice sniffled. “Everyone will be dressed up and having fun out there.” She looked at him sadly. “Chandi always loved Halloween. You should go see her. She is the only other person that was as worried about you as I was. She was literally ill waiting for you to wake up. There was a rough patch for a few days there where you may not have made it. Chandi was so nervous she threw up on the floor, right . . .” She pointed past the long brown table next to the sofa, “. . . there. Took forever to get the puke outta the rug.” 

			She obviously expected Ika to laugh, but after hearing how Chandi was that scared, laughing was the last thing he wanted to do. 

			“You should go out there and see her. She deserves to know right away that you’re okay.” He stood from the couch, his legs now sturdier than before he sat. “You’re right. Even after all of this, she’ll probably still want to head around town for candy.” 

			He managed to get a smile out of his mother. “Go on, but don’t run off on any suicide missions on your way. Next time I will kill you myself.” 

			His returning smile was fake. It wouldn’t happen anytime too soon, but leaving home again was exactly what he was planning. He kissed her on the cheek and left to find Chandi.

		

	
		
			Chapter 38: What Did We Achieve?

			[image: ]

			Chandi walked down the street just outside her house on 177 Bayshell Road. The kids were swarming out in droves now, each of them dressed as a different monster or fictional hero. She had always adored Halloween night. She even went as far as to reread and study the origins of the festive night each year. 

			Halloween has been celebrated for generations in Wenworld. It originated from the story of Belfaris Morga and the conjuring of the great demons from ‘The Dimwell Hallows’. Back when Belfaris was still alive and attempting to destroy the Crystal, he came up with a plan to help him break into the library of Sheltrona. Belfaris wanted the endless supply of Curses within Kanakon’s library in order to make himself strong enough to defeat the Dalada. In early October, ten thousand years ago, Belfaris broke deep into the surface of Wenworld and summoned four great demons who Don-Galaga had banished in the Hallows—beneath even the slithering grounds of Sallanir the World-Snake. Their names were Shaka, Brika, Morrla, and Qrenir. 

			Grateful to Belfaris for freeing them, they agreed to march on Sheltrona with him. On October thirty-first they began their assault. Don-Galaga defeated each demon yet again, this time feeding them to the World-Snake, where they would be sealed away forever in his immeasurable belly. Belfaris escaped with his life, but being unable to gain a single Curse from Sheltrona was a great embarrassment in his legacy—even though he one day ended up becoming strong enough to defeat most of the Dalada anyway, Don-Galaga as the only exception. 

			People all over Wenworld celebrate the occasion by dressing up as the demons, putting pumpkins carved with scary faces and lit within by candles around their homes to symbolize the appearance of the strongest demon, Qrenir, whose head resembled a pumpkin. As time went on, the holiday just became an excuse for people to dress as whatever they chose. Chandi just had so much fun preparing for it. 

			This year was different. Now all she could think about was Ika, still trapped in his coma. Sleep hadn’t come to her easily since they returned home. That mysterious Gast showing up out of nowhere and transporting them to Turquoise Town was a godsend. She felt grateful to Phiggy now, when at one time she had been fearful.

			The lampposts that lined the glistening Turquoise-stone roads were usually of bright blue energy; for Halloween they were swapped out for a more appropriate orange glow. A group of six chubby boys ran by, dressed from head to toe as their favorite comic book superheroes. 

			“Hey, Chandi!” one of them hollered as he ran by with a big brown bag. 

			The candy tradition only came about due to the nature of the weakest demon, Morrla, whose body was made from a sticky and sugary substance commonly known to be used in most modern sweets. Morrla was born and bred in the caverns of Canrama, during the first few generations of the world. The demon was practically molded by the sweet nectar that forms on the walls of the caverns. 

			“Be careful tonight,” she said back calmly. 

			She sighed as she continued to walk down the road. She liked to take these walks lately to let Turquoise Town’s natural beauty pry her mind from Ika. 

			Her home town was built upon the top of one very tall hill, surrounded by a flat plane filled with trees of twinkling turquoise leaves. ‘Turquoise Forest’ stretched around the hill as far as the eye could see. If standing in the town at the highest point of the lonely hill, one would only be able to see blue trees glittering and swaying in the wind like waves at every angle.

			White stairs trailed from the depths of the forest, curling up the hill until it reached the entrance gate to the town. Each rooftop was made of nacreous Turquoise-stone, and each road was built of the same material. The place was stunning all year round, seeming to take on a different kind of magnificence at the eve of each passing season. There was nowhere in the world like Turquoise Town. Chandi knew that deep in her heart. 

			“You don’t look too excited,” a voice called over her shoulder. 

			She barely heard it over the pandemonium of distant children bombarding houses for their share of candy. 

			“Funny, usually I can’t get you to shut up about this silly holiday.” 

			She knew that voice. She bit the inside of her cheek, spinning slowly. As if walking out of her own daydream, Ika was standing under one of the lampposts, bathed in the orange light. She ran and hit him full force with a hug that threw them both from their feet. He landed hard on his back on the cold road. They both laughed. 

			“Meamara!” he cursed. “I just got out of my coma and now you’re going to put me back in!”

			They laid there in a shared contentment for a minute or two. Joy overwhelmed both their hearts. The rest of the world’s troubles, and even the troubles they were bound to face in the coming days scuttled into the backs of their minds, knowing better than to disturb their bliss. Chandi was glad Ika was alive and Ika was glad to be alive. Life was simple, if only in that moment under the orange lamppost light. 

			“Were you worried about me?” 

			She looked over at him, still lying on the floor. “Me? Don’t flatter yourself.” 

			He smiled. “Really? Cause my mom said you literally threw up on our carpet.” 

			“I had a stomach flu that was going around for a few days while you were recovering. It got pretty bad.” Her tone of voice and trembling smile left it obvious that she was fibbing. 

			They laughed some more.

			After a few seconds of peaceful silence passed, Chandi sighed heavily.

			“What?” said Ika.

			“We completely wasted our time, didn’t we?”

			 “Nope.”

			Chandi turned her head to look at him. “Nope?”

			He put his arms behind his head. “Nope.”

			“But we didn’t kill Kirga or Wriliara. Hell, we didn’t even see them, Ika. What was the point of all this? What did we achieve?”

			“Well,” started Ika, “we were the ones who found out that Kirga is going after the White Raven. We found out about the Curse he uses to sneak around Wenworld mostly undetected. We learned an infinite amount of new knowledge of Wenworld and Kanah from Prince Dessiel in Grematorga. I’ve figured out that a Gast named Phiggy has been stalking my family. We met Cinnamon and now have him as a useful ally in our goal; not to mention all of the training he has given us throughout the course of this journey, which will be useful to us later. We learned more about the Dalada. We know the secrets of the great library of Sheltrona. Phiggy told you about Filiorvis, a Curse that can apparently help you kill Wriliara, something you wouldn’t have known if we didn’t start our adventure this year.”

			He took a breath into his lungs to continue. “We also learned about the nature of Runework and teleportation. And let us not forget about Migra Morga. Never knew she existed until this year. Oh, and the biggest takeaway from this whole ordeal . . .”

			Chandi kept her eyes on him. “Yes?”

			“We have Prince Keji Aberdam with us now. We have saved him from his father and given him a new life.”

			Ika’s smile slowly faded. “Right? Keji is all right, right? Where is our princely singing friend?”

			Chandi giggled. “He’s okay. He has been living with me at my place. He is happy here.”

			Ika looked to the sky and smiled again. “Good . . . good.”

			It took a while for Chandi to be settled down. She was caught somewhere between crying and screaming. She was just so excited to see Ika out and about. They talked and walked as Turquoise Town continued to bustle around them. Everyone in town had been anxiously waiting for Ika to wake up, yet funnily enough nobody noticed the boy walking down the street, too busy with candy and Halloween mischief. 

			As they strode along, Chandi explained to Ika how she was ready for death, to accept it and die with him as he lay in her arms, but Master Cinnamon came down from above and spoke a Curse so loudly she swore Lady Meamara must’ve heard it from beyond the Crystal. She made a point to emphasise on how much the Wenny had done for them when he really didn’t have to. Ika rolled his eyes at the endless praise for their master. 

			“You really should thank him for everything,” she said. “And don’t think I forgot about the apology you promised me you would give him.” 

			He sighed. “He only trained us because I saved his senile old life. If anything, we’re just even now. And he probably forgot about what I said to him back at Wuta’s gate. Come on!” 

			She gave him a look that let him know he wouldn’t get away with this one that easily. 

			“Yes,” he caved under the pressure. “I know he saved our lives, but only after trying to keep us locked in his Gritka like common prisoners.” 

			Chandi’s face made it clear that he was missing the obvious. “Yeah . . . in order to, oh, I don’t know, also save our lives!” 

			They walked and walked until they finally reached the place Chandi knew Ika was unconsciously leading them to. They made it into a wide-open corridor near the center of town. In the middle was a tall fountain of fine, opulent glass. They would often sit along the darker blue frame that circled the prismatic water flowing out from the main column. They did so now, putting their hands idly in the stream out of habit. There were rows of houses facing inward toward the fountain, each of them decorated for the night with skeletons, pumpkins, fake demons, and gravestones. 

			Chandi always found everything about Turquoise Town delightful, perhaps even more in this moment than usual, now that they had barely escaped the hand of death. Even though Ika was sitting right next to her, back to full health, she still wasn’t completely okay. She was so unbearably miserable during the wait for any news from Alice. She had to clench her fists on her knees to prevent her hands shaking. Part of her still felt ill from the nerves. The look on Ika’s face was also making it hard for her to accept that things were better now. “Are you all right?” 

			His glower was muddled and dejected. 

			“What is it?” she asked. 

			He pulled a folded-up paper out of his baggy pants. 

			“What’s this?” 

			He said nothing as he opened it. He held it out to her. She took it warily, searching his face for a signal of any kind. 

			“That is a message from Uncle Gira,” said Ika. 

			A flock of kids ran quickly through the corridor, too excited to spare a glance at them. 

			“He told me to fill you in on everything. I figured it was better to let you read the letter yourself before I destroy it.” 

			Destroy it? She wondered why there would be a need for that. 

			She read through it with scrutinising attention. After a minute or two she gasped, clutching the letter. “Wait a second.” Her eyes bulged slightly as she came to the part about Metrio Feralt. “What is this?” 

			Ika didn’t answer yet, looking into the orange reflections of the fountain water. 

			“Kirga used a compulsion Curse on Metrio? He knows where the Zyphur Spear is now?”

			Ika turned his head slightly. “Yes. That was the reason he went to Kanakon in the first place: he needed to know where that Zyphur Spear was located. This information is yet another thing we achieved from all this. But that’s all we know about his plan.” He paused, taking a breath. “At least, what Gira is willing to tell us about right now.” 

			It was rare for Chandi to hear Ika refer to Gira without putting ‘Uncle’ before it. He used the title endearingly. The start of this letter proved to be no lie. There was little doubt that Ika was upset with his uncle, however diminutive his frustration might be. 

			Chandi caught on for the need of secrecy with the letter when she reached its conclusion. Oh yeah, she thought. Alice would kill him if she found this. 

			Gira planned to let Ika and her come along with him—this time for real—if they managed to gain enough power to stand a chance. That meant they had a lot of training to do. 

			She was glad about the part with Master Cinnamon staying in touch. He had already let Chandi know before Ika woke that he wouldn’t be far, but reading it from Gira’s words made it solidified in her mind. There were no lies. She was also glad that Gira was so open to the idea of the hunt for the Genmaga resuming. With Wriliara still breathing, her business with him wasn’t finished. It hadn’t even truly started yet. The whole Kirga situation would’ve been resolved years ago if the Death Squad or King Stultis took the legend of the Genmaga a little more seriously. 

			“Well?” said Ika. His expression was unreadable. 

			“Well, what?” said Chandi. 

			He shuffled his feet, agitatedly. “What do you think about this? I say we get training with Cinnamon. If getting stronger is what it takes for people to stop pulling us back from the damn people we’re trying to get to, then stronger is what we get. After meeting Vedara, the weakest of the group we’re after, and having him beat us both senseless . . .” his bleached eyes were almost imploringly concerned, “. . . do you still want to do this? You don’t want to quit, do you?” 

			She gave him a smile. “Ika, for one thing, Kirga has a man with him who took my parents from me. I will always follow whatever footsteps I can find of him for that alone. But, maybe even more importantly than that, is that I know you will never give up chasing him, and I go where you go. If we need to train for years then so be it. I would be along for this ride even if my own revenge wasn’t part of the deal, if only to keep your dumb ass from getting killed.” 

			Chandi meant every word. There was a split second when she thought Ika might have teared up. It had been an emotional couple of months for everyone. She begged that he wouldn’t, because she really couldn’t handle many more emotions as of late. 

			He brought her in for a tight hug. “Thanks.” 

			“You’re welcome,” she said. 

			They stayed like that, ignoring the rest of the world for a minute that passed like a second. 

			Ika slowly pushed away, a big grin on his face. “Should we go let Keji know I’m alive?” 

			She was waiting for this question to come up. She chuckled as a dark bobbing figure drew closer to Ika through the water of the fountain. A pointy blue part was swerving left and right like a shark’s fin. “Clearly you still have to work on assessing your surroundings, Ika.” 

			He frowned. “What do you me—” 

			“BOO!” 

			A huge splash of water rose up and soaked them both; Ika much more than Chandi. A small figure in a handmade mask of an old man’s face jumped out from within the fountain, making Ika bounce like a shock of electricity shot into his behind. 

			The mask was pulled off and Prince Keji giggled in delight. Pattamis spit out a spray of water that crashed onto Keji’s tiny nose. 

			Ika brought Keji into a hug, ignoring how he was bound to get even wetter doing so. “There you are! What are you wearing?” 

			Keji held up his hand-molded clay mask. “It was the scariest thing I could think of.” He paused. “. . . It’s my dad!” 

			Ika squinted, analyzing the mask. It was a pretty close image of King Stultis. “I guess it is,” said Ika. He laughed from his gut. “Not bad at all.” 

			A new excitement flared in Ika as he took Keji’s shoulders, as if remembering something. “You were amazing with Vedara!” 

			They all laughed as Ika praised the boy for his mischief with the chandelier. 

			“It was at just the right moment. You saved us, my Prince.” He bowed respectfully, which only made Keji blush. 

			“See?” said Chandi, “you didn’t even know he was in the fountain. Master would be disappointed.” 

			Ika scowled. “I just got out of a coma, get off my back.” 

			“I’m glad you’re all right,” the Prince said. 

			Pattamis shook himself like a dog fresh from the lake. “Me too. These pansies were worried for a little there, but I knew you’d come waltzing out of that house in no time.”

			Chandi snorted. “Pattamis, you barely even know Ika. You met him last month, and yet I think you cried more than any of us.” 

			Pattamis wiggled in an awkward way. “Never happened. No proof.”

			They sat by the main fountain for a while, chatting and giggling with one another. It was only once the passing children spotted a talking hat that they noticed something was up. Turquoise Town—slowly but surely, little group by little group—found out that Ika Ivory had woken from his coma and was healthy again. Soon their small circle of friends grew to a swarm of over a hundred kids all dressed in wacky costumes, followed by their parents who were equally thrilled. 

			Chandi shook her head and smiled, seeing Ika standing on the fountain and spinning his tale as if he was some conquering hero—sharing all credit with herself and Keji, though. He spoke like they were on equal par to the Death Squad. 

			When the town had absorbed all they could from Ika’s retelling, going wide-eyed at the description of Vedara’s bear form and how it changed the very weather of the atmosphere, they wished him well and let him know they were glad for his recovery. The town resumed its hubbub and the kids continued to hunt for their candy. Many of the kids had a fondness for Ika. They always had. His reputation was apparent when an army of children would rather see him than pursue sweets. 

			Now that his reveal had come and gone, the group of young heroes—very loose with the title—now walked about Turquoise Town, simply appreciating the atmosphere and gossiping some more. Chandi was happier walking down those dimly lit streets than she had been in a handful of years. She insisted they went back to her house and pick up some old pillowcases, not wanting to miss a year of her favorite tradition. 

			This turned out to be Keji’s first real Halloween. He beamed from ear to ear the whole night, snorting with laughter at times. Ika learned now that the people of Turquoise Town were not as disturbed by a talking hat as the people of Kanakon were. Pattamis seemed elated to find a group of ‘sensible people’, as he put it, who see just how not unusual a talking hat was in a world already teeming with the unusual. 

			Keji, seeming even more elated than his hat, expressed how thankful he was that the citizens of the town didn’t show him any semblance of hatred for being a Yeryaila in line for the throne. He was accepted here because that is just how Turquoise Town was. It was a rare gem in a blinkered world. Neither Chandi nor Ika were surprised when first told about the Prince’s welcomed reception. They knew their home. Turquoise Town was a place where the hateful did not prosper. This place was of warmth and welcome. This place was free from the politics that plagued the rest of Wenworld. This place would always be a light in a surrounding darkness. This place was home, not just to them but to all. And it is very likely the only place in Wenworld where the people are willing to overlook a Yeryaila prince. You were not judged by what you were born as in Turquoise Town. You were not even judged by what you have accomplished. You were judged by how you treated others. Keji Aberdam never had a chance of being shunned in this place upon the lonely hill. The place for outcasts. The place for dreamers. The place for anyone who needed a home.

		

	
		
			Chapter 39: Next Time Will Be Different
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			The previous night was filled with simple childish fun. Both Ika and Chandi wanted to make sure Keji felt welcomed in their home town—which was quite an easy thing, really. They laughed, collected candy, pulled a few pranks, collected some more candy, scared Pattamis a few times with ghost sounds mimicked on darker streets, and collected even more candy. 

			Through this all, however, Ika found it difficult to forget what they had been through. The joy that Turquoise Town used to bring him felt somewhat lessened now, like a favorite blanket worn from age, beginning to lose its colour. Meeting Prince Dessiel in Grematorga, learning about his stalker in Phiggy, seeing how Kanakon treated their prince, and their encounter with Vedara had given him a slap of reality that he couldn’t shake from his head. He was weaker and dimmer of mind than he would’ve liked to imagine. Wenworld was too big a place to care for his little quest, or that’s how it felt.

			Ika woke early the next day, the first of November. For what he wanted to do, he preferred his privacy. In the early hour, just before the Morphing, Ika liked to spend some time in his favorite spot. 

			He slipped out from under his sheets and slyly headed outside. Behind his home was a small field that led to the brink of the great hill the town sat on. He liked to come here and look out over the spellbinding Turquoise Forest, swaying in the morning air like a sea blessed with a sparkling Jinx. His spot was marked by an old tree, and next to it two white gravestones. Ika walked up to the stone on his left, running his hand thoughtfully over the top of it.       

			


			Here lies

			Ikarus Ivory

			A man worth more than a thousand songs

			A man who lived his life for love above all other things

			1012 - 1037

			 


			“Hey, Dad.” Ika took a second to nod his head to the second grave, belonging to a close friend of the family. 

			


			Here lies

			Casey Kenris

			A heart too big for the Crystal

			He will never truly know how much he was loved

			1010 - 1037

			


			“Hey, Uncle Casey.” He walked past the graves to sit in the soft grass under the shade of the small Turquoise Tree. “I’ve been through a lot lately, dad.” He looked out at the limitless woodland, feeling small and trifling in comparison. “I don’t know if you’d be proud of me for what I tried this year. I went looking for Kirga.” He paused, like he was waiting to be reprimanded by his father. The soothing sound of swaying grass was his only answer. The moon had begun morphing into the sun now, that red light tinting him and the hill with a beautifully warm shade. “Yeah, yeah, I know what you’re going to say: ‘You’re an idiot. You could’ve been killed,’ etcetera, etcetera. I know, all right? Mom already gave me more than an earful for it. And yes, I also know it was unfair to do that to her.” 

			Ika always spoke to his father like this; as if he knew him, though tragedy never allowed them to meet. His orange and white hair billowed as the breeze toyed with it. “I know what you would say about me chasing him. But he can’t just live freely after—”

			“Do you talk to yourself a lot?” 

			Ika turned his head to see Cinnamon sitting on top of his father’s grave, swinging his long furry feet. 

			“Hey, get down from there! That’s my father’s!” His voice broke in hastened rage. 

			The Wenny Rabbit’s eyes went wide. “Oh, crap! I’m sorry, kid. I thought it was just some stone decoration or something. I didn’t see the writing from the back.” 

			He jumped off and raised his paws like he had been caught at the scene of a crime. His signature white Gritka was resting against Uncle Casey’s stone. 

			Ika took a deep breath and calmed down. “What are you doing here?” he asked. 

			Cinnamon’s staff was laid along the bark of the tree. If he had been holding it at that second, Ika wouldn’t have been surprised if his master whacked him for old time’s sake. 

			“I figured I’d come see how my student was doing. Excuse my rudeness.” His sarcasm was strong. “I was expecting more of a thank you for saving your idiotic butts! But nooooo, poor Cinnamon never gets a thank you for anything.” 

			Ika grinned impishly. “Well, I hear that Vedara is still alive, so . . . nice job.” 

			Cinnamon looked like he had been slapped across the nose. Ika chuckled under his breath. 

			“I’m only kidding. Thank you.” He remembered Chandi’s lecturing about his relationship with their master. He would try to make things better for her. 

			Cinnamon seemed grateful for his change in customary defiance. “You’re welcome, kid. I’m glad you’re still alive.” 

			Ika didn’t anticipate enjoying this next part but decided to swallow his stubbornness. “I’m really sorry, by the way.” 

			Cinnamon didn’t look like he was expecting that. He also didn’t look like he even knew what Ika was talking about. 

			“Not about escaping your Gritka and going after Kirga; I’d do that ten times out of ten. I’m sorry for what I said way back at the gate, when we saw that Tredma Ilia and found Wuta.” Ika wanted to get it out quick, hoping that would make this whole thing less awkward. “You’re not a coward. I’m grateful you have chosen to train me. It doesn’t matter that I saved your life out of dumb luck from your dumb accident. I was in the right place at the right time. You could’ve just spat in my face and been on your way. Instead, you stayed and risked being caught by the Death Squad just to even our score. I also won’t pretend to know what went on between you and the previous king, but if you really did do it, and the man was anything like Stultis . . . can’t say I blame you.” He smiled. “I’m sorry I’ve been nothing more than a brat this entire adventure.” 

			Even though Chandi had forced him to do it, Ika found he meant the words, somewhere in the dusty corners of his heart. 

			Cinnamon wobbled over beside Ika, sitting his fuzzy butt down and looking out at the forest with him. “You wanna know why I give you a hard time when I’m so nice to Chandi?” 

			Ika rolled his shoulders a bit. “Yeah, you know, I might be interested to hear that.” 

			Cinnamon cut straight to it with a level tone. “It’s because, ever since we left this town, you have yet to call me Master a single time. Not once.” 

			Ika searched his memory and found that Cinnamon was right. 

			“Chandi has called me Master this whole journey. I’m not asking you to get down on your knees and bow to my righteousness. It’s about respect, kid. You haven’t referred to me as a student should to their teacher. It’s why I am so rough with you. I could argue you don’t have respect for your mother either, given the state you knew you would put her in by leaving. Revenge or no, you still willingly put her in a situation where her son could’ve been dead each passing day he was away from home.” Ika’s face flexed. That was crossing a line. “Would I have done it if I was in your position? Of course I would have. It’s not crazy to assume you’d want to make Kirga pay for his actions to your family. But you gotta think about more people than yourself, Ika.” 

			Deep down Ika knew not to pick another fight with Cinnamon. Not over this. He had a point. Ika had let his anger blind him to the family he still had left. This didn’t mean the pill was any easier to swallow. 

			“My uncle told me you’re still on for training us.” He ran his hands along the green grass below his knees. “He also told me he won’t be selling you out to the Death Squad.” 

			The Morphing was so enthralling that they both said nothing for a time, just admiring the illusory crimson miasma. 

			“How is this going to work?” asked Ika, breaking that dream state momentarily. “My mother is not going to like the idea of me still training to get back out there. You might need to fear her over the Death Squad.” 

			Cinnamon laughed. “Yeah, I seem to be getting that impression from everybody.” The rabbit drew in a deep, steadying breath. “You ever heard of the Hill of Memories?” 

			Ika tilted his head apprehensively. “Sure, Uncle Gira used to take me and Chandi there to play when we were younger. It’s also the password to his vault in DragonRose. What about it?” 

			Cinnamon bounced up onto his feet and retrieved his violet staff. “That’s where we will meet. We will work out the schedule by Mailsquirrel. Send your squirrel to the Hill of Memories, filling me in each day that you and Chandi can make it without arousing the suspicion of your mother. I’ll try to come up with a trick or two to keep things private. Now, I better get going. I don’t want anyone seeing us having this little chat.” 

			He swiped up his Gritka and carried it on his back. Because of its size compared to his own, he looked rather humorous lugging around the big white pot, twice the bulk of his body. 

			He began to walk toward the town’s gate, washed in the red beams from above. Everyone was still asleep so he didn’t need to worry about keeping his cover right now. “Gira and I will find some way to deal with Phiggy, by the way. We’ll get to the bottom of that business eventually. Remember, Hill of Memories, kid!” 

			Ika lost his battle with the temptation to stare out at the view once more. “Have you seen Phiggy again since Grematorga?” 

			No answer, just that peaceful morning draft, frolicking with his hair again. By the time Ika turned his head Cinnamon was gone, vanished like dust in the wind. That reminded Ika of the very Gast they just spoke of. 

			“Whatever,” he said to no one but his own quiet echo. “See you later . . . Master.”

			Ika stood, brushed his pants, stared for good measure at the world before him, and turned toward home. As he passed it, Ika ran his hand along his father’s grave one more time, looking down at the engraving. “This isn’t over yet, dad. Whether you may like it or not, it’s only just started. I love you.” 

			He pushed off the stone and walked back to his house. His mind was full of thoughts of the future. He couldn’t yet fathom the danger he would face. Yet, somehow, in the face of the peril he knew would come, if he had Chandi with him . . . he knew he’d be all right. 

			I thank you for listening to the first act of this tale. Much has happened, and yet little has happened. I am fond of our little heroes, though their glaring incompetency frustrates me. In spite of their shortcomings, I truly wish to see them do better. I wish for them to get their revenge. I am troubled by how attached I find myself being to the Turquoise Town brats. I can’t quite explain it. They are far from remarkable at present, yes, but soon they will surprise even me with what they achieve. You shall see in time. 

			My name, as it was in the beginning, is unimportant. I am important, surely; more so than anyone in this little tale. But I am also rather reserved when it comes to sharing my identity with strangers. Perhaps during the course of this telling I may grow comfortable enough to speak about myself. Perhaps I can share with you some of my boundless knowledge on the world and beyond. Just perhaps. 

			END OF BOOK 1
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